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To Ben Bova,

a songmaster who takes as nuch care

to devel op younger voices

as to sing his own songs

Pr ol ogue

Nniv did not go to neet Mkal's starship. Instead, he waited in the ranbling stone Songhouse,
listening to the song of the walls, the whisper of the hundred young voices fromthe Chanbers and
the Stalls, the cold rhythmof the drafts. There were few in the gal axy who woul d dare to nake

M kal cone to them Nniv was not daring, however. It did not occur to himthat the Songnaster
needed to go neet anyone.

Qut si de the Songhouse walls the rest of the people on the planet Tew were not so placid. \Wen

M kal's starship sent its savage pul ses of energy onto the landing field and settl ed hugely and
delicately to the ground, there were thousands waiting to see him He m ght have been a well -

bel oved | eader, to hear the bands and see the cheering crowds that filled the landing field when
it was cool enough to wal k on again. He ought have been a national hero, with flowers spread in
his path and dignitaries bowing and saluting and struggling to cope with a situation for which no
protocol had yet been | earned on Tew.

But the notive behind the cerenonies and the outward adorati on was not love. It was an
unconfortabl e menory

1

of the fact that Tew had been slow to subnit to the Discipline of Frey. That Tew s anbassadors to
other worlds had toyed with the plots and alliances that formed to nake a | ast, pathetic
resistance to the nost irresistible conqueror in history. None of the plots came to anything. Too
many greater |eagues and nations had fallen, and now when 'Mkal's ships canme no inner world
resisted; no hostility was allowed to show

To be sure, there was no great terror, either, in the hearts of the officials who runbled their
way through nmakeshift ponp. The days of ravagi ng conquered planers were over. Now that there was
no resistance, Mkal proved that he could rule wisely and brutally and well, solidifying an enpire
fromwhi ch he could reach farther out into the galaxy to the nore distant worlds and
confederati ons where his name was only a runmor. As long as the dignitaries were careful, Mkal's
government on Tew woul d be reasonably fair, only mldly repressive, and disgustingly honest.
There were sonme who wondered why M kal would bother with Tew at all. He seenmed bored as he made
his way along the flower-strewn path, his guards and retainers keeping the crowmd a safe di stance
back. He did not look to the left or the right, and soon di sappeared into the vehicles that rushed
himto the governnent offices. And it was not Mkal but his aides who interviewed and fired and
hired, who inforned and expl ai ned about the new | aws and the new order, who quickly revised the
political systemof the world to fit it into the pattern of MKkal's peaceful, well-governed
enpire. Wiy did Mkal need to conme at all?

But the answer shoul d have been obvi ous, and soon was obvious to those who were well-infornmed
enough to know that M kal had vani shed fromthe building that was neant to house him M kal was
really no different fromthe other tourists who canme to Tew. The planet was pretty much a
backwat er, not inportant to any inperial plan. Except for the Songhouse. M kal had cone to see the
Songhouse.

And for a man of wealth and power, there was only one reason, really, to visit there. He wanted a
Songbi rd, of course

"You can't have a Songbird, sir," said the diffident young woman in the waiting room

"I haven't come to argue with gatekeepers."
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"Whom woul d you like to argue with? It will do you no good."

"The Songmaster. Nniv.**

"You do not understand," the young wonan expl ai ned. "Songbirds are given only to those who can
truly appreciate them W invite people to accept them W do not take applications."

M kal | ooked at her coldly. "I amnot applying."

"Then what are you doi ng here?"

M kal said no nore. Merely stood, waiting. The young wonan tried to argue with him but he didn't
answer. She tried to ignore himand go on with her work, but he waited for nore than an hour
until she could stand no nore. She got up and | eft w thout a word.

"What is he |like?" sang Nniv, his voice |ow and conforting.

"I nmpatient," she said.

"Yet he waited for you." Correction did not give way to criticismin Nniv's voice. Ah, he is a
kind naster, the girl thought but did not say.

"He is stern,"” she said. "He is a ruler, and he will not believe there is anything he cannot get,
anyone he cannot rule, anywhere he cannot fill with his presence."

"No nman can travel through space,” Nniv answered gently, "and not know there are places he cannot
fill."

She bowed. "What do | tell hinP"

"Tell himthat | will see him"

She was startled. She was confused. She abandoned words, and sang her confusion. The song was neek
and uncontrolled, for she woula never be a naster, not even a teacher, but wordl essly she asked
Nni v why he woul d

even listen to such a man, why he would risk having the rest of mankind think, The Songhouse
treats all nen alike, judging only on nerit, not on power—except for M kal

"I will not be corrupted,” Nniv sang gently.

"Send hi maway, " she pl eaded.

"Bring himto ne."

She broke Control and wept, then, and decl ared she could not do such a thing.

Nni v sighed. "Then send nme Esste. Send ne Esste, and be relieved of duty until Mkal |eaves."

M kal still stood in the gateroom an hour |ater, when the door opened again. This tinme it was not
t he gatekeeper. It was another woman, nore mature, w th darkness under her eyes and power in her
bearing. "M kal ?" she asked.

"Are you the Songmaster?" M kal asked.

"Not I," she said, and for a nonent Mkal felt acutely enmbarrassed at havi ng thought so. But why
should | be enbarrassed, he wondered, and shook off the feelings. The Songhouse weaves spells,
said the common people on Tew, and it nmade M kal uneasy. The woman | ed the way out of the room
hummi ng. She said nothing, but her melody told Mkal he should follow, and so he pursued the
thread of music through the cold stone halls. Doors opened here and there; windows let in the only
light (and it was a dismal light of a gray winter sky); in all the wandering through the Songhouse
they nmet no other person, heard no other voice.

At last, after many stairs, they reached a high room The High Room in fact, though no one
mentioned it. Seated at one end of the roomon a stone bench unsheltered fromthe coid breeze

t hrough the open shutters was Nniv. He was old, his face nore sag than features, and M kal was
startled. Ancient. It remi nded Mkal of nortality, which at the age of forty he was just begi nning
to be aware of. He had sixty years yet, but he was no |onger young and knew that tine was agai nst
hi m

"Nni v?" M kal asked.

Nni v nodded, and his voice runbled a low nrrmmm M kal turned to the woman who had | ed him She
was still hunming. "Leave us," M kal said.

The wonman stayed where she was, looking at himas if without conprehension. Mkal grew angry, but
he sai d nothi ng because suddenly her nel ody counsel ed silence, insisted on silence, and instead
M kal turned to Nniv. "Mike her stop humring," he said. "I refuse to be nmanipul ated."

"Then," Nniv said (and his song seened to shout with |laughter, though his voice renmained soft),
"then you refuse to live."

"Are you threatening ne?"

Nniv snmiled. "Ch, no, Mkal. | nerely observe that all living things are mani pulated. As long as
there is awll, it is bent and twi sted constantly. Only the dead are allowed the |uxury of
freedom and then only because they want nothing, and therefore can't be thwarted."

M kal's eyes grew cold then, and he spoke in measured voice, which sounded di ssonant and awkward
after the nmusic of Nniv's speech. "I could have cone here in power, Songmaster Nniv. | could have
| anded huge armni es and weapons that woul d hold the Songhouse itself for ransomto work my will. If
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I intended to coerce you or frighten . you or abuse you in any way, | would not have cone al one,
open to assassins, to ask for what | want. | have come to you with respect, and | will be treated
with respect.”

Nniv's only answer was to glance at the woman and say, "Esste." She fell silent. Her hunm ng had
been so pervasive that the walls fairly rang with the sudden quiet.

Nni v wait ed.

"I want a Songbird," Mkal said.

Nni v sai d not hi ng.

"Songnaster Nniv, | conquered a planet called Rain, and on that planet was a nman of great wealth,
and he had a Songbird. He invited ne to hear the child sing."

And at the nenory, Mkal could not contain hinself. He wept.

Hi s weeping took Esste and Nniv by surprise. This was not Mkal the Terrible. Could not be. For
Songbi rds, while they inpressed everyone, could only be fully appreciated by certain people,
peopl e whose deepest places resonated with that nost powerful of nusics. It was known throughout
the gal axy that a Songbird could never go to a person who killed, to a person of greed or
gluttony, to a person who |oved power. Such people could not really hear a Songbird's nusic. But
there could be no doubt that M kal had understood the Songbird. Both Nniv and Esste could hear his
i nadvertent songs too easily to be m staken

"You have damaged us," Nniv said, his voice full of regret.

M kal conposed hinself as best he could. "I, danaged you? Even the nmenory of your Songbird
destroys ne."

"Uplifts you."

"Wecks ny sel f-conposure, which is the key to ny survival. How have | danmaged you?"

"By proving to us that you do i ndeed deserve a Songbird. You know what that will do, |I'mcertain.
Everyone knows that the Songhouse does not bend to the powerful where Songbirds are concerned. And
yet—we will give you one. | can hear them now 'Even the Songhouse sells out to Mkal."'" Nniv's

voi ce was a raucous and perfectly accurate imtation of the speech of the comon nman, though of
course there was no such creature in the galaxy. M kal | aughed.

"You think it's funny?" Esste asked, and her voice pierced Mkal deeply aad nade hi mw nce

"No, " he answered.

Nni v sang soothingly, and calmed both Esste and M kaL "But, M kal, you know al so that we set no
date for delivery. W nust find the right Songbird for you, and if we don't find one before you
die, there can be no conplaint.”

M kal nodded. "But hurry. Hurry, if you can.”

Esste sang, her voice ringing with confidence, "W never hurry. W never hurry. W never hurry."
The song was M kal's disnissal. He left, and found his own wy out,

gui ded by the fact that all doors but the right ones were | ocked agai nst him

"I don't understand,"” said Nniv to Esste after M kal had gone.

"I do," Esste said.

Nni v whi spered his surprise in a steeply rising hiss that echoed fromthe stone walls and bl ended
with the breeze.

"He's a man of great personal force and power," she told him "But he has not been corrupted. He
bel i eves he can use his power for good. He longs to do it."

"An altruist?" Nniv found it difficult to believe.

"An altruist. And this," said Esste, "is his song." She sang, then, occasionally using words, but
nore often shapi ng neani ngl ess syllables with her voice, or singing strange vowels, or even using
silence and wind and the shape of her |ips to express her understanding of M kal

At |ast her song ended, and Nniv's own voice was heavy with enotion as he sang his reaction. That,

too, ended, and Nniv said, "If he truly is what you sing himto be, then | love him"
"And |," Esste said.
"Who will find a Songbird for him unless it's you?"

"I will find Mkal's Songbird."

"And teach this bird?"

"And teach."

"Then you will have done a life's work."

And Esste, accepting the heavy chall enge (and the possible inestimble honor), sang her subm ssion
and dedication and |left Nniv alone in the Hi gh Room to hear the song of the wind and answer as
best he was able.

For seventy-nine years Mkal had no Songbird. In all that time, he conquered the gal axy, and

i mposed the Discipline of Frey on all nankind, and established Mkal's Peace so that every child
born had a reasonabl e hope of living to adulthood, and appointed a high quality of government for
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every planet and every district and every province and every city there was.

7

Still he waited. Every two or three years he sent a nessenger to Tew, asking the Songnaster one
question: "Wen?"

And the answer always cane back, "Not yet."

And Esste was nmade old by the years and the weight of her life's work. Many Songbirds were

di scovered because of her search, but none that would sing properly to Mkai's own song.

Until she found Ansset. I

ESSTE

1

There were many ways a child could turn up in the child narkets of Doblay-Me. Many children, of
course, were genui ne orphans, though now that wars had ended with Mkal's Peace orphanhood was a
soci al position much [ ess often achieved. Ot hers had been sold by desperate parents who had to
have nobney—er who had to have a child out of their way and hadn't the heart for murder. More were
bastards fromworlds and nations where religion or customforbade birth control. And others
slipped in through the cracks.

Ansset was one of these when a seeker fromthe Song-house found him He had been ki dnapped and the
ki dnappers had pani cked, opting for the quick profit fromthe baby trade instead of the nuch

ri skier business of arranging for ransom and exchange. Who were his parents? They were probably
weal thy, or their child wouldn't have been worth ki dnappi ng. They were White, because Ansset was
extremely fairskinned and bl ond. But there were trillions of people answering to that description
and no governnent agency was quite so foolish as to assunme the responsibility of returning himto
his famly

So Ansset, whose age was unknowabl e but who couldn't be nore than three years old, was one of a
batch of a dozen children that the seeker brought back to Tew. Al the children had responded well
to a few sinple tests—pitch recognition, nelody repetition, and enotional response. Wll enough
in fact, to be considered potential mnusical prodigies. And the Songhouse had bought-—o,

11

no, people are not bought in the child nmarkets—the Song-house had adopted themall. Whether they
becane Songbirds or nere singers, nmasters or teachers, or even if they did not work out nusically
at all, the Sotighouse raised them provided for them cared about themfor life. /« |oco
parentis, said the | aw. The Songhouse was-nother, father, nurse, siblings, offspring, and, unti
the children reached a certain | evel of sophistication, God.

"New, " sang a hundred young children in the Combn Room as Ansset and his fell ow marketed
children were ushered in. Ansset did not stand out fromthe others. True, he was terrified—but so
were the rest. And while his nordic skin and hair put himat the extreme end of the racial
spectrum such things were studiously ignored and no one ridiculed himfor it, any nore than they
woul d have ridicul ed an al bi no.

Routinely he was introduced to the other children; routinely all forgot his name as soon as they
heard it; routinely they sang a wel cone whose tone and nel ody were so confused that it did nothing
to allay Ansset's fear; routinely Ansset was assigned to Rruk, a five-year-old who knew the ropes.
"You can sleep by ne tonight," Rruk said, and Ansset dunbly nodded. "I'molder" Rruk said. "In
maybe a few nonths or sonetinme soon anyway | get a stall." This nmeant nothing to Ansset. "Anyway,
don't piss in your bed because we never get the same one two nights in a row " Ansset's three-year-
old pride was enough to take unbrage at this. "Don't piss in bed." But he didn't sound angry—just
af rai d.

"Good. Sone of 'emare so scared they do." It was near bedtine; new children were always brought in
near bedtine. Ansset asked no questions. Wien he saw that other children were undressing, he too
undressed. When he saw that they found ni ghtgowns under their blankets, he too found a ni ght gown
and put it on, though he was clunsy at it. Rruk tried to help him but Ansset shrugged off the

of fer. Rruk | ooked nmonentarily hurt, then sang the |l ove song to him %

12

I "will never hurt you. | -will always help you. If you are hungry FI| give you ny food. if you
are frightened 1 amyour friend. | |ove you now And | ove does not end,

The words and concepts were beyond Ansset, but the tone of voice was not. Rruk's enbrace on his
shoul der was even nore clear, and Ansset |eaned on Rruk, though he still said nothing and did not
cry.

"Toi l et?" Rruk asked.

Ansset nodded, and Rruk led himto a | arge room adj oi ni ng the Conmon, where water ran swiftly
through trenches. It was there that he |learned that Rruk was a girL "Don't stare," she said.
"Nobody stares without perm ssion." Again, Ansset did not understand the words, but the tone of
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voi ce was clear. He understood the tone of voice instinctively, as he always had; it was his
greatest gift, to know enoti ons even better than the person feeling them

"How cone you don't talk except when you' re mad?" Rruk asked himas they |ay down in adjoining
beds (as a hundred other children also |ay down).

It was now that Ansset's control broke. He shook his head, then turned away, buried his face under
the bl ankets, and cried hinself to sleep. He did not see the other children around hi m who | ooked
at himw th distaste. He did not know that Rruk was hunming a tune that neant, "Let be, |et al one,
let live."

He did know, however, when Rruk patted his back, and he knew that the gesture was kind; and this
was why he never forgot his first night in the Songhouse and why he could never feel anything but
| ove for Rruk, though he would soon far surpass her rather linited abilities.

"Way do you let Rruk hang around you so nmuch, when she isn't even a Breeze?" asked a fellow
student once, when Ansset was six. Ansset did not answer in words. He an-

13

swered with a song that made di e questioner break Control, much to his hunmiliation, and weep
openly. No one el se ever challenged Rruk's claimon Ansset. He had no friends, not really, but his
song for Rruk was too powerful to chall enge.

Lf Ansset held on to two nenories of his parents, though he did not know these dream peopl e were
his parents. They were Wite Lady and G ant Man, when he thought to put names to themat all. He
never spoke of themto anyone, and he only thought of them when he had dreaned the dreans of them
the ni ght before.

The first nenory was of the Wiite Lady whinpering,, lying on a bed with huge pillows. She was
staring into nothingness, and did not see Ansset as he wal ked into the room H's step was unsure
He did not know if she would be angry that he had cone in. But her soft, whipped cries drew him
on, for it was a sound he could not resist, and he came and stood by the bed where she rested her
head on her arm He reached out and patted her arm Even in the dreamthe skin felt hot and
fevered. She | ooked at him and her eyes were deep in tears. Ansset reached to the eyes, touched
the brow, let his tiny fingers slide down, closing the eyes, caressing the lids so gently that the
White Lady did not recoil. Instead she sighed, and he caressed all her face as her whinpers
softened into gentle hummi ng.

It was then that the dreamwent awy, ending in odd ways. Always G ant Man cane in, but what he
did was a nystery of runbling voice, enbraces, shouts. Sonetimes he also lay on the bed with Wite
Lady. Sonetimes he picked Ansset up and took himon strange adventures that ended in waking.
Sonetimes the Wiite Lady ki ssed hi m good-bye. Sometines she did not notice himonce the G ant Man
came into the room But the dream al ways began the sanme, and the part that never changed was
menory. V

14

The other nenory was of the nonment of kidnapping. Ansset was in a very large place with a distant
roof that was painted with strange animals and distorted people. Loud nmusic came froma |ighted

pl ace where everyone was al ways nmoving. Then there was a deafening noi se and the place becane all
I ight and noi se and conversation, and Wite Lady and G ant Man wal ked anbong the crowd. There was
pushing and jostling, and soneone stepped between Wite Lady and Ansset, breaking their handhol d.
White Lady turned to the stranger, but at the same nonent Ansset felt a powerful hand grip his. He
was pull ed away, bumpi ng harshly through the crowd. Then the hand pulled himup, hurting his arm
and for a nonent, |ifted above the heads of the crowd, Ansset saw Wiite Lady and G ant Man for the
last tinme, both of them pushing through the crowd, their faces fearful, their nouths open to cry
out. But Ansset coul d never renenber hearing them For a blast of hot air struck him and a door
cl osed, and he was outside in a blazing hot night, and then he al ways, always woke up, trenbling
but not crying, because he could hear a voice saying Quiet, Quiet, Quiet in tones that neant fear
and falling and fire and shane.

"You do not cry," said the teacher, a man with a voice that was nore conforting than sunlight.
Ansset shook his head. "Sonetines," he said.

"Before," answered the teacher. "But now you will learn Control. Wen you cry you waste your
songs. You burn up your songs. You drown your songs."

"Songs?" asked Ansset.

"You are a little pot full of songs," said the teacher, "and when you cry, the pot breaks and al
the songs spill out ugly. Control neans keeping the songs in the pot, and letting themout one at
atine."”

Ansset knew pots. Food cane froma pot. He thought of songs as food, then, besides know ng they
were nusic.

"Do you know any songs?" asked the teacher
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Ansset shook his head.

"Not any? Not any songs at all?'*

Ansset | ooked down.

15

"Ansset, songs. Not words. Just a song that has no words but you just sing, like this, Ah— and
the teacher sang a short stretch of nelody that spoke to Ansset and said, Trust, Trust, Trust.
Ansset smiled. He sang the same nel ody back to the teacher. For a nonment the teacher sniled, then
| ooked startled, then reached out with wondering eyes and touched Ansset's hair. The gesture was
kind. And so Ansset sang the |love song to the teacher. Not the words, because he had no nenory for
words yet. But he sang the nelody as Rruk had sung it to him and the teacher wept. It was
Ansset's first lesson on his first day at the Songhouse, and the teacher wept. He did not
understand until later that this meant tnat the teacher had | ost Control and woul d be ashaned for
weeks until Ansset's gifts were nore fully appreciated. He only knew that when he sang the | ove
song, he was under st ood.

3

"CuU, you're beyond this," said Esste, with grief and synpathy and reproach. "You're a good
teacher, and that's why we trusted you with the new ones."

"I know," CuU said. "But Esste—=

"You wept for minutes. Mnutes before you regained Control. Cull, have you been ill?"*

"Heal thy."

"Are you unhappy?"

"l wasn't, not until after—after. | wasn't weeping for grief, Mther Esste, | was weeping for—=
"For what ?"

"Joy."

Esste hammed exasperation and nonconpr ehensi on

"The child, Esste, the child."

"Ansset, yes? The bl ond one?"

"Yes. | sang himtrust, and he sang it back to ne." 16

"He shows prom se then, and you broke Control in front of him"

"You are inpatient."

Esste bowed her head. "I am" Her posture said shame. Her voice said she was still inpatient and
only a little ashaned after all. She could not lie to a teacher.

"Listen to nme," pleaded Cull.

I"mlistening, said Esste's reassuring sigh

"Ansset sang ny trust back to nme note for note, perfectly. Nearly a ninute, and it wasn't easy.
And he didn't sing just the nelody. He sang pitch. He sang nuance. He sang every enotion | had
said to him except that it was stronger. It was like singing into a |ong hall and having the
sound come back at you | ouder than you sang it,"

Do you exaggerate? asked Esste's hum

"l was shocked. And yet delighted. Because | knew in that instant that here we had a true prodigy.
Soneone who m ght become a Songbird—

Careful, careful, said the hiss fromEsste's nouth

"I know it's not my decision, but you didn't hear his answer. It's his first day, his first

| esson—and anyway, that was nothing, nothing at all to what cane after, Esste, he sang the |ove
song to me. Rruk only sang it to himonce yesterday. But he sang the whole thi ng—=

"Wor ds?"

"He's only three. He sang the nelody and the | ove, and Esste, Mdther Esste, no one has ever sung
such love to nme. Uncontrolled, utterly open, conpletely giving, and | couldn't contain it, |
couldn't, Esste, and you know my Control has never faltered before."

Esste heard Cull's song, and the teacher wasn't lying to protect hinself. The child was

remar kabl e. The child was powerful. Esste deci ded she would neet the child.

After she net him in a brief encounter at the Galley at breakfast, she reassigned herself to be
his teacher. As for Cull, the consequence of his loss of Control was much |ighter than the usual
and as Esste taught Ansset day after day, she sent word for Cull to be advanced step by step

n

until within a few weeks he was a teacher of new ones again, and Esste put the word around so that
none would criticize Cull: "Wth this child, any teacher would have | ost Control."

And there was a dancing quality to her walk and a warnth to her voice that nmade every teacher and
mast er and even the Songnmaster in the H gh Room..realize that Esste at |ast hoped, perhaps even
| et herself believe, that her life's work might be within reach. "M kal's Songbird?" anot her
Songmast er presuned to ask her one day, though his nelody told her she need not answer if she
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didn't want to.

She only humred hi gh in her head and | eaned her head agai nst the stone, and |aid her hand on her
cheek so that the Songmaster |aughed. But he had his answer. She could clown and play to try to

hi de her hopes, but the very clowning and pl ayi ng were nessage enough. Esste was happy. This was
so unusual it even startled the children

It was unheard of for a Songmaster to teach new ones. The new ones did not know it, of course, not
at first, not until they had | earned enough of the basics to advance, as a class, to becone

G oans. There were other Groans, sone as old as five or six, and like all children they had their
own society with its own rules, its own custons, its own | egends. Ansset's class of G oans soon

| earned that it was safe to be pugnaci ous and obstinate with a Belch, but never with a Breeze;
that it meant nothing where you slept, but you sat at table with your friends; that if a fellow
Groan sang you a nel ody, you nust deliberately make a mistake in singing it back to him or he'l

t hi nk you' re braggi ng.

Ansset |earned all the rules quickly, because he was bright, and nmade everyone in his class think
of himas a friend, because he was kind. No one but Esste noticed that he did not exchange secrets
inthe toilet, did not join any of the inner rings that constantly grew and waned anobng
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the children. Instead, Ansset worked harder at perfecting his voice. He humed al nbst constantly.
He cocked his head when masters and teachers tal ked without words, using only nelody to

communi cate. Hi s focus was not on the children, who had nothing to teach him but on the adults.
Wi |l e none of the children were conscious of his separation fromthem unconsciously they all owed
for it, Ansset was treated with deference. The hazing by the Belches (no, not in front of the
teachers—n front of the teachers they're Bells), which was usually at the | evel of urinating on a
Groan so he had to shower again, or spilling his soup day after day so that he got in trouble with
t he cooks—t he hazi ng somehow bypassed Ansset.

And he entered the nmythol ogy of the G oans very quicldy. There were other |egendary figures—Jaffa,
who in anger at her teacher burst one day into a Chanber and sang a solo, and then, instead of
bei ng puni shed, was advanced to be a Breeze wi thout ever having to be a Belch at all; Mom who
stayed a Groan until he was nine years old, and then suddenly got the hang of things and passed
through Bells and Breezes in a week, entered Stalls and Chanmbers and was out as a singer before he
turned ten; and Dway, who was gifted and- ought to have becone a Songbird, but who could not stop
rebelling and finally escaped the Songhouse so often that she was thrust out and put with a norma
boar di ng school and never sang another note. Ansset was not so colorful. But his name passed from
class to class and fromyear to year so that after he had been a G oan for only a nonth, even
singers in Stalls and Chanbers knew of him and admired him and secretly resented him

He will be a Songbird, said the growing nyth. And this was not resented by the children his own
age, because while all of themcould hope to be a singer, Songbirds only came every few years, and
sone children passed from Conmon Roons into Stalls and Chanbers wi thout ever having known soneone
who becanme a Songbird. |Indeed, there was no Songbird at all hi the Songhouse now-the
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nost recent one, Wnmyss, had been placed out only a few weeks before Ansset cane, so that none of
his class had ever heard a Songbird sing.

O course, there were fornmer Songbirds anbng the teachers and nasters, but that was no hel p,
because their voices had changed. How do you becone a Songbird? G oans woul d ask Bel ches, and

Bel ches woul d ask Breezes, and none of them knew the answer, and few dared hope that they would
achi eve that status.

"How do you beconme a Songbird?" Ansset sang to Esste one day, and Esste could not hide her

startl enent conpletely, not because of the question, though it was rare for a child to ask such an
open question, but because of the song, which also seened to ask, Were you a Songbird, Esste?
"Yes, | was a Songbird," she answered, and Ansset, who had not yet mastered Control, revealed to
her that that was the question he had been asking. The boy was | earning songtal k, and Esste woul d
have to be careful to warn the teachers and masters not to use it in front of himunless they
didn't mnd bei ng understood.

"What did you do?" Ansset asked.

"l sang."

"Singers sing. Wiy are Songbirds different?"

Esste | ooked at himnarrowy. "Wy do you want to be a Songbird?"

"Because they're the perfect ones.”

"You're only a Groan, Ansset. You have years ahead of you." The statenment was wasted, she knew. He
could sing, he coold hear song, but he was still alnbst an infant, and years were too long to
grasp.
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"Way do you |l ove me?" Ansset asked her, this time in front of the class.

"I love all of you," Esste sang, and all the children snmiled at the I ove in her voice.

"Why do you sing to me nore than to the others, then?" Ansset demanded, and Esste heard in his
song anot her nmessage: The others are not ny friends because you set ne apart.
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"I don't sing to anyone nore than to anyone el se," Esste answered, and in songtal k she said,

will be nore careful. Did he understand? At |east he seened satisfied with her answer, and did not
ask agai n.

Ansset becanme one of the great |egends, however, when he was pronoted from Groan to Belch earlier
than the rest of his class—and instead of Esste remaining with the class, she noved with Ansset.
It was then that Ansset realized that not only was it unusual for a Songnaster to be doing a
teacher's job, but also Esste was teaching, not the class, but him Ansset. Esste was teaching
Ansset .

The other children noticed this at |east as quickly as Ansset did, and he found that while all of
themwere nice to him and all of thempraised him and all of them sought to be near himand eat
with himand talk to him none of them sang the Iove song to him And none of themwas his friend,
for they were afraid.

A | esson.

Esste took her class of Bells out of the Songhouse. They rode in a flesket, so that all of them
could see outside. It was always a wonder to them |eaving the cold stone walls of the Songhouse
G oans were never taken out; Breezes often were; and Bells knew that the trips in the fiesket were
only a taste of things to cone.

They went through deep forests, skinm ng over the underbrush as they followed a narrow road cut
between tall trees. Birds paced them and animals | ooked up be-nusedly as they passed.

To children schooled to singing, however, the miracle cane when they left the fiesket. Esste had
the driver, who was only eighteen and therefore just returned from being a singer outside, stop

themby a small waterfall. Esste led the children to the side of the stream She commanded

sil ence, and because Bells have the rudi nents of Control
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they were able to hold utterly still and listen. They heard birdsong, which they |onged to answer;

the gurgle of the streamas it slopped against the rocks and inlets of the shore; the whisper of
breezes through | eaves and grass.

They sat for fifteen mnutes, which was near the linmt of their Control, and then Esste |led them
closer to the waterfall. It wasn't a long walk, but it was slick and danp as they approached the
mst rising fromthe foot of the falls. There had been a | andslide many years before, and the
cascade, instead of falling into the pool it had carved out of rock, tunmbled onto rock and sprayed
out in all directions. The children sat only a dozen neters away, and the water soaked them

Again, silence. Again, Control. But this time they heard nothing but the crash of the water on the
rock. They could see birds flying, could see |leaves noving in the wind, but could hear nothing of
t hat .

After only a few minutes Esste rel eased them "Wat do we do?" asked one of the children

"What you want," answered Esste.

So they- gingerly waded at the edge of the pool, while the driver watched to nake sure no one
drowned. Few of them noticed when Esste left; only Ansset foll owed her

She led him though she gave no sign she knew he was following, to a path | eading up the steep
slope to the top of the falls. Ansset watched her carefully, to see where she was goi ng. She
clinmbed. He clinbed after. It was not easy for him H's arns and legs were still clunsy with

chil dhood, and he grew tired. There were hard places, where Esste had only to step up, while
Ansset had to clanber over rises half as high as he was. But he did not |let Esste out of his
sight, and she, for her part, did not go too quickly for him She had gathered her gown for the
climb, and Ansset |ooked curiously at her |legs. They were white and spindly, and her ankles | ooked
too thin to hold her up. Yet she was ni nble enough as they clinbed. Ansset had never thought of
her as having | egs before. Children had | egs, but nmasters and teachers rushed al ong with gowns
brushing the floor. The sight of legs, just Iike a chip's,
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| .

made Ansset wonder if Esste was like the girls in the shower and toilet. He inagi ned her squatting
over the trench. It was a sight that he knew was forbidden, yet in his mnd he violated even good
manners and stared and stared.

And cane face to face with Esste at the top of the hill.
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He was startled, and showed it. She only nurnured a few notes of reassurance. You were neant to be
here, her song said. Then she | ooked out beyond the hill, and Ansset |ooked after her. Behind them
was forest inrolling hills, but here a | ake spread out to lap the edges of a bowl of hills. Trees
grew right to the edge, except for a few clearings. The | ake was not |large, as |akes go, but to
Ansset it was all the water in the world. Only a few hundred neters away, the | ake poured over a
lip of rock to make the waterfall. But here there was no hint of the violence of the fall. Here
the | ake was pl acid, and waterbirds skinred and di pped and swam and dived, crying out fromtime to
time.

Esste questioned himwi th a nel ody, and Ansset answered, "It's large. Large as the sky."

"That is not all you should see, Ansset, ny son," she said to him "You should see the nobuntains
around the |lake, holding it in."

"What nakes a | ake?"

"Ariver cones into this valley, pouring in the water. It has no place to go, so it fills up.

Until sone spills out at the waterfall. It can fill no deeper than the | owest point, Ansset, this
is Control."

This is Control. Ansset's young mnd struggled to nmake the connection

"How is it Control, Ansset?"

"Because it is deep," Ansset answered.

"You are guessing, not thinking."

"Because," said Ansset, "it is all held in everywhere except one place, so that it only cones out
alittle at a tinme."

"Closer," said Esste. Which neant he was wong. Ansset |ooked at the lake, trying for inspiration
But all he could see was a | ake.
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"Stop | ooking at the | ake, Ansset, if the lake tells you nothing."

So Ansset | ooked at the trees, at the birds, at the hills. He looked all around the hills. And he
knew what Esste wanted himto know. "The water pours out of the |ow place."

"And?" Not enough yet?

"If the | ow place were higher, the | ake woul d be deeper."

"And if the | ow place were | ower?"

"There wouldn't be a | ake."

And Esste broke off the conversation. O rather, changed | anguages, because now she sang, and the
song exulted a little. It was low and it was not loud, but it spoke, w thout words, of joy; of
having found after |ong searching, of having given a gift carried far too |ong; of having, at

| ast, eaten when she thought never to eat again. | hungered for you, and you are here, said her
song.

And Ansset understood all the notes of her song, and all that lay behind the notes, and he, too,
sang. Harnony was not taught to Bells, but Ansset sang harnmony. It was wong, it was only
counternel ody, it was dissonant to Esste's song, but it was neverthel ess an augnentati on of her
joy, and where a nere teacher, with less Control, m ght have been overcone by Ansset's echo of the
deepest parts of her song, Esste had Control enough to channel the ecstasy through her song. It
becanme so powerful, and Ansset was so receptive to it, that it overcame him and he sobbed and
clung to her and still tried to sing through his tears.

She knelt beside himand held himand whispered to him and soon he slept. She talked to himin
his sleep, told himthings far beyond his conprehension, but she was |aying pathways through his
m nd. She was buil ding secret places in his mnd, and in one of them she sang the | ove song, sang
it sothat at a tinme of great need it would sing back to himand he would renenber, and be fill ed.
When he woke, he renmenbered nothing of having | ost Control; nor did he renenber Esste speaking to
him But he reached out and took her hand, and she | ed hi m down
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the hill It felt right to himto hold her hand, though such famliarity was forbi dden between
children and teachers, partly because his body had vague nmenories of holding the hand of a woman
whom he conpletely trusted, and partly because he knew, sonehow, that Esste would not mi nd

O Kya-Kya was a Deaf. At the age of eight she had still not progressed beyond the Groan |evel. Her
Control was weak. Her pitch was uncertain. It was not |ack of native ability—the seeker who found
her had not rmade a nistake. She sinply could not pay attention well enough. She did not care.

O so they said. But she cared very nmuch. Cared when the children her age and a year younger and a
year younger than that passed her by. Al were kind to her and few despaired, because it was well
known that sone sang |ater than others. She cared even nore when she was gently told that there
was no point in going on. She was a Deaf, not because she could not hear, but because, as her
teacher told her, "Hearing, you hear not." And that was it. A different kind of teacher, different
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duties, different children. There weren't that many Deafs, but there were enough for a class. They
| earned fromthe best teachers Tew could provide. But they |earned no nusic.

The Songhouse takes care of all its children, she thought often, sometimes gratefully, somnetinmes
bitterly. I amtaken care of. Taught to work by being given duties in the Songhouse. Taught

sci ence and history and | anguages and |'m dammed good at it. Qutside, outside they would consider
me gifted. But here I'"'ma Deaf. And the sooner | |eave the better

She woul d | eave soon. She was fourteen. Only a few nonths left. At fifteen she would be out, with
a confortable stipend and the doors to a dozen universities open
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to her. The nobney woul d continue until she was twenty-two. Later, if she needed. The Songhouse
took care of its children

But there were still those few nonths, and her duties were interesting enough. She worked with
security, checking the warning and protective devices that nade sure the Songhouse stayed isol ated
fromthe rest of Tew Such devices had not always been needed, in the old days. There had even
been a tinme when the Songmaster in the H gh Roomruled all the world. But it was still less than a
century since the outsiders had tried to stormthe Songhouse in a silly dispute over a pirate who
want ed the Songhouse's reputed great wealth. And now the security devices, which took a year to
patrol. The duty had taken her around the perineter, a journey longer than circling the world, and
all by skooter, so that she was alone in the forests and deserts and seacoasts of the Songhouse

| ands.

Today she was checking the nonitoring devices in the Songhouse itself. In a way it made her fee
superior, to know what none of the children and few of the masters and teachers knew+that the
stone was not inpenetrable, that, in fact, it was heavily strung with wires and tubes, so that
what seened to be a ranbling, primtive stone relic was potentially as nodern as anything on Tew.
Possession of the wiring diagrans gave her information that would surprise any of the | ess-

i nforned singers. Yet whenever she dwelt on her pride at having inside know edge, she forced
herself to renenber that she was only allowed the know edge so young because she was conpletely
outside all the discipline and study of the Songhouse. She was a Deaf —she coul d know secrets
because she woul d never sing and so she didn't matter

That was her frame of mind when she entered the H gh Room She knocked brusquely because she was
feeling upset. No answer. Good, the old Songmaster, Nniv, wasn't in. She pushed open the door. The
H gh Roomwas freezing, with all the shutters open to the wintry wind. It was insane to | eave the
pl ace |ike this—waho could work here? Instead of going to the panels where the nonitors -*vere
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hi dden, she went to the shutters of the nearest w ndow, |eaned out to catch them and found
hersel f | ooking down forever, it seenmed, to the next roof below her. She hadn't realized how high
she really was. On the east side, of course, the Songhouse was higher, so the stairs up to the

Hi gh Room were not so terribly long. But she was high, and the height fascinated her. What woul d
it be like to fall? Wuld she feel it like flying, with the exhilaration of the skooter rushing
down a hillside? O would she really be afraid?

She stopped herself with one |leg over the sill, her arns poised to thrust her out. Wat am!|

doi ng? The shock of realization was al nost enough to throw her forward, out the w ndow. She caught
hersel f, gripped the sides of the wi ndow, forced herself to slowy pull her |eg back inside,

wit hdraw from the wi ndow, and finally kneel, |eaning her head against the lip of rock at the base
of the wi ndow. Wy did | do that? Wat was | doing?

I was | eaving the Songhouse.

The thought nade her shudder. Not that way. | will not |eave the Songhouse that way. Leaving the
Songhouse will not be the end of ny life.

She did not-believe it. And, not believing, she gripped the stone and wanted not to ever let go.
The roomwas cold. It made her numb, notionless as she was, and the whine of the wind through the
spaces in the roof and the rush of wind through the wi ndows made her afraid in a new way. As if
sormeone were wat chi ng her

She turned. There was no one. Just the bundl es of clothing and books and stone benches and a foot
sticking out fromunder one of the bunches of clothing and the foot was blue and she went over to
it and discovered that this bundl e of clothing was the mi sshapen, incredibly thin body of Nniv,
who was dead, frozen in the wind fromthe winter outside. H's eyes were open, and he stared at the
stone in front of his face. Kya-Kya whinpered, but then reached down and pulled on his hip, as if
to wake him He rolled onto his back, but an arm stuck up in the
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f

air, and the legs noved only a little, and she knew he was dead, that the entire tinme she had been
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in the room he had been dead.

The Songmaster in the High Roomdied only rarely. She had never known another. It was Nniv who had
ultimately decided her fate. He had decl ared her Deaf and deci ded she woul d | eave the Songhouse

wi t hout songs. She had hated himin her heart, though she had only talked to hima few tines, ever
since she was eight. But now she only felt repul sed by the corpse, and nore than that, disgusted
at the way he had di ed. Was the room al ways kept this bitterly cold? How had he lived so |ong! Was
this some part of the discipline, that the ruler of the Songhouse lived in such squal or and

m sery?

If this emaciated, frozen corpse was the pinnacle of what the Songhouse coul d produce, Kya-Kya was
not inpressed. The lips were parted and the tongue lolled forward, blue and ghastly. This tongue,
she thought, was once part of a song. Reputed to be the nobst nmasterful song in the gal axy, perhaps
in the universe. But what had the song been, if not the throat and |lips and teeth-and |ungs, al
now cold; if not the brain, that now was still?

She coul d not sing because of lips and teeth and throat and | ungs and because in her own mnind she
was not so single-mnded that she could be what the Songhouse denanded. But did it matter?

She Hid not feel triunphant that Nniv was dead. She was ol d enough to know that she, too, would be
dead, and if she had a century ahead of her, it only nmeant tine in which she mght end up just as
accidently cruel as Nniv had been. Kya-Kya did not pretend to unusual virtue. Just unusual val ue,
whi ch no one but her recognized. And it occurred to her that Nniv's failure to recogni ze who and
what she was (or had he, indeed, recognized it?) did not change her

She left him went downstairs to find the Blind in charge of naintenance, an old nan naned Hrra
who rarely left his office. "Nniv is dead,” she told him wondering if her happi ness sounded in
her voice (but know ngM at
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Hrrai would not be likely to read her very well, being a Blind). Can't |et anyone hear that |'m
happy, she thought. Because |'mnot rejoicing at his death. Only at ny life.

"Dead?" Inperturbable Hrai only sounded mldly surprised. "Well, then, you nust go tell his
successor."

Hrrai | eaned down over his table and began worrying his pen back and forth across a page.

"But Hrrai..." Kya-Kya said.

"But what ?"

"Who is Nniv's successor?"

"The next Songmaster of the High Room" he said. "OfF course."

"Of course nothing! How should I know who that is? How am | supposed to figure it out if you don't
tell ne?"

Hrrai | ooked up, nore surprised this tine than he had been at the news of Nniv's death. "Don't you
know how t hi s works?"

"How should 1? I"'ma Deaf. | never got past Goan."

"Well, you needn't act so upset about it. It isn't exactly a secret, you know Woever finds the
body will know, that's all. Woever finds that the Songmaster in the H gh Roomis dead will know. "
"How wi Il | know?"

"I't will be obvious to you. Just go and tell himor her that he or she is supposed to take care of
funeral arrangenments. It's all that sinple. But you really ought to act quickly. The Songhouse
shoul dn't be |l ong w thout soneone hi the H gh Room"

He turned back to his work with a finality that told Kya-Kya she nmust |eave, nust be about her
busi ness, certainly must not bother himanynore. She left. And wandered the halls. She had thought
to be quit of the Song-house in a natter of nmonths, the |east inportant person ever to have been
there, and suddenly she was supposed to choose the | eader of the place. Wat kind of crazy system
is this? she thought. And what the hell kind of rotten luck for nme, of all people!

But it was not rotten luck, and as she wandered through the stone corridors, all of themchilly
with the winter
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out side, she realized that no one ever cane to the H gh Room unbi dden except nmi ntenance peopl e,
and all the maintenance people were Deafs or Blinds, those who had not nmade it into the highest
reaches of the singing folk. They could not sing, they could not teach—and so it was |left to one
of themto stunble across the body and, being inpartial, not a nmenber of the eligible group
choose fairly the person who obviously should be the Songmaster in the H gh Room

Who?

She went to the Commobn Roons and saw di e teachers noving anong the classes and knew that she could
not suddenly el evate a teacher above his rank; it was tenpting to be whinsical, to take vengeance
on the Songhouse by naming an inconpetent to head it, but it would be cruel to the inconpetent so
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call ed, and she couldn't destroy sonmeone that way. She knew. enough to know that it was just as
cruel to lift someone above where he ought to be as it was to force himto stay below his true
station. | won't cause m sery.

But the Songnmasters, the logical group to choose from—she knew none of them except by
reputation. Onn, a gifted teacher and singer, but always assigned as a consultant to everybody
because he couldn't live with the necessity of keeping a fixed schedul e, neeting w th obnoxi ous
peopl e, and maki ng, of all things, decisions. Mich better to give advice. No, Onn was not the one
anyone woul d expect, though he was by far the nicest. And Chuffyun was too old, far too old. He
woul d not be | ong behind Nniv.

In fact, just as Hrrai had told her, the choice was obvious. But not one she enjoyed, not at al
Esste, who was cold to everyone except for the little boy she was pronoting as a possibility for
M kal ' s Songbird. Esste, who had reached down into the Conmon Roons and | owered herself to be a

t eacher when she had been adninistrator of half the Songhouse, all for the sake of a little boy.
No one made such great sacrifices for ne, Kya-Kya thought bitterly. But Esste was a great singer
one who could fl ght
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fires in every heart in the Songhouse—er quench those fires, if she wanted to. And Esste was above
the petty jeal ousies and conpetitions that were endenmic to the Songhouse. Esste was above such
things in her attitude—and now she would be above themin station, too.

Kya- Kya stopped a master (who was quite surprised at having a Deaf interrupt her) and asked where
she might find Esste.

"Wth Ansset, Wth the boy."

"And where is he?"

"In his stall."

Stall. The boy had been pronoted. He couldn't be nore than six yet, and he was already in Stalls
and Chanbers. It turned Kya-Kya's nouth down, her stomach dull. But in a nonment she brightened
again. The boy had been advanced by Esste, that's all. He would be in the Song-house all his life,

except for a few years as a performer. Wile she would be free, could see all of Tewrpre, could
see other planets, could go, perhaps, to Earth itself where Mkal ruled the universe in

i ndescri babl e gl ory!

A few questions. A few directions. She found Ansset's stall, identical to all the others except
for a number on the door. Inside she could hear singing. It was conversati on—she knew when it was
songtal k. Esste was inside, then. Kya-Kya knocked.

"Who?" cane the answer—from the boy, not fromthe Songmaster

"Kya-Kya. Wth a nmessage for Songnaster Esste."

The door opened. The boy, who was far snaller than Kya-Kya, let her in. Esste sat on the stool by
t he wi ndow. The room was bl eak—bare wooden walls on three sides, a cot, a stool, a table, and the
stone wall framing the single wi ndow that opened onto the courtyard. Every stall was

i nterchangeable with any other. But Kya-Kya woul d once have given her soul to have a stall and al
that it inplied. The boy was six.

"Your nmessage?"

Esste was as cold as ever; her robe swirled around her feet as she sat absolutely erect on the

st ool

31

"Esste, | have come fromthe H gh Room"

"He wants nme?"

"He is dead." Esste's face betrayed nothing. She had Control. "He is dead," Kya-Kya said again.
"And | hope you will take care of the funeral arrangenments.”

Esste sat in silence for a noment before she answered.

"You found the body?"

"Yes."
"You have done ne no kindness," Esste said, and she rose and | eft the room
What now? Kya- Kya wondered, as she stood near the door of Ansset's stall. She had not thought

beyond i nform ng Esste. She had expected sone reaction; expected at |east to be told what to do.
I nstead she stood here in the stall with the boy who was the opposite of her, the epitone of
success where she had net nothing but failure.

He | ooked at her inquiringly. "Wat does this nean?"

"It means," said Kya-Kya, "that Esste is Songnaster in the H gh Room"

The boy showed no sign of response. Control, thought Kya-Kya. That damabl e Contro

"Doesn't it nean anything to you?** she denanded.

"What should it nean?" Ansset asked, and his voice was a web of innocence.
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"I't should nmean a little gloating, at |east, boy," Kya-Kya answered, with the contenpt the
hopel essly inferior can freely use when the superior are hel pl ess. "Esste's been panpering you
every step of the way. Leading you up without having to go through die pain everyone goes through
And now she has all the power k takes. Youll be a Songbird, little boy. You'll sing for the
greatest people in the galaxy. And then you'll come hone, and your Esste will see to it you never
have to bother with being a friend or a tutor, you'll just step right into teaching, or being a
mast er, or perhaps—why not?—a high naster right fromthe start, and before you're twenty you'll be
a Songmaster. So why don't you forget your Control and let it show?. This is the best thing that's
ever happened to you!" Her
32
\
voice was bitter and angry, with no hint of rmusic In it, not even the dark nusic of rage.
Ansset regarded her placidly, then opened his mouth, not to speak but to sing. At first she
decided to |l eave i nmedi ately; soon she was incapabl e of deciding anything.
Kya- Kya had heard nany singers before, but no one had sung to her like this. There were words, but
she did not hear words. Instead she heard ki ndness, and understandi ng, and encouragenent. In
Ansset's song she was not a failure. She was, in fact, a wi se wonan who had done- a great favor
for the Songhouse, who had earned the love of all future generations. She felt proud. She felt
that the Song-house would send her out, not in shane, but as an enissary to the worlds outside. |
will tell them of the nmusic, she thought, and because of me the Songhouse will be held in even
greater esteem by everyone who knows of it. For | amas much a product of the Songhouse as any
singer or Songbird. She was bursting with joy, with pride. She had not been so happy in years. In
her |life. She enbraced the boy and wept for several m nutes.
If this is what Ansset can do, he is worth all the praise he has been given, she thought. Wy, the
boy is full of love, even for ne. Even for ne. And she | ooked up into his eyes and saw—
Not hi ng.
He regarded her as placidly as he had before. Control. He had let out the song, and that was all
There was not hi ng human about hi m when he wasn't singing. He knew what she wanted to hear, he had
given it to her, and that was all he needed to do.
"Do they wind you up?" she said to the blank face.
"Wnd me up?"
"You may be a singer," she said angrily, "but you aren't hunman!"
He began to sing again, the tones already soothing, but Kya-Kya |eaped to her feet, backed away.
"Not again! You can't trick me again! Sing to the stones and nmake themcry, but | won't have you
fooling me again!" She fled the room slamm ng shut the door on his song, on his
33
enpty face. The child was a nonster, not real at all, and she hated him
She al so renmenbered his song and | oved himand longed to return to his stall to hear him sing
forever.
That very day she pleaded with Esste to let her go early. To let her |eave before she ever had to
hear Ansset sing again. Esste |ooked confused, asked for explanation. Kya-Kya only insisted again
that if she wasn't allowed to go, she'd kill herself.
"You can go tonorrow, then," the new Songmaster in the H gh Room said.
"Before the funeral ?"
"Wy before the funeral ?"
"Because he'll sing then, won't he? "
Esste nodded. "His song will be beautiful."
"I know, " Kya-Kya said, and her eyes filled with tears at the menory. "But it won't be a human
being singing it. Good-bye."

"We'll miss you," Esste said softly, and the words were tender

Kya- Kya had been | eaving, but she turned to | ook Esste in the eye. "Ch, you sound so sweet. | can
see where Ansset learned it. A machine teaching a machine.”

"You m sunderstand,"” said Esste. "It is pain teaching pain. Wat else do you think the Control is
for?"

But Kya-Kya was gone. She saw neither Esste nor Ansset again before the tramtook her and her

| uggage and her first nmonth's noney away fromthe Songhouse. "I'mfree," she said softly when she

passed the gate leading .to Tew and the farns opened before" her.
You're a liar, you're a liar, answered the rhythm of the engines.

7
A machine teaching a machine. The words left a sour nenory that stayed with Esste through all the
funeral arrangenents. A machine. Well, true enough in a
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and conpletely untrue in another. The machi nes were the people who had no Control, whose voice
spoke all their secrets and none of their intentions. But | amin control of myself, which no
machi ne can ever be.

But she al so understood what Kya-Kya neant. Indeed, she already knewit, and it frightened her how
conpl etely Ansset had | earned Control, and how young. She watched himas he sang at Nniv's funera
He was not the only singer, but he was the youngest, and the honor was trenendous, al nost
unprecedented. There was a stir when he stepped up to sing. But when he was through singing, no
one had any doubt that the honor was deserved. Only the new ones, the G oans and a few of the
Bells were crying —+t would not be right at a Songnaster's funeral to try to get anyone to break
Control. But the song was grief and | ove and |onging together, the respect of all those present,
not just for Nniv, who was dead, but for the Songhouse, which he had hel ped keep alive. Oh,
Ansset, you're a naster, thought Esste, but she also noticed things that nost did not notice. How
his face was inpassive before and after he sang; how he stood rigidly, his body focused on making
the exact tone. He manipul ates us, Esste thought, manipulates us but not half so perfectly as he
mani pul ates hinsel f. She noticed how he sensed*every stir, every glance in the audience and fed
upon it and gave it back a hundredfold. He is a magnifying mirror, Esste thought. You are a

magni fying mirror who takes the | ove you' ve been given and spew it out stronger than before, but
with none of yourself attached to it. You are not whole.

He cane to where Esste sat, and sat beside her. It was his right, since she was his master. She
said no words, but only sighed in a way that said to Ansset's sensitive ears, "Fair, but flawed."
The unexpected and undeserved criticismdid not cause his expression to change. He only answered

with a grunt that nmeant, "You hardly needed to tell ne. | knewit."
Control, thought Esste. You have certainly |earned Control
s

Ansset did not sing again for an audience in the Song* house. At first he did not notice it. It
was sinply not his turn to solo or duo or trio or quarto in Chanber. But when everyone in his
chanber had performed twice or three tines, and Ansset had not been asked to sing, he becane
puzzl ed, then alarned. He did not ask because vol unteering sinply was not done. He waited. And
waited. And his turn never seemed to cone.

It was not long after he noticed it that the others in Chanber began comenting on it, first to
each other, finally to Ansset. "Did you do sonething wong?" they asked him one by one at
mealtime or in the corridors or in the toilet. "Wy are you being puni shed?"

Ansset only answered with a shrug or a sound that said, How should I know? But when his ban from
perform ng continued, he began to turn away the questions with col dness that taught the questioner
qui ckly that the subject was forbidden. It was part of Control for Ansset, not to let hinself
become part of speculation about this nysterious ban. Nor would his Control allow himto ask.
Esste could continue as long as she |liked. Whatever it neant, whatever she hoped to acconpli sh,
Ansset woul d bear it unquesti oning.

She canme to his stall every day, of course, just as before. Being Songmaster in the H gh Room
meant additional duties, not relief fromher previous ones. Finding and training Mkal's Songbird
was her life's work, chosen freely decades ago. It would not end, the burden would not be lifted,
just because Nniv died and that damed fool Kya-Kya had had the tenerity to afflict her with his
of fice. She said as nuch to Ansset, hoping to reassure himthat he would not be |osing her. But he
took the news without any sign that he cared either way, and went on with the day's | essons as if
not hi ng were wrong.

36

And why should he do anything else? Until Kya-Kya had said her say just before |eaving, Esste had
not worried particularly. If Ansset was superb at Control, he was superb at everything else, too,
and so it was not to be remarked upon. But now Esste noticed the Control as if each exanple of
Ansset's apparent unconcern were a blow to her

As for Ansset, he had no idea what was going on inside Esste's mnd. For Esste's Control was al so
superb, and she showed nothing of her worry or reasoning to Ansset. That was as it should be,
Ansset assuned. | ama | ake, he thought, and all ny walls are high. | have no low place. | grow
deeper' every day.

It did not occur to himthat he might drown.

s A | esson.

Esste took Ansset to a bare roomwi th no wi ndows. Just stone, a dozen neters square, and a thick
door that adm tted no sound. They sat on the stone floor, and because all the floors were stone,
they found the floor confortable, or at least famliar, and Ansset was able to rel ax.

"Sing," said Esste, and Ansset sang. As always, his body was rigid and his face showed no enotion
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as al ways, the song was intensely enmotional. This tinme he sang of darkness and cl osed-in spaces,
and he sounded nournful. Esste was often surprised by the depth of Ansset's understandi ng of
things he surely, at his age, could not know firsthand.

The song resonated and echoed back fromthe walls.

"I't rings," Esste said.

"Mmm " Ansset answer ed.

"Sing so it doesn't ring."

Ansset sang again, this tinme a wordl ess and essentially neani ngl ess song that danced easily
through his | owest notes (which were not very low) and came out nore as air than as tone. The song
did not echo.

57

"Sing," Esste said, "so that it is as loud to ne, here by the wall, as it is right next to you
but so that none of it echoes.™

"l can't," Ansset said.

"You can."

"Can you?"

Esste sang, and the song filled the room but there was no echo.

And so Ansset sang. For an hour, for another hour, trying to find the exact voice for that room
Finally, at the end of the second hour, he did it.

"Do it again."”

He did it again. And then asked, "Wy?"

"You do not sing only into silence. You also sing into space. You nust sing exactly for the space
you have been given. You nust fill it so that no one can fail to hear you, and yet keep your tone
so clear and free of echo that all they can hear is exactly what your body produces,"”

"I have to do this every tinme?"

"In a while, Ansset, it becones reflex."

They sat in silence for a nonent. And then, softly, Ansset asked, "I would like to try to fill the
Chanber this way."
Esst e knew what he was asking, and refused to answer his real question. "I believe the Chanber's

enpty right now W could go there."

Ansset struggled with hinself for a nonent—Esste assuned, anyway, for though he was silent for a
time, his face showed nothing. "Mther Esste," he finally said, "I don't know why |'ve been
banned. "

"Have you been?"

MIldly: "You know | have."

It was a mnor victory. She had actually forced himto ask. Yet the victory was an enpty one. He
had not lost Control; he sinply had found it unproductive to remain silent about it. Esste |eaned
back on the stone wall, not realizing that she herself was bending to his rigidity by relaxing her
own.

"Ansset, what is your song?" 38

He | ooked at her blankly. Waited. Apparently he did not understand.

"Ansset, you keep singing our songs back to us. You keep taking what people feel and intensifying
it and shattering us with it, but child, what song is yours?"

AL

"None. So far | have never heard you sing a song that | knew was only Ansset."

He did not |lose Control. Surely he should be angry. But he only | ooked at her with enpty eyes and
said, "You are mistaken." The child was six, and said you are m staken

"You wi Il not sing before an audi ence again until you have sung for nme a song that is yours."
"How wi Il you know?"

"I don't know, Ansset. But I'Il know "

He continued to regard her steadily, and she, because of her own Control, did not break her gaze
Sonme children had taken to Control very badly before, and usually they ended up as Deafs. Contro
was not easy for anyone, but essential for the songs. Yet here was a child who, like nost really
good singers and Songbirds, had | earned Control quickly, lived with it naturally. Too naturally.
The object of Control was not to renove the singer fromall human contact, but to keep that
contact clear and clean. Instead of a channel, Ansset was using Control as an inpenetrable,

i nsurnount abl e wal | .

I will get over your walls, Ansset, she promised himsilently. You will sing a song of yourself to
ne.

But his bl ank, neaningless face said only, You will fail

10
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Ri ktors Ashen was angry when he got to the Hi gh Room "Listen, |lady, do you know what this is?"
"No," Esste answered, and her voice was calculated to soothe him

"It's a warrant of entry. Fromthe enperor.” "And you' ve entered. Wiy are you upset?" 39

"I've entered after four day si I'mthe enperor's personal envoy, on a very inportant errand—=
"Ri ktors Ashen," Esste interrupted (but quietly, calmy), "you are on an inportant errand, but
this is not it. This is just a stop along the way—=

"Dam right," R ktors said, "and this petty errand has put ne four days behind schedul e."
"Perhaps, Riktors Ashen, you ought to have asked to see ne."

"l don't have to ask. | have the enperor's warrant of entry."
"Even the enperor asks before he enters here.**
"l doubt that."

"I't's history, ny friend. | nyself brought himto this room"

Ri ktors was | ess agitated now. Was, in fact, enbarrassed at his outburst. Not that he hadn't the
right—this was a man, Esste knew, who could use rage to good effect. He hadn't risen to high rank
in the fleet without reason. He was enbarrassed because the rage had been real, and over a natter
of pride. This was a young nman who was |learning. Esste liked him Even though he was al so a young
man who woul d kill anyone to get what he wanted. Death waited in his cal mhands, behind his boyish
face.

"History is shit," R ktors said nmildly. "I"'mhere to find out about M kal's Songbird."

"The enperor has no Songbird."

"That," said R ktors, not w thout amusenment, "is precisely the problem Do you realize how many
years have passed since you prom sed hima Songbird? Mkal is a hundred ei ghteen years old this
year. Naturally it's polite to suppose the enperor will live forever, but Mkal hinmself told nme to

tell you that he is aware of his nortality, and he hopes he will not die w thout having heard his
Songbird sing."

"You understand that Songbirds are matched very, carefully to their hosts. Usually we have the
Songbi rd and work to pl ace h|n10r her properly. This was an unusual case, and until now we haven't
had the right Songbird,"”

40

"Until now?"

"I believe we have the Songbird who will be Mkal V
"I will see himnow.'

Esste chose to smile. R ktors Ashen sniled back. "Wth your perm ssion, of course,” he added.

"The child is only six years old," Esste answered. "His training is far fromconplete."

M want to see him to know that he exists."

"Il take you to him"

They wound their way down the stairs, through passages and corridors. "There are so nmany
corridors," R ktors said, "that | don't see how you have any space |left for roons." Esste said

not hing until they reached the corridors of Stalls, where she paused for a nonent and sang a | ong
hi gh note. Doors closed in the distance. Then she |l ed the enperor's personal envoy to Ansset's
door, and sang a few wordl ess notes outside.

The door opened, and Ri ktors Ashen gasped. Ansset was thin, but his |ight conplexion and bl ond
hair were given a feeling of translucence by the sun conming in his window And the boy's features
were beautiful, not just regular; the kind of face that nelted nen's hearts as readily as wonen's.
More readily.

"Was he chosen for his voice, or his face?" R ktors Ashen asked.

"When a child is three," answered Esste, "his future face is still a nmystery. H s voice unfolds
nore easily. Ansset, | have brought this man to hear you sing." *

Ansset | ooked blankly at Esste, as if he did not understand but refused to ask for explanation
Esste knew i medi atel y what Ansset planned. Riktors did not. "She neans for you to sing for ne,
he sai d hel pfully.

"The child needs no repetition. He heard ny request, and chooses not to sing."

Ansset's face showed not hi ng.

"I's he deaf ?" asked Ri ktors.

"W will go now, " answered Esste. They went. But R ktors lingered until the |ast possible nonent,
| ooki ng at Ansset's face.

41

"Beautiful," Riktors said, again and again, as they wal ked t hrough nore passageways toward the
gat ehouse.

"He is to be the enperor's Songbird, Riktors Ashen, not the enperor's catanite."

"M kal has a | arge nunber of offspring. H's tastes are not so eclectic as to include little boys.
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Way woul dn't the boy sing?"

"Because he chose not to."

"lI's he always so stubborn?"

"Often. ™

"Hypnot herapy woul d take care of that. A good practitioner could lay a nental block that would
forbid resistance—

Esste sang a nel ody that stopped Ri ktors cold. He | ooked at her, not understandi ng why suddenly he
was afraid of this woman.

"Ri ktors Ashen, | do not tell you how to nove your fleets of starships between pl anets."

"OfF course. Just a suggestion—-

"You live in a world where all you expect of people is conpliance, and so your hypnotherapists and
your mental bl ocks acconplish all your ends. But here in the Song-house, we create beauty. You
cannot force a child to find his voice."

Ri kt ors Ashen had regained his conposure. "You're good at that. | have to work a little harder to
force people to listen to ne."

Esste opened the door to the gatehouse.

"Songmaster Esste," Riktors said, "I will tell the enperor that | have seen his Songbird, and that
the child is beautiful. But when can | tell himthe child will be sent?"

"The child will be sent when | amready," Esste replied.

"Perhaps it would be better if the child were sent when he was ready."

"When / amready," Esste said again, and her voice was all pleasure and grace.

"The enperor will have his Songbird before he dies.™

Esste hissed softly, which forced Riktors to cone closer, 42

to bring his face near enough that only he could hear what Esste said next:

"There is much for both of us to do before Mkal Inperator dies, isn't there?"

Ri ktors Ashen left quickly then, to finish his business for the enperor

Brew takes your mnd, Bay takes your life, Bog takes your nobney, Wod takes your wife. Stivess is
cold, Water is hot. Overlook wants you, t-ionetm does not.

"What song is that?" asked Ansset.

"Consider it a directory. It used to be taught to the children of Step, to nmake fun of the other
great cities of Tew Step is no longer a great city. But the ones they made fun of still are.”
"Were will we go?"

"You are eight years old, Ansset,’
t he Song- house?"

"No. "

"After this, you will."

"What does the song nean?" asked Ansset. The fl esket stopped then, at the changing place, where
Songhouse vehicl es al ways stopped and comercial transport took over. Esste | ed Ansset by the
hand, ignoring his question for the nmonent. There was business at the ticket counter, and their

I uggage, slight as it was, had to be searched and itenized and fed into the conmputer, so that no
fal se insur-

43

ance clains could be nade. Esste knew from her nenories of her first venture outside the Songhouse
| ands that Ansset understood al nost nothing of what was going on. She tried explaining a few
things to him and he seened to pick it up well enough to get along. The nobney, and the idea of
nmoney, he took in stride. The clothing he found unconfortable; he kept taking the shoes off until
she insisted that they were essential. She did not |ook forward to his getting accustoned to the
food. There woul d be diarrhea for days—at the Songhouse he had never acquired a taste or a

tol erance for sugar.

She was not”surprised at his quiet acceptance of everything. The trip meant that he was within a
year of placenent, yet he showed no excitenent or even interest in his ultimte destination. Over
the last two years he had finally begun to show a little human enotion in his face, but Esste, who
knew hi m better than any other, was not fool ed. The enotion was placed there in order to avoid
exciting comment. None of it was real It was nothing nore or |ess than what was expected and
proper at the nmonent. And Esste despaired. There were paths and hi dden pl aces that she herself had

Esste answered. "Do you renenber any life, any people outside

put in Ansset's mind, but now she could not reach himat all. She could not get himto speak of
hi nsel f; she could not get himto show even the slightest inadvertent enotion; and as for the
cl oseness they had felt on the hill overlooking the | ake, he never betrayed a nmenory of it but at

the sane tine never allowed her to get even a few steps into the path she could followto put him
into a light trance, where she mi ght have acconplished or at |east discovered sonething.
When the business at the changing place was finished, they sat to wait for the bus, a flesket that
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anyone with the noney could ride. It was then that Esste whiled away the time by answering
Ansset's question. If he was surprised or gratified that she had renenbered it, he did not show
any sign.

"Brewis one of the Cities of the Sea—Honefall, Chop, Brine, and Brew-all of which are fanmous for
beer and ale. They al so have a reputation for exporting very littie

of their product because they are such prodigious drinkers. Beer and ale contain al cohol. They are
eneni es of Control, and you cannot sing when you' ve been-drinking them"

"Bay takes your life?" Ansset pronpted, having nmenorized the song, as usual

"Bay used to have the unfortunate habit of holding public executions every Saturday whet her anyone
was sentenced to death or not. To avoid using op too nmany of their own citizens, they used
strangers. The practice has, in recent years, been stopped. Wod had a sort of nandatory wife-
market. Very odd things. Tewis a very odd planet. Wich is why the Songhouse was able to exi st
here. W were nore normal than nost dries, and so we were |left alone.”

" Coes?**

"The Songhouse began as a city. It began as a town of people who loved to sing. That's alL Things
grew fromthere. 1*

"The rest of die dries?1*

"Stivess is very far to die north. Water Is just as far to die south. Overlook is a place whose
only product is die beauty of its scenery, and it lives off die people of wealdi who go there to
end their days. Noromm has four nillion people. It used to have nine million. But diey still feel
crowded and refuse to let nore than a few people visit diemevery year.**

"Are we going drere?*

"We are not"
44 ' Bog takes your noney.' What does diat nean?' *
"You'll find out for ydurself. That's where we're going."

The bus arrived, they boarded, and die bos left. For die first time in menory, Ansset saw people
outside die mlieu of die Songhouse. There were not very many people on die bus. Though this was
die main highway from Seawat ch to Bog, npbst people took die expresses, which didn't stop at die
Songhouse changi ng pl ace—er even at Step, usually. This bus was not an express—t stopped

ever ywher e

Directly in front of diemwere a nodier and father and their son, who nust have been at |east a
year ol der dian

45
Ansset. The child had been riding far too long, and could not hold stil
"Mother, | need to go to the toilet."

"You just went. Stay in your seat."

But the child whirled around and knelt on the bench to stare at Esste and Ansset, Ansset | ooked at
the boy, his gaze never wavering. The boy stared back, while wagging his backside inpatiently. He
reached out to bat at Ansset's face. It mght have been neant as a friendly gesture, but Ansset
uttered a quick, harsh song that spun the boy around in his seat. Wien the nother took the boy to
the bathroom at the back of the bus, the child | ooked at Ansset in terror and stayed as far from
hi m as possi bl e.

Esste was surprised at how frightened the child had beconme. True, the nusic had been a rebuke. But
the child' s reaction was far out of proportion to Ansset's song. In the Songhouse, anyone woul d
have understood Ansset's song, but here the child should have understood it only vaguely —that was
the purpose of the trip, to learn to adapt to outsiders. Yet sonehow Ansset had conmunicated with
the boy, and done it better than he had with Esste.

Coul d Ansset actually direct his music to one particul ar person? Esste wondered. That went beyond
songtal k. No, no. It nust have been just that the boy had been paying closer attention to Ansset
than she had, so that the song struck himw th nore force.

And instead of worrying, she made the incident give her nore confidence. In his first encounter
with an outsider, Ansset had done far better than he should have been able to. Ansset was the
right choice for Mkal's Songbird. If only.

Though the forest was not so lush as the deep woods in the Valley of Songs, where all Ansset's
excursions had taken himbefore, the trees were still tall enough to be inpressive, and the |ack
of underbrush made for a different kind of beauty, a sort of austere tenple with trunks extending
into the infinite distance and the | eaves making a dense ceiling. Ansset watched the trees nore
than the people. Esste speculated as to what was going on in his a*-
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penetrable m nd. Was he deliberately avoiding | ooking at the others? Perhaps he needed to avoid
their strangeness until he could absorb it. Or was he truly disinterested, nore drawn to the
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forest than to other human bei ngs?

Perhaps | was wong, Esste thought. Perhaps ny intuition was a m stake, and | shoul d have | et
Ansset perform For two years he has had no audience but nme. If his preferred treatnment before
kept the other children frombeing close to him his ban had nmade hima pariah. No one knew what
his error had been, but after that triunphant song at Nniv's funeral Ansset's voice had gone
unheard, and everyone concl uded the di sgrace nmust be puni shment for sonmething terrible. Sone had
even sung of it in chanber. One child, Ller, had even had the tenerity to protest, to sing angrily
that it was "unjust to ban Ansset for so long, so unfairly. Yet even Ller avoided Ansset as if the
future Songbird's suffering were contagious.

If I was wong, Esste concluded, the danmage has been done. In a year Ansset will go to M kal

ready or not. Ansset will go as the finest, npbst exquisite voice we have sent fromthe Songhouse
in living menory. But he will go as an inhunan creature, unable to conmunicate the nornmal human
feelings with others. A singing nachine.

I have a year, Esste thought, | have one year to break down his walls wthout breaking his heart.
The forest gave way to wooded prairie, the desolate |and where wild animals still roamed.
Popul ati on pressure on Tew had never been great enough to drive many settlers to this plateau
where winters were inpossibly cold and sumers unbearably hot. They were an hour reaching the Rm
a great cliff thousands of kilonmeters long and nearly a kilonmeter high. Here, however, the rift
had split in two parts, and between themother cliffs took the descent nore gradually. The city of
Step had grown up at the front of the junble of rock, where river traffic had to end and transfer
to roads. Few of the farmers could afford fleskets. Even when Step ceased to be a major city, it
remai ned inmportant |ocally.

The bus foll owed the switchback road carved centuries

ago in the rock. It was rough, but the bus never felt it, except when sudden dips forced it to
drop a bit in altitude. Ansset still watched the scenery, and now even Esste gazed at the huge
expanse of farm and at the base of the descent. Wat fell as snow on the plateau® cane as rain
below the RRm and the farmers here fed the world, as they liked to say.

Step itself was boring. Al the buildings were old, and decay was the | oudest nmessage shouted by
the shabby signs and the nearly enpty streets. Neverthel ess, |essons had to be | earned. Esste took
Ansset into a disnal restaurant and ordered and paid for a dinner. "Even the prices are depressed
here," she conmented. Ansset ignored her

The restaurant was no nore crowded than the streets. Werever all the people were, it wasn't here.
And the food canme quickly. It was not bad, but the flavor had left it somewhere between the farm
and the table. Ansset ate sone, but not nuch. Esste ate |ess. Instead, she | ooked around at the
people. At first she got the inpression that they were all old, but because she didn't trust

i mpressi ons, she counted. Only, six were gray-haired or bal di ng—the other dozen were niddl e-aged
or young. Sonme were silent, but npst conversed. Yet the restaurant felt old, and the conversations
sounded tired, and it all nade Esste vaguely sad. The songs of the place were gone, if there had
ever been songs. Now only npans were appropriate,

And, as soon as Esste thought. that, she realized that Ansset was npbani ng. The sound was soft but
penetrating, alnost |ike the background noi se of the kitchen nmachi nes that processed the food.
Control allowed Esste to refrain fromglancing at Ansset. Instead she listened to the song, ft was
a perfect echo of the nood of the place, a perfect understanding of the, not misery, but weariness
of the people. But gradually Ansset built a rising tone into his nmelody, a strange, surprising

el ement that made it interesting, or at l|east that nade a person hearing it want to be interested
in sonething. Esste knew i mmedi ately what ' Ansset was doi ng. He was breaking the ban. He was
perform ng. And once again the song was not his

49

was what every person in the restaurant, including Esste, w shed to hear, wi shed to be nade to

f eel

The lilting quality of his song becane nore pronounced. People who had not been conversing began
to talk; conversations already in progress becanme nore ani mated. People smiled. The ugly young
wonan at the counter began talking to the waiter. Even joking. No one seened to notice Ansset's
song.

And Ansset faded, softened the song, \$t it die in nid-note so that it seened to continue into the
silence. Esste was not sure, in fact, when the song was over, even though she was the only person
who had been carefully listening to ~t. Yet the effect of the song lingered. Deliberately Esste
wai ted, watched to see how |l ong the people would remain cheerful. They left the restaurant
smling.

"I congratul ate you," said Esste, "on your superb perfornmance."

Ansset's face did not respond. His voice did. "They're harder to change than Songhouse people."
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"Like trying to nove through water, yes?" asked Esste.

"Or nud. But | can do it."

Not even snugness. Just a recognition of fact. But | know you, boy, Esste thought. You are

enj oyi ng yourself inmmensely. You are having a hilarious tine outsnmarting ne and at the sane tine
proving that you can handl e any situation. As long as it's outside of you

The bus took themthrough the night back up the Rim but to the west this tinme, and it was stil
dark when they reached Bog. The sky was dark, that is. The lights of the city filled the land to
the edge of the sea. It seened in places that there were no breaks between the lights, as if the
city were a carpet of pure light, a fragment of the sun. The cl ouds above the city gl owed
brightly. Even the sea seened to shine.

The streets were so crowded, even in the last hours before dawn, that buses and fl eskets and even
skooters had to use overhead ranps that wound anong the buildings. It was dazzling. It was
exciting. The crush of humanity was frantic, desperate, exhilarating, even fromthe

49

i nside of a bus. Ansset slept through It, after waking for a nonent when Esste tried to get himto
| ook. "Lights," he said, in a tone of voice that said, |'d rather sleep

"M ght as well go upstairs and sleep," said the clerk at the hotel. "Nothing happens during the
day here. Not even business. Can't even get a decent neal except at one of those junky all-day

di ners. "

But after only a few hours of sleep, Ansset insisted that they go out.

"l want to see the city now. "

"It looks better by electric light,"®
"So." So that's why | want to see it.

"So?" I'd rather rest.

"The beds here are too soft," Ansset said, "and ny back is sore. The food we ate in Step has sent
me to the toilet four tines, and k | ooked better than it did on the table. | want to see outside
I want to see it when it isn't dressed up to fool people.”

You are eight years old, Esste said silently. You mght as well be a crusty old eighty.

They saw Bog by dayl i ght.

"Nane?" asked Ansset.

"The city is on the estuary of the River Salway. Mst of the land is only a few centineters above
sea level, and it is constantly trying to sink into the sea." She showed hi m how architecture had
adapted to the conditions. Every building had a main entrance opening onto air on every floor. As
the building sank, the entrance on the next floor up came into use. There were buil di ngs whose
tops were only a few feet above street |evel —dsually, other buildings had al ready been built atop
t hem

The lighted signs were off in the daytine, and very few people were on the streets. "As dismal as
Step," Ansset said.

"Except that it cones alive at night/*

"Does it?"

Litter was inches deep on the streets in sone places. Sweepers sucked their way through the city,
roaring as they chewed up the trash. The few people on the streets

50

| ooked as if they had had a hard night—er were up after very little sleep. It had been a carniva
the night before; today the city was a cenetery.

A park. They sat on a nmassit that contoured itself to fit their bodies within a few nonents. An
old womman sat not far off, dangling her feet in a pond. She was holding a string that led off into
the water. Beside her an ugly eel occasionally tw tched. She was whistling.

Her nmel ody was harsh, untuneful, repetitive. Ansset began singing the sane tune, in the sane

pi t ch—hi gh, wavering, uncertain. He matched her, waver for waver, sour note for sour note. And
then, abruptly, he sang a di ssonance that grated painfully. The old wonan turned around, heaving
her huge stomach off her lap as she did. She | aughed, and her breasts bounced up and down. "You
know t he song?" she call ed.

"Know it!" cried Ansset. "I wote it!"

She | aughed again. Ansset |aughed with her, but his laugh was a high imtation of hers, great
gasps and little, loud bursts of sound. She |oved hearing his |augh as much as her own—since it
was her own. "Cone here!" she called

Ansset came to her, and Esste foll owed, unsure whether the old woman nmeant well for the boy.
Unsure until she spoke again.

"New here," she said. H can tell who's new here. This your nother? A beautiful boy. Don't let go
of himtonight. He's pretty enough to be a catanmite. Unless that's what you have in mnd, in which

Esste told him
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case | hope you turn into an eel, speaking of which would you like to buy this one?"

The eel, as if to display its charns, tw sted obscenely.

"It isn't dead yet," Ansset comrented.

"They take hours to die. Wiich is fine with ne. The | onger they wiggle the nore they pee and the
better they taste. This pond's full of them Connects right up with the sewer system They live in
the sewer. Along with worse things. Bog produces nore turds than anything el se, enough to keep a
nmllion of these things alive. And

S

as long as they're around, I won't starve." She | aughed again, and Ansset |aughed with her, then
briefly took her laugh and turned it into a nad song that nmade her |augh even harder. It took
Control for Esste not to |laugh with her

"The boy's a singer.*'

"The boy has many gifts."

"Songhouse?" asked the woman.

Better to lie. "They -wouldn't take him | told them he had tal ent, genius even, but their damed
tests wouldn't find a genius if he sang an aria."

"That's fine enough. Plenty of market for singers around here, and not the Songhouse type, you can
bet. If he's willing to take off his clothes, he can nake a fortune."

"We're just visiting."

"Or there are even places where he could earn plenty by putting themon. Al kinds here. But you
are fromout of town. Everybody knows you don't go into the parks in the daytine. Not enough
police to patrol them Even the nmonitors do no good—enly a few nen and wonen to watch them and
they're sleepy fromthe night before anyway. The night lives, but the daytine's a crine. It's a
sayi ng. "

The singsong in her voice had said as nmuch. But Ansset apparently couldn't resist. He took the
words and sang them several times, each tine funnier than the last. "The night lives, but the
daytime's a crine.”

She | aughed. But her eyes got serious quickly. "It's all right here on the edge. And they never

bot her ne. But you be careful.”

Ansset picked up the eel, looked at it calmy. The eel's eyes | ooked desperate. Ansset asked, "How
does it taste?"

"How el se? All it eats is shit. It tastes like shit."

"And you eat it?"

"Spices, salt, sugar—+ can take eel and make it taste |like alnobst anything. Still terrible, but at

| east not eel. Eel's a flexible neat. You can bend it and twist it into whatever you want."
"Ah," said Ansset. * 52

To the old woman, his ah neant nothing. To Esste, it said, | aman eel to you. It said, You can
bend me, but | will strain against the bending.

"Let's go," said Esste.

"A good idea," said the old woman. "It isn't safe here.™

"Good-bye," said Ansset. "I'mglad | net you." He sounded so glad to neet her that she was
surprised, and sniled with nmore than mirth as they left.

12

"This is boring," Ansset said, "There nmust be nore to see than this."

Esste | ooked at himin surprise. Wien she had come here as an incipient Songbird, the shows with
their dancing and singing and | aughing were a marvel ous surprise to her. She had not thought
Ansset woul d be so easily satiated.

"Where should we go, then?"

"Behind. "

" Behi nd what ?"

He did not answer. He had already left his seat and was sidling out between the rows. A woman
reached out and patted his shoul der. He ignored her conpletely and noved on. Esste tried to catch
up, but he fit better through the crowds in the aisles as people constantly noved in and, out. She
saw himdart out the door where the waiters canme and went, Esste, having no choice, followed.
Wiere was the fear and shyness of strangers that normally kept children fromthe Songhouse in
line?

She found himw th the cooks. They | aughed and joked with him and he echoed their |aughs and
their nood and nmade it happier as he talked virtual nonsense to them They ioved it. "Your son

| ady?"

"My son."

"Good boy. Wonderful boy."
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Ansset watched as they cooked. The heat in the kitchen was intense. The cook explained as he

wor ked. " Most

S3

pl aces use quick ovens. But here, we go for the old flavors. The old ways of cooking. It's our
specialty." Sweat dripped fromAnsset's chin; his hair stuck to his forehead and neck in sweaty
curls. He seenmed not to notice it, but Esste noticed, and in tones that neant she intended to be
obeyed she said, "W're going."

Ansset of fered no resistance, but when she started | eading himto the door they had entered from
he unerringly headed toward another exit. It led to a | oading dock. Loaders | ooked at them
curiously, but Ansset was hummi ng a mndless tune and they |eft him al one.

Beyond the dock an indoor street serviced all the buildings of that area. It was a city within the
city: all the fronts outside glittering for the visitors, the ganers, the funseekers, while behind
the buildings, within the buildings the | oaders, the cooks, the waiters, the servants, the
managers, the entertainers passed back and forth, rode in shabby taxis, enptied garbage. It was
the ugliness that all the pleasure of Bog generated, hidden fromthe paying customers behind walls
and doors that said Enpl oyees Only.

Esste could barely keep up with Ansset. She nade no pretense of directing himnow He had found
this place, and it was his nusic that kept at bay those who ni ght have stopped them She had to
stay with him wanted to stay with him for she was excited by the discoveries he made, rmuch nore
excited than he let hinself appear to be. A garbage-processing station; a whoreshop; an arnored
car loading that hour's receipts froma ganbling establishment; a dentist who specialized in
fixing the teeth of those who had to snmle and didn't want to take nore than a few mnutes off
work; a rehearsal for a slat show, and a thousand | oaders bringing in food and taki ng out garbage.
And a norgue.

"You're not allowed in here," said the enbal mer, but Ansset only sniled and said, "Yes we are,"
and sang unshakabl e confi dence. The enbal mer shrugged and went on with his work. And soon he began
talking as he went. "I clean "em" he said. The bodies came in on a conveyo*.

54

He rolled themoff onto a table, where he slit the abdonen and renoved the guts. "Rich fol ks, poor
fol ks, winners, losers, players, workers, they dies a hundred a night in this city, and here we
cleans "emup pretty so they'Il keep. Al the guts is the sanme. All the stinks is the same. Naked
as babies." The guts went into a bag. He filled the cavity with a stiff plastic wool and sewed up
the skin with a hooked needle. It took only ten nminutes for one body. "Another one does the eyes,
and anot her one does visible wounds. |I'ma specialist.”

Esste wanted to | eave. Pulled on Ansset's arm but Ansset wouldn't go. He watched four bodi es cone
by. The fourth one was the old woman fromthe park. The enbal ner had just about run out of chat.
He cut open the huge stomach. The stench was worse. "I hate the fat ones," said the enbal ner.
"Always having to hold the fat out of the way. Slows nme down. Cets ne behind." He had to reach
over mounds of flesh to reach the bowels, and he swore when he broke them "Fat ones makes ne
clunmsy. ™

The wonan's face was set in a grimce that might have been a grin. Her throat had been slit.

"Who killed her?" asked Ansset, his face and voi ce showi ng no enoti on beyond curiosity.

"Anyone. How should |I know? Just a deader. Could have been killed for anything. But she's a poor
one, all right. | know the snell. Eats eels. If the killers hadn't got her, the cancer woul d' ve.
See?" He pulled up the stomach, which was di stended and putrified by a huge tunor. "So fat she
didn't know she had it. Wuld have finished her off soon enough."”

It took the enbal ner several tries and stronger thread before he could tie the abdonen back
together again. In the neantinme another body -passed on the conveyor. "Damm," he said. "There'l

be conplaints tonight, that's for sure. Another missed quota. | hate the fat ones."

"Let's go now," said Esste, deliberately letting her Control slip enough that he woul d be
surprised into noving. He let her lead himto the indoor street.

"Enough," Esste said. "Let's go." 55

"She was wong," Ansset answered.

"Who?"

"The wonan. She was wong. They wouldn't let her alone."
"Ansset . "

"This has been a good trip," Ansset said. "l've learned a lot."
"Have you?"

"Pleasure is |ike naking bread. A lot of hot, nasty work in the kitchen for a few swallows at the
table."
"Very good." She tried to | ead himaway.
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"No, Esste. You can ban ne at the Songhouse, but you can't ban me here," And he broke away from
her and ran to the backstage entrance of a theatre. Esste foll owed, but she was not young, and
t hough she had nmade an effort to stay in shape, a wonan of her age could not hope to overtake a
child deternmined to escape. She was lucky to stay close enough to see where he went.
An orchestra was playing to a full hall, and a wonan on the stage was danci ng nude. An equally
naked man waited in the wings. Ansset stood behind one of the illusions, rigid as he sang. Hi s
voi ce was clear and | oud, and the woman heard it and stopped danci ng, and soon the nmenbers of the
orchestra began hearing it and stopped playing. Ansset stepped through the illusion and wal ked out
onto the stage, still singing.
Ansset sang to them what they had been feeling, what the orchestra had been pathetically
i nconpetent to satisfy. He sang lust to them though he had never experienced it, and they grew
passi onate and uncontrol | abl e, audience and orchestra and the naked woman and nman. Esste grieved
inwardly as she watched it. He will give them everything they want.
But then he changed his song. Still w thout words, he began telling themof the sweating cooks in
the kitchen, of the |oaders, of the dentist, of the shabbi ness behind the buildings. He nade them
understand the ache of weariness, the pain of serving the ungrateful. And at |ast he sang of the
ol d worman, sang her | augh, sang her loneli-
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ness and her trust, and sang her death, the cold enbalmng on a shining table. It was agony, and
t he audi ence wept and screaned and fled the hall, those who could control thenselves enough to
st and.

Ansset's voice penetrated to the walls, but did not echo.

When the hall was enpty, Esste wal ked out onto the stage. Ansset |ooked at her with eyes as enpty
as the hall.

"You eat it," said Esste, "and you vonit it back fouler than before."

"I sang what was in nme."

"I'n you? None of this ever got in you. It came to the walls and you threw it back."

Ansset's gaze did not swerve. "I knew you would not know it when | sang from nyself."

"I't was you that did not know," Esste said. "W're going hone."

"I was to have a nonth."

"You don't need a nonth here. Nothing here will change you."

"Am | an eel ?"

"Are you a stone?**

"I"'ma child."

"I't's time you renenbered that."

He of fered no resistance. She led himto the hotel, where they gathered their things and left Bog
before norning. It all failed, Esste thought. | had thought that the m xture of hunmanity here
woul d open him But all he found was what he already had. Inhumanity. An inpregnable wall. And
proof that he can do to peopl e whatever he wants.

He had read the audi ence of strangers too well. It was sonmething that had never happened at the
Songhouse before. Ansset was not just a brilliant singer. He could hear the songs in people's
hearts without their having to sing; could hear them could strengthen them could sing them back
with a vengeance. He had been forced into the mold of the Songhouse, but he was not nade of such
mal | eabl e stuff as the others. The nmold could not fit.

What will break? Esste wondered. What will break first?

She did not for a monment believe it would be the Song-57

house. Ansset, for all his seening strength, was far nore fragile than that. If he goes to MKka
like this, Esste realized, he will do the opposite of all my plans for him Mkal is strong,

per haps strong enough to resist Ansset's perversion of his gift. But the others: Ansset would
destroy them Wthout nmeaning to, of course. They would come to drink again and again at his well,
not knowi ng it was thensel ves they drank until they were dry.

He slept in the bus. Esste put her arnms around him held him and sang the | ove song to himover
and over in his sleep.

13
haven't tine for this," Esste said, allow ng her voice to sound irritated.
"Nei ther have |," Kya-Kya answered defiantly.

"The schools on Tew are excellent. Your stipend is nore than adequate.”

"1 have been accepted at the Princeton Governnent Institute.”

"I't will cost ten tines as nuch to support you on Earth. Not to nention the cost of getting you
there. And the inconvenience of having to give it to you in a lunp sum"

"You earn ten tinmes that anobunt froma single year's paynent on a Songbird."
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True enough. Esste sighed inwardly. Too much today. | was not ready to face this girl. Wat Ansset
has not taken from ne, exhaustion has. "Why Earth?" she asked, know ng that Kya-Kya woul d
recogni ze the question as the |l ast gasp of resistance.

"Earth, because in ny field I'ma Songbird. | knowthat's hard for you to adnit, that soneone can
actual ly do sonething excellent that isn't singing, but—=

"You can go. W will pay."

The tone of voice was disnmissal. The very abruptness and unconcern of it made her victory fee

al rost like a

58

| etdown. Kya-Kya waited for a few nonments, then went to the door. Stopped. Turned around and
asked, "Wen?"

"Tonorrow. Have the bursar see ne."

Esste turned back to the papers on her table. Kya-Kya took advantage of her inattention to | ook
around the Hi gh Room | chose you for this pkce, Kya-Kya thought, trying to feel superior. It
didn't work. It was as Hrrai had sai d—she made t he obvi ous choi ce. Anyone who knew t he Songhouse
woul d have nanmed Esste to the office

The roomwas cold, but at least al! the shutters were closed. There were drafts, but no wind.
Apparently Esste did not intend to die soon. Kya-Kya | ooked at the wi ndow where she had al nost
fallen out. Wth the shutters closed, it was just another wi ndow, or part of the wall. The room
was not kil oneters above the ground; it was as |ow as any other building; the Songhouse was just a
bui |l di ng; she did not care whether she never saw it again, felt no lingering fondness for its
stone, refused to dreamof it, did not even denean herself by disparaging it to her friends at the
uni versity.

Her fingers brushed the stone walls as she left.

Esste | ooked up at the sound of Kya-Kya's leaving. Finally gone. She picked up the paper that
concerned her far nore than the needs of a Deaf who was trying to avenge her failure.

Songmast er Esste:

M kal has called nme to Earth to serve in bis palace guard. He has also instructed me to bring hit

Songbird back "with ne. It is ny understanding that the child is nine. I have no choice but to
obey. | have arranged ny route, however, so that Tewis ny |ast stop. You have twenty-two days
fromthe date of this nessage. | regret the abruptness of this, but / will carry out ny orders.

Ri kt ors Ashen

The letter had been transnmitted that norning. Twenty-two days. And the worst of it is, Ansset is
ready. Ready. Ready.

I am not ready.

Twenty-two days. She pushed a button under the table. "Send Ansset to ne."
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Rruk had just entered Stalls and Chanbers, right on schedul e. She had no power in her voice, but
she was a sweet singer, and pl eased everyone who heard her. Still, she was afraid. Stalls and

Chanbers was a greater step than those between Groan and Bell or Bell and Breeze. Here she was one
of the youngest, and in her chanber she was the youngest. Only one thing hel ped her forget her
timdity—this was the seventh chanber. Ansset's chanber.

"WIIl Ansset cone?" Rruk asked a boy sitting near her. "Not today."

Rruk did not show her disappointment; she sang it. "I know," said the boy. "But it hardly
matters. He never sang here anyway."

Rruk had heard runors of that, but hadn't believed them Not |et Ansset sing? But it was true. And
she nmurnured a song of the injustice of Ansset's banning.

"Don't | knowit," said the boy. "I once sang just such a song in Chanber. My nane's LJer.**
"Rruk." '

"I'"ve heard of you. You're the one who first sang the [ove song to Ansset."

It was a bond—they both had gi ven sonething, even dared sonething for Ansset. Chanber began then
and their conversation ceased. Ller was part of a trio that day. He took the high part, and did a
thin high drone that changed only rarely. Yet it was still the controlling voice in the trio, the
center to which the other two voices always returned. By subordinating his own virtuosity, he had
made t he song unusually good. Rruk |iked himeven nore, for his own sake now, not just for
Ansset ' s.

After Chamber, without particularly deciding it, they went to Ansset's stall. "He was called to
the Songmaster in the Hi gh Room just before Chanber. Perhaps he'll be
60

back now. Usually Esste comes to himas master, so it may be that she called himup there to |ift
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di e ban."

"I hope so," Rruk said.

They knocked at Ansset's door. It opened, and Ansset stood there regardi ng them absently.
"Ansset," Ller said, and then fell silent. Any other child they could have asked directly. But
Ansset's long isolation, his unchildlike expression, his apparent |ack of interest—they were
difficult obstacles to surnount,

When the silence had |asted far too long, Rruk blurted, "W heard you went to the H gh Room"

"I did," Ansset said.

"I's the ban lifted?"

Ansset again | ooked at themin silence.

"Ch," said Rruk. "I"msorry." Her voice told how sorry.

It was then that Ller noticed that Ansset's bl ankets were rolled together

"Are you goi ng?" Ller asked.

"Yes. "

"Where?" Ller insisted

Ansset went to the blanket, picked it up, and canme back to the door. "The H gh Room" he said.
Then he wal ked by them and headed down the corridor

"To live there?" Ller asked.

Ansset did not answer.

"This was not a job for a seeker,** the seeker said.

*T know, " Esste answered, and she sang himan apol ogy that pleaded the necessity of the work.

Mol lified, the seeker nade his report. "I spent the incone froma decade of singers getting into
the secret files of the child market. Doblay-ne is a sinple place to do business. |If you have
enough noney and know whomto give it to, you can acconplish anything."

"You found?"

61

"Ansset was ki dnapped. Hi s parents are very nuch alive, would pay al nbst anything to get him back
And when he was taken, he was old enough to know his parents. To know they didn't want himto go.
Stolen fromthemat a theatre. The kidnapper | talked to is now a petty governnent official. Taxes

or sonmething. | had to hire some known killers in order to scare himinto talking to ne. Very
unpl easant business. | haven't been able to sing in weeks."

"H s parents?"

"Very rich. The mother a very |oving woman. The father—his songs are nore anbiguous. |'mnot a
great judge of adults, you know that. | haven't needed to be. But | had the feeling there were

guilts in himthat he was afraid of. Perhaps he could have done nore to get Ansset back. O
perhaps the guilts are for other things entirely. Conpletely unrelated. According to the |Iaw, now
that you and | know this, k's a capital offense not to give the boy back."

Esste | ooked at him sang a few notes, and both of them | aughed. "I know, " the seeker said. "Once
in the Song-house, you have no parents, you have no famly."

"The parents don't suspect?"

"To themtheir little boy is Byrwn. | told themthat the psychotic child in our hospital on
Murrai n had the wong bl ood type to be their son,”

A knock on the door.

"Who?"

"Ansset," cane the answer.

"May | see hin?" the seeker said.

"You may see him But don't speak to him And when you | eave, bar the door fromthe other side.
Tell the Blind that 1'll be taking nmy neals through the nachines. No one is to conme up. Messages
t hrough the conputer."

The seeker was puzzled. "Wy the isolation?"

"I am preparing M kaPs Songbird," Esste said.

Then she arose and went to the door and opened it, Ansset cane in, holding his blanket rol
unconcer nedl y,
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He | ooked at the seeker without curiosity. The seeker |ooked at him too, but not so
unenotionally. Two years of tracing Ansset's past had given the boy unusual inportance in the
seeker's eyes. But as the seeker watched, and saw the enptiness of Ansset's face, he let hinself
show grief, and he sang his mourning to Esste, briefly. She had told himnot to speak. But sone
things could not, should not, go unsaid.

The seeker left. The bar dropped into place on the other side of the door. Ansset and Esste were
al one.
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Ansset stood before Esste for a long tinme, waiting. But this rinme Esste had nothing to say. She
sinmply | ooked at him her face as blank as his, though because of age some expressi on was
permanently inscribed there and she could not | ook as enpty of personality as he. The wait seened
internm nable to Esste. The boy's patience was greater than nost adults'. But it broke, eventually.
Still silent, Ansset went to the stone bench beside one of the |ocked shutters and sat down.

First victory.

Esste was able, now, to go to the table and work. Papers canme fromthe conputer; she wote by hand
notes to herself; wote by keys nessages into the conputer. As she worked, Ansset sat silently on
the bench until his body grew tired and cold. Then he got up, wal ked around. He did not try the
door or the shutters. It was as if he already grasped the fact that this was going to be a test of
wills, atrial of strength between his Control and Esste's. The doors and wi ndows woul d be no
escape. The only escape woul d-be victory.

Qutside it grew dark, and the fight fromthe cracks in the shutters di sappeared. There was only

the Iight over the table, which alnbst no one ever saw in use—the illusion of primtiveness was
mai nt ai ned before everyone possible, and only the staff and the Songmasters knew that the High
Room was not really so bare and sinple as it seened. The purpose of it was not really illusion
however. The Songnaster of the H gh Room was invariably
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sonmeone who had grown op in the chilly stone halls and Common Roons and Stalls and Chanbers of the
Song- house. Sudden | uxury would be no confort; it would be a distraction. So the H gh Room seened
bare except when necessity required sone nodern convenience.

Ansset sat in the gloomin a corner of the H gh Roomas Esste finally closed the table and laid
out her blankets on the floor. Her novenent gave himperm ssion to nove. He spread out his

bl ankets in the far corner, wapped hinself in them and was asl eep before Esste.

The second day passed in conplete silence, as did the third, Esste working nost of the day at the
comput er, Ansset standing or wal king or sitting as it pleased him his Control never letting a
sound pass his lips. They ate fromthe machine in silence, silently went to the toilet in a corner
of the room where their wastes were consunmed by an incredibly expensive disturber in the walls
and floor. Esste found it hard, however, to keep her mind on her work. She had never been so | ong
without rmusic in her life. Never been so long without singing. And in the |last few years, she had
never passed a day w thout Ansset's voice. It had become a vice, she knew—sfor while Ansset was
banned fromsinging to others in the Songhouse, his voice was always singing in his stall, and
they had conversed for hours many tines. Her nenory of those conversations, however, nmaintained
her resolution. An intellect far beyond his years, a great perception of what went on in people's
m nds, but no hint of anything fromhis own heart. This nust be done, she said. Only this can
break his walls, she said to herself. And | nust be strong enough to need himless than he needs
me, in order to save him she cried to herself silently. Save hinf

Only to send himto the capital of mankind, to the ruler of humanity. If he has not found a way to
tap the deep wells of hinself by then, Ansset will never escape. There his very cl osedness woul d
be appl auded, honored, adored. H's career woul d be nade, but when he cane back to the Songhouse at
the age of fifteen there would be nothing . 64

there. He would never be able to teach; only to sing. And he would be a Blind. That woul d kil

hi m

That would kill rme.

And so Esste remmined silent for three days, and on the fourth night she was wakened from her

sl eep by Ansset's voice. He was not awake. But the voice had to come out. In his sleep he was

si ngi ng, neaningless, randomditties, half of themchildish songs taught to new ones and G oans.
But in his sleep his Control had broken, just a little.

The fourth day began with conplete silence again, as if the pattern could be repeated forever. But
sonetime during the day Ansset apparently reached a decision, and, when the H gh Room was war nest
in the afternoon, he spoke.

"You nust have a reason for your silence, but / don't have a reason for mne except that you're
being silent. So if you were just trying to get nme to stop being stubborn and talk, I'mtalking."
The voice was perfectly controlled, the nuances suggesting a pro forma surrender, but no rea
recognition of defeat. A slight victory, but only a slight one. Esste showed no notice of the fact
that Ansset had spoken. She was grateful, however, not so nuch because it was another step forward
as because it nmeant she coul d hear Ansset's voice”?again. Ansset speaking with perfect Control was
only slightly closer to her objective than Ansset silent with perfect Control

When she did not answer, Ansset fell silent again, occasionally exercised as before, said nothing
for several hours. But at nightfall, when Esste laid out her blanket and Ansset laid out his, he
began to sing. Not in his sleep, this tine. The songs were deliberately chosen, gentle nelodies
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that pleased Esste very nmuch. They made her feel confident that everything would work out fine,
that her worries were neani ngl ess, that Ansset would be fine. After a while they even nade her
feel that Ansset was already fine, and she had been exaggerating her fears because of her concern
for himin the frightening placenent he woul d be facing.

6

She started. Her Control gave no outward sign, but inwardly she was furious with herself. Ansset
was using his voice on her, using his gift. He had sensed her nmood of worry and her w sh for peace
and was playing on it, trying to put her off her guard.

I"mout of ny class, she realized. I"'ma Goan trying to sing a duet with a Songbird. How can ny
silence conpare to his singing as a weapon in this battle?

He sang that night for hours, and she |l ay awake resisting himby concentrating on the problens and
concerns of the Songhouse. The pressure from Stivess to open the northwest section, which the
Songhouse al nost never used, to oil exploration. The conplaints by Wod that pirates were using
the desert islands in the southwest as bases fromwhich to pillage shipping in the gulf. The
question of where to invest the incredi ble amount the enperor would pay each year to have a
Songbi rd. The danage that woul d be done when Mkal the Terrible actually received a Songbird and
the rest of mankind, to whomthe Songhouse had seened like the one inviolable institution left in
the gal axy, lost faith and supposed .that for money, or under pressure, even the Songhouse had

| owered its standards.

Al'l these thoughts were enough to occupy days and weeks under normal circumstances. But Ansset's
songs played around the edges and while she was no | onger trapped by them she also could not
conpl etely escape them Even after Ansset gave up and went to sleep, she |ay awake, dreading the
next day. | was worried about how this would affect the boy, she thought ironically. It's ny
Control that's in danger, not his.

Ansset sang to her sporadically through the next day, and she found that, awake, she could resist
himbetter than in the weariness of evening. Yet the resistance took effort, and when eveni ng cane
she was even nore tired than before, and the ordeal was even harder

But her Control did not break, and while Ansset could sense enotions that her Control hid from
others, he apparently did not realize how close he had cone to success.

66

On the sixth day he fell silent again, much to her relief. And he showed signs of the tension on
him He exercised nore often. He | ooked at her more often. And he touched the door twice.

16

Is she insane? It occurred to Ansset nore than once. He could conceive of no reason for her to
have | ocked himup in absolute silence. Neither silence nor singing did any good. Wat did she
want ?

Does she hate ne? That question had arisen often enough in the last few years. During his ban he
had found the pressure al nost unendurable. But he trusted her—whom el se could he trust? It was
terrible to know that everyone was wondering what he had done w ong, when he knew but coul d not
tell themthat he had done nothing wong. And her nad ideas about his nm nd—eften he could not
under stand what she was getting at, but sonetines he felt he was getting closer. She accused him
of not singing fromhinself. And yet he knew that his singing was exhilaration, the one great joy
of his Iife. To look at people and understand them and sing to them and change them he al nost re-
created them alnost felt as if he could take them and nake them over, make them better than they
were. How could this not be coming from hinsel f?

And now silence. Silence until his head ached. In all his |life there had been no such silence, and
he didn't know what to nmake of it. Wiy did you becone so close to ne, if you only neant to cut it
of f? And yet she wasn't cutting it off, was she; here he was in the H gh Room spending every
monent with her. No, she wasn't just trying to hurt him There was a purpose in this. Sone insane
pur pose.

Sonehow she has ni sunderstood ne. It made Ansset sad that everyone so consistently failed to
understand him The children couldn't be expected to; the masters and teachers hardly knew him
but Esste. Esste knew himas conpletely

67

as anyone could. | have sung every song i have to her, and she has refused themalL | showed her
that | could sing to a theatre of strangers and change them and she told ne | had failed. She
can't admit that | can do any good.

Is she jeal ous? She was a Songbird herself. Can she see that |I'mbetter than her, and does that
make her want to hurt me? This thought appeal ed to himbecause it offered sone rationa
explanation. It -mght be true, while insanity was clearly out of the question no matter how often
he tried to persuade hinself of it. Jeal ousy.
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If she realized it, she wouldn't persecute himanynore. They could be friends again, like that day
on the nountain by the | ake, when she taught him Control. He had not understood it before then
But the | ake—+that was clear, that had told himthe reason for Control. It wasn't just a matter of
not crying, of not |aughing, of holding still when told to, all the neaningless things that he had
struggled with and hated and resented as he studied in the Cormon Roons. Control was not to tie
hi m down, but to fill himup. And the very day of that |esson, he had rel axed, had allowed Contro
to become, not sonething outside hinmself that pressed himin, but something inside hinmself that
kept himsafe. | have never been happier. Life has never been easier, he thought at the tine. It
was as if the anger and fear that had constantly plagued hi mbefore had di sappeared. | becane a

| ake, he thought, and only when | sing does anything cone out. Even then, the singing is easy, it
comes lightly and naturally. Because of Control | can see sorrow and know its song. It doesn't
make ne afraid as it did before—+t gives ne music. Death is nusic, and pain, and joy, and
everything that people feel—+t is all nusic, | let it all inand it fills me up and only nusic
cones out.

VWhat is she trying to do? She doesn't know.

I have to help her. | have used nmy nusic to help strangers in Step, to awaken sl eeping souls in
Bog. But | have never used it to help Esste. She's troubled and doesn't know why, and thinks that
it's ny fault. | will show her

%
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what it is she really fears, and then perhaps she will understand ne.

When | sang before, | tried to calmher fear. This time | will showit to her nore clearly than
she has ever seen it.

And with that decision nade, Ansset slept on the eighth night of his stay in the H gh Room He
gave no outward sign, of course, of what had passed through his mnd. H's body had been as rigid
as when he sang, as when he slept.

17

Ansset did not sit on the periphery of the roomor exercise periodically as he had before. On the
ei ghth day of the confinenent he sat in the mddle of the floor, directly before the desk, and

| ooked at Esste as she worked. He is going to attack today, Esste i mediately concluded, and
braced herself inwardly. But she was not ready. There was no brace to cope with what Ansset did to
her today.

H s singing was sweet, but not reassuring. Instead the song kept forcing nmenories into her m nd
He had found the nel ody of nostal gia. She struggled (outwardly placid) to keep working. But as she
went over reports of lunbering operations in the Wiite Forest she no longer felt |ike Esste, the
agi ng Songnmaster of the H gh Room She felt |ike Esste, Polwee's Songbird, and instead of stone
wal | s she saw crystal out of the corners of her eyes.

Crystal of the palace Polwee had built for his fanmily on the face of a snow covered granite
mount ai n, a pal ace that | ooked nore |ike nature's work than the nmountain around it. Al the world
seened artificial once she had seen Polwee's hone. But she renmenbered it better frominside than
out. The sun shining through a thousand prisns into every room a hundred noons rising wherever
she | ooked at night, floors that seened invisible, roons whose proportions were all wong and yet
completely perfect, and nore than all the beauty of the place, the beauty of the people.

Pol wee was the easiest placenment anyone could re-69

menber. He had conme to the Songhouse to apply for a Songbird or a singer only a few weeks before
Esste was ready to be placed. He had tal ked to Songmaster Blunne and in the first mnute she had
said, "You nmay have a Songbird." He had never asked the price, and when it cane tine to pay, he
never minded that it was half his wealth. "All nmy wealth would have been worth it," he told her
when she left to return to the Songhouse at the age of fifteen. Only good people had cone, only
ki nd people, and in Polwee's pal ace there was always | ove and joy to sing about.

Love and joy and Geff, Polwee's son

(I cannot renenber this, said a place in Esste's nmnd, and she tried to continue with her work
but now it was the H gh Roomthat was at the periphery of her vision and the reality was al
crystal and light. She sat stiffly at the table, her Control keeping her from betraying any
enotion, but utterly unable to work or pretend to work because Ansset's song carried too far
deeply into her.)

Geff was his father's son. Concerned nore for her happiness than his fromthe noment she arrived
He was ten and she was nine; and the last year the drug's effects began to wane and Esste reached
puberty only a few nonths ahead of schedule. It had no effect on her voice yet, and showed only
slightly in her body. But Geff was growi ng an adol escent nustache, and he was even nore tender

t han before, touched with shyness that made her feel an infinite fondness, and they had nade | ove
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quite by accident as snow fell on the crystal one winter

It was not forbidden, was not really even a failure of Control-—she had sung throughout, and

| earned new nel odi es as she did. But she did not want to | eave him She realized that Geff was
nore inportant to her than anybody in the Songhouse. Wio had ever |oved her |ike this? Wom had
she ever |loved? She tried to be rational, to tell herself that she had been nearly seven years,

al nost half her Iife with Greff as her closest friend, that, no matter how she felt about him she
was a creature of the Songhouse and woul d not be happy |iving outside forever

10

It made no difference. The Songmaster cane to take her home, and she refused to cone.

The Songmaster was patient. He was still in mddle age; it would be years before he woul d be named
Song- naster of the High Room and Nniv had not |earned the brusqueness that enabled himto bear

| ater, heavier responsibilities. So instead of arguing, Nniv nmerely asked Polwee if he could stay
for a while. Polwee was concerned. "I didn't know anything about it," he kept saying, but as Nniv
| ater sang to Esste, "It wouldn't have mattered if he knew, would it?" O course it wouldn't.
Esste was in love with Geff fromtheir first childish romps through the crystal the year she
arrived.

The | onger Nniv stayed, the nore patiently he waited, the nore the nenory of the Songhouse becane
i mportant to her. She began to remenber her teachers, her master, singing in Chanber. She began to
spend nmore time with Nniv. One day she sang a duet with him The next day she came hone.

(Ansset's song did not relent. Esste had not remenbered this day in years. And had never
renenbered it with such clarity. But she could not resist him and she lived through it again.)
"I"'mgoing, Geff."

And Geff |ooked at her with surprise on his face, hurt in his voice as he spoke. "Wy? | |ove
you. "

What coul d she expl ain? That the children of the Song-house needed other singers as nuch as they
needed to sing? He'd never understand that. She tried to tell him anyway.

"Esste, Esste, / need you! Wthout your songs—-*

That was anot her thing. The songs—she woul d al ways have to perform forever if she stayed with
Geff. She could not refuse to sing, but already, after only seven years, singing for people whose
only songs were coarse approxi mati ons of what they thought and felt, or (worse yet) lies, she was
weary of it.

"You don't have to sing if you don't want to!" Geff cried, desperation in his voice, tears on his
face. "Esste,

71

what has this Songmaster done to you? You were prepared to defy armies in order to stay with ne,
and suddenly today you don't care about any of that, you're ready to | eave ne without a second

t hought . "

She remenbered his enbrace, his kisses, his pleading, but even then her Control had worked, and he
finally backed away, hurt beyond describi ng because her body had been cold to him Patiently she
expl ai ned the one reason he woul d understand. She told himabout the drug that put off puberty for
years, how the drug had no permanent effect beyond the one that counted-singers and Songbirds were
sterile for Ufe. "Why el se do you think we bring children in fromoutside? It wouldn't do for
children to be born in the Songhouse. W'd be nore concerned with being parents than with being
singers. | can't marry you. There'd be no children."

But he insisted, denanded. He didn't care about children, just cared about her, and she finally
realized that |Iove wasn't just giving, it was al so—

(I don't want to renenber this! But Ansset's song did not give up—

It was al so possession, ownership, dependence, self-surrender. She turned and wal ked out of the
room went to Nniv, told himshe was going with himback to the Song-house. Geff stornmed into the
room a bottle of pills in his hand, threatening to kill hinself if .she left. She had no answer
for him only wi shed that he had been able to take it with grace, only w shed that people outside
the Songhouse could also learn Control, for it snoothed pain as nothing else in life could. So she
told him "Geff, I'mgoing because Nniv and | sang a duet |ast night. You can never sing with ne,
Geff. Sol can't stay with you."

She turned and left. Nniv afterward told her that Greff swallowed the poison. O course he was
saved—+n a house full of servants suicide is difficult to acconplish and Geff had no rea
intention of dying, just of forcing Esste to stay with him

It had taken all of Esste's Control, however, not to turn 72

back, not to change her mnd at the entrance of the star-ship and plead for a chance to stay with
Geff. Control had saved her. And Ansset's song insisted: Leave ne in Control. Do not break ny
Control. It was night. She sat by the table, the electric Iight on overhead. Ansset was asleep in
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his corner of the room She did not know how | ong ago he had gone to sleep, how | ong ago his song
had ended, or how |l ong she had sat stiffly by the table. Her arns hurt, her back ached, the tears
that her Control had barely contai ned pressed behi nd her eyes and she knew that the victory today
had been Ansset's. There was "no way he could know what parts of her past were nobst pai nful —but
his singing could evoke those nenories anyway, and she dreaded the norning. Dreaded the norning
and the songs Ansset would sing, but she lay down anyway, slept instantly, dreamed nothing, and
the night passed in a nonent.

18

Ri kt ors Ashen arrived unannounced on the planet Garibali, his | ast stop but one before Tew He
preferred to arrive unannounced on Mkal's errands. Yet there was no sign that he had flustered
anyone; there was no pani ¢ when he presented his credentials at custonms. The official there had
simply bowed, asked himhis preference of hotel, and arranged a private car to take himthere. It
di sturbed Ri ktors because it neant that things here were worse than reports had hinted. The
probl em nmi ght be just the nation of Scale, where he had | anded, or it might be the whole world,
but they had been expecting an inperial nmessenger—and on a nonminally free world, that neant that
they knew there was sone reason an inperial nessenger ought to cone.

Soneone had been busy calling. The hotel staff was ready for himwhen he arrived. Ri ktors watched
with
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anusenment as the el aborate courtesy occasionally gave way to terror—n the hotel, at |east,

M kal's em ssary had not been | ooked for

There was a wonman waiting for himin his room

Ri ktors cl osed the door. "Axe you an official or a whore?" he asked.

She shrugged. "An official whore, perhaps?" She sniled. She was nude.

Ri kt ors was uni npressed. However efficient they were in Scale, they certainly had no taste.

"Tal aso, " he said.

"Yes?" she asked, puzzled.

"I want to see him"

"Ch, no," she said helplessly. "I can't do that"

"I think you can. | think you will."

"But no one sees himw thout an appoi nt—*

"I have an appointnent," He reached out his hand, touched her neck al nost affectionately. But
there was a small dart in his hand, and though she winced at the sudden, sharp sting, the drug
wor ked qui ckly.

"Tal aso?" she asked sl eepily.

"I mredi ately. "

"I don't know," she said.

"But you know who does"

She led himout of the hotel. He did not bother dressing her; she was incapable of feeling any
shane under the drug, and Riktors felt it appropriate. Synbolic, perhaps, that the entire world
st ood naked before him

It required the druggi ng of another confused official before R ktors Ashen stood outside the door
of Talaso's office. Talaso's receptionist called the guard, of course, and there were three

soldiers with weapons | eveled, prepared to kill Riktors before he was allowed to enter. But then
t he door opened and Tal aso hinsel f stood there, poised and sel f-assured.
"Let M. Ashen cone in, please. | neant to see himtonorrow, but since he is so inpatient | wll

see hi mnow. "

Rel uctantly the guards |let himby, and Riktors entered the room He inmmedi ately began the fornal
accusation. "You are known to be constructing starships capably of

14

mlitary activity. Yo' u are known to be overtaxing. You are suspected of having a police force
three tines the | egal maxi num and you are accused of dom nating and requiring tribute from at

| east four other nations on Garibali. The facts, the suspicions, and the accusations are enough to
bring you to trial before the enperor. If you resist arrest, | amauthorized to pass judgnent and
execute sentence nyself. The charge is treason; you are under arrest."

Tal aso did not lose his snmle. Perhaps, R ktors thought, $>erhaps he does not realize the danger.
O he thought that because my tone was so matter-of-fact he could resist or delay or argue.

"M . Ashen, these are serious charges."

"You will come with ne imedi ately,"” Riktors said.

"Of course | honor the enperor, but—

"This is not your trial, | have no tine to listen to your protests, and it will do you no good.
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Cone al ong, Tal aso."

"M. Ashen, | have responsibilities here. | can't just |eave themon a nonent's notice."

Ri ktors | ooked at his watch. "Any further delay or attenpt at delay will constitute the treasonous
crime of resisting the enperor's arrest, for which the penalty is death."

"You forget," said Talaso, "that | have three guards standi ng behind you and you nade the foolish
ni stake of conming to ny nation, to ny city, alone.”

"What ever gave you the idea that | am al one?" Ri ktors asked nildly.

Tal aso | ooked irritated; this, R ktors knew, was his first realization that he just night have
been too confident. "You are the only passenger who debarked froma regi stered passenger ship."
"The enperor's soldiers have already won conplete control of the port, Talaso."

"It's a passenger ship!" Talaso said angrily. "You can't fool ne. The sealed identifier declares
it to be a passenger ship! The identifiers are absolutely tanperproof—=

"By the enperor's own decree," Riktors said.

"Shoot him" Talaso said to the guards, who stood with 7S

their lasers in hand. But they were already collapsing fromthe drug R ktors had rel eased by

cl anmpi ng the nuscles of his buttocks tightly while scuffing his boot along the floor. Talaso's
terror suddenly won out, and he was trenbling and shouting for help as he funbled for a weapon in
hi s desk.

"Tai aso, you are guilty of treason, sentenced to death; |ook at ne."

Taiaso tried to hide behind the desk; but he did |look at Ri ktors, just for a nmoment. Just |ong
enough for Riktors's dart to strike himin the eye.

Tai aso clutched at his face; then the poison struck. He vonmited violently, so violently that his
jaw di sl ocated. He sprawl ed on the desk until the spasns began. Hi s nuscles contracted sharply. He
jerked and fl opped over like a fish drowing in air, until one of the spasns struck with such

force that his neck broke. Then he lay still, his hair matted with his own vonit, his face turned
at an angle fromhis shoulders that it could never have assuned in life.
Ri ktors grinmaced. It was an unpl easant business, serving as Mkal's enmissary. Soil, he had done it

wel | enough these past years, and at |last he had been pronoted to the pal ace guard. He coul d have
been noved into the job of assassin, an ugly business of stealth and well-contrived natura

deat hs, a dead-end assignnent. R ktors was sure he woul d have been a good assassin, and he had
good friends anong that nost private group—but nmuch better to govern. That was the part of his job
that Riktors actually liked, and thank God the enperor had chosen to let himfollow that path

i nstead of the other.

He turned and opened the door. Mdire guards had just arrived. Riktors killed themall, along with
Tal aso's receptionist and the official whore and the confused official who had | ed himhere.

Then he called in other bureaucrats from nearby roons. He brought theminto Talaso's office and
showed themthe corpse. "I assunme there was hol ographi c recordi ng equi pment running," he said.
There was. "Duplicate it and broadcast it inmediately throughout Scale and all over”~he
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world.” The official he | ooked at was confused. "My friend,” R ktors said, "I don't care much what
your job has been before. | amthe government of Scale now, in the nane of the enperor Mkal, and
you will do what | say or you will die."

The corpses around hi mwere proof enough of power. The official left quickly, and R ktors
continued giving orders, already setting in notion the changes that had to be conplete in a week
for himto stay on schedule, that had to be so thorough that no new dictator could spring up on
Garibali for centuries. He picked up the phone and called the port. H's second-in-comand had been
wai ting for his call.

"Proceed," R ktors said. "I have Taiaso here, dead of course, and we're noving well."

"And | have a message for you fromthe enperor. Hs agents on di ke have found that the runors were
unfounded and your visit there has been cancel ed. He orders you to proceed to Tew when this work

i s acconplished.”

Tew. The Songhouse, and M kal's Songbird. "Then would you pl ease i nformthe Songhouse we w |l be
arriving a week earlier than we anticipated." Courtesy could not be forgotten, not if the

machi nery of governnent were to run snoothly. The Songhouse. That frozen, frightening wonan,

Esste, and the beautiful child who would not sing for him Petty politicians and adventurers |ike
Tai aso were easy to handle. But howto fight with singers, howto win a gift that could only be

gi ven freel y—those were questi ons whose answers could not be found. That was an assi gnnent that
could not be handled routinely, and if he succeeded it would be because they I et him succeed, and
if he failed it would mean the end of his career, the whinsical end to his anbition because he had
once happened to be the soldier nearest to Tew that Mkal I|nperator could trust.

Damabl e bad | uck.
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He sat down at the receptionist's desk and began to reorgani ze the government of Scale while his
sol di ers took

77

control of every other governnent on Garibali, one by one, and placed the rule of two billion
people in Riktors's hands. In the delight of power, Riktors soon put the Songbird far into the
back of his nmind, where he need not worry. Not just yet, anyway.

19

It was the fourth day that Ansset had tornented Esste. It was near dark outside, and the Hi gh Room
was grow ng cold. He had stopped singing an hour ago, but he could not nove. He sat in the mddle
of the floor and | ooked at Esste and was afraid.

She sat still, her eyes open, looking forward but seeing nothing. Her hands rested on the table in
front of her. She had not noved fromthat position since Ansset began his song in the norning.

And now he was full of doubt. He did not understand what was happening to her. The first tinme he
had been excited because he had actually changed her. \Wile her Control had held and she stil

remai ned silent, she had stopped work, had |ost her struggle to concentrate on the conputer in the
tabl e. He had thought the end would cone the next day. But the next day she had held on, and the
next, and today he realized that she was not going to break. He knew that these were the songs
that woul d make her afraid. But he had no i dea what fears he had sunmoned up

Each ni ght he had gone to sleep with her frozen at the table; each norning he had awakened to find
her asleep in the bl ankets. Wen she woke she said nothing, hardly | ooked at him just got up

ate, went to the table, and began work. Each day he had started to sing and, each tine a little
sooner, she had stopped working and taken her day-1ong pose of studied inattention

What am | doing to her behind her face?

Ansset felt restless, felt that he had to nove. He del ayed

(Control) and when he got up he got up slowy (Control) and did not wal k back and forth but

i nstead headed directly for a shutter and tried to open it and realized that the very attenpt was
a sign that his Control was slipping. At the thought he was instantly aware of the walls of rock
inside him the deep placid | ake that grew ever deeper within them But something was stirring at
the bottom of the | ake.

He touched the cold stone wall between the wi ndows and heard t he whine of wi nd outside. Perhaps
the first stormof fall was coming. Wiy had she brought himhere? Wat was she trying to achieve?
What have | done to her?

He | ooked into the | ake, | ooked deep and began to understand what was happening to him After

el even days in the H gh Room he was beginning to be afraid. Things were out of his control. He
could not |eave. He could not force Esste to speak to him or even to weep or show any sign that
she felt anything at all. (Wiwy is it so inportant that she show a sign of feeling?) And now he was
feeling things within the walls of his Control that did not belong there. Fear stirred at the
bottom of his calm Fear, not just of what would happen to himin the H gh Room but of what he
m ght have done to Esste. He could not put it into words, but he realized that if something
happened to her, sonething would happen to him There was a connection. They were |inked sonehow,
he was sure of it. And by raising her fears he had raised his own. They |lurked. They waited. They
were inside his walls and he did not know how he would be able to control them

Speak to nme, Esste, he said silently. Speak to me and be angry with ne and demand that | change,
abuse me or praise me or sing idiotic songs about the cities of Tew but stop hiding from ne!

She did not |ook alive or human, her face enpty like that, her body notionless. Human bei ngs
nmoved, their faces expressed things.

I will not break Control

79

"I will not break Control," he sang softly. But in the noment of singing he knew it was not true,
and the fear noved sluggishly within him

20

It was her childish nightmare that held her. A roaring in her ears and a vast invisible globe that
grew and grew and rolled toward her to crush her swallow her fill her enpty her

And the gl obe reached her, roaring like a stormat sea. She was a little girl holding the bl anket
up right to her neck, lying on her back, her eyes w de open, seeing and not seeing the ceiling of
the Conmon Room seeing and not seeing the vast roar that had filled the hall. She opened her
hands to press against the globe, but it was too heavy and she could not lift her hands agai nst
the wei ght. She closed her hands into fists, but the stuff of the gl obe could not be shut out so
simply, and it squeezed in between her fingers and into her fist so that instead of shutting it
out she was holding it in. If she opened her nmouth it would enter and fill her. If she cl osed her
eyes it would be able to change w thout her seeing. And so she lay there hour after hour unti
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sl eep overcanme her or until she screaned and screaned and screaned.

But no one ever cane, because she never nmade a sound.

The stone wall energed fromthe shadows. It was dark night, and the |ight through the cracks in
the shutters was gone. Ansset was no longer in the mddle of the room She could see him asl eep
sitting up in the corner, his blanket wapped around him The wi nd whistled outside; it was cold
She reached stiff and painful fingers down to the conputer and nade the room warnmer. She was
inured to cold, but Ansset was still young. Freezing himto death woul d acconplish nothing.

She got up slowy, so that her body could adjust to novenment. Her back protested. But the pains of
her body were nothing. Today had been worse than ever,-rfiot a

SO

menory of the past at all, but the terrors of childhood returned with a vengeance. | cannot | ast
anot her day of this.

She had said the sane thing to herself yesterday, and yet she had | asted.

How am | different fromhim she wondered. |, too, am hiding behind my Control. I, too, am
unreachabl e, express nothing to anyone but what | choose to express. Perhaps if | unbent, if |
broke Control just a little, he, too, would cone out and be human again

But she knew she would not try the experinent. He would have to open first. If she noved first it
woul d all have been wasted, and he woul d be stronger and she weaker the next tinme it was tried. If
there was a next time. Twenty-two days. It was the twelfth night, tomorrow would be the twelfth
day, they were nore than hal fway through the time and she had acconpli shed nothing of inportance
except that her own strength was fl aggi ng and she wondered if she could | ast another day.

She wal ked to her bknket roll, and spread the bl ankets on the floor and bent over to |lie down. But
in the bending she glanced at the corner where Ansset was sl eeping, and she quickly | ooked up
again and stared and realized that Ansset was not asleep as he had been every other tine. H s eyes
were open. He was watching her

Don't sing! she cried out silently. Let nme have peace!

He did not sing. He just watched. And then, in a controlled, quiet voice that expressed no enption
what soever he said, "Can we stop now?"

Can we stop now? If it hadn't been for Control she would have | aughed hysterically. He asks her
for mercy? His voice was still ice; the battle was still going on; but he had asked for it to end,
and sonehow that made her feel that she had, after all, made some progress. No. She hadn't nade
the progress. He had. It was a sign that maybe this woul d end.

She slept a Jittle better that night,

In the norning a nmessage waited on the conputer. Riktors Ashen had sent a regretful note that the
enper or

81

had cancel ed several of his errands and he would be arriving on Tew a week ahead of schedul e. The
enperor had been nost explicit. The Songhouse had prom sed hima Songbird. He needed the Songbird
now If the Songbird did not come with R ktors Ashen i nmedi ately, M kal would know that the
Songhouse did not intend to keep the prom se nade by Songnaster Nniv.

A week early. Three days from now.

She ate breakfast with Ansset, silently, and wondered if there was any hope of finishing this now.
Sitting for her day's work at the table, Esste steeled herself for Ansset to sit in the niddle of
the floor and start to destroy her with a song. Today it did not happen. Today Ansset wal ked
around ai m essly, stroking the rock, sitting down and standing up again al nost i mediately, trying
the door, trying the shutters. He humred as he did, but the hunmm ng expressed al nbst nothing, a
hint of inpatience, and under that an even fainter hint of fear, but he was not trying to
mani pul ate her with his voice. At first she was relieved beyond expression, but soon, as she began
to pursue the work that had gone undone for three days, she began to worry about Ansset again. Now
that he was giving her a rest fromfearing for herself, she could care about him

The strain was beginning to showin his face. H s eyes were not enpty. They darted back and forth,
unabl e to rest on one object for long. And he was biting his cheek occasionally. Control was

br eaki ng down. Why now? What had happened to hint

I have to watch himnow, very carefully. I'"'mplaying with fire, playing along the rimof his
destruction, | nust know the nonment when | can speak to him He nust not be allowed to pass into
despair.

Three days.

In the afternoon Ansset's ainless hunmming turned into speech. At first Esste could hardly hear him
and wondered if he was even talking to her. But soon the words becane cl earer and, she noticed, he
was exactly filling the H gh Roomw th his voice and speaking no | ouder. The

82
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voice was still under Control; it expressed, but only what he wanted it to express. "Please please
pl ease,” said the controlled careful meticul ous voice, "please please please |I've had enough can |
pl ease go or will you please say sonething to me I don't know what you're trying to acconplish 1
don't understand any of this but please | can't stand it anynore pl ease please please. . , ."
Ansset's voice droned on and he didn't | ook at Esste, |ooked instead at the walls and the w ndows
and the floor and his own hand, which did not trenble when he | ooked at it but wavered ever so
slightly when he did not. She had not seen himmnove a nuscle when he sang in years. This novenent
was not voluntary, but it was nmovenent, and the very involuntariness of it spoke of terrible
things going on inside Ansset's mnd. She wanted to reach out and confort himand stop the rnuscles
fromtrenbling. She did not, however. She stayed at the conputer and worked as she listened to his
voi ce drone on.

"I'msorry 1 made you afraid I'"'msorry I'msorry I'msorry please can this be over |'mafraid of
you I'mafraid of this roomlet me hear your voice Esste Esste Esste pl ease. "

H s voice finally faded into silence again and he sat by the door, his face pressed into the heavy
wood.

21

| have begged and she hasn't answered. The whal es are swi ming deep inside nme and she doesn't

help. | need help. All the nonsters in the world are inside ne instead of outside ne |'ve been
tricked and trapped and they are inside ny walls not outside nmy walls inside with me and she won't
hel p ne. Wien | stop thinking about a nuscle it shakes. Wien | stop thinking about a fear it |eaps
at me. |I'mdrowning but the | ake keeps getting deeper and deeper and deeper and | don't know how
to get out the walls go up forever and | can't clinb over and I can't break through and she won't
talk to me.

83

Ansset pressed his face into the wood of the door until it hurt terribly, and the pain hel ped.

He renenbered. He remenbered singing. He could hear all the voices. He heard Esste's voice
criticizing his songs. He heard the other children in Chanber. He heard the voices in his class of
Breezes and his class of Bells and his class of Groans. Voices at neals. Voices in the toilet. The
voi ces of the strangers in Step and Bog. Rruk's voice as she hel ped him | earn how things were done
in the Song-house. All the voices sang at once to himbut there was only one voice that he coul d
not recogni ze, that he could not hear clearly, a dimand distant voice that he did not understand.
But it was not a Songhouse voice. It was coarse and crude and the song was neani ngl ess and enpty.
But it was not enpty, it was full. It was not meaningless, for he knew that if he could once hear
the song, really hear it through the din of the other voices, that it would help him that the
song woul d nean sonething to him And as for coarseness and crudeness, the song he tried to hear
did not jar on himat all. It nmade himfeel as confortable as sleep, as confortable as eating, as
the satisfaction of all the niserable desires. He strained to hear, he pressed his face into the
wood, but the voice would not cone clear

Not for hours, and he rubbed his face back and forth agai nst the wood, and threw hinself to the
stone floor, so the pain would drive all the other voices out of his mnd, would I et himhear the
one voi ce he searched for, because that was the voice that would save himfromthe terror that
swam every nonment closer to the surface where he watched and waited hel pl essly.

22

The vigil lasted all night. Esste watched as Ansset drove the splinters of the door into his nose
and brow and cheeks until bl ood flowed. She watched as he tried to grip and tear the stone unti
his nails broke. She watched
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as he slamed his face into the rock walls until he bled and she feared he woul d cause pernanent
damage. It seenmed he woul d never sleep. And in between the self-nutilation he would, in a wooden,
control l ed voice, his body held as rigid as he could hold it for all the trenbling, say, "Now

pl ease. Now pl ease. Help nme." There was Control, but that was all. No rmusic. H's songs were gone
Just for the nonment, she told herself. Just for now H s songs, his good songs, will conme back if

I just wait for this to run its course, like a fever that has to break

Morni ng came and Ansset was still awake. He had stopped thrashing, and Esste went to the nachines
for food. She set it in front of him but he did not eat. She reached a piece of it to his nouth,
but instead of taking the food he bit her, he set his teeth into her fingers with all his
strength. The pain was excruciating, but Esste's Control was not even tested by this—physica

pain, at her age, was the | east of her weaknesses. She waited patiently, saying nothing. Blood
fromher fing ers drooled out of Ansset's nouth for mnutes as both silently | ooked at each other
And it was Ansset who made the first sound, a noan that sounded |ike the slow breaking of rock, a
song that spoke only of agony and self-hatred. Slowy he released his bite on her fingers. The
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pain rushed up her arm
Ansset's eyes went blank. He did not see her.
Esste went to the nmachine and covered her fingers with salve. She was exhausted after a night of

no sleep, and Ansset's savage bite had di sturbed her far nore than the nere pain. | wll stop.
This has gone too far, she decided. Her hand shook, despite Control, despite the calmshe tried to
enforce on herself. | can't do this anynore, she said silently.

But for twelve days she had been silent, and sound did not cone easily to her throat. Cane with
such difficulty, in fact, that as she | ooked at Ansset's bl ank face she could not make any sound
come. Instead she lay down on her blanket, unused that night, and sl ept.

She awoke to the sound of wind howing through the 85

H gh Room It was cold, icy even under the blanket. It took only a few nonents for her to realize
what that nmeant. She | eaped up fromthe floor. It was afternoon, but dark with wi nd and cl ouds.
The clouds were so low that nmist trailed into the Hgh Roomw th every gust of wind, and the
ground was invisible. Every shutter of every wi ndow was open, some of them bangi ng agai nst the
stone wal | s outsi de.

He has junped fromthe tower. The thought screaned in her mnd, and she gasped al oud.

Her gasp was answered by a npan. She whirled and saw Ansset lying on the table, curled up with the
thumb and little ringer of his right hand in his nouth, the other fingers pressed into his
forehead and eyes like an infant's involuntary pose. The relief that swept over her forced her to

| ean on the table, taking her breath in great gasps. Any illusion of Control was gone now. Ansset
had won, forcing her to break before her task was conpl et ed.
The cold forced her to take action again. She went to the wi ndows and closed themall, |eaning out

over the sills to catch the handles of the shutters and pull themclosed. The m st was so dense
that it seened to swallow up her hand as she reached into it. But inside she was singing. Ansset
had not j unped.

The wi ndows cl osed, she returned to the table, and only now realized that Ansset was asleep. He
trenbled with cold and, probably, exhaustion, but he had not seen her panic, her relief, had not
heard her gasp. Her first thought was gratitude, but she realized that it m ght have been good for
himto see that fear for his safety could overcone even Esste's iron reserve. It is as it is, she
told herself, and | ooked in his Ileft hand for the key to the shutters, found it, and went around
and | ocked themall, then replaced the key on the chain which had fallen to the floor after he
took it fromher neck in her sleep

She went to the conputer and turned up the heat in the H gh Room Instantly the stones under her
feet grew warm
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Then she took her bl anket and Ansset's and covered the boy where he lay on the table. He stirred
slightly, nmpaned and whi npered, but did not awaken.

23

Ansset's face was stiff when he awoke. He was not cold anynore. H s head ached, and where the
splinters had been driven into his face, the stinging was a constant undercurrent. But he felt
sonet hi ng cool touching his face, and wherever it touched, the stinging went away. He opened his
eyes just a little. Esste | eaned over him dabbing salve on his face. For the nonent Ansset forgot
everything bad and carefully said to her, "I didn't junp. They told ne to junp and | didn't,"

She said nothing. She said nothing at all, nothing at all, and her silence was a bl ow that knocked
hi m back in on hinmself, and his struggle returned. The water was rushing up to neet him a vast
whi rl pool sweepi ng hi gher and hi gher and Ansset was at the top and there was nowhere higher that
he could go to escape it. He | ooked inside hinmself and there was no escape and as the water
touched him swept his feet out fromunder him bore himin fast, dizzying circles around and
around, he screaned. His screamwas a voice that filled the Hi gh Room and echoed fromthe walls
and shattered the stillness of the nist outside.

He was no longer in the High Room He was being sucked down into the nael strom The water closed
over his head. Spinning faster and faster he plunged deeper and deeper toward the nouths of the
waiting terrors below. One after another they swallowed himup. He felt hinself being swall owed,
the massive peristalsis driving himinto gullet after gullet, hot warm pl aces where he could not
br eat he.

And he was wal king into a room Wl king and wal ki ng but getting no farther into the roomthan he
had been
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before. And all alone, no other sound, he heard the song he had been searching for. Heard the song
and saw the singer, but could not hear and could not see, not really, because the singer had no
face that he could recogni ze, and the song, no matter how carefully he |listened, kept escaping the
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monent after he heard it. He could not hear the nelody in his menory, only in the nonment, and as
he | ooked at an eye, the other eye vani shed, and when he | ooked for the mouth, the eye he had seen
bef ore di sappear ed.

He was no | onger wal ki ng, though he had no nmenory of reaching the woman who |lay on the bed. He
reached out. He was touching her face. He was stroking her face so very gently, tracing the
features, the eyes, the nouth, and the voice sang, "Bi-lo-bye. Bi-lo-bye," but the nonment he

under stood the words he |l ost them Lost them and the nist came and swall owed up the face. He
clutched for it, held it, held it tight; she could not disappear fromhimin the m st which was
all white invisible faces that swall owed her up. This time he held on tightly and he would not | et
go, nothing could pull himaway.

He heard the song again, heard the song and it was exactly the sane song and this tinme the words
wer e:

[ will never hurt you. | will always help you. If you are hungry I'll give you -ny food. /f you
are frightened I can your friend. | |love you now And | ove does not end.

He knew where he was now. Sonehow he had been pulled fromthe | ake. He lay on the shore of the

| ake and he was dry and safe and the song he had been searching for had at |ast been found. He

still gripped the face tightly, clinging to the hair, holding the face cl ose over his own as he
lay there, and he knew her at last, and cried for joy.
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Ansset |ay across Esste's lap, his hands frantically gripping her hair, when at |ast his violent
shaki ng stopped, and his jaw slackly opened, and his eyes at |ast focused and he saw her

"Mot her," he cried, and there was no song but chil dhood in his voice.

Esste opened her nouth, and tears poured from her eyes and flew as she blinked to Ansset's cheeks,
and she sang fromthe deepest part of her heart. "Ansset, ny only son."

He wept and clung to her, and she babbl ed neani ngl ess words to him sang her nost soothi ng songs
to him and held himtightly. They lay on the blankets in the warm H gh Room as the stormraged
outside. As she held his bruised and cut face into her shoul der, she also wept; for two hidden

pl aces had been plunbed, and she did not know or care which had been the greater achi evenent.

She had | ocked himinto silence in the High Roomin order to cure him he had returned the favor,
and she, too, was heal ed.

It was the afternoon of the fourteenth day. Sunlight streaned through the cracks in the western
shutters. Ansset and Esste sat on the floor of the H gh Room singing to each other*

Ansset's song was halting, though the nelody was high and fine, and his words were all the agony
of loss and |oneliness as he grew up; but the agony had been transforned, was transformed even as
he sang, by the harnony and counternel ody of Esste's wordl ess song which said not to fear, not to
fear, not to fear. Ansset's hands danced as he sang, played gently along Esste's arms, face, and
89

shoul ders, kept capturing her hands and letting themgo. His face was alight as he sang, the eyes
were alive, and his body said as much as his voice did. For while his voice spoke of the nmenory of
fear, his body spoke of the presence of |ove.

26

Ri kt ors Ashen was not sure what to do. Mkal had been enphatic. The Songbird was to return with
Ri ktors Ashen. And yet Ri ktors knew that he could not achi eve anything by blustering or
threatening. This was not a national council or a vain dictator on an unsophisticated planet where
the enperor's very name could inspire terror. This was the Songhouse, and it was ol der than the
enpire, older than many worlds, ol der than any government in the galaxy. It recognized no
nationality, no authority, no purpose except its songs. Riktors could only wait, know ng that
delay would infuriate Mkal, and knowi ng that haste woul d acconplish nothing in the Songhouse.

At | east the Songhouse was taking himseriously enough that they left a full-fledged Songnaster
with him a man named Onn whose every word was reassurance, though in fact he proni sed nothing at
all.

"We're honored to have you here," Onn said.

"You nmust be," Riktors answered, anused. "This is the third tine you've said so."

"Wl l, you know how it is," Onn said with good cheer. "I neet so few outsiders that | hardly know
what to say. You'd hardly enjoy hearing the gossip of the Songhouse, and that's all | knowto talk
about . "

"You' d be surprised at how nuch interest |1'd have in gossip."

"Ch, no. W have singularly boring gossip," Onn said, and then changed the subject to the weat her
whi ch had been alternately rainy and sunny for days. Riktors grew inpatient. Wather mattered a
great deal, he supposed, to
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the pl anetbound. To Ri ktors Ashen weat her of any kind was just one nore reason to be in space.

The door opened, and Esste herself entered, acconpanied by a boy. Blond and beautiful, and Ri ktors
recogni zed himinstantly as Ansset, M kaPs Songbird, and al nost said so. Then he hesitated. The
boy | ooked different sonmehow. He | ooked closely. There were scratches and bruises on his face.
"What have you been doing to the boy?" asked Ri ktors, appalled at the thought that the child m ght
have been beat en.

It was Ansset hinself who answered, in tones that inspired absolute confidence. The boy coul d not
lie, said his voice: "I fell on the woodpile. | knew better than to play there. I was lucky not to
break a bone."

Ri ktors rel axed, and then realized another, nore inportant reason why the child | ooked different.
He was smling. His face was alert, his eyes | ooked warmand friendly. He held Esste's hand.

"Are you ready to cone with me?" Ri ktors asked him

Ansset smiled and sighed, and both nelted Ri ktors's normal reserve. He liked the boy inmediately.
"I wish |l could come," Ansset said. "But |I'ma Songbird, and that nmeans that | nust sing to the
whol e Songhouse before | go." Ansset turned to Esste. "May | invite himto attend?"

Esste smiled, and that surprised Riktors nore than the change H Ansset. He hadn't thought the
wonman knew how to seem anyt hi ng but stern

"WIIl you cone?" Ansset asked.

" Now?"
"Yes, if you like." And Ansset and Esste turned and left. Riktors, unsure of hinself, |ooked at
Onn, who blandly returned his gaze. | was invited, Ri ktors decided, and so | can follow them

They led himto a large hall which was filled with hundreds and hundreds of children who sat on
hard benches in absolute silence. Even thek bare feet on the stone nmade little noise as the |ast
of themfiled into place. Scattered
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anong them were many teen-agers and adults, and on the stone platformat the front of the hall sat
the ol dest of them They were all dressed alike in the drab robes that reached the floor, though
none of the children seened to have clothing that exactly fit. The inpression was of poverty unti
he | ooked at their faces, which | ooked exalted.

Esste and Ansset led himto the rear of the hall, at the end of the center aisle. R ktors was
surprised to have been given such a poor seat; he did not know, and no one at the Songhouse ever
told him that he was the first outsider in centuries to witness a cerenony in the great hall of

t he Songhouse.

He did not even know it was a cerenpny. Ansset and Esste nerely wal ked, hand in hand, to the front
of the hall. Esste stepped onto the platform then reached down a hand to bring Ansset up. Then
the Songnmaster retired to a chair on the platformwhile Ansset stood alone in front, at the head
of the aisle, where R ktors could see himclearly.

And he sang.

His voice filled every part of the hall, but there was no resonance fromthe walls to distort the
tone. He rarely sang words, and those he sang seened neaningless to Riktors. Yet the enperor's
envoy was hel d spell bound. Ansset's hands nmoved in the air, rising, falling, keeping tine with odd
rhythns in the nmusic. His face al so spoke with the song so that even Riktors, at a distance, could
see that the song cane from Ansset's soul

No one in the hall wept, not even the youngest G oans with the | east Control Control was not
threatened by Ansset's song, and it did not reflect the feelings of the audi ence. Indeed, the song
di vided the audience into every separate individual, for Ansset's song was so private that no two
peopl e could hear it the sane way. The song made Ri ktors think of plunging down between planets,

t hough the child coul d not possibly have experienced a pilot's thrill of vertigo. And when Ansset
at last fell silent, the song lingered in the air and Ri ktors knew he woul A never
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forget it. He had shed no tears, felt no terrible passions. Yet the song was one of the nost

power ful experiences of his life.

M kal has waited a lifetine for this, Riktors thought.

Al the children and adults in the hall arose, though he had seen no cue given. And all of them
began to sing, one by one, then all together, until the sheer weight of sound nmade the air in the
hall feel thick and aromatic with nmel ody. They were sayi ng good-bye to Ansset, who al one was
silent, who stood wi thout weeping on the platform

They were still singing as Ansset stepped fromthe platform and w thout |ooking to the left or
the right wal ked down the aisle to where Ri ktors waited. Ansset held out his hand. Ri ktors took
it.
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"Take me with you," Ansset said. "I'mready to go."

And Riktors's hand trenbled as he I ed Ansset fromthe hall, as he took himto the flesket waiting
outside that would carry themboth to Riktors's starship. R ktors had seen wealth, had seen the
opul ence of MKkal's palace at Susquehanna, had seen the thousand nobst beautiful things that people
made and bought and sold. None of themwas worth the beauty that wal ked beside him that held his
hand, that smiled at himas the Songhouse door cl osed behind them

M KAL

1

Susquehanna was not the largest city on Earth; there were a hundred cities |arger. Perhaps nore.
But Susquehanna was certainly the nobst inportant city. It was Mkal's city, built by himat the
confluence of the Susquehanna and West Susquehanna rivers. It consisted of the palace and its
grounds, the hones of all the people who worked at the palace, and the facilities for handling the
nmllions of guests every year who canme to the palace. No nore than a hundred thousand permanent
resi dents.

Most government offices were |ocated el sewhere, all over Earth, so that no one spot would be the
center of the planet nore than any other. Wth instant conmuni cations, no one needed to be any
closer. And so Susquehanna | ooked nore |ike a normal suburban comunity—a bit richer than nost, a
bit better |andscaped, better paved, better lit, perhaps, with no industrial wastes whatsoever and
utterly no poverty or signs of poverty or even, for that natter, decay.

It was only the third large city Ansset had ever seen in his life. It |acked the violent, heady
excitement of Bog, but neither was it weary, as Step had been. And the vegetati on was a deeper
green than any on Tew, so that while the forests did not tower, and the nountains were sl eepy and
| ow, the inpression was of |ushness. As if the world that had spawned manki nd were eager to prove

that she was still fecund, that |life still oozed out of her with plenty to spare, that manki nd was
not her only surprise, her only trick to play on the universe.
91

"It's a proud place,"” Ansset said.

"What, Earth?" Ri ktors Ashen asked.

"What have | seen of Earth?"

"The whol e planet's like this. Mkal didn't design this city, you know. It was a gift to him"
"The whol e planet's |ike this? Beautiful?"

"No. Trimed. Wth its nose in the air. People on Earth are very proud of their place as the

"heart of humanity.' Heart, hell. On the fringe, that's all they are, an Insane fringe, too, if
you ask ne. They cling to their petty national identities as if they were religions. Wich they
are, | think. Terrible place for a capital—+this planet is nore fragnented than the rest of the

gal axy. There are even i ndependence novenents."

" Fr om what ?"

"From M kal . His capital planet, and they think that }ust a piece of a planet should be free of
him" Ri ktors | aughed.

Ansset was genui nely puzzled. "But how can they divide it up? Can they lift a piece of the world
up and put it in space? How can they be independent ?"

"Qut of the mouths of babes."

They rode in a flesket, of course, all transparent except for the view of the road beneath their
feet, which would have nade themsick to see. It was an hour fromthe port to the city, but now
the palace was in view, a junble of what seenmed to be stone in an odd, intricate style that | ooked
lacy and delicate and solid as the planet itself.

"Most of it's underground, of course," Ri ktors said.

Ansset wat ched the buil ding approach, saying nothing. It occurred to Riktors that perhaps the boy
was nervous, afraid of the com ng neeting. "Do you want to know what he's |ike?"

Ansset nodded.

"dd. Few nen in Mkal's business live to be old. There have been nore than ei ght thousand plots
agai nst the enperor's life. Since he got here to Earth."

Ansset did not register enotion until a nonent |ater

and then he did it in a song, a short wordl ess song of amazenment. Then he said, so Riktors could
understand, "A man that so nany people want to di e-he nust be a nonster!"

"Or a saint."

"Ei ght thousand."

"Fifty of themactually canme close. Two of them succeeded in injuring the enperor. You'l
understand the security arrangenents that always surround him People go to great lengths to try
to kill him Therefore we nust go to great lengths to try to protect him™"

"How, " Ansset asked, "did such a nan ever earn the right to have a Songbird?"
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The question surprised Riktors. Did Ansset really understand his own uni queness in the universe
right now? Was he so vain about being a Songbird that he nmarvel ed that the enperor should have
one? No, Riktors decided. The boy was only just made a Songbird at the beginning of the flight
that brought himhere. He still thinks of Songbirds as other, as outside hinself. O does he?
"Earn the right?" Riktors repeated thoughtfully. "He canme to the Songhouse years and years ago,
and asked. According to the story | heard, he asked for anything—a Songbird, a singer, anything at
all. Because he had heard a Songbird once and couldn't live w thout the beauty of such nusic. And
he tal ked to the old Songmaster, Nniv. And the new one, Esste. And they pronised hima Songbird."
"1 wonder why."

"He'd al ready done nobst of his killing. His reputation preceded him | doubt that they were fool ed
about that. Perhaps they just saw sonething in him"

"Of course they did," Ansset said, and his voice chided gently so that suddenly Riktors felt young
and vaguely patronized by the child beside him "Esste wouldn't nmake a m stake."

"Woul dn't she?" Devil's advocate, Riktors thought. Wy do | always play such opposite roles?
"There's nore
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than a little grunbling throughout the enpire, you know. That the Songhouse has been sol d out,
sendi ng you to MKkal."

"Sold out? For what price?" Ansset asked mildly. And Riktors resented the scorn in the question
"Everything has a price. Mkal's paying nore for you than for dozens of ships of the fleet. You
came for a high price."

"l cane to sing," Ansset said. "And if Mkal had been poor, but the Songhouse had deci ded he
shoul d have a Songbird, they would have paid himto take ne."

Ri ktors rai sed an eyebrow.

"I't has happened," Ansset said.

"Aren't you a bit young to know history?" Riktors asked, anused.

"What family doesn't knowits own past?”

For the first tine Riktors realized that the Songhouse's isolation was not just a technique or a
facade to raise respect. Ansset, and by extension all the singers, didn't really feel a. kinship
with the rest of humanity. At |east not a close kinship. "They're everything to you, aren't they?"
Ri kt ors asked.

"Who?" Ansset answered, and they arrived. It was just as well. Ansset's who was frigid and R ktors
coul d not have pursued the questioning had he wanted to. The child was beautiful, especially now
that the scars and brui ses had heal ed conpl etely. But he was not normal. He could not be touched
as other children could be touched. R ktors had prided hinself on being able to make friends with
children easily. But Ansset, he decided, was not a child. Days together on the flight, and the
only thing their relationship had disclosed to Riktors was the fact that they had no rel ationship.
Ri kt ors had seen Ansset with Esste, had seen |l ove as loud as the roar of engines in atnosphere.
But apparently the |ove had to be earned. Riktors had not earned it.

Ri kt ors had been hated by nmany people. It had never bothered himbefore. But he knew that, nore
than any

200 *,

ot her thing, he wanted this boy to love him As he had | oved Esste.

I mpossi ble. What am |1 wishing for? Ri ktors asked hinsel f. But even as he asked hinsel f, Ansset
took his hand and they wal ked off the flesket together, walked into the gate, and Ri ktors felt
what little closeness they had had slipping anay fromhim He mght as well still be on Tew,

Ri ktors decided. He's |ightyears away, even hol ding ny hand. The Songhouse has a hold on himthat
will never let go.

Wiy the hell am | jeal ous?

And Ri ktors shook hinself inwardly, and condemmed hinmsel f for having |l et the Songhouse and this
Songbi rd weave their spells around him The Songbird is trained to win |ove. Therefore, | will not
Il ove him And, once decided, it becanme very nearly true.

£* The Chanberlain was a busy nman. It was the nobst noticeable thing about him He bounced slightly
on the balls of his feet when he stood; he |eaned forward as he wal ked; so anxi ous was he to reach
his destination that even his feet could not keep up with him And while he was graceful and
interm nably slow during cerenonies, his normal conversation was quick, the words tunbling out so
that you dared not let your attention flag for a nonent or you would mss sonething, and to ask
himto repeat hinself—-ah, he would fly into a rage and there would be your pronotion for the year
utterly | ost.

So the Chanberlain's nen were quick, too. O rather, seened to be quick. For it did not take |ong
for those who worked for the Chanberlain to realize that his quickness was an illusion. H s words
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were rapid, but his thoughts were slow, and he took five or six conversations to finally, get to a
poi nt that might have been said in a sentence. It
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was maddeni ng, infuriating, so that his underlings went to infinite pains to avoid speaking to
hi m

Whi ch was precisely what he wanted.

"I amthe Chanberlain," he said to Ansset, as soon as they were al one.

Ansset | ooked at himblankly. It took the Chanberlain a bit by surprise. There was usually some
flicker of recognition, sone half-sniile that betrayed nervous awareness of his power and
position. Fromthe boy? Nothing.

"You are aware," he went on without waiting any |onger for a response, "that | am adm nistrator of
this pakce, and, by extension, this city. Nothing nore. My authority does not extend any farther.
Yet that authority includes you. Conpletely, utterly, w thout exception. You will do what | say."
Ansset | ooked at hi munblinkingly.

Damm, but | hate dealing with children, the Chanberlain thought. They aren't even the sane

speci es.

"You're a Songbird. You're incredibly valuable. Therefore you will not go outside wthout

perm ssion. My perm ssion. You will be acconpanied by two of my nmen at all tines. You will follow
the schedul e prepared for you, which will include anple opportunity for recreation. | cannot have
you out of ny ken at any rinme. For the price paid for you, we could build another palace like this
one and have room kft over to outfit an army."

Not hi ng. No enotion at all.

"Have you nothing to say?"

Ansset smiled slightly. "Chanberlain, | have ny own schedul es. Those are the ones | will keep. O
| cannot sing."

It was unheard of. The Chamberlain could say nothing, nothing at all as the boy smled at him
"And as to your authority, Ri ktors Ashen already expl ai ned everything."

"Did he? What did he explain?"

"You don't control everything, Chanberlain. You don't control the palace guard, which has its own
Captain appointed by Mkal. You don't control any aspect of inperial
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governent except palace admnistration and protocol. And no one, Chanberlain, controls ne.
Except ne."

He had expected nany things. But not to have a nine-year-old boy, however beautiful, speak with
nmore command than an admiral of the fleet. Yet the boy's voice was an adnirable | esson in
strength. The Chanberl ain, who was never confused, was thrown into confusion

"The Songhouse said nothing of this."

"The Songhouse doesn't speak, Chanberlain. | nust live in certain ways to be able to sing. If |
can't live as | must, then | will go hone."

"This is inpossible! There are schedul es that nust be foll owed!"

Ansset ignored him "Wen do | neet M kal ?"

"When the schedul e says so!"

"And when will that be?"

"When / say so. | nake the schedule. | give access to Mkal or | deny access to Mkal!"

Ansset only sniled and humred soot hingly. The Chanberlain felt very much relieved. Later he tried
to think why, but couldn't.

"That's better," the Chanberlain said. He was so relieved, in fact, that he sat down, the
furniture flowing to fit himperfectly. "Ansset, you have no idea what an incredible burden the
of fice of Chanberlain is."”

"You have a lot to do. R ktors told ne."

The Chanberl ain had very good self-control. He prided hinself on it. He would have been distressed
to know that Ansset read the flickers of enotion in his voice and knew that the Chanberl ain had
little love for Riktors Ashen

"I wonder," the Chanberlain said. "I wonder if perhaps you m ght just sing sonething now. Misic
soot hes the savage breast, you know. "

"I would love to sing for you," Ansset said.

The Chanberlain waited a nonment, then gazed ques-tioningly at Ansset.

"But, Chanberlain," said Ansset, "I'mMKkal's Songbird. | can't sing for anyone until |'ve net him
and he's given his consent."
103

There was just enough of nockery in the Songbird' s voice that the Chanberlain went hot inside,
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enbarrassed, as if he had tried to sleep with his naster's wife and found that she was nerely
anused at him The child was going to be a horror.

"1"I'l speak to M kal about you."

"He knows |'mhere. He was quite inpatient to have ne cone, | heard."

"I said that 1 would speak to Mkal!"

The Chanberlain whirled and left, a quick, dramatic exit; but the drama was spoil ed when Ansset's
voi ce came gently after him gently and yet exactly |loud enough that it could have been whi spering
in his ear: "Thank you." And the thank you was full of respect and gratitude so that the

Chanberl ain couldn't be angry, indeed could think of no reason for anger. The boy was obvi ously
going to be conpliant. Cbviously.

The Chanberlain went straight to Mkal, sonething that only a few were allowed to do, and told him
that the Songbird was there and eager to neet him and was definitely a charning boy, if a bit
stubborn, and M kal said, "Tonight at twenty-two," and the Chanberlain left and told his nen what
to do and when to do it and adjusted the schedules to fit that appointnment and then realized:

He had done exactly what the boy had wanted. He had changed everything to fit the boy.

I have been outcl assed, said the sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach

| hate the little bastard, said the hot flush in his cheeks a nonent |ater

The contract said he'd be here for six years. The Chanberlain thought of six years and they were
long. Terribly, terribly |ong.

3

The pal ace had no nmusic. Ansset finally realized it with relief. Sonething had hgen 104

naggi ng himsince he arrived. It was not the inpersonal search by the security guards or the
casual way that he seened to be fit into a nachine and processed. He expected things to be
different, and since everything was strange conpared to life in the Songhouse, none of it should
have felt "wong." He had a far from cosnopolitan outl ook, but the Songhouse had never allowed him
to think that the Songhouse way was "right" and all other ways were not. Rather the Songhouse was
hone, and this was nerely a different place.

But the lack of nusic. Even Bog had had nusic, even lazy Step had its own songs. Here the
artificial stone that was harder than steel carried little sound; the furniture was silent as it
flowed to fit bodies; the servants went silently about their business, as did the guards; the only
sounds were of nachines, and even they were invariably nuffl ed.

On his visit to Step and Bog, he had had Esste with him Soneone to whom he could sing and who
woul d know t he nmeani ngs of his songs. Sonmeone whose voice was full of inflection carefully
controlled. Here everyone was so coarse, so unrefined, so careless.

And Ansset felt homesick as he ran his fingers along the warm stone that was so unli ke the cold
rock of the walls of the Songhouse. He humed in his throat, but these walls absorbed the sound,
reflected nothing. Al so, he was hot. That was wong. He had been raised in a slighdy chilly
bui | di ng since he was three. This place was warm enough that he could cast away his clothing and
still be alittle too warm How can they be confortabl e?

Hi s unease was not hel ped by the fact that he had been al one ever since the obsequious servant had
led himto a roomand said, "This is yours." No wi ndow, and the door had no device that Ansset
could see for opening. So he waited and did not sing because he was not sure sonmeone woul d not be
i stening—that much Ri ktors Ashen had warned himof. He sat alone in silence and listened to the
utter lack of nmusic in the palace, unwilling to make any of his own until he had nmet M kal, and
not knowi ng when
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that would be, or if it would happen at all, or if he would be left forever in a place where he
m ght as well be deaf.

No

That is al so wong.

There is nusic here, Ansset realized. But it was cacophony, not harnony, and so he had not
recognized it. In Step and Bog the noods of the cities had been uniform While individuals had had
their own songs, they were only variations on a thenme, and all had worked together to give the
city a feeling of its own. Here there was no such harnony. Only fear and mistrust to such a degree
that no two voices worked together. As if the very melding of speech patterns and thought patterns
and ease of expression m ght somehow conproni se a person dangerously, bring himclose to death or
darker terrors. That was the nusic, if he could call it music, of the pal ace.

VWhat a dark place Mkal has nade for hinself. How can anyone live in such deafening silence and
pai n?

But perhaps it is not pain to them Ansset thought. Perhaps this is the way of all the worlds.

Per haps only on Tew, which has the Songhouse, have voices |earned to neet and mi x harnoniously.
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He t hought of the billions of pinpoint stars, each with its planets and each of those with their
peopl e, and none of them knew how to sing or hear anyone el se's song.

It was a nightnmare. He refused to think of it. Instead he thought of Esste, and at the thought of
her felt again the wonder of what he held inside hinself that she had finally conpelled himto
find. Renmenbering her, he could not really see her face—he had left her too recently to be able to
conjure her like a ghost. Instead he heard her voice, heard the huskiness of her norning speech
the force in her normal expression. She would not have been nmade uneasy. She woul dn't have let the
silly Chanberlain force her into saying nore than she ought. And if she were here, he thought,
woul d not feel so—

If she were here, she would not let herself feel any of these things. Sone Songbirds had had
difficult assignnents
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before. Esste, whom he |loved and trusted, had put himhere. Therefore this was where he bel onged
And so he would |l ook for ways to survive, to put the palace to use in his songs, instead of

wi shing that he were in the Song-house instead. For this he had been trained. He would give his
service and then, when they cane for him he would return

The door slid open and four security guards cane in. They were in different uniforns fromthose
men who had searched himbefore. They said little, only enough to direct Ansset to take off his
clothing. "Why?" Ansset asked, but they only waited and waited until at l[ast he turned his back
and stripped. It was one thing to be naked anmong the other children in the toilets and showers,
and something el se again to be nude in front of adult nen, all there for no other purpose than to
wat ch. They searched every crevice of his body, and the search, while not overly rough, was al so
not pleasant. They were intinmate with himas no one had ever been intimte before, and the man who
fondl ed his genitals, searching for unfathonmably arcane itenms—Ansset coul d think of nothing that
coul d be hidden there—held and touched a little too long, a little too gently. He did not know
what it meant, but knew that it was not good. The man's face was outwardly calm but as he spoke
to the others, Ansset detected the trenbling, the faint passion suppressed in the interstices of
hi s brusque speech, and it nade him afraid.

But the nonment passed, and the guards gave him back his clothes, and they |l ed himout of the room

They were tall; they towered over him and he felt awkward, unable to keep step with them and
afraid of sonehow getting under their feet, between their |egs. The danger was nore their anger if
he tripped themup than any danage their legs mght do to him Ansset was still too hot, hotter

now because he was novi ng fast and because he was tense. In the Songhouse his Control had been
unshakabl e, except to Esste. But there he had been fanmiliar with everything, able to cope with
changes because everything but the
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change was everything he had known all his life. Here he began to realize that people acted for
different reasons, that they followed different patterns or no patterns at all; and yet.

He had been able to control the Chanberlain. It had been crude, but it had worked. Human bei ngs
were still human beings. Even if they were | arge soldiers who trenbl ed when they touched a naked
little boy.

The guards touched the sides of doors, and the doors opened. Ansset wondered if his fingers, too,
coul d open doors by touching them Then the guards reached a door they could not open, or at |east
didn't try to open. Was M kal on the other side?

No. The Chanberlain was, and the Captain of the guard, and a few other people, none of whom | ooked
i nperial. Not that Ansset had any clear idea of what an enperor would | ook |ike, but he knew

al nost i medi ately that none of these people was sure of power or enough in control of hinself to
rule on the strength of his own authority. In fact, Ansset had only net or seen one outsider who
coul d—Ri ktors Ashen. And that was probably because Ri ktors was a starfieet commander who had

bl oodl essly quelled a rebellion. He knew what he could do. These pal ace-bound people did not know
anyt hi ng about thensel ves.

They asked questions. Seem ngly random questions. About his training at the Songhouse, his
upbringi ng before he got to Tew, and dozens of questions that Ansset could not begin to
understand, |et alone answer.

How do you feel about the four freedons?

Did they teach you in the Songhouse about the Discipline of Frey?

What about the heroes of Seawatch? The League of (ies of the Sea?

And, finally: "Didn't they teach you anything at the Songhouse?"

"They taught nme," Ansset said, "howto sing."

The questioners | ooked at each other. The Captain of the guard finally shrugged. "Hell, he's a

ni ne-year - ol djud.
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How many ni ne-year-ol d ki ds know anyt hi ng about history? How many of them have any politica

Vi ews?"

"I't's the Songhouse |I'mworried about,"” said a nman whose voi ce sang death to Ansset.

"Maybe, just maybe," said the Captain, and his voice was oiled with sarcasm "the Songhouse is as
apolitical as they claim"

"Nobody' s apolitical."

"They gave M kal a Songbird," the Captain pointed out. "It was a very unpopular thing to do, in
the enpire at large. | heard that sone ponmpous ass on Prowk is returning his singer to themas a
protest."”

The Chanberlain raised a finger. "They did not g/ue Mkal a Songbird. They charged a great deal ."
"Which they didn't need," said the man whose voi ce sang death. "They have nore noney than any
other institution in the enpire except the enpire itself. So the question renmai ns—why did they
send this boy to Mkal? | don't trust them It's a plot."

A quiet man with large, heavy eyes |left the edges of the room and touched the Chanberlain on the
shoulder. "Mkal is waiting," he said softly, but his nessage seened to settle gl oomon everyone
"l had begun to hope the Songhouse woul d actually delay | ong enough that—

"That what?" asked the Captain of the guard, belligerently daring the Chanberlain to speak
treason.

"That we wouldn't have to put up with all this fuss."

The man whose voi ce sang death came over to Ansset, who sat with a blank face, watching him He

| ooked Ansset coldly in the eyes. "I suppose,” he finally said, "you m ght just be what you seem
to be."

"What do | seemto be?" Ansset asked innocently.

The man paused before answering.

"Beautiful," he finally said, and there were trenolos of regret in his voice. He turned away,
turned away and left the roomthrough the door Ansset had entered by. Everyone seemed to be
relieved. "Well, that's that,"” said the Chanberlain, and the Captain of the guard visibly rel axed.
109

"I'"'m supposed to conmand every starship in the fleet, and | spend an hour trying to get inside a
child's head." He | aughed.

"Who was that man who |eft?" asked Ansset.

The Chanberl ain glanced at the Captain before answering. "He's called Ferret. He's an outside
expert."

"Qut si de of what?"

"The pal ace," answered the Captain

"Why were you all so glad to have himl eave?"

"Enough questions," said the large-eyed man, his voice gentle and trustworthy. "M kal is ready for
you. "

So Ansset followed himto a door, which led to a snmall room where guards passed wands over their
bodi es and took sanples of blood, then to another door which led to a snmall waiting room And at
last an old, gritty voice cane over a speaker and said, "Now "

A door slid upward in what | ooked |ike a section of wall, and they passed fromthe false stone to
a room of real wood. Ansset did not yet know that this, of all things, was a mark of Mkal's

weal th and power. On Tew, forests were everywhere and wood was easy to get. On Earth, there was a
I aw, puni shabl e by death, agai nst poaching wood fromthe forests, a | aw which had been nade

per haps twenty thousand years before, when the forests had al nost died. Only the poorest exenpt
peasants in Siberia could cut wood—and M kal. M kal could have wood. M kal could have anything he
want ed.

Even a Songbi rd.

There was a fire (burning wood!) in a fireplace at one end of the room By it, on the floor, |ay
M kal. He was old, but his body was lithe. His face was sagging but his arns were firm bare to
the shoul der with no hint of the |oss of nuscle.

The eyes were deep, and they regarded Ansset steadily. The servant |ed Ansset partway into the
room and then left.

"Ansset," said the enperor.

Ansset | owered his head in a gesture of respect.

M kal rose fromhis'lying position to sit on the floor. 110

There was furniture in the room but it was far back at the walls, and the floor was bare by die
fire. "Cone," Mkal said

Ansset wal ked toward him stopped and stood still when he was only a nmeter or so away. The fire
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was warm But, Ansset noticed, the roomwas otherw se cooL Mkal had said only two words, and
Ansset did not know his songs, not fromthat little bit. Yet there had been ki ndness, and a
feeling of awe. Awe, fromthe enperor of mankind toward a boy.

"Whuld you like to sit?" Mkal asked.

Ansset sat. The floor, which had felt rigid to his feet, softened when his wei ght was distributed
over a larger area, and the floor was confortable. Too confortabl e—Ansset was not used to
sof t ness.

"Have you been treated well ?"

For a nonent Ansset did not answer. He was listening to Mkal's songs, and did not realize that a
questi on had been asked, not until he had begun to understand a little of the reason a Songbird
had been sent to a man who had killed so many nillions of hunman bei ngs.

"Are you afraid to answer?" M kal asked. "I assure you, if you've been nistreated in any way—*

"I don't know," Ansset said. "l don't know what passes for good treatnment here."

M kal was anused, but showed it only warily. Ansset admired his control. Not Control, of course,
but something akin to it, something that nade himhard to hear. "Wat passes for good treatnent in
t he Songhouse?"

"No one ever searched nme in the Songhouse,
wanted to own it,"

M kal did not answer for a nonment, though the pause was the only sign of enotion Mkal let hinself
show. "Who was it?" M kal asked calmy

"It was the tall one, with the silver stripe.
nane the man. What would M kal do?

The enperor turned to a |l ow table, and pressed a pl ace

onit. "There was a tall guard, a sergeant, anong those who searched the boy."

A nmonment of silence, and then a soft voice answering—the Captain's voice, Ansset realized, but
mut ed sonehow, all harshness sifted out and softened. Was it the nachinery? Or did the Captain
speak this tenderly to Mkal? "Callo-wick," said the Captain. "Wat did he do?"

"He found the boy tenpting,"” Mkal said. "Break himand get himoff planet sonewhere.” M kal took
his hand fromthe table.

For a nonent Ansset felt a thrill of delight. He did not really understand what the guard had
done, this Callow ck, except that he had not Uked it. But Mkal refused to let it happen again,

M kal woul d puni sh those who of fended him M kal woul d" keep himas safe as he had been in the
Songhouse. Safer, for in the Songhouse Ansset had been hurt, and here no one would dare hurt him
for Mkal's sake. It was Ansset's first taste of the power of |ife and death, and it was

del i ci ous.

"You have power," Ansset said al oud.

"Do | ?" asked M kal, looking at himintently.

"Everyone knows that."

"And do you?" M kal asked.

"A kind of power," Ansset said, but there had been sonething in MKkal's question. Sonething else,
a sort of plea, and Ansset searched in His nenory of this new, strange voice, to hear what the
question was really asking. "A kind of power, but you see the end of it. It nakes you afraid."

M kal said nothing now Just |ooked carefully at Ansset's face. Ansset was afraid for a nonent.
Surely this was not what Esste had urged himto do. You nust make friends, she had said, because

Ansset said. "No one ever held ny penis as if he

Ansset felt a strange excitenent in being able to

you understand so much nore. Do |? Ansset wondered now. | understand sonme things, but this man has
hi dden pl aces. This man i s dangerous, too; he is not just my protector

"You have to say sonething now," Ansset said, outwardly calm "I can't know you if | don't hear
your voice." *e
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M kal smiled, but his eyes were wary, and so was his voice. "Then perhaps | would be wise to be
silent."

It was enough of Mkal's voice, and held enough of the enperor's enotion that Ansset could reach a
little further. "I don't think it's the |oss of your power that you fear," Ansset said. "I think—+
t hi nk—= And then words failed him because he did not understand what he saw and heard in M kal
not in a way he could express in words. So he sang. Wth sone words, here and there, but the rest
nmel odi es and rhythms that spoke of Mkal's [ove of power. You don't |ove power |ike a hungry man

| oves food, the song seened to say. You |love power |like a father loves his son. Ansset sang of
power that was created, not found; created and increased until it filled the universe. And then
Ansset sang of the roomwhere Mkal lived, filled it to the wooden walls with his voice, and |et
the sound reverberate in the wood, let it dance and becone lively and, though it distorted his
tone, conme back to add depth to the song.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.ixt (44 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:04 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt

And as he sang the songs he had just learned fromM kal, Ansset becanme nore daring, and sang the
hope of friendship, the offer of trust. He sang the | ove song.

And when he had finished, Mkal regarded himwi th his careful eyes. For a nonent Ansset wondered
if the song had had any effect. Then M kal reached out a hand, and it trenbled, and the trenbling
was not from age. Reached out a hand, and Ansset also held out a hand, and laid it in the old
man's palm Mkal's hand was | arge and strong, and Ansset felt that he could be swall owed up,

sei zed and gathered into Mkal's fist and never be found. Yet when M kal closed his thunb over
Ansset's hand, the touch was gentle, the grip firmyet kind, and Mkal's voice was heavy with
enotion when he said, "You are. What | had hoped for."

Ansset | eaned forward. "Please don't be too satisfied yet," he said. "Your songs are hard to sing,
and | haven't learned themall yet."

"Afy songs? | have no songs."

"Yes you have. | sang themto you."

in

M kal | ooked disturbed. "Where did you get the idea that they were—=

"I heard themin your voice."

The idea surprised Mkal, took himoff guard. "But there was so nuch beauty in what you sang—=**
"Sonetines," Ansset answered.

"Yes. And so much—what, | don't know. Perhaps. Perhaps you found such songs in ne." He | ooked
doubtful. He sounded di sappointed. "Is this a trick you play? Is this all?"

"Atrick?"

"To hear what's going on in your patron's voice and sing it back to hin? No wonder | |iked the
song. But don't you have any songs of yoursel f?"

Now it was Ansset's turn to be surprised. "But what am|?"

"A good question," Mkal said. "A beautiful nine-year-old boy. Is that what they were waiting for?
A body that woul d make a pol ygam st regret ever having |l oved wonen, a face that nothers and
fathers would follow for miles, coveting for their children. Did | want a catamite? | think not.
Did I want a mirror? Perhaps when | net the Songnaster so many years ago he was not so wi se as |
thought. O perhaps |'ve changed since then."

"I"'msorry | disappointed you." Ansset let his real fear showin his voice. Again, it was what
Esste had told him H de nothing fromyour patron. It had been easy, after the ordeal in the High
Room to open his heart to Esste. But here, now, with this strange man who had not |iked the song
even though it had noved him deeply—t took real effort to keep the walls down. Ansset felt as
vul nerabl e as when the soldier had fondled him and as ignorant of what it was he feared. Yet he
showed the fear, because that was what Esste had told himto do, and he knew she would not be
wong. *

M kal's face set hard. "OfF course you didn't disappoint nme. | told you. That song was what | hoped
for. But | want to hear a song of yourself. Surely you have songs of your own." *.
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"l have," Ansset answered.

"WIIl you sing themto ne?"

"I will," said Ansset.

And so he sang, beginning timdly because he had never sung these songs except to people who

al ready | oved him people who were al so creatures of the Songhouse and so needed no expl anati on
But M kal knew not hing of the Songhouse, and so Ansset groped backward with his nelody, trying to
find a way to tell Mkal who he was, and finally realizing that he could not, that all he could
tell himwas the neani ng of the Songhouse, was the feel of the cold stone under his fingers, was
t he ki ndness of Rruk when he had wept in fear and uncertainty and she had sung confidence to him
t hough she herself was only a child.

I ama child, said Ansset's song, as weak as a leaf in the wind, and yet, along with a thousand
other leaves | have roots that go deep into rock, the cold, living rocks of the Songhouse. | ama
child, and ny fathers are a thousand other children, and ny nother is a woman who broke nme open
and brought nme out and warned ne in the cold stormwhere | was suddenly naked and suddenly not
alone. | ama gift, fashioned by nmy own hands to be given to you by others, and | don't know it |
am accept abl e.

And as he sang, he found hinself inexorably heading toward the one song he woul d never have
thought to sing. The song of the days in the H gh Room The song of his birth. | can't, he thought
as the nelodies swept into his throat and out of his teeth. | can't bear it, he cried to hinself
as the enotions cane, not hi tears, but in passionate tones that cane fromthe nost tender places
in him | can't bear to stop, he thought as he sang of Esste's love for himand his terror at

| eavi ng her so soon after having |learned to | ean on her

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (45 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:04 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt

And in his song, too, he heard something that surprised him He heard, through all the enotion of
his menories, a thread of dissonance, a thread that spoke of hidden darkness in him He searched
for that note and lost it. And gradually the search for the strangeness in his own song

us

took himout of the song, and brought himto hinself again. He sang, and the fire died, and his
song at |ast died, too.

And k was then that he realized that Mkal lay curled around him his arm enbracing Ansset, the
other arm covering his face, where he wept, where he sobbed silently. Wth the song over, the
sparks were the only nmusic in the roomas the |ast fusses of flanme kept trying to revive the fire,
Ch, what have | done? Ansset cried to hinself as he watched the enperor of mankind, MKkal the
Terrible, weeping into his hand.

"Ch, Ansset," said Mkal, "what have you done?"

And then, after a noment, M kal stopped crying and rolled over onto his back and said, "Ch, Cod,

it's too kind, it's too cruel. I'ma hundred and twenty-one years old and death lurks in the walls
and floor, waiting to catch me unawares. Wiy couldn't you have cone to ne when | was forty?"
Ansset did not know if an answer was expected. "I wasn't born then," he finally said, and M ka

| aughed.

"That's right. You weren't born yet. Nine years old. What do they do to you in the Songhouse,
Ansset ? What terrible squeezing they nust do, to wing such songs out of you."

"Did you like my song this tine?"

"Li ke?" M kal asked, wondering if the boy was joking. "Like?" And he laughed a long tinme, and laid
his head on Ansset's |lap. The two of them slept there that night, and fromthen on there were no
nore searches, no nore questions. Ansset was free to cone to Mkal, because there was no ti ne when
M kal did not long to have himthere.

T "You're in luck," their guide told them and Kya-Kya sighed. She had been hoping that they would
be lucky enough to get out of Susquehanna after only the norma
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five-hour tour. But she was sure that was not what the guide had in mnd. "The enperor,” said the
gui de, "has asked to neet with you. This is a very great honor. But, as the Chanberlain told ne
just a few nonents ago, you students fromthe Princeton Governnent Institute are the future
administrators of this great enpire. It is only just that Mkal should neet with his future aides
and hel pers."

Ai des and hel pers, hell, Kya-Kya thought. The old nman will die before | graduate, and then we'l]l
be ai ding and hel pi ng sonebody el se—probably the bastard who killed him

She had work to do. Some of the trips and tours were worthwhil e—the four days they spent at the
conputer center in Tegucigal pa, the week observing the operation of a welfare services outlet in
Rouen. But here at Susquehanna they were shown nothing of any inportance, just as a matter of
form The city existed to keep Mkal alive and saf e—the reat government work went on el sewhere.
Wrse, the pal ace had been designed by a madman (probably M kal hinmself, she thought) and the
corridors were a naze that doubl ed back constantly, that rose and fell through neani ngl ess ranps
and stairways. The building seened to be one vast barrier, and her |egs ached fromthe | ong wal k
bet ween one exhi bit and another. Several tines she could have sworn that they wal ked up one
corridor, lined with doors on the left, and then turned 180 degrees and wal ked down a paralle
corridor with doors on the left that led only to the corridor they had just travel ed. Maddeni ng.
Wear yi ng.

"And what's nore," said the guide, "the Chanberlain even hinted that you m ght get a chance

usual ly granted only to distinguished orTworld visitors. You may get to hear Mkal's Songbird."
There was a buzz of interest anmong the students. O course they had all heard of Mkal's Songbird,
at first the scandal ous news that M kal had forced even the Song-house to bend to his will, and
then the spreading word fromthose privileged few who had heard the boy sing:

in

that Mkal's Songbird was the greatest Songbird ever, that no hunan voice had ever done what he
coul d do.

Kya-Kya felt sonething entirely different, however. None of her fellow students knew she was from
t he Song- house, or even from Tew. She had been discreet to the point of al oofness. And she did not
long to see Ansset again, not the boy who had been Esste's favorite, not the boy who was the
opposi te of her.

But there was no escape fromthe group. Kya-Kya was systematically being a nodel student—ereative
but conpliant. Sonetines it nearly killed her, she thought, but she nmade sure there would be

gl owi ng recomendati ons from every professor, a perfect record of achievenent. It was hard for a
wormen to get a job in governnent at all. And the kind of job she wanted usually canme to a wonan
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only as the clinmax of her career, not at the beginning.

So Kya-Kya said nothing, as they filed into the seats that formed a horseshoe whose open end
framed Mkal's throne. Kya-Kya took a seat near one end, so that she would be | ooking at Mkal's
profile—she preferred to study sonmeone w t hout direct eye contact Eye contact allowed themto lie.
"You should stand," said the guide deferentially, and of course they all took the suggestion and
stood. A dozen uniformed guards entered the hall and fanned out to positions along the walls. Then
t he Chanberl ain entered and announced in slow, cerenponial tones, "Mkal Inperator has conme to
you." And M kal cane in.

The man was old, the face |ined and creased and saggi ng, but his step was bright and quick and his
smle seened to cone froma light heart. Kya-Kya of course rejected that first inpression, for it
was obviously the public relations face that Mkal wore to inpress visitors. Yet he seened to be

i n undeni ably good health,

M kal cane to the throne and sat, and it was then that Kya-Kya realized that Ansset had conme into
the roomwith him Mkal's presence was so overpowering that even the beautiful Songbird had not
been able to distract. Now,
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however, M kal took the boy's hand and gently pulled himforward, sent hima few steps ahead of
the throne, where he stood al one and | ooked at everyone in the snmall audi ence.

Kya- Kya did not watch Ansset, however. She watched the other students watching him They al

wonder ed, of course, if a boy of such great beauty had found his way into Mkal's bed. Kya-Kya
knew better. The Songhouse woul d never tolerate it. They woul d never send a Songbird to someone
who woul d try such a thing.

Ansset turned all the way to | ook at the end of the row of chairs, and his eyes net Kya-Kya's. If
he recogni zed her, he gave no sign. But Kya-Kya knew enough about ControHo know that he could well
have recogni zed her—in fact, probably had.

And then he sang. The song was powerful. It was all the hopes and finest anbitions of the students
there, a song of serving mankind and being honored for it. The words were sinple, but the nel ody
made all of themwant to shout for the excitenent of their own futures. Al except Kya-Kya, who
renenbered gatherings in the great hall of the Songhouse. Renenbered hearing others sing .there,
and how she had felt at the first gathering after she had been declared Deaf. There was no hope in
the song for her. And in a way her own bitterness at Ansset's song was a pl easure. He obviously
was singing what the students nost wanted to hear, trying to touch everyone in the audience. But
he woul d never touch her

When Ansset finished, the students did stand, did clap and cheer. Ansset bowed shyly, then wal ked
fromthe place in front of Mkal's throne and came to stand near the wall. Not two neters from Kya-
Kya. She glanced at hi mwhen he canme. It hurt her to see up close how beautiful he was, how kind
and happy his face seened in repose. He did not seemto | ook at her, so she | ooked away.

M kal began to speak then, the usual things about how inportant it was for themto study hard and
| earn how to cope with all the known problens, yet develop them" 119

selves so that they had the deep inner resources to cope with the unexpected. And so on, thought
Kya- Kya, and on and on and on and on. ~-

"Listen," said a voice in Kya-Kya's ear. She whirled and saw only Ansset, still a couple of neters
of f, still not |ooking at her. But she had been forced out of her reverie; she heard M kaL

"You will naturally rise quickly to inportant positions, with many peopl e under you. Often you'l
become inpatient with the sluggi sh people under you. The petty bureaucrats who seemto |love to own
every piece of paper that crosses their desks for as long as they possibly can before passing it
on. They seemto have tiny mnds, no anbitions, no vision of what the governnent ought to be
doing. You'll long to take a heavy broom and sweep the bastards out. God knows |'ve wanted to

of ten enough. "

The students | aughed, not because of what he said, but because they were imensely flattered that
M kal I npera-tor woul d speak so casually, so openly to them

"But don't do it. Don't do it unless you absolutely have to. The bureaucrats are our treasures,

the nost val uabl e part of the governnent. You who have great ability, you'll rise, you'll change,
you'll get bored, you'll nove fromjob to job. If you had a different kind of enperor, sone of you
woul d get renoved fromtime to rime and sent to—Well, | haven't the kind of imagination to
conjure up the sort of places offensive adm nistrators might get sent." Again a |augh. Kya-Kya was

di sgust ed.

"Listen," said the voice again, and this rine when Kya-Kya turned, Ansset was |ooking at her

"I know it's treason to speak of it, but | doubt that any of you have failed to notice that I'm
old. I've ruled along rine. I"'mpast a nan's nornmal |ife expectancy. Soneday, | have reason to
believe, | will die."
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The students sat stiffly, unsure of what this had to do with them but certain that they w shed
they were not hearing such things.

"When that happens, sonmeone else will take ny place. | don't cone froma particularly |ong
dynasty, and», there
120

may be some question as to who is ny legitinmate heir. There nay even be sone nastiness over the
question. Sone of you will be tenpted to take sides. And those who choose the wong side will pay
for your mistake. But while all the storms rage, those paper-pushing bureaucrats will go on in
their stodgy, inconpetent way, running the governnment. Already they have such inertia that I
couldn't possibly change themeven if | wanted to. Here and there, a few changes. Here and there
an inprovenent, or a brilliant bureaucrat who deserves and damm wel| better get a pronotion. But
nmost of themwi |l go on doing things in the sane infinitely slow way, and that, my young friends,
will be the salvation and the preservation of this enpire. Rely on the bureaucracy. Depend on the
bureaucracy. Keep it, if you can, under control. But never weaken it. It will save manki nd when
every visionary has failed, when every Uopia has crunbl ed. Bureaucracy is the one eternal thing
manki nd has created."

And then Mkal smiled, and all the students |aughed again, because they realized that he knew he
was exaggerating. But they also knew that he neant much of what he said, and they understood his
vision of the future. That it didn't matter who was at the helm as |Iong as the crew knew how to
run the ship.

But no one understood himso well as Kya-Kya. There was no time-honored system of succession to
the throne, as there had been in the Songhouse, where the choice of the Songmaster of the High
Room had been left up to a Deaf and no one had even protested her choice. Instead, the rule of the
enpire woul d pass to whoever was strong-i est and nost determned at the tinme of Mkal's death. In
history, far too many soverei gns had destroyed their enpires by trying to pronote a favorite or a
relative as successor. Mkal had no such intention. He was announcing to the students fromthe
Princeton Governnent Institute that he was going to | eave the succession up to the | aw of natural
selection, while trying to build institutions that would survive the turnoil.

The first few years after Mkal's death will be interest-121

i ng, Kya-Kya deci ded, and wondered why, wherrthose years were bound to be niserable and fuU of

sl aughter, she was so glad to know she would be alive and working in government during them

M kal stood, and so everyone stood, and when he had gone they erupted into dozens of different
conversations. Kya-Kya was amused at how effectively Mkal had taken everyone in with his warnth
and casual ness. Had they forgotten that this nman had killed billions of people on burned-over

worl ds, that only brute force and utter call ousness had brought himto power? And yet she al so had
to admire the fact that after a life Iike the one Mkal had |led, he was able to so conceal his

vi ci ousness that everyone In the room but her—o, be honest, everyone in the room-aow t hought of
himas grandfatherly. Kind. A gentleman and gentle nman. And wi se.

Well, give the old bastard that. He was smart enough to stay alive as the nunber one target in the
gal axy. He' d probably die in bed.

"Contenpt is so easy," said Ansset's voice beside her

She spun to face him "I thought you were gone. What did you nmean, telling nme to listen?" She was
surprised that she spoke angrily to him

"Because you weren't," The boy's voice was gentle, but she heard the undertones of songtal k.
"Don't try it with me. | can't be fooled."

"Only a fool can't be fooled," Ansset answered. He had grown, she noticed. "You pretend not to
like Mkal. But of all the people here, you're the one nost like him™"

What did he nean? She was infuriated. She was flattered. "Do | look like the killer type?" she
asked.

"You'll get what you want," Ansset answered. "And you'll kill to get it, if you have to."

"Not just songs but psychol ogy, too. How far-reaching your training nust have been."

"1 know your songs, Kya-Kya," Ansset said. "I heard your singing when you cane to Esste in ny

stall that day."

"l never sang."

122 *

"No, Kya-Kya. You always sang. You just never heard the song."

Ansset started to turn away. But his air of confidence, of superiority, angered Kya-Kya. "Ansset!"”
she called, and he stopped and faced her. "They're using you," she said. "You think they care
about you, but they're only using you. Atool. A foolish, ignorant tool!" She had not spoken

| oudl y, but when she turned she realized that nany of the other students were |ooking back and
forth between her and, Ansset. She wal ked away fromthe boy and threaded her way through the
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students, who knew enough not to say anything, but who no doubt wondered how she had gotten into a
conversation with Mkal's Songbird, and no doubt marvel ed that she had been able to bring herself
to be angry at him

That had been enough to keep the students gossiping for days. But before she reached the door, she
heard all the conversations fall silent, and Ansset's voice rose above the fading chatter to sing
a wordl ess song that she, alone of all the students, knew was a song of hope and friendship and
honest good wi shes. She cl osed her mnd to the boy's Songhouse tricks and left the room where she
could wait outside in silence with the guards until the guide cane to |l ead themall away.

The buses, all fleskets fromthe Institute, took themhone to Princeton with only one stop, in the
ancient city of Philadel phia, where one of the older nen students was ki dnapped and found,
mutilated terribly, near the Delaware River. He was the fifteenth in a wave of kidnap nurders that
had terrorized Phil adel phia and many other cities in the area. The rest of the students returned
inutter gloomto Princeton and resunmed their studies. But Kya-Kya did not forget Ansset. Could
not forget him Death was in the air, and while Mkal could not be responsible for the nad
killings in Phil adel phia, she could not help but believe that he, too, would die nutil ated. But
the nmutilation had been going on for years, and she thought of Ansset, and how he, too, m ght be
twi sted and
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deformed, and for ail that she cared nothing for the Songhouse and even less for Mkal's Songbird,
she could not help but hope that somehow the beautiful boy who had remenbered her after all thtse
years coul d enmerge unsullied from Susquehanna and go honme to the Songhouse

cl ean.

And she fretted, because she was in school and the world was passing on quickly toward great
events that she woul d not be part of unless she hurried or the world waited just a little bit for
her. She was twenty years old and brilliant and inpatient and frustrated as hell. She cried for

t he Songhouse one ni ght when she went to bed especially tired.

} Ansset wal ked mthe garden by the river. In the Songhouse, the garden had been a patch of
flowers in the courtyard, or the vegetables in the farm and behind the |ast chanmber. Here, the
garden was a vast stretch of grass and shrubs and tall trees that stretched along the two forks of
t he Susquehanna to where they joined. On the other side of both rivers was dense, lush forest, and
the birds and aninals often emerged fromthe trees to drink or eat fromthe river. The Chanberlain
had pl eaded with Ansset not to wander in the garden. The space was too |large, kiloneters in every
direction, and the w |l derness too dense to do any decent patrolling.

But in the two years he had lived in Mkal's palace, Ansset had tested the limts of his life and
found they were broader than the Chanberlain would have |iked. There were things Ansset coul d not
do, not because of rules and schedul es but because'it would di spl ease M kal, and displ easing M kal
was never sonething Ansset desired. He could not follow Mkal into neetings unless he was
specifically invited. There were tinmes when M kal needed to be al one-Ansset never had to be told,
he noticed the mood come over Mkal and |left him *x
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There were ot her things, however, that Ansset had | earned he could do. He could enter Mkal's
private room w t hout asking perm ssion. He discovered, by trial and error, that only a few doors
in the palace would not open to his fingers. He had wandered the |abyrinth of the palace and knew
it better than anyone; it was a way he often anused hinself, to stand near a nessenger when he was
bei ng sent on an errand, and then plan a route that would get himto the destination |ong before
the nessengers. It unnerved them of course, but soon they got into the spirit of the gane and
raced him occasionally reaching the end before Ansset.

And Ansset could walk in the garden when he wanted to. The Chanberlain had argued over it with

M kal , but M kal had | ooked Ansset in the eye and asked, "Does it nmatter to you, to walk in the
gar den?"

"It does, Father M kal."

"And you have to wal k al one?"

"I'f I can.™

"Then you will." And that was the end of the argument. O course, the Chanberlain had nmen watching
froma distance, and occasionally a flit passed overhead, but usually Ansset had the feeling of
bei ng al one.

Except for the animals. It was sonething he hadn't had that nuch experience with at the Songhouse.
Cccasional trips to the open country, to the lake, to the desert. But there had not been so nmany
creatures, and there had not been so many songs. The chatter of squirrels, the cries of geese and
jays and crows, the splash of leaping fish. How could nen have borne to | eave this worl d? Ansset
could not fathomthe inpulse that would have forced his ancient ancestors into the cold ships and
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out to planets that, as often as not, killed them In the peace of birdsong and rushing water it
was inmpossible to imagine wanting to | eave this place, if it was your hone.

But it was not Ansset's hoine. Though he loved Mkal as he had | oved no one but Esste, and though
he understood the reasons why he had been sent to be Mkal's Songbird, he neverthel ess turned™his
back on the river and

ns

| ooked at the palace with its dead fal se stone and | onged to be honme again.

And as he faced the pal ace, he heard a sound in the river behind him and the sound chilled him
like a cold wind, and he woul d have turned to face the danger except that the gas reached him
first, and he fell, and renmenbered nothing of the ki dnapping.

0 There were no recrimnations. The Chanberlain didn't dare say | told you so, and M kal, though
he hid his grief well, was too grieved and worried to bother with blam ng anyone except hinself.
"Find .him" he said. And that was all. Said it to the Captain of the guard, to the Chanberlain
and to the man with death in his voice who was M kaTs ferret. "Find

him"

And they searched. The news spread quickly, of course, that Mkal's Songbird had been ki dnapped,
and the people who read and cared at all about the court worried al so that the beautiful Songbird
nmi ght have been a victimof the nutilator who still went uncaught in Philadel phia and Manam and

H sper. Yet the nutilator's victins were found every day with their bodies torn to pieces, and
never was one of the bodi es Ansset's.

Al'l the ports were closed, and the fleet circled Earth with orders to take any ship that tried to
| eave the planet and stop any ship that tried to | and. Travel between districts and precincts was
forbi dden on Earth, and thousands of flits and fl ecks and fl eskets were stopped and searched. But
there was no sign of Ansset. And while M kal went about his business, there was no hiding the
circles under his eyes and the way he bent a little as he wal ked and the fact that the spring was
gone fromhis step. Sonme thought that Ansset had been stolen for profit, or had been ki dnapped by
the mutilator and the body sinply had not been found. But those who saw what the ki dnapping
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did to Mkal knew that if someone had wanted to weaken M kal, hurt himas deeply as he could be
hurt, there could have been no better way than to take the Songbird.

7

The doorknob turned. That woul d be dinner

Ansset rolled over on the hard bed, his muscles aching. As always, he tried to ignore the burning
feeling of guilt in die pit of his stonmach. As always, he tried to remenber what had happened
during the day, for the | ast heat of day always gave way to the chill of night soon after he
awoke. And, as always, he could neither explain the guilt nor renenber the day.

It was not Husk with food on a tray. This tine it was the nan called Master, though Ansset

beli eved that was not his nanme. Master was al ways near anger and fear-sonely strong, one of the
few men Ansset had met in his life who could nake himfeel as hel pless as the el even-year-old
child his body said he was.

"Get up, Songbird."

Ansset slowy stood. They kept himnaked in prison, and only his pride kept himfromturning away
fromthe harsh eyes that |ooked himup and down. Only his Control kept his cheeks from burning

wi th share.

"It's a good-bye feast we're having for you, Chirp, and ye're going to twitter for us."

Ansset shook his head.

"If ye can sing for the bastard Mkal, ye can sing for honest freenen."

Ansset let his eyes blaze. Hi s voice was on fire as he said, "Be careful how you speak of him
traitor!’

Mast er advanced a step, raising his hand angrily. "My orders was not to mark you, Chirp, but | can
give you pain that doesn't |leave a scar if ye don't mind howye talk to a freeman. Now ye'l

sing."

Ansset had never been struck a blowin his life. But it was nore the fury in the man's voice than
the threat of

in

vi ol ence that nade Ansset nod. But he still hung back. "Can you pl ease give me ny clothing?" "It
an't cold where we're going," Master said. "l've never sung like this," Ansset said. "l've never
performed w thout clothing.”

Master leered. "What is it then that you do without clothing? Mkal's catanmte has naw secrets we
can't see." Ansset didn't understand the word, but he understood the |eer, and he foll owed Master
out the door and down a dark corridor with his heart even nore darkly rilled with shane. He
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wonder ed why they were having a "goodbye feast" for him Was he to be set free? Had M kal paid
some uni magi nabl e ransom for hin? O was he to be killed?

Ansset thought of M kal, wondered what he was going through. It was not vanity but recognition of
the truth when Ansset concluded for the hundredth tine that Mkal would be frantic, yet bound by
pride and the necessities of governnent to show nothing at all. Surely, though, surely Mkal would
spare no effort hunting for him Surely Mkal would cone and take hi m back

The floor rocked gently as they wal ked down the wooden corridor. Ansset had | ong since decided he
was i nmprisoned on a ship, though he had never been on a boat |arger than the canoe he had | earned
to row on the pond near the pal ace. The amobunt of real wood used in it would have seenmed gaudy and
pretentious in a rich man's hone. Here, however, it seened only shabby. Peasant rights and nothing
nore.

Far above he could hear the distant cry of a bird, and a steady singing sound that he inmagined to
be wi nd whi ppi ng t hrough ropes and cables. He had sung the nelody to hinself sonetinmes, and often
harmoni zed to it.

And then Master opened the door and with a nocki ng bow i ndicated that Ansset should enter first.
The boy stopped in the doorframe. Gathered around a long table were twenty or so nmen, sone of whom
he had seen before, all of themdressed in one of the strange national costunes of the past-

wor shi ppi ng peopl e of Earth. Ansset coul dn't

12S

hel p renenbering how M kal nocked such people when they came to court to present demands or ask
for favors. "All these ancient costunes,” Mkal wuld say as he lay with Ansset on the fl oor
staring into the fire. "All these ancient costunmes nmean nothing. Their ancestors weren't peasants,
nost of them Their ancestors were the wealthy and effete from boring worlds who came back to
Earth hunting for some neani ng. They stole the few peasant custons that renai ned, and di d shoddy
research to discover sonme nore, and thought that they had found truth, As if shitting in the grass
i s sonehow nobl er than doing it into a converter."

The great civilizations such people clainmed to belong to were petty and insignificant to those who
had come to think on a galactic scale. But here, where Ansset | ooked closely into their rough
faces and unsniling eyes, he realized that whatever these people's ancestors m ght have been, they
had acquired the strength of primtiveness, and they rem nded himof the vigor of the Songhouse.
Except that their nuscles were nassive with [abor that woul d have astoni shed a singer. And Ansset
stood before them soft and white and beautiful and vul nerabl e and, despite his Control, was

af rai d.

They | ooked at himw th the sane curious, know ng, lustful |ook that Master had given him Ansset
knew that if he allowed the slightest hint of cringing into his nmanner, they woul d be encouraged
So he stepped farther into the room and nothing about his novenent showed any sign of the
enmbarrassnment and fear that he felt. He seemed unconcerned, his face as blank as if he had never
felt any emption in his life.

"Up on the table!" roared Master behind him and hands lifted himonto the wood sneared with
spilled wine and rough with crunbs and fragnments of food. "Now sing, ye little bastard.”

And so he closed his eyes and shaped the ribs around his lungs, and |let a | ow tone pass through
his throat. For two years he had not sung except at Mkal's request. Now he sang for Mkal's

enem es, and perhaps shoul d have torn
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at themwith his voice, made themcringe before his hatred. But hatred had not been born in
Ansset, nor had his life bred it into him and so he sang sonething el se entirely. Sang softly

wi t hout words, holding back the tone so that it barely reached their ears.

"Louder," soneone said, but Ansset ignored him and soon the jokes and | aughter died down as the
men strained
to hear.

The nel ody was a wandering one, passing through tones and quartertones easily, gracefully, stil
lowin pitch, but rising and falling rhythm cally. Unconsciously Ansset noved his hands in the
strange gestures that had acconpanied all his songs since he had opened his heart to Esste in the
H gh Room He was never aware of the novenents —+n fact, he had been puzzled by a notice in a

Phi | adel phi a newspaper that he had read in the palace library: "To hear Mkal's Songbird is
heavenly, but to watch his hands dance as he sings is nirvana." It was a prudent thing to wite in
the capital of Eastanerica, not two hundred kilometers fromMkal's palace. But it was the vision
of Mkal's Songbird held by all those who thought of himat all, and Ansset did not understand,
could not picture what they

saw.

He only knew what he sang, and now he began to sing words. They were not words of recrinination
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but rather the words of his captivity, and the nelody becanme high, in the soft upper notes that
opened his throat and tightened the nuscles at the back of his head and tensed the nuscles al ong
the front of his thighs. The notes pierced, and as he slid up and down through haunting
thirdtones, his words spoke of the dark, mysterious guilt he felt in the evenings in his dirty,
shabby prison. H's words spoke of his longing for Father Mkal (though he never spoke his naneg,

not in front of these nmen), of dreans of the gardens al ong the Susquehanna River, and of |ost,
forgotten days that vanished fromhis nmenory before he awoke.

Most of all, though, he sang of his guilt.

At last he becane tired, and the song drifted off into a whispered dorian scale that ended on the
wrong not*1, on
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a dissonant note that faded into silence that sounded |ike part of the song.

Finally Ansset opened his eyes. Even when he sang for an audi ence he neither |iked nor wanted to
sing for, he could not help but give themwhat they wanted. Al the nmen who were not weeping were
wat chi ng him None seened willing to break the nood, until a youngi sh nan down the table said in a
thick accent, "Ah but net were better than hame and mitherma." His coment was greeted by sighs
and chuckl es of agreenent, and the | ooks that met Ansset's eyes were no |onger |eering and
lustful, but rather soft and kind. Ansset had never thought to see such | ooks in those coarse
faces.

"WIIl ye have some w ne, boy?" asked Master's voice behind him and Husk poured. Ansset sipped the
wi ne, and dipped a finger in it to cast a drop into the air in the graceful gesture he had | earned
in the palace. "Thank you," he said, handing back the nmetal cup with the sane grace he woul d have
used with a goblet at court. He |owered his head, though it hurt himto use that gesture of

respect to such nen, and asked, "May | |eave now?"

"Do you have to? Can't you sing again?" It was as if the nmen around the table had forgotten that
Ansset was their prisoner. And he, in turn, refused themas if he were free to choose. "I can't do
it twice. I can never do it twice." Not for them anyway. And for Mkal, all songs were different,

and every one was nhew.

They lifted himoff the table then, and Master's strong arns carried himback to his room Ansset
lay on the bed after the door |ocked shut, his Control easing, letting his body trenble. The | ast
song he had sung before this had been for Mkal. A light and happy song, and Mkal had sniled the
soft, melancholy snile that only touched his face when he was al one with his Songbird. And Ansset
had touched Mkal's hand, and M kal had touched Ansset's face, and then Ansset had left to walk
along the river.

Ansset drifted off to sleep thinking of the songs in Mkal's gray eyes, humm ng of the firm hands
that ruled an enpire and yet could still stroke the forehead of a
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beautiful child and weep at a sorrowful song. Ah, sang Ansset in his nind, ah, the weeping of

M kal ' s sorrowful hands.

0

(0] Ansset awoke wal ki ng down a street.

"Qut of the way, ya chark!" shouted a harsh accent behind him and Ansset dodged to the left as a
cart zipped passed his right arm "Sausages," shouted a sign on the case behind the driver

Then Ansset was seized by a terrible vertigo as he realized that he was not in the cell of his
captivity, that he was fully dressed, though not b the clothing of the Songhouse. He was alive and
free of his captors and the quick joy that realization brought was i medi ately soured by a rush of
the old guilt, and the conflicting enotions and the suddenness of his |iberation were too nmuch for
him and for a nmonent too long he forgot to breathe, and the darkening ground slid sideways,

ti pped up, hit him—"Hey, boy, are you all right?" "Did the chark slamyou, boy?" "I got the
nunber of the cart. W can get him" "He's comin' around and to." Ansset opened his eyes. "Wiuere
is this place?" he asked

softly.

Wiy, this is Northet, they said.

"How far is the pal ace?" Ansset asked, vaguely renenbering that he had heard of Northet as a
suburb of Hisper.

"The pal ace? What pal ace?"

"M kal's palace—+ nust go to Mkal — Ansset tried to get up, but his head spun and he staggered.
Hands hel d

hi m up.

"The kit's kinky, that's what." "Mkal's palace." "It's only sixty kil oneter, boy, should | have
"em hol d
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supper for you?" The joke brought a burst of |aughter, but Aifeset had
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regai ned Control and he pulled away fromthe hands hol di ng hi mand stood al one. Watever drug had
kept hi m unconsci ous was now nearly worked out of his system "Find ne a policenman,"” Ansset said
"Mkal will want to see nme i mediately."

Sone still |aughed, but others |ooked carefully at Ansset, perhaps noticing that he spoke without
an Eastamerican accent, that his bearing was not that of a streetchild. "Wo are you, boy?" one
asked.

"1"m Ansset, Mkal's Songbird."

They | ooked, realized that the face was the one pictured in the papers; half of themran off to
find authorities who could handle the situation, while the other half stayed to | ook at his face,
to realize how beautiful his eyes were, to hold the nmonment so they could tell about it to their
children and grandchildren. | saw Ansset hinmself, Mkal's Songbird, they would say, and when their
children asked", What was M kal's Songbird? they woul d answer, ah, he was beautiful, he was the
nost val uable of all the treasures of Mkal the Terrible, the sweetest face you ever saw, and
songs that could bring rain out of the sky or a flower fromthe deep of the snow

They reached out, and he touched their hands, and smled at them and wondered how they wanted him
to act—enbarrassed at their awe, or accustomed to it? He read the songs in their voices as they
mur nured, "Songbird," and "Thank you," and "Lovely." And decided that they wanted himto be

poi sed, to be beautiful and gracious and distant so their worship would be uninterrupted. "Thank
you," Ansset said, "thank you. You've all hel ped nme. Thank you."

The policenen cane, apologizing effusively for howdirty their flesket was, that it was the only
one in the station, and please take a seat. They did not take himto the station; rather they took
himto a pad where a flit fromthe pal ace waited. The Chanberlain got out. "Yes, it's him" he
said to the police, and then reached for Ansset's hand. "Are you all right?" he asked.

"I think so," Ansset said, suddenly aware that sonething

m ght be wong with him He was inside the flit; the doors closed; the ground seenmed to push up on
hi m and he was airborne, heading for the palace. For M kal

X "The child is becomng inpatient,"” said the Captain, "I really don't give a dam," said the
Chanberlain. "And Mkal is also inpatient." The Chanberlain said nothing, Just stared back at the

Capt ai n.

"Al'l 1'msaying, Chanberlain, is that we have to hurry." The Chanberl ain sighed. "I know But the
child' s a

monster. | was married once, you know." The Captain hadn't known, but did not care. He
shrugged.

"I had a boy. Wien he was el even he was nischievous, a little devil, but so transparent you could

see through himno matter how he tried to deceive. Even when he tried to conceal his feelings, you
could tell exactly what he was trying to conceal. But this boy."
"They train themto school their enotions in the Song-house,” the Captain said.

"Yes, the Songhouse. | nmarvel at their teaching. The child can hide any enption he wants to. Even
his inpati ence—he chooses to show it, and then shows nothing
el se. ™

"But you have hypnoti2ed him"

"Only with the aid of drugs. And when | start nucking around in his nmind, Captain, what do
find?"

"Walls. ™

"Wal I's. Sonmeone has built blocks in his mind that |

can't get through." The Captain smled. "And you insisted on conducting

the interrogation yourself."

The Chanberlain glared. "To be frank, Captain, | didn't trust your nen. It was your nen who were
supposed to be guarding himthat day." >
134

It was the Captain's turn to get angry. "And you know who ordered themto keep conpletely out of
sight! They watched the whol e thing through ops and couldn't get there before they had taken him
of f underwater. The whol e search was just a second too late all the way!"

"That's the problem" the Chanberlain said- "A second too late."

"You've failed at the interrogation! Mkal wants his Songbird back! | will interrogate the boy!"
The Chanberlain gl owered a nonment, then turned away, "All right. And rmuch as it pains ne to say
so, | honestly hope you succeed."

The Captain found Ansset sitting on the edge of a couch that flowed aimessly around him The boy
| ooked up at himw thout interest.
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"Again," the Captain said.

"I know," Ansset said. The Captain had brought a tray of syringes and slaps. As he prepared the
first slap, he talked to Ansset. Trying, he supposed, to put the boy at ease, though whether the
boy was nervous or not was inpossible to tell.

*"You know that M kal wants to see you.**

"And | want to see him" Ansset said

"But you were held for five nmonths by soneone who was probably not a friend of the enperor.”
"I"ve told you everything I know. "

"l know it. W have recordings, | think we know everything about what you did in the evenings.
Every word the crew of the boat spoke to you. You're a marvelous mmc. Qur experts are studying
the accent of the crew right now Your nenory of the faces has our artists busy reconstructing
them Everything you've told us has been in perfect detail. You're an ideal wtness."

Ansset showed no enotion, not even a sigh. "Yet we go through this again."

"The trouble is, Ansset, what went on during the days. You have bl ocks—*

"The Chanberlain's told me. | knew k already."*

"And we nust get behind them"
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"I want you to. You have to believe me," Ansset said. "I want to know. | don't want to be a threat
to Mkal, 1'd rather die than harmhim But |I'd also rather die than

| eave him"

The words were strong. The voice was flat and enpty. Not even a song in it, "lIs that because of a

commtrent fromthe Songhouse? |I'm sure they' d understand.”

Ansset | ooked at him "Captain. The Songhouse woul d accept ne back at any tine."

"Ansset, one of the reasons we can't get through die blocks in your mnd is because you aren't

hel ping." "I'mtrying to."

"Ansset, | don't know how to say this. Mst of the tine your voice is natural and human and you
react |ike any other person mght. But now, when we need to comunicate with you nore than ever
before, you are frozen. You' re conpletely unreachable. You haven't shown an enotion since | cane
in here."

Ansset | ooked surprised. The very fact of even that nmild reaction made the Captain's breath

qui cken hi excitement. "Captain, aren't you using drugs?"

"The drugs are the last resort, Ansset, and you can still resist them Perhaps whoever put the

bl ocks in your mind gave you help in resisting them The drugs can only get us partway into you.
And then you resist us every step

of the way."

Ansset regarded hima little nore, as if digesting the information. Then he turned away, and his
voi ce was husky as he said, "Wat you're asking me to do is |ose

Control .

The Captain knew nothing of Control. He only heard control, and did not understand the difficulty
of what he was asking,

"That's right."

"And it's the only way to find out what's been hidden

in ny mnd?"

"Yes," said the Captain.

Ansset was silent a nonment nore. "Am | realiv a danger

to M kal ?"
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**| don't know. Perhaps whoever took you found you as hard to cope with as we have. Perhaps
there's nothing hidden in your nmind, except a nmenory of who the ki dnappers were. Perhaps they had
meant to hold you for ransom then realized they'd never get away with it alive and spent the rest
of the time trying to conceal who they were. | don't know. But perhaps behind those bl ocks are
instructions for you to kill Mkal. If they wanted to pick a perfect assassin, they couldn't do
better than you. No one but you sees Mkal every day in intinate circunstances. No one has his
trust. The very fact that he pleads with us to bring you to him to hurry the interrogation and

| et himsee you—You can see what a danger you might be to him"

"For Mkal's sake, then," Ansset said. And the Captain was astounded by how qui ckly Ansset's
Control broke. "Tell Mkal," said Ansset, as his face twisted with enotion and tears began to
flow, "that I'll do anything for him Even this.” And Ansset wept, great sobs wacking his body,
weepi ng for the nonths of fear and guilt and solitude. Weping at the know edge that he m ght
never see M kal again. The Captain watched, incredulous, as for an hour Ansset could not

communi cate at all, just lay on the couch Iike a little child, babbling and rubbing his eyes. .He
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knew t hat fromthe observation stations the other interrogators would be watching in awe at how
qui ckly the Captain had broken through barriers that even drugs had not been able to breach. The
Captain felt a delicious hope that the Chanberlain had been watching, too.

And then Ansset becane relatively calm and the Captain began the questioning, using every clever
trick he could think of to get behind the barriers. He tried every indirection he had ever heard
of. He tried all the dazzling thrusts that had shattered walls before. But even now, wi th Ansset
cooperating fully, nothing could be done at all. Not even in the deepest trance was Ansset able to
speak what had been hidden in his mnd. The Captain | earned only one thing. He asked, while
questioning around the skirts of one block, "Wo placed this barrier here?"
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And Ansset, so deep in the trance that he could hardly speak, said, "Esste."

The nane neant nothing to the Captain at the tine. But that name was aH he got. An hour later he
and the Chanberl ain stood before M kal

"Esste," M kal said.

"That's wftat he said."

"Esste," Mkal said, "is the name of the Songmaster of the High Room His teacher in the
Songhouse. "

"oh.

"These bl ocks you have so lovingly spent four days trying to break were placed there years ago by
his teachers! Not by kidnappers only in the | ast few nonths!"

"W had to be sure."

"Yes," Mkal said. "You had to be sure. And we're not sure now, of course. If the barriers were
placed in his mnd by his teacher, why can't he renenber how he spent his days daring his
captivity? We can only conclude that some bl ocks cone fromthe Songhouse, and sone bl ocks from his
captors. But what can we do about it?"

"Send the boy back to the Songhouse,"” said the Chanberl ain.

M kal's face was terrible. It was as if he wanted to shout, but dared not say what he would say if
he surrendered hinself to passion that nuch. So he did not shout, but after a noment of struggle
said, "Chanberlain, that's a suggestion | will not hear again. | knowit nay be necessary. But as
for now, I will have ny Songbird with nme."

"My Lord," the Captain said, "you' ve stayed alive all these years by not taking such chances."
"Until Ansset came," Mkal answered painfully, "I did not know what | was staying alive for."

The Captain bowed his head. The Chanberl ain thought of another argunent, alnost said sonething,
and then thought better of it

"Bring himto nme," said Mkal, "in open court, so that everyone can watch ne accept ny Songbird
again. 1'll have no taint on him In two hours."

They left, and Mkal sat alone on the floor in front”of 138

his fireplace, resting his chin on his hands. He was getting old, and his back hurt, and he tried
to hum a tune the Songbird had often sung. The voice was old and creaky, and he couldn't do it.
The fire spat at him and he wondered what it would be |ike to have beautiful Ansset hold a | aser
and aimit at his heart. He would not know what he was doing, Mkal rem nded hinself. He would be

i nnocent in his heart. But | would still be dead when he was through

10

The Captain and Chanberlain came together to take Ansset fromthe cell where he had spent the | ast
four days.

"He wants you to cone."

Ansset had Control again. He showed little enption as he asked, "Am | ready?"

They said nothing for a nonent, which was answer enough

"Then | won't go," Ansset said.

"He commands it," the Chanberl ain said.

"Not if we don't know what's been hidden in my head."

The Captain patted Ansset's shoulder. "A loyal attitude. But the only thing we could find was that
at |l east sone of the blocks were laid by your teacher."

"Esste?"

"Yes."

Ansset sniled, and suddenly his voice radiated confidence. "Then it's all right. She wi shes
not hi ng but good for Mkal!"

"Only some of the bl ocks."

And the smile left Ansset's face.

"But you will come. He's expecting you in court in |less than two hours."

"Can't we try agai n?"
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"Trying again woul d be pointless. Woever laid the blocks in your nmind laid themwell, Ansset, And
M kal
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won't be put off any longer. You have no choice. Please cone with us now. " And the Captain stood.
He expected to be obeyed, and Ansset followed. They wound their way through the palace to the
security roons at the entrances to the court. There Ansset insisted on their nobst thorough search
every possi bl e poi son and weapon checked for

"And tie ny hands," Ansset said.

"M kal wouldn't stand for it," the Captain said, but the Chanberlain nodded and said, "The boy's
right." So they clanped manacl es onto Ansset's forearns. The manacles quickly fit snugly from

el bow to wist. They were held fay netal bars exactly twenty centineters apart behind his back
whi ch was unconfortable at first and steadily nore unconfortable the |onger he had to Hold the
position. They also hobbled his |egs.

"And keep guards with lasers far enough fromne that there's no chance of my taking a weapon."
"You know," said the Captain, "that we might still find your kidnappers. W' ve identified the
accent now. Eire."

"I've never heard of the planet," said the Chanberlain.

"I't's an island. Here on Earth."

"Anot her group of freedom fighters?" asked the Chanberlain, scornfully.

"Wth nmore gall than nost."

"An accent isn't nmuch to go on."

"But we're going on it," the Captain said, with finality.

"It's time," said a servant at the door

They left the security room and passed through the ordinary security system detectors that
scanned for netal and the nore ordinary poi sons, guards who frisked everyone, including Ansset,
because they had been told to nake no excepti ons.

And t hen Ansset passed between the doors and wal ked into the great hall. Wen the students had
visited, nost of the hall had been enpty, their chairs gathered up near the throne. Now the ful
court was in session, with visitors fromdozens of planets waiting along the edges of the roomto
present their petitions or nmake gifts or conplain

140 *

about some government policy or official. Mkal sat on his throne at the end of the room He
needed nothing nmore than a sinple if elegant chair—o raised platform no steps, nothing but his
own bearing and dignity to raise himabove the | evel of everyone around him Ansset had never
approached the throne fromthis end of the room He had al ways stood beside Mkal, had al ways
entered fromthe back, and now he knew why so nany who wal ked up this | ong space were trenbling
when they reached the end. Every eye was upon him as he passed, and M kal watched himgravely from
the throne. Ansset wanted to run to him enbrace him sing songs, and find confort in Mkal's
acceptance. Yet he knew that in his mnd mght hide instructions to kill the old nan on the

t hr one.

He cane within a dozen neters of the throne and knelt, bow ng his head.

M kal raised his hand in the ritual of recognition. Ansset had heard M kal |augh at the rituals
when they were al one together, but now the nmajesty of set forns hel ped Ansset naintain his calm
"My Lord," said Ansset in clear, bell-like tones that filled the roomand stopped all the

whi spered conversations around the walls. "I am Ansset, and | have come to ask for- ny life." In
the old days, Mkal had once explained to Ansset, this was the ritual for rulers of hundreds of
worlds, and it had nmeant sonething. Many a rebel lord or soldier had died on the spot, when the
sovereign denied the petition. And even Mkal took the pro forma surrender of life seriously. It
was one of many constant reminders he used to help his subjects renmenber that he had power over

t hem

"Why should | spare you?" M kal asked, his voice old but firm To anyone el se, he woul d have
seened a nodel of poise. But Ansset knew the voice, and heard the quaver of eagerness, of fear and
gentle trenbling on the edges of the tones.

The ritual required Ansset to sinply state his accom

plishments, something nodest yet inpressive. But Ansset left the ritual here, and fervently sang
to Mkal, "Father Mkal, you should not!"

The crowd around the walls began whi spering again. The sight of the Songbird i n manacl es and
hobbl ed was shocki ng enough. But for the Songbird to plead for his own death—

"Way not?" M kal asked, seem ng inpassive (but Ansset knew that he was warning him saying, "Don't
push, don't force nme").

"Because, ny Lord M kal Inperator, things were done to ne that are now | ocked in ny nmind so that
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neither | nor anyone can find them | therefore have secrets fromyou. |I'ma danger to you, Father
M kal " Ansset deliberately broke with formality in his | ast sentence, and the threat in his voice
struck fear in everyone in the room

"None of that," Mkal said. "You think you're acting for ny good, but you don't know my good.

Don't try to teach ne to fear you, because | will not." He raised his hand. "I grant you your
life."

And Ansset, despite the strain it caused on his bound arns, |eaned down and ki ssed the floor to
express his gratitude for Mkal's clenency. It was a gesture that only pardoned traitors used.
"Why are you bound?" asked M kal

"For your safety.™

"Unbind him" Mkal said. But Ansset noticed with relief that the Captain of the guard di sarned
the men who cane out to untie the hobble and break open the manacl es. Wen they were renoved,
Ansset stood. He raised his nowfree arms over his head, lifted his gaze to the great vaults of
the ceiling, and sang his love for Mkal. But the song was full of warning, though there were no
direct words, and the song al so sang of Ansset's regret that because of Mkal's w sdomand for the
sake of the enpire Ansset woul d now be sent away.

"No!" cried Mkal, interrupting the song. "No! My Son Ansset, | won't send you away! | would
rather neet death at your hands than receive gifts fromany other's? Your
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life is nore valuable to me than nmy own." And M kal reached out his arms.

Ansset cane to him and enbraced himbefore the throne, and together they left the hall, with

| egend al ready growi ng behind them In a week all the enpire would know that M kal had called his
Songbi rd My Son Ansset; the enbrace would be pictured in every newspaper; storytellers would
repeat over and over again the words, "Your life is nore valuable to nme than nmy own."

The door to MKkal's private room cl osed, and Ansset stood only a few steps into the room M ka

was ahead of him stopped, |ooking at nothing, his back to Ansset.

"Never again,"” Mkal said.

The voice was husky with enotion, and the back was bent. Mkal turned around and faced Ansset, and
it shocked the boy how old Mkal's face had becone. The creases were deeper, and the nouth turned
nmore sharply down, and the eyes were deep with pain. They lay in the sunken sockets like jewels in
dark velvet, and Ansset suddenly realized that Mkal might soneday die.

"Never again," Mkal said. "This can never happen again. Wen you pleaded with nme for freedomfrom

guards and rul es and schedules, | said, 'That's right, you can go, a Songbird can't be caged.' To
me, to ny friends, you're a beautiful nelody in the air. To nmy enemnmi es, who far outnunber ny
friends, you're a tool. The very taking of you m ght have killed ne, Ansset. |'mnot young, |
can't take such things."

"I" msorry."

"Sorry. How could you have known? Raised in that dammabl e Songhouse with no exposure to life at
all, how could you have known what kind of hate propels the animls who wal k on two | egs claimng
to be intelligent? / knew. Bilt ever since you canme, |'ve been a fool. I've lived for it feels
Iike a thousand years, a mllion years,
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and never made so many mistakes as | have since you cane."
"Then send nme away. Pl ease."
M kal | ooked at himclosely. "Do you want to go?"

Ansset wanted to lie to him to say yes, | must go, send me hone to the Songhouse. But he coul dn't
lie to Mkal. "No," he finally said.

"Then there we are. But fromnow on, you'll be guarded. It's too damed |late, but we'll watch you
and you'll let ne and nmy nmen protect you."

"Yes."

"Sing to ne, danmit! Sing to ne!"™ And M kal strode across the floor, lifted the el even-year-old

boy in his arns, carried himto the fire, and held himas Ansset began to sing. It was a soft
song, and it was short, but at the end of it Mkal was lying on his back |ooking at the ceiling.
Tears streaned out fromhis eyes.

"I didn't nean the song to be sad. | was rejoicing," Ansset said.

"So aml."

M kal ' s hand reached out and gripped Ansset's. "How was | to know, Ansset, how was | to know t hat
now, in my dotage, |'d do the foolish thing I've avoided all ny life? Oh, |I've loved like |'ve

done every other passionate thing, but when they took you | discovered, ny Son, that | need you."
M kal rolled over and | ooked at Ansset, who was gazing at the old nan adoringly. "Don't worship
me, boy," Mkal said. "I'man old bastard who'd kill his mother if one of ny enenies hadn't

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (57 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt

al ready done it."
"You'd never harmne."

"l harmeverything | love." His face relaxed frombitterness into the nmenory of fear. "W were
afraid for you. At first we were afraid you were another victimof this nmadman who's been
terrorizing the citizens. The audacity of it was incredible. | expected to |learn they'd found your
body torn to pieces—= His voice broke. "But then we didn't, and we didn,'t, and we kept finding
nmore and nore bodi es, but none of themwas yours. We even had to

144 *

fingerprint sone, or use their teeth, but none of themwas you and we realized that whoever had
taken you had picked his tine well. W had wasted weeks trying to fit you in with the other

ki dnappi ngs, and by the time we realized that was all wong, the trail was cold. There were no
ransom notes. Nothing. | lay awake at night, hours on end, wondering what they were doing to you."
“I'mall right."

"You're still afraid of them"

"Not of them" Ansset said. "OF ne."

M kal sighed and turned away. "I've let nyself need you, and now the worst thing anyone can do to
me is take you away. |'ve grown weak."

And so Ansset sang to himof weakness, but in his song that weakness was the greatest strength of
all.

Late in the night, when Ansset had thought M kal was drifting off to sleep, the old enperor flung
out his hand and cried in fury, "I'mlosing it!"

"What ?" asked Ansset.

"My enpire. Did | buildit tofall? Did | burn over a dozen worlds and ravage a hundred others
just to have the whole thing fali in chaos when | die?" He | eaned close to Ansset and whispered to
him their eyes only centinmeters apart, "They call ne Mkal the Terrible, but | built it all so it
woul d stand |ike an unbrella over the gal axy. They have it now peace and prosperity and as nuch

freedomas their little nminds can cope with. But when | die they'll throwit all away."
Ansset tried to sing to himof hope.
"There's no hope. | have fifty sons, three of themlegitinate, all of themfools who try to

flatter me. They couldn't keep the enpire for a week, not all of them not any of them There's
not a man I've met in all nmy life who could control what ['ve built inny lifetine. Wien | die, it
all dies with me." And M kal sank to the floor wearily.

For once Ansset did not sing. He reached out to touch Mkal, rested his hand on the old nman's
knee, said, "For

you, Father MKkal, I'Il grow up to be strong. Your enpire will not fall!" He spoke so intensely
that both he and Mkal, after a nonment's surprise, had to | augh

"I't's true, though," Mkal said, tousling Ansset's hair. "For you |I'd do it, |I'd give you the
enpire, except they'd kill you. And even if | lived |long enough to train you to be a ruler of nen,
to put you on the throne and force themto accept you, | wouldn't do it. The man who will be mny
heir nmust be cruel and vicious and sly and wi se, conpletely selfish and anbitious, contenptuous of
all other people, brilliant in battle, able to outguess and out-nmaneuver every eneny, and strong

enough inside hinself to live utterly alone all his life." Mkal snmiled. "Even / don't fit my l|ist
of qualifications, because now |I'm not alone."

"Neither,** said Ansset, "aml." And he sang Father Mkal to sleep
And as he lay in the darkness, Ansset wondered what it would be like to be enperor, to speak and
have his words obeyed, not just by those close enough to hear, but by billions of people all over

the universe. He inmagi ned great crowds of people noving to his song, and worlds noving in their
pat hs around their suns according to his word, and the very stars noving left or right, near or
far as he wished it. H s inmagi nings became dreans as he drifted off to sleep, and he felt the
exhilaration of power as if he were flying, the whole of Susquehanna spread bel ow him but at
night, with the Iights shining like stars.

Besi de hi m soneone el se was flying. The face was famliar, but he did not renenber why. The nan
was tall, and in a sergeant's uniform He |ooked at Ansset placidly, but then reached out and
touched Ansset, and suddenly Ansset was naked and al one and afraid, and the man was fondling his
crotch, and Ansset didn't like it and struck out at the man, struck out with all the power of an
enperor, and the sergeant fell fromthe air with a ook of terror, fell and was snmashed on one of
the towers of the palace. Ansset stared at the broken body, the crunpl ed, bleeding body, and he
suddenly felt the terribte
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wei ght of responsibility. He | ooked up, and all the stars were falling, all the worlds were
plunging into their suns, all the crowds were marching over a huge and terrible cliff, and however
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much he wept and cried out for themto stop, they would not listen; until his own scream ng woke
hi m up, and he saw M kal's kind face | ooking at himw th concern

"A dream " Ansset said, not really awake. "I don't want to be enperor.”
"Don't be," Mkal answered, "Don't ever be." It was dark, and Ansset slept again quickly.
12

If the Freenen of Eire had not been guilty, would they have fired on the first inperial troops to
come questioning themat their supposedly secret base in Antrin? Sone said not. But the
Chanberlain said, "lIt's too stupid to believe."

The Captain of the guard held his tenper. "It all fit. The accent pinpointed themto Antrim
Sevent een nenbers of the group had been in Eastanerica for one reason or another during nost or
all of the time Ansset was ki dnapped. And they opened fire the nonent they saw the troops."
"There isn't a nationalist group that wouldn't have opened fire."

"There are nmany nationalist groups that haven't."

*Too convenient, | think," the Chanberlain insisted, not |ooking at M kal because he had | ong
since learned that | ooking at Mkal did not help at all to persuade him "Every damm one of the
Freenen of Eire were killed. Every one!"

"They started killing thensel ves, when they saw they would | ose."

"And | think that Ansset is still a danger to Mkal!"

"I'"ve found the conspiracy and destroyed it!" 147

And then silence, as Mkal considered. "Has Ansset been able to recognize any of the nmen you
killed?"

The Captain turned a little red in the face. "There was a fire. Few of the bodies were

recogni zable. | showed him pictures, and he thinks that two or three m ght have been—=
"M ght have been," scoffed the Chanberl ain.
"M ght very well have been nmenbers of the crew on the ship. | did the best | could. | command

fleets, dammit, not small nop-up crews!"

M kal | ooked at himcoldly. "Then, Captain, you should have | et soneone conmmand who knew what he
was doi ng."

"I wanted to make—to nake sure there weren't any m stakes."

Nei t her M kal nor the Chanberlain needed to say anything to that. "Wat's done is done," said the
Chanberlain. "But | don't think we ought to get conplacent. The eneny was cl ever enough to get
Ansset in the first place and keep himfor five nonths where we couldn't find him | suspect that
even if some or all of the crew were Freemen of Eire, the conspiracy didn't originate with them
They were too easy to find. Fromthe accent. Remenber, the ki dnapper was able to hide every single
day from Ansset's nenory and our best probing. If he hadn't wanted us to find the Freenen, he
woul d have bl ocked those nenories, too."

The Captain was not one to cling to defeated argunents. "You're exactly right. | was taken in."
"So were we all, at one tinme or another," Mkal said, which did nuch to ease the Captain's

di sconfort. "You may | eave," Mkal told him and the Captain bowed his head and got up and left.
The Chanberlain was alone with Mkal in the neeting room except for the three trusted guards who
wat ched every novenent.

"I''m concerned," said M kal

"And so am|."

"No doubt. I'mworried because the Captain is not a stupid man, and he has been behaving stupidly.
| assftrne

148

you' ve been having nmen foll ow himever since he was appointed."”

The Chanberlain tried to protest.

"I'f you haven't been following him you haven't been doing a very good job."

"I've been having himfollowed."

"CGet the records and correlate themw th Ansset's ki dnappi ng. See what you find."

The Chanberl ain nodded. Waited a nonment, and then, when Mkal seemed to have lost interest in him
got up and left.

When M kal was al one (except for the guards, but he had learned to disnss themfromhis nind
except for the constant watch agai nst an unwary word), he sighed, stretched his arms, heard his
joints pop. His joints had never popped until he was over a hundred years old. "Were's Ansset?"

he asked, and one of the guards answered, "I'Il get him"

"Don't get him Tell nme where he is.”

And the guard cocked his head, listening to the constant stream of reports coming into his ear
inmplant. "In the garden. Wth three guards. Near the river."

"Take me to him"
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The guards tried not to betray their surprise. Mkal hadn't gone outside the palace in years. But
they noved efficiently, and with five guards and an unseen hundred nore patrolling the garden

M kal left the palace and wal ked to where Ansset sat on the riverbank. Ansset arose when he saw
M kal com ng, and they sat together, the guards many neters off, watching carefully, as inperia
flits passed overhead.

"I feel like an invader," Mkal said. "I have to take two guards with ne when | take a shit."
"The birds of Earth sing beautiful songs," Ansset answered. "Listen."

M kal listened for a while, but his ear was not so finely tuned as Ansset's, and he grew

i npati ent.

"There are plots within plots,” Mkal said. "Sing to nme of the plans and plots of foolish nen."
149

So Ansset sang to hima story he had heard only a few days before froma biochem st working in
poi son control. It was about an ancient researcher who had finally succeeded in crossing a pig
with a chicken, so that the creature could | ay ham and eggs together, saving a great deal of tine
at breakfast. The aninals lay plenty of eggs, and they were all the researcher had hoped they'd
be. The trouble was, the eggs didn't hatch, so the animal couldn't reproduce. The bl unt-snouted
pi ckens (or chigs?) couldn't break the eggs, and so the experinent failed. Mkal was anused, and
felt nuch better. "But you know, Ansset, there was a solution. He should have taught themto screw
out with their tails."

But Mkal's face soon grew sour again, and he said, "My days are nunbered, Ansset. Sing to ne of
nunbered days." For all his attenpts, Ansset had never understood nortality in the way the old
understand it. So he had to sing Mkal's own feelings on the matter back to him They were no

confort at all. But at |east Mkal knew that he was understood, and he felt better as he lay in
the grass, watching the Susquehanna rush by.
13

"W have to take Ansset along. He's the only one who m ght recognize anyone."
"I won't have any chance of Ansset being taken away from me again."

The Chanberl ain was stubborn on this point. "I don't want to leave it to chance. There are too
many ways evi dence can be destroyed."

M kal was angry. "I won't have the boy caught up in any nore of this. He canme to Earth to sing,
dammit!"

"Then | refuse to try anything nore," the Chanberlain said. "I can't acconplish the tasks you set

for me if you tie my hands!"

"Take him then. But you'll have to take ne, too." 1SO »

"You?"

"Me.

"But the security arrangenments—-

"Damm the security arrangenments. Nobody expects nme to be along on sonething like this. Surprise is
the best security of all."

"But, my Lord, you'd be risking your |life—=

"Chanberl ain! Before you were born | Had risked ny life in far nore dangerous circunstances than
thesel | bet my own |ife that | could build an enpire and | damm near |ost the bet a hundred
times. We're leaving in fifteen mnutes.”

"Yes, ny Lord," said the Chanberlain. He left quickly, to get everything ready, but as he wal ked
out of Mkal's room he was trenbling. He had never dared argue with the enperor that way before
VWhat had he been thinking of? And now the enperor was going with him If anything happened to

M kal while he was in the Chanberlain's care, the Chanberlain was dooned. No one woul d agree on
anything after Mkal's death except that the Chanberlain nust die.

M kal and Ansset cane to the troop flesket together. The soldiers were petrified about going on an
operation with the enperor hinself. But the Chanberlain noticed that Mkal was buoyant, excited.
Probably renenbering the glories of past days, the Chanberlain supposed, when he had conquered
everybody. Well, he's not nuch of a conqueror now, and I wish to hell he had I et ne handle this.
One of the dangers of being so close to the center of power—ene had to accept the whins of the
power f ul .

The child, however, seened to fee! nothing at all. It wasn't the first tinme the Chanberlain bad
envied Ansset his iron self-control. The ability to hide every feeling fromone's enenies and
friends—+they were often indistinguishabl e—~aoul d be a greater weapon than any nunber of | asers.
The fl esket went down the Susquehanna River at an unusually high speed, which took it over the
normal river

in

traffic. They reached Hi sper in an hour, then went another hour beyond, left the river, and
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crossed farm and and marshes until they reached a rmuch broader river. "The Del aware," the
Chanber| ai n whi spered to M kal and Ansset. M kal nodded, but said, "Keep your esoterica to
yoursel f." He sounded irritable, which neant he was enjoying hinself imrensely.

It wasn't long before the Chanberlain had the lieutenant pull the flasket to the shore. "There's a
path here that |eads where we want to go." The ground was soggy and two soldiers |led the colum
along the path, finding firmground. It was a |long wal k, but Mkal did not ask themto go slowy.
The Chanberlain wanted to stop and rest, but did not dare ask the colum to halt. It would be too
much of a victory for Mkal. If the old man can keep it up, thought the Chanberlain, so can |

The path led to a fenced field, and beyond the field was a group of farmhouses. The nearest house
was a colonial revival, which made it about a hundred years old. Only a hundred neters off was the
river, and noored to a pile there was a fiatboat rocking gently with the currents.

"That's the house," said the Chanberlain, "and that's the boat."

The field between them and the house was not large, and k was overgrown with bushes, so that they
were able to reach the house w thout being too easily noticeable. But the house was enpty, and
when they rushed the .flat-boat the only man on board ained a laser at his own face and blasted it
to a cinder. Not before Ansset had recognized him though. '

"That was Husk," Ansset said, |ooking at the body w thout any sign of feeling. "He's the man who
fed nme."

Then M kal and the Chanberlain foll owed Ansset through the boat. "It's not the sane," Ansset said.
"Of course not," said Chanberlain. "They've been trying to disguise it. The paint is fresh. And
there's a snell of new wood. They've been renpdeling. But is -there anything famliar?"

152 °%e

There was. Ansset found a tiny roomthat could have been his cell, though now it was painted
bright yellow and a new wi ndow | et sunlight flood into the room M kal exam ned the w ndowfrarne.
"New, " the enperor pronounced. And by trying to imagine the interior of the flatboat as it might
have been unpai nted, Ansset was able to find the | arge room where he had sung on his | ast evening
in captivity. There was no table. But the room seened the sane size, and Ansset agreed that this
could very well have been the place he was held.

Down in Ansset's cell they heard the laughter of children and a flesket passing on the river, ful
of revelers singing. "Quite a populated area," Mkal said to the Chanberlain.

"That's why | had us come in through the woods. So we woul dn't be noticed."

"I'f you wanted to avoid being noticed," Mkal said, "it would have been better to cone in on a
civilian bus. Nothing' s nore conspicuous than soldiers hiding in the woods."

The Chanberlain felt Mkal's criticismlike a blow "I'mnot a tactician,"” he said.

"Tactician enough," said Mkal, letting the Chanberlain relax a bit. "W'Il go back to the pal ace

now. Do you have anyone you can trust to nake the arrest?"

"Yes," the Chanberlain said. "They're already warned not to let himleave the pal ace."

"Who?" Ansset asked. "Who are you arresting?’

For a nonent they seemed reluctant to answer. Finally Mkal said, "The Captain of the guard."

"He was behind the kidnappi ng?"

** Apparently so," said the Chanberl ain.

"I don't believe it," Ansset said, for he had thought he knew the Captain's voice, and hadn't
heard any songs except loyalty in it. But the Chanberlain wouldn't understand that. It wasn't

evi dence. And this was the boat, which seened to prove sonmething to them So Ansset said nothing
nmore about the Captain until it was too |ate.

in

14

As prisons went, there had been worse. It was just a cell without a door—at |east on the inside.
And while there was no furniture, the floor yielded as confortably as the floor in Mkal's private
room

It was hard not to be bitter, however. The Captain sat |eaning on a wall, naked so that he
couldn't harmhinmself with his clothing. He was nore than sixty years old, and for four years had
been in charge of all the enperor's fleets, coordinating thousands of ships across the gal axy. And
then to get caught up in this silly palace intrigue, to be the scapegoat—

The Chanberlain had plotted it, of course. Al ways the Chanberlain. But how could he prove his

i nnocence w t hout undergoing hypnosis; and who woul d conduct that operation, if not the
Chanber| ai n? Besi des, the Captain knew what no one else alive did—+that while a serious probe into
his mind woul d not prove that he was at all involved in kidnappi ng Ansset, it would uncover other
things, earlier things, any one of which could destroy his reputation, all of which together would
result in his death as surely as if he had captured Ansset hinself.

Forty years of unshakable loyalty, and now, when |'minnocent, ny old crinmes stop me fromforcing
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the issue. He ran his hands al ong his aging thighs as he sat |eaning against a wall. The nuscles
were still there, but his legs felt as if the skin were com ng | oose, sagging away. A man shoul d
live to be a hundred and twenty in this world, he thought. I won't have had rmuch nore than half
t hat .

What had pronpted themto inprison hin? What had he done that was suspicious? O had there been
anything at all?

There nust have been sonething. Mkal was not a tyrant; he ruled by |law, even if he was al
powerful . Had he talked to the wong people too often? Had he been in*

154 %

the wong cities at the wong tine? Wwoever the real traitors were, he was sure the case they had
set up agai nst himl ooked pl ausible.

Abruptly the lights dimed to half strength. He knew enough about the prison fromthe other end of
things to know t hat neant darkness in about ten minutes. N ght, then, and sleep, if he could

sl eep.

He lay down, rested his armacross his eyes, and knew that the fluttering in his stonmach would be
irresistible. He wouldn't sleep tonight. He kept thinking—norbidly let hinself think, because he
had too much courage to hide fromhis own inaginati on—kept thinking about the way he woul d die.

M kal was a great man, but he was not kind to traitors. They were taken apart, piece by piece, as
the hol os recorded the death agony to be broadcast on every planet. O perhaps they would only

cl ai m he was peripherally involved, in which case his agony could be nore private, and | ess
prolonged. But it wasn't the pain that frightened hi mhe had |l ost his left armtw ce, not two
years apart, and knew that he could bear pain reasonably well. It was knowi ng that all the nmen he
had ever commanded woul d think of himfromthen on as a traitor, dying in utter disgrace.

That was what he could not bear. Mkal's enpire had been created by soldiers with fanatic loyalty
and | ove of honor, and that tradition continued. He renenbered the first rime he had been in
command of a ship. It was at the rebellion of Quenzee, and his cruiser had been surprised on the
pl anet. He had had the agonizing choice of lifting the cruiser imrediately, before it could be
darmaged, or waiting to try to save sone of his detachnent of nmen. He opted for the cruiser

because if he waited, it would nean nothing at all would be saved for the enpire. But the panicked
cries of Wait, WAit rang in his ears long after the radio was'too far to hear them He had been
comrended, though they didn't give himthe nedal for nonths because he woul d have found a way to
kill himself with it.

155

I thought so easily of suicide then, he renenbered. Now, when it would really be useful, it is
forever out of reach.

I will only be paying for ny crimes. They don't realize it, but even though they think they're
setting up an innocent man, | deserve exactly the penalty |I'm getting.

He renmenbered—

And the lights went out—

He tried to sleep and dream but still he renmenbered. And renmenbered. And in every dream saw her
face. No nane; He had never known her name—t was part of their protection, because if a nane was
never known, it could never be found by the cleverest probe, no matter how hard he tried. But her
face—bl acker than his own, as if she had pure bl ood descending fromthe nost isolated part of
Africa, and her smile, though rare, so bright that the very menory brought tears to his eyes and
made his head swim She was supposed to be the real assassin. And the night before they ha.d

pl anned to kill the prefect, she had brought himto her house. Her parents, who knew not hing, were
asl eep in the back; she had given herself to himtwi ce before he finally realized that this was
nmore than just release of tension before a difficult mission. She really loved him he was sure of
it, and so he whispered his nane into her ear

"What was that?" she asked.

"My name," he answered, and her face |ooked as if she was in great pain.

"Why did you tell me?"

"Because," he had whi spered as she ran her fingers up his back, "I trust you." She had groaned
under the burden of that trust—er perhaps in the |ast throes of sexual ecstasy. Watever. He would
never know. As he left, she whispered to himat the door, "Meet ne at nine o' clock in the norning,
nmeet me by the statue of Horus in Plant Fisway."

And he had waited by the statue for two hours, then went |ooking for her and found her house
surrounded by police. And the houses of two ot her conspirator and

156

he knew t hat they had been betrayed. At first he thought, had let hinself think that perhaps she
had betrayed them and it was to save his life that she asked himto neet her at the tine she knew
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the police would cone. Either way, though, even if she was innocent, he read in the papers that
she had killed herself as the police cane into her house, had bl asted her head off with an ol d-
fashi oned bullet pistol right in front of her parents as they sat in the |living roomwondering why
the police were comng to the door. Even if she had betrayed the group, she had refused to betray
hi mknowi ng his nane, she had preferred death to the possibility of being forced to reveal it.
Scant confort. He had killed the prefect hinself, then |left the planet he had been born on and
never returned. Spent a few years, until he was twenty, trying to join rebellions or foment
rebel i ons or even uncover sone serious discontent somewhere in Mkal's not-very-old enpire. But
gradual ly he had cone to realize that not that nmany people |onged for independence. Life under

M kal was better than |ife had ever been before. And as he | earned that, he began to understand
what it was that M kal had achieved.

And he enlisted, and used his talents to rise in the mlitary until he was Mkal's nost trusted
i eutenant, Captain of the guard. Al for nothing. Al for nothing because of an anbitious civi
servant who was having himdie, not with honor, as he had dreaned, but in terrible disgrace.

| deserve that, too, he thought. Because | told her ny name. Al ny fault, because | told her ny
nane.

He had been dozi ng, because the sudden draft of cooler air startled himinto wakeful ness. Had they
cone for hinP But no—they would have turned on a light. And there was no light, not even in the
hall, if his inpression was right and the door was open

"Who is it?" he asked.

"Shhh," canme the answer. "Captain?"

"Yes." The Captain struggled to renenber the voice. "W are you?"

"You don't know nme. |I'mjust a soldier. You don't know

157

me. But | know you, Captain. | brought you sonething." And the Captain felt a hand grope along his
body until it found his arm his hand, and pressed into it a slap with a syringe munted on it.
"What is it?"

"Honor," said the soldier. The voice was very young.

"\ 2"

"You coul dn't have betrayed Mkal. But they'll get you, | knowit. And nmake you die-as a traitor.

So if you want it—honor."

And then the touch of wind as the soldier left in the darkness; the gathering heat as the door

cl osed and the breeze stopped. The Captain held death in his hand. But he hadn't nmuch rinme. The
sol dier was brave and clever, but the prison security systemwould soon alert the guards —had
probably already al erted them+that sonmeone had broken in. Perhaps they were already com ng for
hi m

What if | actually do prove ny innocence, he wondered. Wy die now, when | nmight be exonerated and
live the rest of nmy life?

But he remenbered what the Chanberlain's drugs and questions would uncover, and he could see only
her bl ack, black face in his mnd as he sl apped the stick on his stomach, hard, and the inpact
broke the seal and allowed the chemcals to open his skin to the poison in the syringe. Normally
he woul d have been counting seconds, to take away the drug when the proper dose had been achieved,
but this rime the only proper dose was everything the syringe night contain.

He was still holding the slap to his stomach when the |ights dazzled on and the door opened and
guards rushed in, pulled the syringe off his stomach and out of his hand, and started picking him
up to rush himout of the cell. "Too late,"” he said weakly, but they carried himjust the sane,

hal f-dragged hi mdown a corridor. The Captain's |linbs were conpletely dead; he recogni zed the
poi son and knew that this was a sign that death could not be del ayed, no matter what the
treatnent. They passed through another door, and there he saw the back of*a

159

young sol di er being forced by three others into an exam nation room "Thank you," the Captain
tried to say to the boy, but he could not nake enough sound to be heard over the footfalls and the
rushing of uniforns through the halls.

They laid himon a table and the doctor | eaned over him shook his head, said it was too | ate.
"Try anyway!" cried a voice that the Captain dimy recognized as the Chanberlain's.

"Chanberl ain," the Captain whispered

"Yes, you bastard!" said the Chanberlain, his voice a study in anguish.

"Tell Mkal that nmy death frees nore plotters than it kills."

"Do you think he doesn't know it?"

"And tell himtell him—

The Chanberlain | eaned cl oser, but the Captain died not knowing if he had been able to give his
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| ast nessage to M kal before he was silenced forever

15

Ansset watched as M kal raged at the Chanberlain. Ansset knew MKkal's voice well enough to know
that he was |lying sonehow, that the rage was, at least partly, a sharri. Did the Chanberlain know
it? Ansset suspected that he did.

"Only a fool would have killed that soldier!" cried M kal

The Chanberlain, acting frightened, said, "I tried everything—drugs, hypnosis, but he was bl ocked,
he was too well bl ocked—=

"So you resorted to ol d-fashioned torture!"

"I't was one of the penalties for treason. | thought that if | began it he'd confess to the rest of
t he conspi racy—*

"And so he died and now we have no hope of discovering—=

"He was bl ocked, | tell you, what could | do?"

"What could you do!" Mkal turned away. Ansset 1J9

heard a hint of pleasure in his voice. At what? It was a grimpleasure, certainly, nothing that

M kal could | et hinself openly rejoice about.

"So he got poison to die Captain despite our best efforts.”

"At least it proves the Captain's guilt," the Chanberlain said.

"At least it proves nothing!" Mkal snarled, turning back to face down the Chanberlain's attenpt
at brightening the prospects. "You betrayed nmy trust and failed your duty!"

It was the start of a ritual. The Chanberl ain obediently began the next step. "My Lord | nperator

I was a fool. | deserve to die. | resign ny position and ask you to have ne killed."
M kal followed the ritual, but angrily, gracelessly, as if to nmake sure the Chanberl ain knew t hat
he was pardoned but not forgiven. "Dam right you're a fool. | grant you your life because of your

infinitely valuable services to nme in apprehending the traitor in the first place." M kal cocked
his head to one side. "So, Chanberlain, who do you think I should nake the next Captain of the
guard?"

Ansset was even nore confused. The Chanberlain and M kal were |ying about sonething, w thhol ding
sonet hing from each ot her—and now M kal was asking the Chanberlain for advice on a subject that
was absol utely none of his business. And the Chanberlain was actually going to answer.

"Ri ktors Ashen, of course, my Lord."

O course? The attitude was inpertinent, the very fact of giving advice downri ght dangerous. The
Chanberl ain did not do dangerous things. A safe answer woul d have been to say that he had never
given the matter any thought and woul dn't presune to advise the enperor on such a vital matter
And here he had said of course.

Odinarily, Ansset would have expected Mkal to grow cold, to dism ss the Chanberlain, to refuse
to see himfor days. But M Kkal defied everything Ansset thought he knew about himand sinply
answered, with a snile, "W!y of

| SO
course. R ktors Ashen is the obvious choice. Tell himin ny nanme that he's appointed.”
Even the Chanberlain, who had nastered the art of blandness at will, |ooked surprised for a

monent. And the Chanberlain's surprise nade the connection in Ansset's mnd. The Chanberl ain had
naned the one man he definitely did not want as Captain of the guard, sure that M kal would

i medi ately reject any man t he Chanberl ai n suggested. Instead, Mkal had chosen him know ng the
man woul d be the one nost independent of the Chanberlain's influence.

And Ansset couldn't help but be pleased. R ktors Ashen was a good choi ce—the fleet woul d approve,
of course, because Ri ktors Ashen's reputation as a fighter was the best in years. And the enpire
woul d approve because Ri ktors Ashen had proved in the rebellion of Mantrynn that he could dea
mercifully with people. Instead of retribution and destruction, Riktors had investigated the
peopl e's conpl ai nts agai nst their rapaci ous pl anet nmanager, tried the fellow, and executed him
Along with the | eaders of the rebellion, of course, but he had governed the planet hinself for
several nmonths, rooting out corruption in the upper levels of the government and installing |ocal
people in high positions to continue the work after he was gone. There was not a nore |oyal planet
in the galaxy than Mantrynn, and no nane in the fleet better |oved by the comobn people than that
of Riktors Ashen

But nore than any of those good reasons for the appointnent, Ansset was gl ad because he knew t he
man and |iked himand trusted him Esste herself had told himthat R ktors Ashen was the man nost
like Mkal in the universe. And now that Ansset knew M kal and |oved him that was the highest
prai se he could think of.

Wil e Ansset had reflected on the appointnment, the Chanberlain had |eft, and Ansset was startl ed
out of his reverie .by Mkal's voice. "Do you know what his |ast words to nme were?"
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Ansset knew w thout being told that M kal was tal king about the Captain

161
"He said, 'Tell Mkal that ny death frees nore plotters than it kills.' And then—and then he said
he loved nme." Mkal's voice broke. There were tears in his eyes. "lnmagine, that cagey old bastard

saying he loved ne. Did you know that forty years ago he was involved in a conspiracy to overthrow
my government? A pathetic thing—his |over betrayed the conspiracy and eventually he grew out of

it. He never knew that | knew it. But naybe he wasn't |ying. Maybe he did |ove ne, after a
fashion."

"Did you | ove hinP"

"I damm well never trusted him that's for sure. | never trust anybody. Except you." Mkal smled
at Ansset, roughed his hair. H's tone was flippant, but Ansset knew the sorrow that lay behind it.
"But |ove hin? Who can say. | know | feel like hell knowi ng he's dead. Loves ne. Loved nme. Yes, as
much as | could | ove anybody | suppose | loved him At least I'mglad he found a way to die with
honor." M kal |aughed. "Sounds odd, doesn't it? His death | eaves the conspiracy covered, and yet
I"'mglad of it. Since you cane here, Ansset, |'ve forgotten ny dedication to ny own self-
interest."

"Then | should | eave."

M kal sighed. "La la la. One of your nost boring songs, Ansset, forever singing the same note."

M kal settled deeply into the chair. It flowed to support his shift of weight. But his face al so
sagged into a norose expression.

"What's wong?" Ansset asked.

"Not hing," Mkal said. "Ch, it does no good to lie to you. Let's just say |'mtired and affairs of
state get heavier the older |I becone."

"Why, " Ansset asked, to change the subject—and to satisfy his own curiosity, he was willing to
admit to hinself, "why was the Captain arrested? How did you know?"

"Ch, that. The Chanberlain's nen had been watching the Captain. He visited that place regularly.
He clainmed to his friends that he was seeing a woman who |ived there. But the neighbors al
testified under drugs that a woman never lived there. And the Captain was a master at establishing
162

mental blocks. Still, it ail would have been circunstantial, even the ship being simlar, if you
hadn't identified that man who killed hinmself there. Husk?"
"Husk." Ansset |ooked down. "I don't like knowing | affirnmed the Captain's destruction."

"It wasn't pleasant for anybody."

** At least the conspiracy is broken,” Ansset said, glad for the relief it would bring himfromthe
constant surveillance of the guards.

"Broken?" M kal asked. "The conspiracy is barely dented. The soldier was able to get poison to the
Captain. Therefore there are still plotters within the palace. And therefore I'll instruct Riktors
Ashen to keep a close watch on you."

Ansset did not try to hide his disappointment from M kal

"1 know," Mkal said wearily. "I know how it grates on you. But the secrets are still |locked in
your mnd, Ansset, and until they cone out, what else can 1 do?"

16

The secrets cane out the next day.

M kal held court in the great hall, and at his request Ansset stood with the Chanberlain not far

fromthe throne. Sometine hi the afternoon M kal would have Ansset sing. The rest of the tine
Ansset resigned hinself to watching the boring procession of dignitaries paying their respects to
the enmperor. They would all be ritually respectful and solicitous and swear their undying | ove and
loyalty to Mkal. Then they would all go hone and report how soon they thought Mkal the Terrible
woul d di e, and who m ght succeed him and what the chances were for grabbing a piece of the
enpire.

The order of the dignitaries had been carefully worked out to honor |oyal friends and humiliate
upstarts whose inflated dignity needed puncturing. A mnor official froma distant star cluster
whose innovations in welfare manage-

163

ment had been adopted throughout the enpire was officially honored, the first business of the day,
and then the real boredomset in. Princes and presidents and satraps and nanagers, depending on
what title had survived the conquest seventy or eighty or ninety years before, all proceeded
forward with their retinue, bowing (and their bows showed how afraid they were of Mkal, or how
much they wanted to flatter him or how proud and i ndependent they wanted to seenm), uttering a few
words asking for a private audi ence or a special favor, and then backing away to wait al ong the
wal s as Mkal put themoff with a kind or a curt word.
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To particularly hunmiliate the satrap from Sununuway, he was preceded by a del egation of Bl ack

Ki nshasans attired in their bizarre ancient Earth costunes. Kinshasa insisted, ridiculously, that
it was a sovereign nation, though the Chanberl ain whispered in Ansset's ear that they hadn't even
got their country in the right place, that ancient Kinshasa had been in the Congo River Vall ey,
whil e these beni ghted peasants |ived at the southern dp of Africa. Still they thunbed their nose
at Mkal, calling their representative an anbassador, and they were so ridiculous that giving them
precedence over anyone was a gross insult.

"Those toads from Sununuway," said the Chanberlain, **will be nadder than hell." He chuckl ed.
They were picturesque, after a fashion, their hair piled high with bones and decorations hol di ng
it all in place, vast piles of beads across their chests and only the tiniest of |oincloths

keepi ng them decent. But picturesque or not, Mkal was bored with them already and signal ed for
Wi ne.

The Chanberlain poured, tasted it, as was the custom and then took a step toward Mkal's throne
Then he stopped, beckoned to Ansset. Surprised at the sunmons, Ansset cane to him

"Why don't you take die wine to Mkal, Sweet Songbird?" the Chanberlain said. The surprise fel
away from Ansset's eyes, and he took the wi ne and headed purposefully toward Mkal's throne.

At rfiat nonent, however, pandenoni um broke 164

\Y The Ki nshasan envoys reached into their el aborate headdresses and withdrew wooden

kni ves—whi ch had passed the nmetal detectors and the frisking—and rushed toward die dirone. The
guards fired quickly, dieir lasers dropping five of the Kinshasans, but all had ainmed at the
forenpst assassins, and three continued unharmed. They raced on toward the throne, arns extended
so the knives were already ained directly at Mkal's heart. There were shouts and screans. A guard
managed to shift his aimand get off a shot, but it was wild, and the others had exhausted their
charges on die first shot. They were struggling to recharge their lasers, but knew even as diey
tried diat they would be too late, that nothing would be fast enough to stop the wooden knives
fromreachi ng M kal

M kal | ooked death in die eye and did not seem di sappoi nt ed.

But at that nonent Ansset threw die wi ne goblet at one of the attackers and then | eaped out in
front of the enperor. He junped easily into the air and kicked the jaw of the first of the
attackers. The angle of the kick was perfect, die force sharp and incredibly hard, and the

Ki nshasan's head flew fifty feet away into the crowd, as his body slid forward until the wooden
knife still clutched in his hand touched Mkal's foot. Ansset canme down fromdie junmp in time to
bring his hand upward into di e abdonen of another attacker so sharply that his armwas buried to
die el bow in bowels, and his fingers crushed die nman's heart.

The diird attacker paused just a nonent, thrown from his rel endess charge by the sudden onsl aught
fromthe child who had stood so harmessly by the enperor's - throne. That pause was | ong enough
for recharged lasers to be ainmed, to flash, and the |l ast Kinshasan assassin fell, dropping ashes
as he col |l apsed, flam ng slighdy.

The whol e thing, fromthe appearance of the wooden knives to die fall of die |last attacker, had
taken five seconds.

Ansset stood still in the mddle of the hall, gore on his arm blood splashed all over his body.
He | ooked at die

165

gory hand, at the body he had pulled it out of. A rush of |ong-blocked nmenories came back, and he
renenber ed ot her such bodi es, other heads kicked fromtorsos, other nen who had di ed as Ansset

|l earned the skill of killing with his hands. The guilt that had troubl ed hi mwhen he awakened in
the evenings on the boat swept through himnow with greater force than ever, for now he knew why
he felt it, what the guilt was for

The searches had all been in vain. The 'precautions were neaningl ess. Ansset could not have used a
weapon, did not need a weapon-Ansset was the weapon that was to have been used agai nst Fat her

M kai .

The snell of blood and broken intestines conmbined with the enotions sweeping his body. He would
have vom ted. Longed to vomit. But Control asserted itself—t had been instilled in himfor such
unbear abl e nonents as this. And he stood, his face an inpassive nmask, waiting.

The guards approached him carefully, unsure what they should do.

But the Chanberlain was sure. Ansset heard the voice, trenbling with fear at how cl ose the
assassi nati on had cone and how cl ose M kal had been to assassination ever since Ansset had been
restored to him as the Chanberl ain shouted, "Keep hi munder guard. Wash him Never |let himbe out
of alaser's aimfor a nonent. Then bring himto the council chanber in an hour."

The guards | ooked toward M kal, white-faced and shaken on the throne, and he nodded to them

77
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M kal sat staring into the fire, renenbering the first man he had ever killed. Mkal had been a
mere child, only ten, younger than Ansset—o. Mistn't think of Ansset.

Only ten, and upstairs asleep. It was in the years of terror on the worlds of the Hel pi ng Wl k,
and that night it was their turn. There was no knock on the door, no sound outside, just the crash
of the door blow ng i

166

scream of Mkal's nother, who had not yet gone to bed, the shriek of Mkal's sister as she
awakened across the small roomfromhim Mkal had not had to wonder what it was. He was only ten
but such things could not be kept fromchildren in those years, and he had seen the wonen's
corpses, taken apart and strewn along the street; had seen the nmale genitals nailed to the walls
as the corpse of the man who had owned them | eaned bel ow them leering madly at the fire that had
turned his bowels to ashes.

The marauders traveled in small groups, and were said to be irresistible, but Mkal knew where the
hunti ng gun was kept and howto aimit true. He found it in his parents' room |oaded it carefully
while his nother kept on screanm ng downstairs, and then waited patiently while two sets of
footsteps cane up the stairs. He would have only one shot, but if he chose the right nonent, it
woul d be enough—+the gun was strong enough to shove a charge through one nan and kill another
behi nd him

The men | oomed at the top of the stairs. Mkal had no angst at the thought of killing. He fired.
The recoil of the gun knocked hi m down. When he got up, the two nen were gone, having tunbled down
the stairs. Still his poise did not |eave him He | oaded again, then wal ked carefully to the top
of the stairs. At the bottom two nmen knelt over the corpses, then | ooked up. If Mkal had
hesitated, they would have killed himtasers are quicker than any projectile, and these nen knew
how to use them But Mkal did not hesitate. He fired again, and this tine held his ground agai nst
the recoil, watching as the two men dropped fromthe explosion as the shell hit one man in the
head. It was a | ucky shot—M kal had been aimng for the other man's belly. It made no difference
Bot h were dead.

M kal did not know how he woul d get down the stairs under fire to finish off the rest, but he
intended to try. It turned out that he didn't need to. His father was being held, forced to watch
as the second man began raping his wife. Wen four of the nmarauders were suddenly dead,

167

M kal's father didn't hesitate to tell the other three, "You haven't got a chance. There are four
of them upstairs and anot her dozen outside."

They believed him but they were marauders, and so they slit his throat to the bone, and stabbed
M kal's nother eight rimes, and only then did they turn their lasers on thensel ves, know ng that
there would be no nmercy if they surrendered, not even a trial, just the brief cerenmony of tearing
themto pieces. Mkal's father died even as they did. But MkaPs nother |ived. And at the age of
ten M kal becane sonmething of a hero. He organized the villages into a strong resisting force, and
when the word spread that no marauders could get into that village, other villages pleaded with

M kal to lead them too, though he was just a child. By the age of fifteen, he had forced the

mar auders to accept a treaty that, in essence, kept themfromlanding on Mkal's planet, and over
the next few years Mkal taught themthat he had the power and the will to enforce it.

Yet in the noments when he first cane downstairs and saw the four men he had killed, saw his

fat her gouting blood through the gaping snile in his throat, saw three charred corpses already
stinki ng of half-cooked neat, saw his nmother |ying naked on the floor with a knife in her breast,
he had felt an agony that powered all his actions ever since. Even renenbering that night left him
sweating, nore than a century later. And at first it had been hate that propelled him forced him
to take a fleet out to the narauders' own worlds and subdue them brought himto the head of a
strong, tough group of nen all older than himand willing to follow himto hell

But somewhere along the way the hate had left him Not until after they had finally succeeded in

killing his nmother with poi son, decades after she had survived the kni ves—he had hated then
surely. Perhaps it was gradual, as the night of death faded into nenory and he began to feel the
responsibility of caring for the billions of people who depended on himfor law, for peace, for
protection. Sonewhere along the way his goals had changed. He was

168

no | onger out to punish the w cked, as he had once thought his missioninlife to be. Now he was
out to establish peace throughout the gal axy, to protect mankind from manki nd, even though it
meant nore bl oody war to force the quarreling worlds and nations and | eagues of worlds to accept
what they all clainmed to want. An end to death in battle.

| didit, Mkal told hinself, staring into the flames. | did it.

And yet not well enough. Because after all of this a boy had to stand there tonight with bl ood on
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hi s hands, |ooking at the corpses of the men he had killed. | started all this so that no boy
woul d ever have to do that again.

M kal felt a pain inside hinmself that he could not bear. He put his hand into the fire until the
pain of his body forced the pain of his heart to recede. Then he wapped the hand, salved it, and
wonder ed why i nward wounds coul d not be so easily heal ed.

IS

"Songbird," Riktors Ashen said, "it seens that sonmeone has taught you new songs."

Ansset stood anong the guards, who all held lasers trained on him Control kept himfrom show ng
any enotion at all, though he longed to cry out with the agony that tore at himinside. My walls

are deep, but can they hold this? he wondered, and inside his head he heard, faintly, a voice
singing to him It was Esste's voice, and she sang the | ove song, and that was what allowed himto
contain the guilt and the grief and the fear and keep Control

"You nust have studied under a master," Riktors said.

"I never," Ansset started, and then realized that he could not keep on speaking, not and keep
Cont r ol

"Don't torture the boy, Captain,"” said Mkal fromwhere he sat in a corner of the council room
The Chanberlain launched into his pro forma resigna-169

rion. "I should have exam ned the boy's nuscle structure and realized what new skills he had been
given. | submt my resignation. | beg you to take ny life."

The Chanberl ain rmust be even nore worried than usual, Ansset realized, for he had prostrated
hinself in front of the enperor

"Shut up and get up," Mkal said. The Chanberlain arose with his face gray. Mkal had not foll owed
the ritual. The Chanberlain's life was still on the line.

"Apparently," Mkal said, "we've broken through sonme of the barriers laid in my Songbird s mnd
Let's see how nany."

Ansset stood watching as Ri ktors took a packet off the table and spread pictures for Ansset to

| ook at. Ansset |ooked at the first one and felt sick. He did not know why they were naking him
Il ook until he saw the third one and gasped, despite Control

"You know this one," Riktors said.

Ansset nodded dunbly.

"Point to the ones you know. "

So Ansset pointed to nearly half of them and Ri ktors checked them against a list he held in his
hands, and when Ansset was through and turned away (slowy, slowy, because the guards with the

| asers were nervous), R ktors smled grimy at M kal

"He picked every single one kidnapped and nurdered after he hinself was kidnapped. There was a
connection after all."

"I killed them" Ansset said, and his voice was not calm It shook as no one in the pal ace had
ever heard it shake before. Mkal |ooked at him but said-nothing, gave no sign of synpathy. "They
had me practice on them" Ansset finished.

"Who had you practice?" Ri ktors demanded.

"They! The voices—fromthe box." Ansset struggled to hold onto the nmenory that had been hi dden
fromhimby the bl ock. Now he knew why the bl ock had been so strong—he could not have borne
knowi ng what was hidden in his mind. But nowit was in die open, and Ite had

no

to bear it, at least |ong enough to tell. He had to tell, though he Ionged to let the block slide
back to hide these nenories forever

"What box?" Ri ktors would not let up

"The box. A wooden box. Maybe a receiver, maybe a recording. | don't know. "

"Did you know the voi ce?"

"Voi ces. Never the sane. Not even for the same sentence. The voices changed for every word. |
could never find any songs in them"

Ansset kept seeing the faces of the bound nen he was told to maimand then kill. He renenbered
that though he cried out against it, he could not resist, could not stop hinself.

"How did they force you to do it?" Riktors asked, and though his voice was soft, the questions
were insistent, had to be answered.

"l don't know. | don't know. There were words, and then | had to."

"\What wor ds?"

"l don't know | never knew" And Ansset began to

cry.
M kal spoke softly. "Who taught you to kill that way?"
"A man. | never knew his name. On the |l ast day he was tied where the others had been. The voices
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made me kill him" Ansset struggled with the words, the struggle nade harder by the realization
that this time, when he had killed his teacher, he had not had to be forced. He had killed because
he hated the man. "I nurdered him"

"Nonsense, " the Chanberlain said, trying to sound synpathetic. "You were a tool
"I told you to shut up," Mkal said curtly. "Can you renmenber anything else, my Son?"

Ansset nodded, took a breath, know ng that though he had | ost the illusion of Control, still it
was the walls of Control that kept himfrom scream ng, fromcharging a guard and dying in the

wel comre flanme of a laser. "I killed Master, and all of the crew that was there. Some were m ssing.
The ones | recognized fromthe pictures from

171

Eire. And Husk. But | killed all the rest, they were all there in the roomwith the table, and al
alone | killed them They fought nme as hard as they could, all except Master, who just stood there
like he couldn't believe that | could be doing what he saw me do. Maybe they never knew what it
was | was learning to do on deck,"

"And t hen?"

"And then when they were all dead 1 heard footsteps above nme on the deck."

"Who?"

"I don't know. The box told me to |lie down on nmy stonmach, and | did, and the box told ne to cl ose
my eyes, and | did, and | couldn't open them Then footsteps down the stairs and a slap on my arm
and | woke up wal king down a street."

Everyone was silent then, for a few nonents. It was the Chanberlain who finally spoke first. "My
Lord, it rust have been the Songbird's great |love for you that broke through the barriers despite
the fact that the Captain was al ready dead—-

"Chanberlain!"™ Mkal interrupted. "Your life is over if you speak again before | address you.*' He
turned to Ri ktors Ashen. "Captain, | want to know how t hose Ki nshasans got past your guard."

Ri kt ors Ashen nade no attenpt to excuse hinmself. "The guards at the door were my men, and they
gave them a routine check, without any effort to investigate the possibility of unusual weapons in
those unusual headdresses. They've been replaced with nore careful men, and the ones who |let them
by are in prison, waiting for your pleasure."

"My pleasure," said Mkal, "will be a long tine comng."

Ansset was regaining Control. He listened to the songs in R ktors Ashen's voice and narvel ed at
the man's confidence. It was as if none of this could touch R ktors Ashen. He knew he was not at

fault, knew that he would not be punished, knew that all would turn out well. Hi s confidence was
i nfectious, and Ansset felt just a little better. %
m

M kal gave clear orders to his Captain. "There will be a rigorous investigation of Kinshasa. Find
any and every link between the Ki nshasan assassination attenpt and the manipul ati on of Ansset.
Every menber of the conspiracy is to be treated as a traitor. Al the rest of the Kinshasans are
to be deported to a world with an unpleasant climte, and every building in Kinshasa is to be
destroyed and renoved and every field and orchard and animal is to be stripped. | want every bit
of it on holo, to be distributed throughout the enpire."

Ri kt ors bowed hi s head.

Then M kal turned to die Chanberlain, who | ooked petrified with fear, though he still clung to his
dignity.

"Chanberl ai n, what would you recommend that | do with nmy Songbird?"

The Chanberlain was back to being careful. "My Lord, it is not a matter to which | have given

t hought. The disposition of your Songbird is not a matter on which | feel it proper to advise
you. "

"Very carefully said, nmy dear Chanberlain."

Ansset struggled to keep Control as he listened to their discussion of what should be done with
him Mkal raised his hand in the gesture that, by ritual, spared the Chanberlain's life. The
Chanberlain's relief was visible, and at another tine Ansset woul d have | aughed; but now there was
no laughter in him and he knew that his own relief would not cone so easily as it had cone to the
Chanber | ai n.

"My Lord," Ansset said, when the conversation paused. "I beg you to put ne to death."

"Dammit, Ansset, |'msick of rituals," Mkal said.

"This is no ritual," Ansset said, his voice tired and husky fromni suse. "And this is no song,

Fat her Mkal. |I'ma danger to you."

"I noticed," Mkal said dryly. Then he turned back to the Chanberlain, "Have Ansset's possessions
put together and ready for travel."

"l have no possessions," Ansset said. ~
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M kal | ooked at himin surprise. 173

"I'"ve never owned anything," Ansset said.

M kal shrugged, spoke again to the Chanberlain. "Informthe Songhouse that Ansset is returning.
Tell themthat he has perforned beautifully, and | have narred himby bringing himto ny court.
Tell themthat they will be paid four tinmes what we agreed to before, and that it doesn't begin to
compensate them for the beauty of their gift to ne or to the damage that | did to it. See to it
See to it all."

Then M kal turned to go. Ansset could not bear to see Mkal |eave like that, turning his back and
wal ki ng out without so much as a farewell. "Father Mkal," Ansset called out. O rather, he neant
to call out. But the words canme out softly. They were a song, and Ansset realized thaf he had sung
the first notes of the love song. It was all the good-bye he'd be able to give.

M kal left without giving any sign that he heard.

19

"They told me you're not a prisoner," the guard said. "But |'m supposed to watch you, nme and the
others, and not let you do anything dangerous or try to get away. Sounds |like a prisoner to ne,

but | guess they nean |'m supposed to be nice about it."

"Thanks," Ansset said, managing a smle. "Does that nean | can go where | want?"

"Depends on where you want."

"The garden," Ansset said, and the guard nodded, and he and his conpani ons foll owed Ansset out of
the pal ace and across the broad | awns to the banks of the Susque-hanna. Al the way there his
Control returned. He renenbered the words of his first teacher. "Wen you want to weep, let the
tears cone through your throat. Let pain come fromthe pressure in your thighs. Let sorrow rise
and resonate through your head." Everything was a song and, as a song, could be controlled by the
si nge*.

Wal ki ng by the Susquehanna as the lawns turned cold in the afternoon shade, Ansset sang his grief.
He sang softly, but the guards heard his song, and could not help but weep for him too.

He stopped at a place where the water | ooked cold and clear, and began to strip off his tunic,
preparing to swm A guard reached out a hand and stopped him Ansset noticed the |aser pointed at
his foot. "I can't let you do that, Mkal gave orders you were not to be allowed to take your own
life."

"I only want to swm" Ansset answered, his voice heady with trustworthi ness.

"I'd be killed if any harmcane to you," the guard said.

"I give you ny oath that | will- only swim |'ma good . swimer. And | won't try to get away."
The guards consi dered anong thensel ves, and the confidence in Ansset's voice won. out, "Don't go
too far," the leader told him

Ansset took off his underwear and dove into the water. It was icy cold, with the chill of autum
onit, and it stung at first. He swamin broad strokes upstream knowing that to the guards on the
bank he would already seemlike only a speck on the surface of the water. Then he dove and swam
under the water, holding his breath as only a singer or a pearldiver can, and swam across the
current toward the near shore, where the guards were waiting. He could hear, though nmuffled by the
water, the cries of the guards. He surfaced, |aughing. God, he could | augh again.

Two of the guards had already thrown oif their boots and were up to their waists in water
preparing to try to catch Ansset's body as it swept by. But Ansset kept |aughing at them and they
turned at himangrily.

"Way did you worry?" Ansset said. "I gave ny word."

Then the guards rel axed, and Ansset didn't play any nore ganmes with them just swam and fl oated
and rested on the bank. The chill autumm air was |like the perpetual chill of the Songhouse, and

t hough he was cold, he was, not confortable, but conforted.
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And fromrinme to rime he swam underwater for a while, listening to the different sound the guards

quarreling and | aughi ng made when Ansset was distanced fromthem by the water. They played at
polys, and the | eader was | osing heavily, though he was a good sport about it. And sonetines, in a
lull in their gane, Ansset could hear the cry of a bird in the distance, made sharper and yet nore
anbi guous by the roar of the current in his ears.

It was like the nmuffling of the birdcalls when Ansset had been in his cell on the fiatboat. The
birds had been Ansset's only sign that there was a world outside his prison, that even though he
was caught up for a time in nmadness, sonething still lived that was untouched by it

And then Ansset nade a connection in his mind and realized he had been terribly, terribly wong.
He had been wong and M kal had to know about it imediately, had to know about it before

sonet hing terribl e happened, sonething worse than anything that had gone before—M kal's deat h.
Ansset swam qui ckly to shore, splashed out of the water, and without any attenpt to dry off put on
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hi s underwear and his tunic and started off toward the pal ace. The guards called out, broke up the
ganme, and chased after him Let them chase, Ansset thought.

"Stop!" cried the guards, but Ansset did not stop. He was only wal king. Let themrun and catch up
"Where are you going!" demanded the first one to reach him The guard caught at his shoul der

tried to stop him but Ansset pulled easily away and sped up

"To the palace," Ansset said. "I have to get to the pal ace!"

The guards were gathered around hi m now, and sonme stepped in front of himto try to head him off.
"You were told I could go where | wanted."

"Wth limts," the | eader rem nded him

"Am | allowed to go to the pal ace?"

A nonment's pause. "OF course.”

"I'mgoing to the pal ace,"”

So they followed him sone of themw th |asers drawn, 116

as he entered the pal ace and began to | ead them through the I abyrinth. The doors had not been
changed—he coul d open any that he had ever been able to open. And as the guards acconpani ed him
through the I abyrinth of the palace, they grew nore and nore confused. "Were are we goi ng?"
"Don't you know?" Ansset asked innocently.

(tl didn't know this corridor existed, how could |I know where it |eads!"

And sone of them specul ated on whet her they would ever be able to find their way out al one. Ansset
did not smle, but he wanted to. They were passing close to the kitchens, the ness hall, the guard
rooms, the places in the palace nost famliar to them But Ansset was nore fanmliar, and left them
utterly confused.

There was no confusion, however, when they enmerged in the security roons just outside Mkal's
private room The |eader of the guards instantly recognized it, and in fury planted hinself in
front of Ansset, his laser drawn. "The one place you can't go is here," he said. "Now nove, the

ot her way!"

"I"'mhere to see Mkal. | have to see Mkal!" Ansset raised his voice so it could be heard in the
room in the corridor outside, in any other security room And sure enough one of the doorservants
came to them and asked, in his quiet, unobtrusive way, if he could be of service.

"No," said the guard.

**| have to see Mkal!" Ansset cried, his voice a song of anguish, a plea for pity. Ansset's pleas
were irresistible. But the servant had no intention of resisting. He nmerely | ooked puzzled and
asked the guards, "Didn't you bring himhere? Mkal is |ooking for him™"

"Looki ng?" the guard asked.

"M kal wants himin his roominmediately. And not under guard."

The | eader of the guards lowered his laser. So did the others. -«

"That's right," the doorservant said. "Conme this way, Songbird."

177

Ansset nodded to the guard, who shrugged and | ooked away in enbarrassnent. Then, as the

door servant had suggested, Ansset cane that way.

20

__ Ansset fit right into the nadness, his hair still wet, his tunic clinging to his danp body.

But he wasn't prepared for Mkal and the Chanberlain and Ri ktors Ashen, the only others in the
room M kal was oozing joviality. He greeted Ansset with a handshake, something he had never done
before. And he sounded incredi bly cheerful as he said, "Ansset, nmy Son, it's fine now W were so
foolish to think we needed to send you away. The Captain was the only one in the plot close enough
to have given you the signal. Wien he died, | immediately becane safe. In fact, as you proved
today, my boy, you're the best bodyguard 1 could possibly have!" M kal |aughed, and the
Chanberlain and Riktors Ashen joined in as if they hadn't a care in the world, as if they couldn't
possi bly be nore delighted with the turn of events. But it was all unbelievable. Ansset knew

M kal's voice too well. Warnings | aced through everything he said and did. Sonething was w ong.
Wel |, sonething was wong, and Ansset imediately told Mkal what he had realized. "Mkal, when
was i nmprisoned on the natboat | could hear birds outside. Birds, and that's all. Nothing el se. But
when we went down in that boat on the Del aware we heard children | aughing on the road and a

fl esket pass by on the river! | was never kept there! It was a fraud, and the Captain died for
it!" But Mkal only shook his head and | aughed. The | augh was maddeni ng. Ansset wanted to | eap at
him warn himthat whoever had nmade this plot was nore clever than they had thought, was still at

| arge—

But the Chanberlain cane to himwith a bottle of wine in his hand, |aughing just as Mkal was,
with songs of treachery in his voice. "Never nmnd that kind of thing," the Chanberlain said. "It's

a tinme for cel ebration,
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saved Mkal's life, ny boy! | brought sone w ne. Ansset, why don't you pour it?"

Ansset shuddered with nenories he couldn't quite grasp

"I ?" Ansset asked, surprised, and then not surprised at a.1l1. The Chanberlain held out the ful
bottle and the enpty goblet.

"For the Lord Mkal," the Chanberlain said.

Ansset shouted and dashed the botde to the floor. "Make him keep silent!"

The suddenness of Ansset's violent action brought Riktors's laser out of his belt and into his
hand. Ri ktors had come arned into Mlkal's private room Ansset realized with relief. "Don't |et

t he Chanberl ain speak," Ansset cried.

"Way not?" M kal asked innocently, and the laser sank in Riktors's grasp; but Ansset knew there
was no i nnocence behind the words. M kal was pretending not to understand. Ansset wanted to fly
through the ceiling and escape.

But the Chanberlain had not stopped. He said quickly, alnmpst urgently, "Wy did you do that?

have another bottle. Sweet Songbird, let Mkal drink deeply!"”

The words hammered into Ansset's brain, and by reflex he whirled and faced Mkal. He knew what was
happeni ng, knew and screamed against it in his mnd. But his hands came up against his will, his

| egs bent, he conpressed to spring, all so quickly that he couldn't stop hinself. He knew that in
| ess than a second his hand woul d be buried in MkaPs face, Mkal's bel oved face, Mkal's sniling
face—

M kal was smiling at him kindly and without fear. For years Control had cone to Ansset to contain
enption. Now it came to express it. He could not, could not, could not hurt Mkal, and yet he was
driven to it, he leaped, his hand struck out—

But it did not sink into Mkal's face. Instead Jt plunged into the floor, breaking the surface and
becom ng imrersed in the gel that erupted fromthe floor. The inpact broke the skin in Ansset's
arm the gel made the pain agonizing; the bone ached with the force of the blow But Ansset did
not feel that pain. Al he felt was the pain in
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his mnd as he struggl ed agai nst the conpul sion that still drove at him to kill Mkal, to kil

M kal .

Hi s body heaved upward, his hand flew through the air, and the back of Mkal's chair shattered and
spl ashed at the inmpact. The chair shuddered, then sealed itself. But Ansset's hand was bl eeding;
the bl ood spurted and splashed and skitted across the surface of the gel spreading across the now
lax floor. But it was his own blood, not Mkal's, and Ansset cried out in joy. It sounded like a
scream of agony.

In the distance he heard Mkal's voice saying, "Don't shoot him" And, as suddenly as it had cone,
t he conpul sion ceased. Hi s nmind spun as he heard the Chanberlain's words fading away: "Songbird,
what have you done!" Those were the words that had set himfree. Exhausted and bl eedi ng, Ansset
lay on the floor, his right armcovered with blood. The pain reached hi m now, and he groaned,
though his song was as much a song of triunph as of pain. Sonehow Ansset had had strength enough
had withstood it |ong enough that he had not killed Father M kal

Finally he rolled over and sat up, nursing his arm The bleeding had settled to a slow trickle.

M kal was still sitting in the chair, which had healed itself. The Chanberlain stood where he had
stood ten seconds before, at the beginning of Ansset's ordeal, the goblet |ooking ridiculous in
his hand. Riktors's l|laser was ained at di e Chanberl ain.

"Call the guards, Captain,” Mkal said. "I already have," Ri ktors answered. The button on his belt
was gl owi ng. Quards cane quickly into the room "Take the Chanberlain to a cell," R ktors ordered
them "If any harmcones to him all of you will die, and your famlies, too. Do you understand?"
The guards understood. They were Riktors's men, not the Chanberlain's. There was no | ove there.
Ansset held his arm Mkal and Riktors Ashen waited while a doctor canme and treated it. The pain
subsi ded. The doctor left,

| SO

Ri ktors spoke first, "Of course you knew it was the Chanberlain, nmy Lord." Mkal smiled faintly.
"That was why you | et him persuade you to call Ansset back here. To |l et himshow his hand."

M kal's smle grew broader.

"But, ny Lord, only you could have known that the Songbird would be strong enough to resist a
conmpul sion that was five nonths in the making."

M kal |aughed. And this tine Ansset heard real mrth in the |aughter

"Ri ktors Ashen," Mkal said. "WII they call you Riktors the Geat? O Ri ktors the Usurper?"

It took Riktors a nonment to realize what had been said. Only a nonent. But before his hand could
reach his | aser, which was back in his belt, Mkal's hand held a | aser that was pointed at
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Ri ktors's heart.

"Ansset, ny Son, will you take the Captain's |laser from hin®P"

Ansset got up and took the Captain's laser fromhim He could hear the song of triunmph in MKkal's
voi ce. But Ansset did not understand. What had R ktors done? This was the man that Esste had told
himwas as nmuch |ike Mkal as any man alive—

And M kal had conquered the galaxy. Ch, Esste had warned him and he had taken only reassurance

fromit! "Only one m stake, Riktors Ashen," Mkal said. "OQherwise brilliantly done. And | really
don't see how you could have avoi ded that m stake either."

"You nean Ansset's strength?" Riktors asked, his voice still trying to be cal mand succeedi ng
amazingly well.

"Not even | counted on that. | was prepared to kill him if | needed to." The words did not hurt

Ansset, He would rather have died than hurt Mkal, and he knew that M kal knew that.

"Then | made no mistakes," Riktors said. "How did you know?"

"Because ny Chanberl ain, unless he were under sone sort of conpul sion, woul d never have had the
courage to
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argue with nme, to insist on taking Ansset on his stupid mlitary expedition, to dare to suggest
your name when | asked hi mwho ought to beconme the new Captain of the guard. But you had to have
hi m suggest you, didn't you, because unless you were Captain you wouldn't have been in a position
to take control when | was dead. The Chanberlain would be the obvious guilty one, while you woul d
be the hero who stepped in and held the enpire together. The best possible start to your reign. No
taint of assassination would have touched you. O course, half the enpire would have rebelled

i Mmedi ately. But you're a good tactician and a better strategist and you're popular with the fleet
and a lot of citizens. I'd have given you one chance in four of making it. And that's better odds
than any other man in the enpire.”

"I gave nyself even odds," Ri ktors said, but now Ansset could clearly hear the fear singing
through the back of his brave words. Well, why not? Death was certain now, and Ansset knew of no
one, except perhaps an old nman |ike Mkal, who could | ook at death, especially death that also
meant failure, wthout sone fear

But M kal did not push the button on the laser. Nor did he sunmon the guards.

"Kill me now and finish it," R ktors said, pleading for an honorabl e death, though he knew he did
not deserve it.

M kal tossed the laser away. "Wth this? It has no charge. The Chanberlain installed a charge
detector at every door to ny chanbers over fifteen years ago. He would have known if | was arned."
Imedi ately Riktors took a step forward, the beginning of a rush toward the enperor. Just as

qui ckly Ansset was on his feet, despite the bandaged arm ready to kill with the other hand, with
bis feet, with his teeth. Riktors stopped cold.

"Ah," Mkal said. "You never had time to learn fromthe nman who taught Ansset? Wat a bodyguard
you gave ne, Riktors."

Ansset hardly heard him Al he heard was M kal's voice 182 *

saying, "It has no charge.** Mkal had trusted him Mkal had staked his |ife on Ansset's ability
to resist .the conpul sion. Ansset wanted to weep in gratitude for such trust, in fear at such
terrible danger only barely averted. Instead he stood still with iron Control and watched Ri ktors
for any sign of nmovenent,

"Ri ktors," Mkal went on, "your nistakes were very slight. | hope you' ve |earned fromthem So
that when an assassin as bright as you are tries to take your life, you'll know all the enem es

you have and all the allies you can call on and exactly what you can expect from each."

Ansset | ooked at Ri ktors's face and renenbered how gl ad he had been when the tall soldier had been
made Captain. "Let ne kill himnow " Ansset said.

M kal sighed. "Don't kill for pleasure, ny Son. If you ever kill for pleasure, you'll cone to hate
yoursel f. Besides, weren't you listening? |I'mgoing to adopt Ri ktors Ashen as ny heir."

"l don't believe you," Riktors said, but Ansset heard hope in his voice.

"Il call in my sons—they stay around court, hoping to be closest to the palace when | die,"

M kal said. "IlIl nake themsign an oath to respect you as ny heir. O course they'll sign it, and
of course they'll all break it, and of course you'll have themall killed the first noment you can
after you take the throne. If any of themis smart at all, he'll be at the other end of the gal axy
by then. But | doubt there'll be any that bright. Wien shall we have you crowned? Three weeks
fromtonmorrow is enough tine to wait. I'll abdicate in your favor, sign all the papers, it'll nmake
the headlines on the newspapers for days. | can just see all the potential rebels tearing their

hair with rage. It's a pleasant picture to retire on
Ansset didn't understand. "Wy? He tried to kill you."
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M kal only laughed. It was Riktors who answered. "He thinks | can hold his enpire together. But |
want to know the price."

"Price? What could you give nme, R ktors, that you 283

woul dn't take as a gift for you yourself anyway? |'ve waited for you for sixty years. Seventy
years, Riktors. | kept thinking, surely there's soneone out there who covets ny power and has guts
and brains enough to cone get it. And at |ast you came. You'll see to it that | didn't build for
not hi ng. That the wind won't tear away everything the nonent |'mnot there to hold it up. Al |
want after you take the throne is a house for nyself and nmy Songbird until | die. On Earth, so you
can keep an eye on ne, of course. And with a different nane, so that | won't be plagued by all the
bastards who'll try to get ny help to throw you out. And when |I'm dead, send Ansset hone. Sinple
enough?"

"I agree," Riktors said.

"How prudent." And M kal |aughed again.

21

The vows were nade, the abdication and the coronation took place with a great deal of ponp, and
Sus- quehanna's caterers and hot el keepers becane weal thier than they had ever dreaned. Al the
contenders and pretenders were slaughtered, and Ri ktors spent a year going fromsystemto system
to quell all the rebellions with his ow nixture of brutality and synpathy. After the first few
pl anets were at peace, the popul ace happy and the rebel s butchered, nost of the other rebellions
quel | ed t hensel ves.

It was only the day after the papers announced that Ri ktors Ashen was coni ng home when the

sol diers appeared at the door of the little house in Brazil where Mkal and Ansset |ived.

"How can he!" Ansset cried out in angui sh when he saw the soldiers outside. "He gave his word!"
"Open the door for them ny Son," M kal said.

"They're here to kill you!"

MA year was nmore than | hoped for. |'ve had that year. 184 »

Did you really expect Riktors to keep his word? There isn't roomin the galaxy for two heads that
know the feel of the inperial crown.”

"I can kill nost of thembefore they could cone near. If you hide, perhaps—=

"Don't kill anyone, ,Ansset. That's not your song. The dance of your hands is ugly w thout the
song of your voice, Songbird."

The sol diers began to beat on the door, which, because it was steel, did not give way easily.

"They'll blow it open in a mnute," Mkal said. "Prom se ne you won't kill anyone. No matter who.
Pl ease. Don't avenge ne."
“Iowill."

"Don't avenge ne. Pronmise. On your life. On your love for ne
Ansset prom sed. The door bl ew open. The soldiers killed Mkal with a flash of |asers that turned
his skin to ashes. They kept firing until nothing but ashes was left. Then they gathered them up
Ansset wat ched, keeping his prom se but wishing with all his heart that sonmewhere in his nind
there was a wall he could hide behind. Unfortunately, he was too sane.

77

£«L* They took twel ve-year-old Ansset and the ashes of the enperor to Susquehanna. The ashes were
placed in a huge urn and displayed with state honors. Everyone was told that Mkal had died of old
age, and no one adnmitted to suspecting otherw se.

They brought Ansset to the funeral feast under heavy guard, for fear of what his hands night do.
After the neal, at which everyone pretended to be sonber, Ri ktors called Ansset to him The guards
foll owed, but Ri ktors waved them away. The crown rested lightly on his hair.

"I know |'msafe fromyou," Riktors said. US

"You're a lying bastard," Ansset said softly, so that only Ri ktors could hear, "and if | hadn't
given ny word to a better nan than you, I'd tear you end to end."

"If I weren't a lying bastard,"” R ktors answered with a snile, "Mkal would never have given the
enpire to ne."

Then Ri ktors stood. "My friends," he said, and the dignitaries present gave a cheer. "From now on
I amnot to be known as Ri ktors Ashen, but as Riktors MkaL The nane M kal shall pass to all ny
successors on the throne, in honor of the nman who built this enpire and brought peace to al

manki nd. " Ri ktors sat anmid the applause and cheers, which sounded |ike sone of the people m ght
have been sincere. It was a nice speech, as inpronptu speeches went.

Then Ri ktors asked Ansset to sing.

“I'd rather die," Ansset said.

"You will, when the tinme comes. Now sing—the song Mkal would want sung at his funeral."

Ansset sang then, standing on the table so that everyone could see him just as he had stood to
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sing to an audi ence he hated on his last night of captivity in the ship. H's song was wordl ess,
for all the words he might have said were treason, and would have stirred the audi ence to destroy
Ri ktors on the spot. Instead Ansset sang a nel ody, flying unacconpanied from node to node, each
note torn fromhis throat in pain, each note bringing a sweeter pain to the ears that heard it.
The song broke up the banquet as the grief they had all pretended to feel now burned w thin them
Many went home weeping; all felt the great |oss of the man whose ashes dusted the bottom of the
urn.

Only Riktors stayed at the table after Ansset's song was over.

"Now, " Ansset said, "they'll never forget Father Mkal."

"Or Mkal's Songbird," R ktors said. "But I am M kal now, as nmuch of himas could survive. A nane
and an enpire."

"There's nothing of Father Mkal in you
186

"I's there not?" R ktors said softly. "Were you fooled by Mkal's public cruelty? No, Songbird."
And in his voice Ansset heard the hints of pain that |lay behind the harsh and unnerciful enperor.
"Stay and sing for nme, Songbird," Riktors said. Pleading played around the edges of his voice.

"I was placed with Mkal, not with you Ansset said. "I nust go hone now. "

"No," Riktors said, and he reached into his clothing and pulled out a letter. Ansset read it. It
was in Esste's handwiting, and it told himthat if he was willing, the Songhouse woul d pl ace
hinrwith Riktors. Ansset did not understand. But the nessage was clear, the |anguage unm stakably
Esste's own. He had trusted Esste when she told himto |love Mkal. He would trust her now

Ansset reached out his hand and touched the urn of ashes that rested on the table. "I'll never

| ove you," he said, neaning the words to hurt.

"Nor | you," Riktors answered. "But we may, nonethel ess, feed each ot her sonething that we hunger
for. Did Mkal sleep with you?"

"He never wanted to. | never offered.”

"Neither will |I," R ktors said. "I only want to hear your songs."

There was no voice in Ansset for the word he decided to say. He could only nod. Ri ktors had the
grace not to smile. He just nodded in return and left the table. Before he reached the doors,
Ansset spoke to him

"What will you do with this?"

Ri ktors | ooked at the urn where Ansset rested his hand. "The relics are yours. Do what you want."
Then Ri ktors M kal was gone.

Ansset took the urn of ashes into the chanber where he and Father M kal had sung so nany songs to
each other. Ansset stood for a long tinme before the fire, humming the nenories to hinself. He gave
all the songs back to Father Mkal, and with | ove he reached out and enptied the urn on the
blazing fire.

The ashes put the fire out. 287
L*J "The transition is conplete,
the H gh Room was cl osed,

"I was afraid," Esste confided hi a |low nelody that trenbled. "R ktors Ashen is not unw se. But
Ansset's songs are stronger than wi sdom"

They sat together in the cold sunlight that filtered through the shutters of the H gh Room "Ah,"
sang Song-master Onn, and the mel ody was of |ove for Songnaster Esste.

"Don't praise me. The gift and the power were Ansset's."

"But the teacher was Esste. In other hands Ansset m ght have been used as a tool for power, for
wealth. O worse, he might have been wasted. But in your hands—=

"No, Brother Onn. Ansset hinmself is too nuch nade of |ove and |oyalty. He makes others desire what
he hinself already is. He is a tool that cannot be used for evil."

"WIIl he ever know?"

Ansset said coldly. *

Songmaster Onn said to Songmaster Esste as soon as the door to

"Perhaps; | do not think he yet suspects the power of his gift. It would be better if he never
found out how little like other Songbirds he is. And as for the last block in his m nd—we laid
that well. He will never find his way around it, and so he will never |earn or even search for the

truth about who controlled the transfer of the crown."

Songnaster Onn sang trenul ously of the delicate plots woven in the nind of a child of five, of
six, of nine; plots that could have unwoven at any time. "But the weaver was wi se, and the cloth
has hel d."

"M kal the Conqueror," said Esste, "learned to | ove peace nore than he | oved hinself. So wll

Ri ktors Mkal. That is enough. W have done our duty for mankind. Now we nust teach other little
singers."

"Only the old songs,

si ghed Songmaster Onn.
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"No, " answered Songmaster Esste, with a smle. "W will teach themto sing of Mkal's Songbird."
*

188

"Ansset has al ready sung that song, better than we could hope to."

They wal ked slowy out of the Hi gh Room as Song- naster Esste whi spered, "Then we wi |l harnonize!"
Their laughter was nusic down the stairs.

189

JCSI F

1

Kya-Kya's arns were too thin. She noticed it again as she touched the keys on her conputer
termnal; if she ever had to use her arns to |ift sonmething quite heavy, they would break. | am
not meant to bear burdens, Kya-Kya rem nded herself. | don't |ook Iike a substantial person, which

is why | amforced into such insubstantial work.

It was a rationalization she had tried before and never nore than half believed. She had graduated
fromthe Princeton Governnment Institute with the fourth highest score in the history of the
school ; and when she tried to find work, instead of being flooded with prestigious job offers, she
found herself forced to choose between a conputer-punping job at the Information Center in
Teguci gal pa and a city nanager's position on sone Godforsaken planet she couldn't even find on the
starmaps. "lIt's an apprenticeship," her adviser had told her. "Do well, and you'll rise quickly."
But Kya-Kya sensed that even her adviser didn't really believe it. Wat could she hope to do well
in Tegucigal pa? Her job was in Wl fare, the Department of Senior Services, the Ofice of Pension
Paynments. And it wasn't an inperial office—+t was planetary. Earth, of all places, which mght be
the capital of the universe but was still a provincial backwater at heart.

I f Kya-Kya could once convince herself that she had not been given a better position because of
some wrong inpression she gave, of weakness or inconpetence or un-dependability, she could then
believe that, by her proving that she was strong and conpetent and dependabl e, hez
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situation mght inprove. But she knew better. At the Songhouse it had been the Deafs and, not
quite so nuch, the Blinds who had had to take a second- or third-class role in the conmmunity. Here
on Earth, it was the young, the fenale, the gifted.

And whil e youth woul d take care of itself, there was nothing she particularly wanted to do about
bei ng femal e —ehangers were even nore heavily discrininated against. And her gifts, the very
things that could make her the nost valuable to government service, made her an object of envy,
resentnment, even fear

It was her third week there, and it had finally cone to a head today. Her job took, at best, a
third of her ti me—when she sl acked. So she began to try (on the assunption that she needed to
prove her conpetence) to find out nore about the system to grasp the overall function of
everything, the way all the data systens |inked together

"Who prograns the conputers?" she innocently asked Warvel, the head of Pensions.

Warvel | ooked annoyed—he did not like interruptions. "W all do,"” he said, turning i mediately
back to his desk, where figures danced across the whol e surface, showi ng himexactly what was
going on at every desk in his office.

"But who," persisted Kya-Kya, "set up the way it works? The first programing?"

Warvel | ooked nore than annoyed. He stared at her intently, then said savagely, "Wen | want a

research project on the subject, you'll be the person |I appoint. But right now your job is taking
inflation tables and applying themto cl asses of pensions for the budget year starting in only six
nmont hs, and when you're here at ny desk, Kya-ren, it neans that neither you nor | is doing his
job!™"

Kya-Kya waited for a few nonents, watching the slightly balding top of his head as he played with
the nunbers on his desk, querying the conmputer on questioning procedures. She could not understand
the violence of his outburst, as defensive as if she had asked himwhether it was true he had been
castrated in a playground accicffent
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when he was five. Wien he noticed she was still standing there, he reached over and pointed to a
spot on his desk where no figures appeared at all

"See that blank spot?" Warvel asked.

"Yes."

"That's you. That's the work you' re doing right now "

And Kya-Kya returned to her desk and her term nal and began punching in the nunbers with her

sl ender fingers on the end of slender arns, feeling weaker and slighter than she had ever felt

bef ore.
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It was not just Warvel, not just the work. Fromthe nonment she arrived, it seened that none of her
co-workers was interested in naking her acquai ntance. Conversations never included her; in-jokes

| eft her conpletely in the dark; people fell silent when she cane near a table in the | unchroom or
a fountain in the halls. At first—and still—she tried to- believe that it was because she was
young, she was frail, she did not nake friends easily. But actually, right fromthe start, she
knew it was because she was an anbitious wonman with remarkabl e scores fromthe best school on the
pl anet; because she was curious and wanted to | earn and wanted to be excellent, which would
threaten all of them make themall | ook bad.

Petty bureaucrats with infinitesiml mnds, she told herself, jabbing at the keys on the comnputer
Small minds running a small planet, terrified of someone who smacks of potential greatness—er even
potential averageness.

They had all watched her. return to her desk fromher interview with Warvel. Even the wonen had

| ooked her up and down in the contenptous way they had on Earth, as if the act of surveying her
body expressed their opinion of her mind and her heart. There wasn't one synpathetic | ook on
anyone's face.

She st opped punchi ng keys and got hold of herself. Think that way, Kyaren, she told herself, and
you'll never get anywhere. Miust do ny best, nust try to be good at it, and hope for a change, hope
for sone opportunity to shine.

Her terminal glowed at her, unw nking, as steady as her 195

anbition, as blinding as her fear, and she could not concentrate on it anynmore. And so she punched
in her lunch-time, was given clearance—there were enough tables open in the |unchroom-and | eft her
desk to go eat. The eyes followed her again, and after she left, she could hear the buzz of
conversation begin. The office was unbearably silent when she was there; when she was gone,
everyone was friendly.

It was in the lunchroomthat day that she nmet Josif.

The setting was the good thing about Tegucigal pa. The Information Center was al nost invisible from
the air—all the roofs were planted with the same jungle growh that was |ush on the hills. But in
the conplex itself, everything was a mracle of green and gl ass, huge transparent walls on
hundreds of buildings rising twenty or forty or eighty neters into the air. The | unchroom was at
the edge, on a slope, where it could overlook nmuch of the rest of the conpl ex—even had a vi ew of
the village that was all that was left of the ancient city. As Kya-Kya—er Kyaren, as she had taken
to calling herself when she first discovered she was going to work on Earth, in an effort to sound
nmore native—took her food fromthe di spensers and carried it to an enpty table, she watched a
dazzlingly bright bird float down fromthe roof of the Income Departnment and | and on a snal

island in the Chultick River. During its descent, a wild thing living in a perfectly wild habitat,
the bird had passed in front of the glass wi ndows where dozens of people worked sucking

i nfornmati on out of conputers, twisting it around, and spewing it back in. Ajungle, with
electricity manipulated anid the trees to hold all the know edge of a world.

It was because she was watching the bird and thinking

of the contrasts that Josif was able to set down his tray

unnoticed. O course, Josif was quiet, too—as silent as a

statistic, Kyaren would later tell him But as she watched

the bird wal king around in a seemingly purposel ess dance

on the island, she becane aware of soneone watchi ng her

She turned, and there was Josif. Deep but open-seening
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eyes, delicate features, and a mouth that perpetually snmled as if he knew the joke and woul d
never tell anyone, because it wasn't really funny.

"I hear Warvel ate you alive today."

Gossip travel s quickly, Kya-Kya thought—ut couldn't help being flattered that this total stranger
woul d even care; couldn't hel p being pleased that someone was actually speaking to her about
somet hi ng besi des busi ness.

"I'"ve been chewed," Kya-Kya said, "but | haven't been swallowed yet."

"I'"ve noticed you," Josif said, smling at her

"I'"ve never noticed you," Kyaren answered, though it was not really true. She had seen him
around—he worked in Statistics, Department of Vitals, Ofice of Death, which was on the floor

bel ow hers. She just hadn't cared much. Kya-Kya had been raised in the Songhouse, and the cl ose
associ ation of the sexes had sonewhat nunbed her to the attractions of nales. She briefly
wondered, |s he good-1ooking? |Is he beautiful? She wasn't sure. Interesting, anyway. The eyes that
| ooked so innocent, the mouth that | ooked so worl d-wi se.

"Yes you have," Josif answered, still smiling. "You' re an outcast."
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So it was that obvious; she resented hearing it in words.

"Am | ?" she asked.

"It's something we have in conmon. We're both outcasts.™

It was a line, then, and Kyaren sighed. She had becone expert at deflecting |lines—bored students
had tried many tinmes to spark up a dull evening with attenpts at seduci ng Kya-Kya. Once or twice
she had gone along with it. It was never worth the effort.

"Wth that little in common, | doubt we have nuch of a friendship ahead of us." She turned back to
her food.
"Friends? W should be enemies,"” Josif said. "W can help each other, as |long as we hate each

ot her."

She couldn't help it. She | ooked up fromher lunch. She told herself that it was because she was
tired of the
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| unchroom s attenpts at |ocal col or—Honduran food was w etched. She pushed the food away from her
and | eaned back in her chair, waiting for himto go on.

"You see," Josif went on, assured of an audience, "while you' re busy rejecting ne, you can have
the satisfaction of knowing that you're part of the majority around here. | nmean, you nay not be
in, but you sure as hell know who's out."

She couldn't help it. She laughed, and he cocked his head at her

"So much for the frigid-bitch theory," Josif said

"You should see me in bed," Kyaren said, joking, and then was appalled to realize that instead of
averting his attenpt at seduction she had brought up the topic instead. He avoi ded any of the
obvi ous repartee, however, and changed the subject.

"Your big mstake today was asking Warvel about history. How would he know? He could stand in the
ni ddl e of a war and not know that anything had happened. For himthere aren't any events—enly
trends. It's statistical nyopia, a disease endemc to our trade."

"I just wanted to know. How it all works. He blew it up out of proportion, |I'mamazed that the
word spread so quickly."

Josif smled at her, reached out and touched her arm She did not appreciate the intinmacy of the

gesture, but tolerated it. "I'mawfully bored, aren't you?" he asked. "I nean, bored with the
whol e busi ness. "

She nodded.

"I mean, who the hell cares about any of this? It's got to be done, |ike sewage and teaching
children howto read and all that, but no one really enjoys it."

"I would," Kyaren said. "At least, | would enjoy it at a higher level."

"Hi gher than what ?"

"Hi gher than punching pension information into a terninal."

"Co up fifteen ranks and they're still all asses.”

"I wouldn't be," Kyaren said, then realized she had 198

sounded too intense. Did she really want to confide her anmbitions to this boy?

"What are you, inmune from asshood? Anybody who presunes to nmake deci sions about the |ives of
other people is an ass." Josif |laughed, only this tinme he seened enbarrassed, made a gesture as if
to draw a mask down his face, and, as if he had actually donned a mask, his face went frivol ous
and i nnocent again, with any hint of deep feeling gone. "I'mboring you," he said.

"How coul d you bore nme? You're the first person to talk to ne about anything other than statistics
in three weeks."

"It's because you reek of conpetence, you know. A week before you got here, everyone heard about
your scores on the Princeton exam nations. Pretty inpressive. W were all set to hate you."

"Now you say -we. You are part of the group, aren't you?"

Josif shook his head, and his face went serious again. "No. But in the opposite direction from
you. You they shut out because you're better than they are, they're afraid of you. Me they shut
out because |'m beneath contenpt."

When he said it, it occurred to Kyaren that he believed that assessnent of hinself. It also
occurred to her that if she let this conversation go on any | onger, she would not be able to get
rid of this man easily.

"Thanks for the conpany at lunch," she said. "Actually, though, you needn't nake a habit of It."
He | ooked surprised. "What did | say? Why are you nmad?"

-» She smiled coldly. "I"'mnot." Her best you-sure-as-hell-can't-get-inrbed-with-ne voice was
enough to freeze a tropical river; she inmagined the icicles formng on his nose as she turned her
back on him wal ked away, and instantly regretted it. This was the nost hunan contact she had had
in weeks. In years, in fact—he seened nore personally concerned than anyone she had known at
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Prince-ton. And she had cut himoff w thout even |l earning his nane.

She did not know he was follow ng her until he caught 199

up with her in the glass corridor that crossed a strip of jungle between the |unchroom and the
work buildings. He took her by the arm firmy enough that she could not easily pull away, but not
so firmy that she even wanted to. She didn't slow down, but he matched her pace perfectly.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"About what?" she answered, coldly again.

"About not being friends. | need a friend, you know. Even a col d-hearted, suspicious, scared-to-
death lady |ike you. Wile of course your social life is so full that you' d have to | ook nonths
ahead in your appointnent book to find an evening you could spend with nme."

She turned to him prepared nore by reflex than by desire to cut himdead, retrieve her arm and
go back to her office alone. But an inadvertent smile ruined the effect —she said nothing, just
tried to stifle the grin, and he m nmicked her, struggling comically to force his face into a frown
and finally failing. She | aughed out I oud.

"I"'mjosif," he said. "You' re Kyaren, right?"

She nodded, trying to get rid of the snile

"Let's pretend you think I'mworth having around. Let's pretend you want to see ne tonight. Let's
pretend that you give me your room nunmber, and we go wal king in the Zone so that you don't have to
worry about nme trying to get you in bed. Let's pretend you trust ne."

She pretended. It wasn't hard. "Thirty-two seventeen," she said. Then he let go of her arm and she
went back to her office alone, feeling strangely delighted, the humiliation of the norning's
reprimand from Warvel forgotten. For the first tine since she had first come to Earth, she
genuinely |iked soneone. Not a |ot, but enough that spending tine with himm ght even be fun. The
i dea of having fun appealed to her, though she was not altogether sure what fun felt I|ike.

To her surprise, she had only been at her desk for a few minutes when one of her co-workers, a
parr ot - beaked wonan who did actuarial estimates for the popul ation at |arge, cane over to her and
sat on the edge of it. *

200

"Kyaren," the wonan said.

"Yes?" Kyaren asked, suspicious and prepared openly for hostility, though inwardly she hoped
vaguely that this would actually be a friendly overture—she was in the nood for it, now

"That bastard from Death, Josif."

"Yes?"

"Just a friendly warning. Don't bother with him"

"Way not ?"

Parrot - beak' s expression grew darker—she was apparently not used to bei ng questi oned when she gave
unsolicited advice.

"Because he's a whore."

That was so far from her inpression of Josif that Kyaren could only | ook surprised and say,
"What ?"

"You heard ne."

"But—he didn't try anything, didn't offer anything."

"Not to you" the woman said, rolling her eyes inpatiently heavenward. "You're a woman."

And the woman got up and went to her own desk, |eaving Kyaren to punch noney into the lives of old
peopl e while wondering if it was true, insisting that it nade no difference, and know ng that the
thought of Josif as a honpbsexual prostitute conpletely destroyed her delight at the quarter-hour
she had spent with him

She was tenpted not to answer his voice at the door. |I'mnot here, she thought. Not to you

But when he spoke a second rinme, she couldn't resist getting up fromher bed and opening the door
Just to see himand confirmfor herself whether it was true or not.

"Hi," Josif said, grinning.

She did not smle back. "One question. True or false. Are you a honpbsexual whore?"

H s face went ugly, and he didn't answer for a nonment. Then he said, quietly, "You see? You don't
have to be one of the in-group to get the dirt on soneone else."

He hadn't said no, and her contenpt for people who 201

sol d themsel ves becane doninant. She started cl osing the door

"WAit a minute," he said. "You didn't answer ny question." "You asked two questions." She digested
that, "All right then."

"I"'mnot a whore," he said. "And the other just guarantees you're safe fromne toni ght, doesn't
it?"

The whol e thing was ugly. Today had been fun, but now she could not think of himexcept in a
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sexual context. She knew about honosexuality, of 'course; the nental picture she had of the act
bet ween nen was an ugly one, and now she could not stop herself from picturing himperformn ng that
act. It made himugly. H s slenderness, the delicacy of his face, the innocence in his eyes—they
becane deceptive, repul sive to her now.

"I"'msorry," she said. "I just want to be alone.” "No you don't," he said. "I know what | want."
"No you don't."

"Well, if / don't, you certainly don't." "Yes | do." And he pushed the door open carefully, ducked
under her arm and went inside. "You can get out," she said.

"l can," he agreed am ably, sitting on the edge of her bed, the only large piece of furniture in
her room She pointedly sat in a chair. "Kyaren," he said. "You liked ne today." "No | didn't,"
she said. And because she knew she was |ying, she went on: "I didn't like you at all. You were
pushy and obnoxi ous and your attention was conpletely Unwel cone."”

"Conme now, we're statisticians, aren't we?" he said. "Nothing's conplete. Let's say | was seventy

percent obnoxi ous and you sixty percent didn't want nme around. Well, 1'Il be here for only ten
percent of the night, so there's plenty of margin. Concentrate on liking ne. | nean, | overl ooked
the fact that you're as nean as the
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inmperial fleet. Surely you can overlook the fact that | do perverted things. | won't do any of

themto you."

"Wy are you bothering ne like this?"

"Believe ne, I'mnot trying to be bothersone."

"Why don't you | eave ne al one?"

He | ooked at her a long tine before answering, and then tears came into his eyes and his face went
all innocent and vul nerable and he said, quietly, "Because | keep hoping I won't always be the
only human being in this zoo."

"Just think of ne," she said, "as one of the animals."

"l can't."

"Why not ?"

"Because you aren't."

The way he | ooked at her, his eyes swimming with tears, was getting through to her. Is it an act?
she wondered. |Is this just an incredibly conplex Iine? Then it occurred to her that he was
probably not interested in the thing that lines usually led to.

"What do you want ?"

Perversely, he took the question wong. Deliberately wong, Kyaren knew, and yet exactly right,

"I want," he said, "to live forever."

She started to interrupt. "No, | nean—=

But he refused to be interrupted. He spoke |ouder, and got up fromthe bed and wal ked ai m essly
around the linmted fl oorspace of the room "I want to five forever surrounded by the things I
love. A nillion books, and one person. Al of humanity in the past, and only a single exanple of

the human race in the present.”

"Only one person?" she asked. "Me?"

"You?" he asked in nock startlenent. Then, nore subdued, he said, "Wiy not? For a while at |east.
One person at a tine."

"All of humanity in the past,"” she said. "You like your work in the Ofice of Death that nuch?"
He [ aughed. "History, Kyaren. I'ma historian. | have degrees fromthree universities. |'ve
witten theses and dissertations. Feces and defecations,” he amended. "Wth
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my specialty, there's not a chance in the world of ny getting a job on this planet. O a really
good j ob anywhere."

He wal ked up to her, knelt beside her, and put his head in her |ap. She wanted to shove hi m away,
but found that she could not bring herself to do it. "I love all mankind in the past. | |ove you
in the present.” And he smled so crazily, reaching up a clawed hand to paw i neffectually at her
arm that she could not stop herself from |l aughing.

He had won. And she knew it. And he stayed, talking.

He tal ked about his obsession with history, which began in the library in Seattle, Wstanerica, a
town on the site of a great ancient city. "I didn't get along with other children," he said. "But
| got along great with Napol eon Bonaparte. Aiver Crommel |l . Douglas MacArthur. Atrila the Hun."
The nanes neant nothing to Kyaren, but they obviously were rich with nmenories to Josif. "Napol eon
is always in dense forest to nme. | read about himanong trees, huge trees covering ground so noist
you could alnost swminit. Wile Ctomwell is always in a little boat on Pungent Bay, in the
rain. The library made nme pay for the new printout of the book—the ink ran on the copy | had. |
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dreaned of changing the world. Until | got old enough to realize that it takes nore than dreamnms to
make any kind of inpression on events. And a reader of books is not a nover of nen."

He was so full of nenory, which flooded out of himuncontrollably and yet in marvelously subtle
order, that Kyaren al so renenbered, though she said nothing of it to him She had been raised amd
musi ¢, constant songs; but here she found a better song than any she had heard on Tew. His
cadences, his nelodies and themes and variations were verbal, not nusical, but because of that
they reached her better, and when at | ast he finished she felt she had listened to a virtuoso
perform She resisted the tenptation to applaud. He woul d have t hought she was being ironic.

I nstead she only sighed, and cl osed her eyes, and renenbered her own dreans when she first becane
aTj roan

204

and t hought of one day singing before thousands of people who would watch her intently and admre
and be noved. The dreans had been stripped fromher one by one, until nothing was |eft of them but
a scar that bled often but never reopened. She sighed, and Josif nisunderstood.

"I" msorry," he said. "I thought it would matter to you." And he got up to go.

She stopped him caught his hand and pulled himaway fromthe door, which was closing again
because he had not" stepped through it.

"Don't go," she said.

"l bored you."

She shook her head. "No," she said. "You didn't bore nme. | just don't know why you told ne."

He | aughed softly. "Because you're the first person in a long tinme who | ooked |i ke she might be
willing to hear and capabl e of understandi ng."”

"Dreans, dreans, dreans," she said. "You' ve never grown up."

"Yes | have," he said, and the paki in his voice was painful to hear

"Drink?" she asked. *

"Water," he said.

"It's all 1 have," she answered. "So it's a good thing that's what you want."

She came back in with two gl asses, and Josif sipped it as reverently as if it had been w ne

dedi cated on sone altar. Hs eyes were grave as he said to her, "I cheated."

She rai sed an eyebrow.

"I changed the subject.”

"When?" He had been through many subjects that night. She glanced at her wist. It had been nore
than two hours.

"Right at the first. | started tal king about chil dhood and dreans and history and nmy private
madnesses. Wiile all you wanted to tal k about was perversion."

She shook her head. "Don't want to talk about it."

"l do."

"No. |I've enjoyed this. | don't want it wecked." 205

He drank the rest of the water quickly. "Kyaren," he said. "They nmake it ugly, and it isn't." "I

don't want to know if it's ugly or not." "They call nme a whore, and | wasn't." "I believe you.
Let's leave it at that." "No, dammt!" he said fiercely. "What do you think |'ve been going

t hrough the last couple of hours? You think | go to parties and tell people nmy life story? I'm
attaching to you, Kyaren, |ike a bloodsucker to a shark."

"I don't like the anal ogy."

"I"'mnot a poet. | don't know what kind of pain you've gone through in your life to turn you into
what you are, but | |like what you are, and I want to be with you for a while, and when | do that |
don't just play around at it. | becone ubiquitous. You won't be able to get rid of ne. I'll be

t here whenever you turn around. You'll trip on ne getting out of bed in the norning and whenever
you feel soneone tickling your feet at work it'll be ne, hiding under your desk. You understand? |

plan to stay here.”

"Why me?" Kyaren asked.

"Do you think I know? A stuck-up Princeton graduate |ike you?" He hazarded a guess. "Maybe because
you listened to nme all the way through and didn't fall asleep.”

"I thought of it a couple of tinmes."

"l came here as Bant's |over."

"I don't want to hear this."

"Bant loved ne and | |oved Bant and he came here and brought me with himbecause he didn't want to
be without ne and so he got nme a job in Death while he was in charge of Vitals. | didn't want to
come here. AHI| wanted to do was stay near a library and read. For the rest of nmy life, | think
But Bant cane here and | cane, and then after a year Bant got bored with ne. | get boring
sonetines. "
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Kyaren decided not to try to be hunorous.

"I got boring, and so he didn't bring me with himwhen he transferred over to be head of

Enpl oynent. And he didn't notify me when he noved to better roons. Bw he
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didn't take away ny job. He was kind enough to let ne keep ny job."

And Josif was crying and suddenly Kyaren understood sonet hing that nobody had ever bothered to
explain to her in all the explanations of honpsexuality that she had heard. That when Bant left it
was the end of the world for Josif, because when he attached to sonmebody he didn't know how to | et
go.

Yet Kyaren was unsure how to react. Josif was, after all, nearly a stranger. Wiy had he poured out
his heart to her tonight? What did he expect her to do? If he thought she was going to respond by
baring her soul to him he was wong—Kyaren kept all her menories hidden. She didn't want to start
tal ki ng about her chil dhood in the Songhouse. Wat coul d she say? | was m serable for years
because | sinply didn't have the ability to nmeasure up to the Songhouse's nini mum standards? She
didn't want pity because of her childhood inabilities. She wanted respect because of her current
conpet ence.

Respect didn't enter into this situation, with the man crying softly, his face pressed into his
knees as he sat on the floor |eaning against the bed. She could think of only one reason for his
enot i onal out pouring. He obviously didn't want to seduce her; therefore, he coiild only be trying
for friendship. She knew how pai nful her isolation had been. If his had been half so bad, no
wonder he was grasping at the first person who showed any sign of |iking him

For that matter, she wondered, why don't / feel any desire to take hold of his offer of
friendship?

Because she didn't quite trust him she realized. She was instantly ashamed of her suspicions. She
knelt and then sat beside him put an armover his shoulders, tried to confort him

Fifteen mnutes later he started undressing her. She | ooked at himin surprise. "I thought—= she
said, and he interrupted.

"Statistics," he said. "Trends. |'msixty-two percent attracted to nen, thirty-one percent
attracted to wonen,
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and seven percent attracted to sheep. And one hundred percent attracted to you."

She had been right to mistrust him the cynical, beaten part of her nmind said sneeringly. It had
all been a line.

But she clung to the line and let it draw her in. Because there was another part of her that

hadn't had nmuch play lately: she needed his gentle hands and quiet tears, his lies and his

af fection. And so she pretended to befieve that he really did need her even as she said, "

thought it would conme to this, eventually." She didn't say that she hadn't thought that when it
happened she would be longing for it, that it would not be a question of fun but rather a question
of need, that this half-man would be able to do in one night what no one had been able to do in
her life—w n enough of her trust that she was willing, even for a nonent, to let herself want

hi m

So she conforted himthat night, and, strangely enough, she was al so conforted, though she had
said nothing to himof her loneliness, had told himnothing of her dreams. As she ran her hands
over his smooth skin, she renenbered the harsh cold stone of the Songhouse and coul d not think why
the one shoul d have rem nded her of the other

L* "I will tour the enpire next year," Riktors announced at dinner, and the two hundred prefects
gathered at the tables cheered and clapped. It struck Ansset, fromhis place beside Riktors at the
table, that the outburst was |largely sincere, an unusual event in the palace. Ansset sniled at

Ri ktors. "They nean it," he said, for Riktors's ears only. Riktors's eyes crinkled a little,
enough of a sign that he had heard, had understood. And then the tunult died and Ri ktors said,

"Not only will I tour, and visit at least one world in every prefecture, but also | will bring ny
Songbird with me, so that all the enpire can hear himsing!"

And the cheers were even | ouder, the appl ause®even 208

nore sincere. Riktors |ooked at Ansset and | aughed in delight—+the boy | ooked conpletely surprised,
and Riktors loved to surprise him It wasn't easy to do.

But when the room was qui et again, Ansset said, softly, "But | won't be here next year."

Enough peopl e heard himthat a whisper began along the head table. Riktors tried to keep his
expression bland. He knew i nmedi ately what the boy neant. It was sonething that Ri ktors had
forgotten without forgetting. He knew that Ansset was nearly fifteen years old, that the contract
with the Songhouse was nearly up. But he had not let hinmself think of it, had not let hinself plan
for a future without Ansset beside him
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Ri ktors | ooked at Ansset and patted his hand. "W'Ill talk about it later," Riktors said. But
Ansset | ooked worried. He spoke louder this tinme.

"Riktors," the boy said, "I'mnearly fifteen. My contract expires in a nonth."

Sone of the prefects in the audi ence nopaned; nost, however, realized that what was being said at
the head table was not according to plan. That Ansset was doi ng what no one dared to do—eni ndi ng
the enmperor of sonething the enmperor did not want to know. They kept their silence.

"Contracts can be renewed," Riktors said, trying to sound jovial and hoping to be able to change
the subject imediately. He did not know how to react to Ansset's insistence. Wiy was the boy
pushing the matter?

What ever the reason, he was still determ ned to push
"Not mine," said Ansset. "In two nonths | get to go hone."
And now everyone in the hall was silent. R ktors sat still, but his hands trembled on the edge of

the table. For a noment he refused to understand what Ansset was saying; but Riktors did not
become enperor by indulging his need to lie to hinself. Go home, the boy had said. H s choice of
words had to be deliberate—+n public Ansset had no inadvertent words. Get to go hone, not have to
go honet he had said. And suddenly the |ast few years
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were all undone; R ktors felt them unw nding inside him unraveling, all the fabric turning into
meani ngl ess threads that he could not put together however rmuch he tried.

There were countl ess days of conversation, the songs Ansset had sung to him wal ks al ong the
river. They had ronped together |like brothers, R ktors forgetting all his dignity, and Ansset
forgetting—er so R ktors had believed—all the enmty of the past.

Do you |l ove ne? Ri ktors had once asked, opening H nself as, with any other person, he could not
have afforded to open hinself. And Ansset had sung to himof |ove. R ktors had taken this to nean
yes.

And all the tine Ansset was nmarking time, watching for his fifteenth birthday, for the expiration
of his contract, for hone.

I should have known better, Riktors told hinmself bitterly. | should have realized that the boy was
M kai's, would always be Mkai's, would never be mne. He did not forgive, as | thought he had.

Ri kt ors i magi ned Ansset returning to the Songhouse on Tew, he pictured himenbraci ng Esste, the
hard woman who only | ooked soft when she | ooked at the Songbird. Riktors pictured her asking, "How
was it, living with the killer?" And he pictured Ansset weeping; no, never weeping, not Ansset. He
would remain calm nmerely sing to her of the humliation of singing for R ktors Ashen, enperor
assassin, and pathetic |over of Ansset's songs. Riktors inmagi ned Ansset and Esste | aughing
together as they tal ked of the nonent when R ktors, weary of the weight of the enpire in his mnd
had cone to Ansset in the night for the healing of his hands, and had wept before the boy sang a
note. A weakling, that's what |'ve been, in front of a boy who never shows an unwitting enotion;
he has seen ne unprotected, and instead of loving me he has felt only contenpt.

It was just a nonent that Riktors sat there silently, but in his mnd he progressed fromsurprise
to hurt to humliation and, at last, to fury. He rose to his feet, and there was no hiding the
anger on his face. The prefects woe
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al arned—t is not wise to witness the enbarrassnent of powerful men, they all knew, and no one was
so powerful as Riktors M kal

"You are right!" Riktors said, loudly. "My Songbird has remnded ne that in a nonth his contract
expires and he goes, as he says, hone. | had thought that this was his hone, but now | see that I
was m staken. My Songbird will return to Tew, to his preci ous Songhouse, for Riktors M kal keeps
his word. But the Songbird, since he obviously holds us in little esteem wll never again see his
enperor, and his enperor will never again pernit himself to hear his lying songs."

Ri ktors's face was red and tight with pain when he turned and left the dinner. A few of the
prefects made sone small effort to touch their food; the rest got up i mediately, and soon al

wer e headed out of the ball, wondering whether it would be better to stay around to try to show
the enmperor that they were still as loyal as ever, or to head quickly for their prefectures, so
that he and they could all pretend that they had never cone, that the scene with Ansset had never
t aken pl ace.

As they left, Ansset sat alone at the table, l[ooking at but not seeing the food in front of him
He sat that way, in silence, until the Mayor of the palace (the office of Chanberlain had | ong
since been abolished) came to himand | ed hi maway.

"Where am | goi ng?" Ansset asked softly.

The Mayor said nothing, only took himinto the nmaze of corridors. It did not take Ansset long to
recogni ze the place they were going to. Wien R ktors Ashen changed his nane and noved into the
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pal ace, he had stayed away from M kal's ol d chanbers; instead he had established hinmself in new
rooms near the top of the building, with windows that displayed the | awns and forest all around.
Now t he Mayor |ed Ansset through doors that once had been guarded by the tightest security
measures in the enpire, and at last they stood inside the door of a roomwhere an enpty firepl ace

still had ashes on the hearth; where the furniture renmai ned unnoved, untouched; where the
212
years of MKkal's presence still ciung to all the features of the place, to all the nenories the

roominevitably stirred in Ansset's nind

There was a thin layer of dust on the floor, as in all the unused roonms of the pal ace, which were
only cleaned annually, if at all. Ansset walked slowy into the room' the dust rising at each
footfall. He wal ked to the fireplace; the urn that had held Mkal's ashes still waited beside the
openi ng. He turned back to face the Mayor, who finally spoke.

"Ri ktors Inperator," the Mayor said, with the formality of a menorized message, "has said to you
Since you were not at hone with ne, you will stay where you are at hone, until the Songhouse sends
for you."

"Ri ktors m sunderstood ne," Ansset said, but the Mayor showed no sign of having heard. He only
turned away and left, and when Ansset tried the door, it did not open to his touch

They spent weekend after weekend in Mexico, the largest city in the hem sphere. Josif went to nake
t he rounds of bookstores—the market in old books and rare books was always hot, and Josif had an
eye for bargains, books selling for way under value. He also had an eye for what he

want ed—hi stories that were iong out of print, fiction witten centuries ago about the author's own
period, diaries and journals. "They say there's nothing original to be said about the history of
Earth, that all the facts have been in for years," Josif said fiercely. "But that was years ago,
and now no one renenbers anynore. Wat it was like to Iive here then."

"When?" Kyaren asked him

"Then. As opposed to now. "

"I"'mmnore interested,"” she always told him "in tonorrow. " *,
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But she wasn't. Today was all that interested her in the first weeks they spent together. Today
because it was the best time she had ever had, and she wasn't sure that it would |ast, or that
tonorrow woul d be half as desirable.

Kyaren went to Mexico for the feel of people. Nowhere in Eastanmerica, and certainly nowhere in the
Songhouse, were there people |like those who crowded the sidewal ks of Mexico. No vehicles were

al l oned except the electric carts that brought in goods to the stores; people, individual people,
had to wal k everywhere. And there were nmillions of them And they all seened to be outside all the
time; even" in the rain, they sauntered through the streets with the rain sliding easily off their
clothing, relishing the feel of it on their faces. This was a city where Kyaren's hunger could be
filled. She knew no one, but |oved everyone.

"They sweat," Josif said.

"You' re too inmacul ate,” Kyaren answered crossly.

"They sweat and they step on your feet. | see no reason to be in a crowd any nore than is

unavoi dabl e. "

"I I'ike the sound of them"

"And that's the worst of it. Largest city in the world, and they insist on speaking Mexican, a

| anguage that has no reason to exist."

Kyaren only scow ed at him "Wy not?"

"They're only five thousand kil oneters from Seattle, for heaven's sake. W managed to talk |ike
the rest of the enpire. It's just vanity."

"I't's a beautiful |anguage, you know," she said. "l've been learning it, and it opens your nind."
"And makes your tongue fall out of your nouth."”

Josif had no patience with the eccentricities of his native planet.

"Sonetines |'menbarrassed as hell to be fromEarth.**

"The not her gl obe."

"These people aren't real Mexicans. Do you know what Mexicans were? Short and dark! Show ne a
short dark person out there!"

"Does it matter if they can trace their pedigrees back to the nunber one Mexican and her husband?"
Kyar en
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demanded. "They want to be Mexican. And whenever | conme here, / want to be Mexican."

It was a friendly argunent that always ended either with them goi ng outside—Kyaren to wander and
talk to storekeepers and shoppers, Josif to prow along the shelves, waiting for a title to nake a
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sudden nove so he could pounce—er in bed, where their pursuits nore nearly coincided.

It was on a weekend in Mexico that they decided to take over the world.

"Why not the universe?”

"Your anbition is disgusting," Josif said, |ying naked on the bal cony because he |iked the feel of
the rain, which was falling heavily.

"Well, then, we'll be nodest. Were shall we start?"

"Here."

"Not practical. We have no base of operations."

"Tegucigal pa, then. W secretly twist all the prograns of the conputers to follow our every
conmmand. Then we cut off everybody's salaries until they surrender.”

They | aughed; it was a gane. But a gane they played seriously enough to do research. They woul d
hunt for possible weaknesses, places where the system could be subverted. They al so worked to get
an overvi ew of the system to understand how it all fit together. Josif knew his way around the
government library in Mexico, and they both spent time punching up readouts on the establishnent
of Tegucigal pa only three hundred-odd years before.

"The thing's relatively new Half the functions have only been installed in the |ast ten years.
Ten years! And nost other planets have been fully conputerized for centuries.”

"You're too down on Earth," Kyaren chided him poring over m nutes of neetings, which were so
heavily edited at their level of clearance that it was hard to get anything coherent out of them
at all.

But it was not in Mexico that they found the scam It was at hone.

Kyaren had been readi ng a book on denographics, one that she had only been able to skim at
Princeton. It set
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norms for age distributions on a planet; she found the information fascinating, especially the
vari ations that depended on |ocal enployment, climate, and rel ative wealth. She amused herself by
plotting the denmographic distribution of ages for Earth, based on the easily obtained statistics
on enpl oynent and the econony. Then she took a few nminutes of break time at work to check her
figures.

They were wrong.

Frombirth to retirement age at 80, her figures were actually quite good. It was from80 to 100
that tilings didn't work,

Not enough people were dying at those ages.

In fact, she realized, alnost no one was dying, conpared to the normal nortality rates. And then
from100 to 110, they died like flies, so that from 110 on the statistics were nornmal.

Surely someone woul d have noticed this before, Kyaren thought. Certainly the Earth woul d have
gained a reputation for unusually low nortality rates. It had to be comobn know edge—+he food
distribution nust certainly be affected by it, and pension expenses nust be unusually high
Scientists nmust be trying to discover the reason for the phenonenon

And yet she had never heard of it at al

In the programmi ng manual s they had | ooked at in the library in Mexico, Kyaren had found sone
little-known prograns that allowed an operator to check a programrather than use It to find and
process data. Kyaren talked to Josif about it that night, which they spent at his place because it
was | arger and had room for both of themw thout having to petition for extra furniture, which
woul d have made their arrangenment public know edge.

"1"'ve checked ny figures again and again, and they' re not wong."
"Well, the only way to solve it is go kill sone old people, | guess,
third-century nystery—n translation, of course

"Josif, it's wong. Sonething's wong." "Kyaren," he said, inpatient but trying not to sound 215
like it, "this is a game we were playing. W really don't have any responsibility for the whole
worl d. Just for dead people and the not-quite-dead. And then just as numbers."

"l want to find out if the figures on death are right or not."

Josif closed the book. "Kyaren, the figures on death are right. That's nmy job, isn't it? | do
deat h. "

"Then check and see if ny figures are right,"

He checked. Her figures were right.

"Your figures are right. Maybe the book's wong."

"It's been the bible of denographics for three centuries. Sormeone woul d have noticed by now. "
Josi f opened the book again. "Dammed Earth. The people don't even know when to die."

"You nmust have noticed it," Kyaren said. "You nust have seen that nobst of your deaths were grouped
between a hundred and a hundred and ten."

Josif said, reading a twenty-
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"I'"ve never noticed anything Iike that. W deal with individuals, not the aggregate. W termnate
files, you know? W don't watch trends."

"l just want to check some things. You know that program we found on checking entries? The error-
finder?"

"Yeah."

"Renenber the nunbers?"

"Kyaren, you're not being very good comnpany."

Toget her they figured out the nunmbers and codes; Kyaren left for a few minutes and verified them
on the local library termnal by hunting up her last |ibrary use. The program worked fine; it was
quite sinple, in fact, which was why they were able to remenber it.

The next day, during a break, Kyaren punched in a date-of-entry query on the solitary death in
Quong-yung district—she figured a single death would be sinpler, would give her a single readout.
What shoul d have flashed on her screen was the date of entry, the name of the operator who entered
the death information, the vital statistics entered on that date on that person, and the operation
nunber .

m

I nstead, what flashed on was the bright RESTRI CTED sign and what sounded was a | oud buzzer at
Warvel ' s desk.

Everyone | ooked up imredi ately, watched as Warvel got up quickly, |ooking alarnmed. Kyaren knew
that on his desk her area was flashing;-sure enough, when he |located the culprit he slamed his
hand on the desk and charged furiously over to her

"What the bloody hell are you doing, Kyaren!"™ he bawl ed as he cane over.

What shoul d she tell himthat she was playing a gane of plotting to take over the worl d? That she
was doubl e-checking the figures because they didn't jibe with her own cal cul ati ons?

*'| don't know," she said, letting herself sound as surprised and flustered as she felt. "I was
just playing with the thing. Just punching in random nunbers and words, | don't know. "

"Whi ch random nunbers and words?" he demanded, |eaning over her term nal

"l don't renmenber/' she lied. "It was just whinsical."

"I't was just stupid, he said back to her. "There are prograns here that if you just randomy and
whi nsi cal | y happened to stunble on them they'd freeze the whole operation until the stinking
police came to find out who's trying to jury the system You understand? This systemis fool proof,
but we don't need any extra fools trying to prove it!"

She apol ogi zed profusely, but as he returned, unnmolU-fied, to his desk, she realized that he had
seened not so nmuch angry as afraid. And the others in the room as Warvel returned to his desk,

| ooked at-her sullenly, angrily—and, also, fearfully.

What had she done?

"Kyaren," Warvel said as she left the office at the end of the working day. "Kyaren, your four-
nmonth report is coming up in a fewdays. I'mafraid |'mgoing to have to give you a negative
report.”

Kyaren was stunned. "Why?" she asked. 2/7

"You Haven't been working. You've been obviously loafing. It's bad' for norale, and it's downri ght
di shonest . "

"When have | | oafed?" she asked. A negative report now, on her first job—especially one this
easy—eoul d destroy her hope of a governnent career

"I have conplaints fromfourteen people. Every single person in this office except you and ne,
Kyaren. They're tired of watching you playing ganes. Studying up on ancient history and playing
conput er ganes when you should be trying to help old people cope with inflation and the
fluctuations of the econony. W aren't here for fun, Kyaren, we're here to help people. Do you
under st and?"

She nodded. "That's what I'mtrying to do."

"I"ll give you a negative report, but I won't fire you unless there's any nore trouble. You

under stand? Three years of perfect work and you get the negative report taken off your record.
It's something you can live down—if you just stick to business in the future."

She left. At hone Josif was appall ed.

"Fourteen conpl ai nts?"

"That's what he said."

"Kyaren, you could have an intimte sexual relationship with a lanp in the mddle of the |unchroom
and you'd have a hard tinme getting three conplaints!"”

"What do they have agai nst ne?" she asked.

Josif's face grew sonber. "M, " he said.

"What ?"
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"Me. You had problenms enough. Adding ne to them—do you know how nany wonen have tried to get ne
into bed? There's sonet hing about a known honbsexual that's irresistible to a certain kind of
woman. They regard himas a challenge. Me as a challenge. And then you cone al ong and suddenly
we' re spendi ng weekends together. The ones that aren't jealous are probably revolted to think of
what perverted things | nust be nmaking you do."

"I't isn't you."

"Then what is it?"

"They're afraid.” *

21S

"Of what ?"

"How shoul d | know?"

Josif got up fromthe bed, went to the door, leaned on it. "Kyaren, it's me. W' ve got to stop
When you | eave tonight that's it."

He sounded sincere. She wondered why even the thought of |eaving himand not com ng back made her
feel as if she were falling from sonepl ace very high

"I"mnot |eaving tonight," she said. "I'"'mleaving in the norning."

"No. For your own good."

She | aughed incredul ously. "My own good!"

He | ooked at her fromthe door, his face very serious.

"My own good is to stay right here."

He shook his head.

"Do you really nean this?" she asked, unbelieving. "Jvst like that, you decide |I'm supposed to go
because you think it'll be better for net"

"Sounds pretty stupid, doesn't it," he said.

And they started | aughing and he canme back to the bed and suddenly they weren't |aughing, just
hol di ng each other and realizing that this wasn't sonething they could sinply end when it becane
i nconveni ent .

"Josif," she said.
"MmP" H's face was buried in her hair, and he was sucking on a strand of it.
"Josif, | frightened them They're afraid of something."

"You're a pretty mean-1ooki ng wonan."

"There's something pretty funny about it. Why should death-entry information be restricted?"

They couldn't think of a reason

And so the next day at lunch Josif had a sheet of paper —sonmething little used in the conputer
center—and on it were ten nanes and tea nunbers. "Can you use this?" he asked.

"What are they?"

"Dead people. Today's first entries. They should be in your conputer by now, since | punched them
all in. That's their identification nunbers, and date of entry is a few

219

hours ago. That's basically all the date-of-entry code woul d have told you anyway. Can you do
anything with dienf"

Kyaren didn't dare bring the paper with her to the of fi ce—anythi ng as unusual as paper woul d
attract attention, and that was not what she needed. So she menorized the first three and left the
list in the lavatory on the floor below On her first break she came down, but instead of getting
three nore nanmes she went to Josif.

"Are you sure you copied these down correctly?”

Josif | ooked at the nanmes and nunbers, punched theminto his termnal, and the vitals showed up.
Al'l definitely dead.

"On ny ternminal," she said, "they're still very nuch alive."

Josif got up fromhis ternminal and she followed himto the corridor, where Josif spoke softly.
"W shoul d have guessed it imediately. It's a scam Kyaren. They're paying those pensions to
sormebody, but not to these people. Because they' re dead."

Kyaren | eaned against the wall. "Do you know how nmuch noney that is?"

Josif was not inpressed. "Cone on," he said.

"Wher e?"

"Qut of this building, inmmediately."

He started pulling her along. She cane willingly enough, but conpletely confused. "Were are we
goi ng?"

He woul dn't answer. They did not go to either of their roons. Instead they headed for the airport,
whi ch was on the eastern edge of the conplex. "This isn't the tine for a weekend in Mexico," she
sai d.
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"Just punch in sick." They stood before the ticket terninal and she did as he said, using her

of fice code. Then he stood to the term nal and punched out two tickets for hinself, charging them
to his own account.

"I can pay for ny own," she said.

He didn't answer. He just took the tickets and they boarded the flit headed for Maraketch. It was
when they were in flight that he finally began expl ai ni ng. *
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"It isn't Just your office, Kyaren," he said. "lIt's mine, too. This thing has to involve a |ot of
people, in Death, in Disbursenents, in Pensions, who knows where else. If they caught you on a
sinmple query, they surely have a programto notice that you just queried the names of three people
whose deat hs were registered today, and that imediately afterward / queried the sane nanes. The
comput er knows that sonebody knows there is a discrepancy. And | don't know how long we'd live if
we stayed there."

"They woul dn't do anything violent, would they?" Kyaren asked.

Josif only kissed her and said, "Werever you grew up, Kyaren, mnust be paradise.”

"Where are we goi ng?" she asked agai n.

"To report it, of course. Let the police handle it. Let Babylon do it. They have the power to
freeze everything and everyone there while they investigate. W don't have any power at all."
"What if we're wong?"

"Then we go | ooking for jobs about a billion lights away from here."

They told their story to five different officials before they finally found soneone who was
willing to take responsibility for a decision. The man was not introduced to them But he was the
first tolisten to themw thout fidgeting, w thout | ooking unconfortable or worried or distrustfu
"Only three nanmes?" he finally asked, when Josif and Kyaren had expl ai ned everyt hi ng.

They nodded. "W didn't think it was safe to wait around | ooking for nore."

"Absolutely right," the man said. He nodded, as if in inmtation of their nods a nonent before.
"Yes, it warrants an investigation.” And they watched as he picked up a phone, stroked in a code,

and started giving orders in a jargon that they couldn't understand. j, *H s face fascinated
Kyaren, though she was not sure
221

why. He | ooked unremarkabl e enough—ot a large man, not particularly handsone, but not unusually
ugly, either. H's hair mediumlength, his eyes medi um brown, his expression nmedi um pl easant.
Kyaren was aware of a constant change, not so rmuch in his face as in her perception of his face;
like an optical illusion, his face kept swi tching back and forth between absol ute trustworthi ness
and cold nenace. No one had told themhis tide or even his nane—he was just the one they passed a
knotty problemto, and he didn't seemto mnd

Finally he was through with his call and turned his attention back to Josif and Kyaren. "Very good
work, " he said.

Then he began to talk to them very quietly, about thenselves. He told Kyaren things about Josif
that Josif had never nentioned: how Josif had attenpted suicide twice after Bant left hin how
Josif failed four classes at his university in his last term yet turned hi a dissertation that
the faculty had no choice but to vote unaninously to accept; how the faculty thereupon booted him
out of the school with the worst possible reconmendation letters so that it was inpossible for him
to get work in his field.

"You don't get along well with authority, do you, Josif?" the nman asked. Josif shook his head.

The man pronptly started in on Kyaren, talking about her upbringing in the Songhouse, her failure
to neet even the nost mninmal standards, her flight fromthat place where she was known to be
inferior, her refusal to even nention the Songhouse to anyone el se since then. "You are determ ned
not to |l et anyone see you fail, aren't you, Kya-Kya?" he asked. Kyaren nodded.

She was acutely conscious of the fact that there was so much that Josif hadn't told her about

hi nsel f —+nportant things, if she was to understand him And yet it came nore as a relief than as a
| et down. Because now he al so knew the things she had been deliberately hiding fromhim they had
no secrets of any inportance now.

Was that what the man had been trying to do? O was he nmerely being nasty, pointing out to them
that tjjeir
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friendship wasn't all they had thought it was? It hardly mattered. She | ooked at Josif furtively,
saw that he al so was avoi ding her gaze. That would not do. So she stared at himuntil the very
intensity of her gaze forced himto | ook back at her. And then she smiled. "Hi, stranger," she
said, and he sniled back

The man cleared his throat. "You two are a little better than the average. You've been
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artificially, for various stupid reasons, kept in places where you couldn't acconplish all that
you are capable of. So |I'mgiving you an opportunity. Try to use it intelligently."

They woul d have asked for explanation, but he left memw thout another word. It was the Chief of
Pl anetary Security who finally told them what was happening to them "You' ve been fired from your
previous jobs," he said, |ooking as serene as only a nan with a great deal of power can |ook. "And
gi ven new ones."

Josif found hinself assistant to the ninister of education, with special authority over funds for
research. Kyaren was made special assistant to the manager of Earth, where she could get her hands
into anything on the planet. Not inperial offices, but about as high as novices could hope to

get —work that would give them connections for future advances and all the opportunities they woul d
need to show just what kind of work they were capable of doing.

In a stroke, they had been given a chance to make careers for thensel ves.

"Who is he, an angel ? God?" Josif asked the Chief.

The Chief |aughed. "Mst people put himat the opposite end of things. The Devil. The Angel of
Death. But he's nothing like that at all. He's just Ferret. The enperor's ferret, you see. He
makes peopl e and he unmakes them and answers only to the enperor.™

They knew how wel |l he coul d nake people. The unnmaki ng they saw when, a few weeks |ater, they were
wat ching the vids in their apartnment. The day in Babylon had been hot and rainy, until at sunset
they had stood on their bal cony watching the Iight glisten on waterdrops
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clinging to a billion bl ades of grass, with the | ong shadows of trees interrupting the lush
savannah at random yet perfect intervals. An elephant noved lazily through the tall grass. A herd
of gazell es bounded north in the distance. Kyaren and Josif felt utte'rly exhausted fromthe day's
work, utterly at peace fromthe evening' s beauty, a delicious nood of |anguor. They knew the
conviction of the plotters would be cast from Teguci gal pa tonight, and they felt an obligation to
wat ch.

As nonments fromthe trials were presented, with the faces of their forner co-workers again and
again in the dock, Kyaren began to feel vaguely unconfortable. Not because she had turned them

i n—but because she had felt no qual ns about doing so. Wuld she have been so eager to denounce
themif they had not so openly excluded her? She inagined what it m ght have been like if she had
conme into the Ofice of Pensions nore hunbly, not preceded by renmarkable tests, not clothed in her
perpetual reserve. Wuld they then have befriended her, gradually admtted her to the plot? Wuld
she then have denounced thenf?

I npossi ble to know, she realized. For if she had cone hunmbly, she would not have been hersel f and
so who could then predict how she woul d have acted?

Besi de her, Josif gasped. Kyaren |ooked closely at the vids again. It was }ust another nman in the
dock, one she didn't know "Who is it?" she asked.

"Bant," Josif said, gnawing at his knuckl es.

In all their thinking, they hadn't thought of this—that Bant, of course, as head of Vitals, had to
be invol ved. Kyaren had never nmet him but felt that she knew himthrough Josif. Yet what she knew
of himwas his hilarity, his insistence that |ovenmaking had to be fun. Kyaren hadn't'enjoyed

i magi ning Josif nmaking love with a man, but that nuch, at |east, had been inpossible for Josif not
to talk about. Apparently Bant's greed for sex was just a facet of his overall greed; his
unconcern for Josifs feelings was part of a general unconcern for anyone.

Al'l those charged were convicted. They were alteen-224

tenced to five to thirty years in hard |abor, deported, and permanently exiled from Earth,
permanently barred from governnent enploynent. It was a severe sentence. Apparently it was not
severe enough.

The announcer began tal ki ng about the need to nmake an exanple of these people, |est others decide
that a group scam on governnent funds mnmight be worth the risks. As he tal ked, the vids showed a
man fromthe back, wal king toward the »line of prisoners. The prisoners all had guards behind
them their hands were bound. They | ooked toward the man who approached them and their faces
suddenl y | ooked al arnmed. The vids backed off so that the viewers could see why. The nan held a

bl ade. Not a |aser —a bl ade, made of netal, a frightening thing in part because it was so ancient
and barbari c.

"Ferret," Kyaren said, and Josif nodded. The vids didn't show the man's face, but they were quite
sure they recogni zed him

And then Ferret reached the first of the prisoners, paused before him then noved to the next,
paused. It was not until the fourth prisoner that the hand | ashed out; the blade caught the
prisoner at the point where the jaw neets the ear, then flashed to the |eft and energed at the
same point on the other side. For a noment the prisoner |ooked surprised, just surprised. Then a
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red line appeared along his throat, and suddenly bl ood erupted and spurted fromthe wound,
spattering those to either side. The body sagged, the nouth struggling to speak, the eyes pleading
for the act to sonehow be undone. It was not undone. The guard behind the man hel d hi mup, and
when the prisoner's head sagged forward, the guard grabbed the hair and pulled the head back, so
that the face could be seen. The action al so nade the wound gape, like the maw of a piranha. And
finally the bl ood stopped punping and the ferret, his back still to the vids, nodded. The guard
let the man drop to the floor.

Apparently the vids had shown this execution in detail because it was the first. As the ferret

wal ked al ong, snicking the throats of every third, fourth, or fifth prisoner
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the vids did not hold close for the dying, as they had with the first; rather the program noved
qui ckly.

Kyaren and Josif did not notice, however. Because fromthe nonent the blade first flashed forward,
catching the prisoner in the throat, Josif had been scream ng. Kyaren tried to force himto | ook
away fromthe vids, tried to nake himhide his eyes fromthe nman's death, but even as he screaned
piteously, Josif refused to take his eyes fromthe sight of the blood and the agony. And when the
prisoner sagged forward, Josif wept loudly, crying, "Bant! Bant!"

Now t hey knew how the ferret unmade people. He nust, Kyaren thought, he nust have known how Josi f
felt about Bant, chose to kill himknowing that, as if to say, "You can denounce the crimnal, but
you cannot do it w thout consequences.”

Kyaren was sure that his choice of victimhad been deliberate, for when he got to the last six
peopl e, he sl owed down, |ooking each one of themin the eyes. The prisoners were reacting very
differently, sone trying to be stoic about their possible death, some trying to plead with him
sonme near vomiting with fear or disgust. Wth each person. he passed, the next becane nore sure
that he was the victimthe ferret had not skipped nore than four people in a row before. And then
he cane to the | ast one.

The | ast one was Warvel, who was utterly certain that he woul d die—five had al ready been passed
over. And Kyaren, her arnms around Josif, who wept softly beside her, found herself inwardly

pl eased, sickeningly pleased, that Warvel would also die. If Bant, then surely WarvelL

Then the ferret snaked out his hand. But not to Trill. For the hand now was enpty, and he caught
Warvel by the neck, pulled himforward away fromthe guard. Warvel stunbled, nearly fell, his
knees were so weak. But the vids carried the sound of Ferret's voice. "Pardoa this one. The
enperor pardons this one."

And Warvel's bonds were | oosed as the announcer's voi ce began tal ki ng about how t he enperor was
tfr be

226

renenber ed al ways—because when soneone cheated or abused the people, the enperor would be the
peopl e's chanpi on and carry out their vengeance. "But always the enmperor's justice is tenpered

with mercy. Always the enperor renmenbers that even the worst of crimnals is still one of the
enperor's people,™

War velL

Bant .

What ever the ferret wanted to teach us, Kyaren whispered silently, so that even she could hardly
hear the thought as her |ips noved. Whatever the ferret wanted to teach us, we have |earned. W
have | ear ned

And that was why Kyaren and Josif were in Babyl on when Ansset was pl aced there.

T For the first time in his life, Ansset |ost songs.

Up to now, everything that had happened to himhad added to his nusic. Even M kaFs deat h had
taught hi m new songs, and deepened all the old ones.

He spent only one nonth as a prisoner, but he spent it songless. Not that he neant to keep his
silence. Cccasionally, at first, he tried to sing. Even sonething sinple, sonething he had |earned
as a child. The sounds cane out of his throat well enough, but there was no fulfillnent in it. The
song al ways sounded enpty to him and he could not bring hinself to go on

Ansset specul ated on death, perhaps because of the constant rem nder of the urn that had held

M kal ' s ashes, perhaps because he felt entonbed in the dusty roomwith its constant remi nders of a
| ong- gone past. O perhaps because the drugs that delayed the Songbird' s puberty were now wearing
of f, and the changes cane on nore awkwardly because of the artificial delay. Ansset awoke often in
the night, troubled by strange and unfulfilling dreans. Small for his age, he began to fee
restless, an urge to grapple violently with soneone or sonething, a passion
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for nmovenent that, in the confines of Mkal's roons, he could not fulfill.
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This is what the dead feel, Ansset thought. This is what they go through, shut up in their tonbs
or caught, enbarrassingly, in public without their bodies. Ghosts may long to sinmply touch
sonet hi ng, but bodil ess they cannot; they may wi sh for heat, for cold, for even the delicious-ness
of pain, but it Is all denied them

He counted days. Wth the poker fromthe fire he notched each norning in the ashes in the hearth,
in spite of the fact that the ashes were of Mkal's body—er perhaps because of it. And, at |ast,
the day cane when his contract was expired and he could finally go hone.

How could Ri ktors have misinterpreted himso? In all his years with Mkal, Ansset had never had to
lieto him and in his rine with Riktors, there had al so been a kind of honesty, though silences
fell between themon certain matters. They had not been |ike father and son, as he and M kal had
been. They were nore |ike brothers, though there was sonme confusion as to which of themwas the

el der brother, which the ranmbunctious younger one who had to be conforted, checked, counsel ed, and
consol ed. And now, simply by being honest, Ansset had touched a place in Riktors that no one could
have guessed was there —the man could be vindictive w thout calcul ation, cruel even to the
hel pl ess.

Ansset had thought he knew R ktors—as he thought he knew practically everyone. As other people
trusted thenl sight, Ansset trusted his hearing. No one could lie to himor hide fromhim not if
t hey were speaking. But Riktors Ashen had hidden fromhim at |least in part, and Ansset was now as
unsure as a sighted man who suddenly discovered that the wol ves were all invisible, and wal ked
besi de himravening in the night.

On the day Ansset turned fifteen, he waited expectantly for the door to open, for the Mayor or
better yet, sonmeone fromthe Songhouse to come in, to take his hand and bring himout.

The Mayor did indeed cone in. Near evening he calne 228

and wordlessly handed a paper to Ansset. It was in R ktors's handwiting.

| regret to informyou that the Songhouse has sent as word that you are not to return to them

Your service of two enperors, they said, has polluted you and you may not go back. The nessage was
signed by Esste. It is unfortunate that this nessage shoul d have cone when you are no | onger

wel come here. W are currently hol ding neetings to decide what we can possibly do with you, since
nei ther we nor the Songhouse can find any further justification for maintaining .you. This
undoubtedly cones as a blow to you. |I'msure you can guess how sorry | am
Ri ktors M kal, | nperator

If Ansset's long silence in Mkal's roons had ended with a return to the Songhouse, it m ght have
hel ped himgrow, as the silence and the suffering in the H gh Roomw th Esste hel ped hi mgrow. But
as he read the letter, the songs drained out of him

Not that he believed the letter at first. At first he thought it was a terrible, terrible joke, a
last vindictive act by R ktors to nmake Ansset regret wanting to |leave Earth and return to the
Songhouse. But as the hours passed, he began to wonder. He had heard nothing fromthe Songhouse in
his years on Earth. That was normal, he knewbut it was al so distancing himfrom his nenories
there. The stone walls had faded into the background, and the gardens of Susquehanna were nore
real to him Riktors was nore real to himthan Esste, though his feelings for Esste were nore
tender. But with that distance he began to think: perhaps Esste had nerely been manipul ati ng him
Perhaps their ordeal in the H gh Room had been a strategem and not hi ng nore—her conplete victory
over him and not a shared experience at all. Perhaps he had been sent to Earth as a sacrifice;

per haps the skeptics were right, and the Songhouse had given in to Mkal's pressure and sent hima
Songbi rd knowi ng he was unworthy, knowi ng that it would destroy the Songbird they sent and they
coul d never bring him hone.
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Maybe t hat was why, when M kal died, die Songhouse did the unthinkable and et himstay with

Ri kt ors Ashen

It fit, and the nore Ansset thought about it, the better it fit, until by the time he was able to
sl eep he had despaired. He still harbored a hope that tonorrow the Song-house people would cone hi
and tell himit was a cruel joke by R ktors, and they had come to claimhim but the hope was
slimer, and he realized that now, instead of being one of the few people on Earth who could
regard hinsel f as independent of the enperor, alnost his equal, he was utterly dependent on

Ri ktors, and not at all sure that R ktors would feel any obligation to be kind.

That night his Control failed him and he awoke from a dream weeping out loud. He tried to contain
hi nsel f, but could not. He had no way of knowing that it was the onset of puberty that was
weakeni ng, tenporarily, his know edge of hinmself. He thought that it was proof that the Songhouse
was right—-he was pol |l uted, weakened. Unworthy to return and |live anmong the singers.

If he had been restless before, now he was frantic. The roons were snaller than they had ever been
before, and the softness of the floor was unbearable. He wanted to strike it and find it hard;
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instead it yielded to hurt. The dust, which his constant wal ki ng had pushed to the edges and
corners of the room began to irritate him and he sneezed frequently. He constantly caught
himsel f on the edge of tears, told hinself it was the dust, but knew it was the terror of
abandonnent. Al his life that he could renenber he had been surrounded by security, at first the
security of the Songhouse, and |later the security of an enperor's |ove. Now, suddenly, both of
them were gone, and a |ong-forgotten abandonnment began to intrude into his dreans agai n. Someone
was stealing himaway. Soneone was taking himfromhis fanmly. Someone was vanishing his family in
the di stance and he woul d never see them again and he woke up in darkness full of terror, afraid
to nmove in his bed, because if he so much as lifted an armthey woul d cease to forbear; they would
take himand he woul d never be found again, would |live perpetuSly
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inasmll cell in a rocking boat, would always be surrounded by the | eering faces of men who saw
only his nakedness and never his soulL

And then, after a week of this, his long silence ended. The Mayor canme for him

"Ri ktors wants to see you," the Mayor said, and because he was not delivering a nmenorized nessage
his voice was his own, and it was synpathetic and warm and Ansset trenbled as he wal ked to him
and took his offered hand and let hinself be led fromMKkal's roons to Ri ktors's magnificent
apartnents.

The enperor waited for himstanding at a wi ndow, |ooking out over the forest where the | eaves were
starting to go red and yellow. There was a wi nd bl owi ng outside, .but of course it did not touch
mem The Mayor brought Ansset inside and left himalone with R ktors, who showed no sign of
knowi ng the boy had come.

Boy? Ansset was, for the first tine, aware that he was growing, that he had grown. Riktors did not
tower over himas he had when he took himaway fromthe Song-house. Ansset still did not conme to
hi s shoul der, but he knew that someday he would, and felt a growing equality with Ri ktors—ot an
equal ity of independence, for that feeling was gone, but an equality of manhood. My hands are

| arge, Ansset thought.

My hands could tear his heart out.

He pushed the thought into the back of his mnd. He did not understand his |ust for violent
action; he had had his fill of it, he thought, when he was a child.

Ri ktors turned to face him and Ansset saw that his eyes were red from weeping.

"I"'msorry," R ktors said. And he wept again.

The grief was sincere, unbearably sincere. By habit Ansset went to the man. But habit had
weakened-—where before he woul d have enbraced R ktors and sung to him -he only came near, did not
touch him and certainly did not sing. He had no song for Ri ktors now.

"I'f I could undo it, | would," Riktors said. "But you pushed ne harder than | can endure it. No
one but you
231

could have nmade nme so angry, could have hurt ne so deeply."

Truth rang in Riktors's voice, and with a sinking of his heart Ansset realized that Ri ktors had
not defrauded him He was telling no lies.

"Wn't you sing to ne?" Riktors pleaded.

Ansset wanted to say yes. But he could not. He hunted inside hinmself for a song, but he couldn't
find one. Instead of songs, tears pressed forward in his mind; his face twi sted, and he shook his
head, maki ng no sound.

Ri ktors | ooked at himbitterly, then turned away. "I thought not. | knew you coul d never forgive
me. "
Ansset shook his head and tried to nmake a sound, tried to say, | forgive you. But he found no

sound inside hinself right now Found nothing but fear and the agony of being forsaken

Ri ktors waited for Ansset to speak, to deny, to forgive; when it becanme clear the silence would
last forever if it were up to Ansset to break it, Ri ktors wal ked. Around the room touching

wi nhdows and walls. Finally he cane to rest on his bed, which, when it was clear he was not goi ng
to lie down, cooperated by flowing up and around his back a little, providing support.

"Well, then, | won't punish you further by keeping you with me here in the palace. You aren't
goi ng back to Tew. | can't just pension you off; | owe you better treatnment than that. So |'ve
deci ded to give you work."

Ansset was incurious.

"Don't you care? Well, | do," R ktors said to Ansset's silence. "The nanager of Earth is due for a
pronotion. I'll give you his job. You'll report directly to the inperial capital, no prefects

bet ween us. The Mayor wanted to give you sonething snaller, sone office where you woul dn't have so
much responsibility." Riktors laughed. "But you aren't trained for any | esser office, are you? At
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| east you know protocol. And the staff is very good. They'll carry you until you |earn your way.
If you need help, I'll see to it you get it."

Ri ktors studied Ansset's face for any sign of enotion, 232

t hough he knew better. Ansset wanted to show hi m sonet hi ng, show hi m what he was | ooking for. But
it took all Ansset's concentration to naintain Control, to keep from breaking the gl ass and

| eaping fromthe palace to get outside, to keep fromweeping until he cried his throat out, So
Ansset said and showed not hi ng.

"But | don't want to see you," Riktors said. - Ansset knewit was a lie.

**No, that's a lie. | nust see you, | can't live without seeing you. | found that out clearly
enough, Ansset. You showed ne how nmuch | need you. But | don't want to need you, not you, not now.
And so | can't want to see you, and so | won't see you. Not until you're ready to forgive ne. Not
until you can cone back and sing to nme again."

I can't sing to anyone, Ansset wanted to say.

"So I'll have them gi ve you some sort of training—there isn't any school for planet managers, you
know. The best they can do, neetings with the current manager. And then they'|ll take you to
Babylon. It's a beautiful place, they tell me. 1've never seen it. Once you get to Babylon, we'll
never neet again." H's voice was painful, and it tore at Ansset's heart For a nonment he wanted to
enbrace this man who had, after all, been his brother and his friend. He had known Ri ktors, he

t hought, and Ansset did not know how not to | ove soneone he so conpletely understood. But | did
not really understand him Ansset realized. R ktors was hidden fromne, and | do not know him

It was a wall, and Ansset did not breach it

Instead, R ktors tried to. He got up fromthe bed and cane to where Ansset stood, knelt in front
of him enbraced himaround the waist and wept into his hip, clinging desperately. "Ansset,

pl ease. Take it back! Say you love me, say that this is your hone, sing to nme, Ansset!" But Ansset
held his silence, and the man slid down his body until he lay crunpled at Ansset's feet, and
finally the weeping stopped and, without lifting his head, Riktors said, "Go. Get out of here.
You' || never see me again.

233

Rul e the Earth, but you won't rule ne any | onger. You can |eave."

Ansset pulled away from Ri ktors's slack armand wal ked to the door. He touched it; it opened for
him But he had not left when Riktors cried out in agony, "Wn't you say anything to nme?"

Ansset turned around, hunting for sonething to break the silence with. Finally he thought of it.
"Thank you," he said.

He neant thank you for caring for ne, for still wanting ne, for giving me sonething to do now t hat
I can't sing anynore, now that nmy hone is closed to ne.

But Ri ktors heard it another way. He heard Ansset saying thank you for letting nme | eave you, thank
you for not requiring ne to be near you, thank you for letting me live and work in Babyl on where |
won't be required to sing for you anynore.

And so, to Ansset's surprise, when his voice croaked out the two words, utterly devoid of music,

Ri ktors did not take themkindly. He only | ooked at Ansset with a | ook that the boy could only
interpret as cold hatred. The ook held for a few m nutes, an unbearably long tinme, before Ansset
finally could not stand to see R ktors's hatred any |longer. He turned away and passed through the
door. It closed behind him When the door closed, Ansset realized that at |ast he was no | onger a
Songbi rd. The work he had now woul d require no songs.

To his surprise, he felt relieved. The nusic fell off himlike a burden wel conely shed. It would
be sone tinme before he realized that not singing was an even heavi er burden, and one far harder to
be rid of.

Songmaster Onn returned al one to the Songhouse. No one was eager to spread bad news; no one rushed
ahead of himto report that, incredibly, his mission had fail ed.
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And so Esste, waiting patiently in the H gh Room was the first to hear that Ansset would not comne
hone.

"I was not allowed to conme to Earth. The ot her passengers were unloaded by shuttle, and | never
set foot on the planet,"”

"The nmessage," Esste said. "Was it sent in Ansset's own | anguage?"

"I't was a personal apology fromRiktors Mkal," Onn said, and he recited it: *'*! regret having to
i nformyou that Ansset, fornerly a Songbird, refuses to return to Tew. Hi s contract has expired,
and since he is neither chattel nor a child, | cannot legally conpel him | hope you wll

understand that for his protection no one fromthe Songhouse will be allowed to I and on Earth
while he is here. He is busy; he is happy; do not be concerned for him""
Esste and Onn | ooked at each other in silence, but the silence between them sang.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (93 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt
"He is a liar," Esste finally said.

"This much is true: Ansset does not sing."

"What does he do?"

Onn | ooked and sounded pained as he said it. *" He is manager of Earth."

Esste sucked in air quickly. She sat in silence, her eyes focused on nothing. Onn's voice had been
as kind as possible, his song gentle to her. But there was no gentleness in the nessage. Riktors
nm ght have forced Ansset to stay—that was believable. But how could Ansset have been forced to
take a position of such responsibility?

"He is so young," Esste sang.

"He was never young," Onn answered, a descant.

"I was cruel to him™"

"You gave himnot hing but kindness."

"When Ri ktors begged me to let themstay together, | should have refused.
"Al'l the Songmasters agreed that he should stay."

And then a cry that was not a song, that came deeper fromw thin Esste than all her nusic.
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"Ansset, ny son! What Have | done to you, Ansset, ny son, ny son!"

Onn did not stay to watch Esste | ose Control. Wat she did alone in the H gh Roomwas her own
affair. He descended the long flight of steps, his body heavy with his own regret. He had had tine
to get used to the idea of Ansset not returning. Esste had not.

Esste could not, he feared. Not a week had passed since Ansset had left that Esste had not sung of
him either mentioning himby name or singing a nmelody that those who knew her recogni zed—a song
of Ansset's, a fragnent of voice that could only have been produced by the child' s throat, or by
Esste's, since she knew all his songs so well. Hi s homecom ng had been watched for as no other
singer's return. There was no cel ebration planned, except in the hearts of those who nmeant to
greet him But there the songs had been waiting, ready to burst the air with rejoicing for the
greatest Songbird of themall. The place was ready for Ansset. It was neant that he would begin to
teach at once. It was neant that his voice would sipg all the hours of the day, would | ead the
song in the courtyards, would be heard in the evening fromthe tower. It was neant that, soneday,
he woul d be Songnaster, perhaps in the H gh Room

Onn had had time to get used to the failure of all these intentions. Yet as he wal ked sl owy down

the stairs he heard his footsteps ringing hollowy against the stone, for he still wore his
travel i ng shoes. The wong wanderer has returned, he thought. In his mnd he heard Ansset's | ast
song, years before, in the great hall. The nenory of it was thin. It sounded like wind in the

tower, and made himfeel cold.

0 Ansset had only been in Babylon a week when he got | ost.

He had been in the palace too long. It didn't occur to 236

himthat he didn't know his way around. And in fact he had | earned al nost i rmedi ately every corner
of the manager's buil ding, which he was sharing for two weeks with the outgoing manager, who was
trying to acquaint himwth his staff and the current problens and work. It was tedious, but
Ansset thrived on tediumthese days. It kept his mnd off hinmself. It was nmuch nore confortable to
i mrerse hinmself in the work of government.

He had no training for it, formally. But informally, he had the best training in the world. Hours
and hours spent listening to Mkal and Ri ktors pour their hearts out, discreetly, about the
decisions that faced them He had been the dunping ground for the problens of an enmpire; it was
not strange to himto face the problens of a world.

Yet there were tinmes when they |left himalone. There were limts to what anyone could absorb, and
t hough Ansset knew he had no reason to be ashamed of the way he had been | earning, he was keenly
aware of the fact that they all thought himto be a child. He was snall, and his voice had not
changed, thanks to the Songhouse drugs. And so they were solicitous, oversolicitous, he thought.
"I can do nore," he said one day when they quit before sunset,

"That's enough for a day," the mnister of education said. "They told ne not to go past four and
it's nearly five. You' ve done very well." Then the minister had realized that he was soundi ng
patroni zing, tried to correct hinself, then gave it up and |eft.

Al one, Ansset went to the wi ndow and | ooked out. O her roons had bal conies, but this one faced
west, and he saw the sun setting over the buildings to the west. Yet below, where the stilts of
the building left undisturbed ground, thick grass grew, and Ansset saw a bird rise fromthe grass;
saw a |l arge mamal | unbering under the buildings, heading, he assunmed, toward the river to the
east.

And he wanted to go outside.

No one went outside, of course, not in this weather. Months from now, when the U rates rose and
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the plain was water from horizon to horizon, then there would

257
be boating parties dodgi ng hi ppopotamuses and singing frombuilding to building, while work went
on in the buildings rooted in bedrock, like herons ignoring the current because their feet had a

firmgrasp in the nud.

Now, however, the plain belonged to the aninals.

But there was no door that did not open to Ansset's hand, no button that did not work when he
pushed it. And so he took elevators to the |owest floor, and there wandered until he found the
freight elevator. He entered, pushed the only control, and waited as the el evator sank

The door opened and Ansset stepped out into the grass. It was a hot evening, but a breeze flowed
under the buildings. The air snelled very different fromthe deci duous breezes of Susquehanna, but
it was not an unpleasant snell, though it was pungent with animals. The el evator had brought him
to the center of the space under the building. The sun was just beginning to becone visible

bet ween the second building to the west and the ground; Ansset's shadow seemed to stretch a

kil ometer into the east.

Better than sight or snell, however, was the sound. Distantly he heard the roaring of sone

i ndel i cate beast; nmuch closer, the cry of birds, a nore savage cry than the twitters of the snall
birds in Eastanerica. He was so enthralled with the novelty of the sound, and the beauty of it,
that he hardly noticed that the el evator behind himwas rising until he turned to follow the
motion of a bird and realized that there was nothing behind himat all. Not just the el evator, but
the entire shaft as well had risen into the building, and was just settling into its place, a
met al square high above himon the bottomof the first floor

Ansset had no idea howto get the elevator to come down again. For a nonment he was afraid. Then he
t hought wyly that they would notice he was m ssing al nost i mediately, and cone | ooking for him
Sormeone al ways cane and asked himif he needed anything every ten minutes or so.

As |l ong as he was away from everyone, as long .35 he 238

was there with his feet in the grass and his ears attuned to new nmusic, he mght as welt nake the
nmost of it. The buildings extended indefinitely to the east; to the west, only two buil dings stood
bet ween himand the open plain. So he went west-He had never seen so nmuch space in his life. True,
the plain was dotted with trees, so that if he | ooked far enough, the trees nade a thin green |ine
that kept the world fromgoing on forever until it curved out of sight. But the sky seemed to be
enornous, and birds disappeared easily into it, they were so snall against the dazzling bl ue.
Ansset tried to inmagine the plain in flood, with the trees rising resolutely above the water, so
that boaters could dock in the branches and picnic in the shade. The |and, was unrelentingly,
flat—+there was no high ground. Ansset wondered what becane of the aninmals. Probably they nigrated,
he deci ded, though for a noment he imagi ned thousands of game wardens gathering themup and flying
themto safe ground. A vast evacuation; man protecting nature in a reversal of the ancient roles.
But it happened only here, in the huge Origins Inperial Park, which stretched fromthe
Medi t erranean and Aegean seas to the valiey of the Indus River. Here dead | and had been brought to
life, and only Babylon, and here and there a tourist center, interrupted the animls' reclained

ki ngdom

As the sun touched the horizon, the birds became al-.nost frantic in their calls, and many new
birds erupted into song. At dusk all the animals would prow, sone in their last activity before
night, others in their first activity after a day of sleep

The song nade Ansset feel at peace. He had thought never to feel that way again, and he felt
tensi on he hadn't known gripped himgradually uncoil and relax. Al nost by reflex he opened his
mouth to sing. Al nost. Because the very length of tinme between songs called to his attention the
novelty of the act. He was instantly aware that this was his First Song. And so as he began to
sing, the nmusic was tortured by cal cul ati on. What shoul d have been re-

139

fl ex becane deliberate, and therefore he faltered, and could not sing. He tried, and of course
tones cane out. He did not know that much of the awkwardness was sinply | ack of use, and that nuch
of it was the fact that his voice was now begi nning to change. He only knew t hat sonethi ng that
had been as natural as breathing, as wal king, was now totally unnatural. The song sounded hi deous
in his ears. He shouted, his voice as forlorn as a cornorant's cry. The birds near himfel

silent, instantly sensing that he did not bel ong anbng them

I don't belong anong you, he said silently. Or anong anyone else. My owmn won't have nme, and here
I'ma stranger.

Only Control kept himfromweeping, and gradually, as feeling built inside him he realized that,
songl ess, he could not keep Control There had to be an outlet sonewhere.

And so he cried out, again and again, screans and hows into the sky. It was an ani nmal sound, and
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it frightened even himas he nade the noise. He could have been a wounded beast, fromthe sound;
fortunately, the predators were not easily fooled, and did not come to the cries.

Soneone came, however, and not long after he fell silent and the sun di sappeared behind the

di stant trees, sonmeone touched bis el bow from behind. He whirled, frightened, not renenbering that
he was expecting rescue.

She | ooked fanmiliar, and in a nonent he placed her in his mnd. She bel onged, oddly, both in the
Songhouse and in the palace. Only one person had ever stood both places in his life, besides

hi nsel f.

"Kya-Kya," he said, and his voice was hoarse.

"I heard your cry," she said. "Are you hurt?"

"No," he said, instantly.

They | ooked at each other, neither sure what to say. Finally Kya-Kya broke the silence. "Everyone
was in a panic. No one knew where you had gone. But | knew. O thought | knew. Because | come down
here, too. Not many of us ever make the descent when it's the dry
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season. The aninmals aren't very good .conpany. They just wander around | ooking powerful and free
Human beings aren't nmeant to | ook at power and freedom Makes them jeal ous." She | aughed, and so
did he, Gacelessly, however. Sonething was very w ong.

"You work here?" Ansset asked.

"I"'mone of your special assistants. You haven't nmet me yet. |'mon your agenda for next week. I'm
not very inportant,"

He said nothing, and again Kya-Kya waited, unsure what to say. They had spoken before—angrily, on
her part, when they conversed both in the Songhouse and in the palace. But she was dammed i f she'd
let that stand in the way of her career. A terrible thing, having this boy nade her direct
superior, but she could and woul d nake the best of it.

"Il show you how to go back. If you want to go back."

He still said nothing. There was sonething strange about his face, though she couldn't think what
it was. It seened rigid sonehow. Yet that couldn't be it—he had been utterly unflinching when she
talked to himin his cell in the Songhouse and he sang confort to her, an inhunan face, in fact.
"Do you want to go back?" she asked.

He still didn't answer. Hel pless, unsure what to do for this child who had her future in his

control —the Song- house cones back to haunt me no matter what | do, she thought, as she had thought
a hundred tines since | earning he woul d be manager —she wait ed.

Finally she realized that what was wong with his face was that it was not rigid. It was only
trying to be. The boy was trenbling. The nost perfectly controlled creature in the Songhouse was
shaki ng, and his voice wavered and sounded awkward as he said, "I don't know where | am

"You're just two buildings away from your-then she realized that he did not nean that. "Help ne,"
he sai d.
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-"And

Her feelings toward the boy suddenly wenched, turned conpletely another way. She had been
prepared to deal with himas a tyrant, as a nonster, as a haughty superior. She had not been
prepared to deal with himas a child asking for help.

"How can | hel p you?" she whispered

"I don't know ny way," he said.

"You wll, inrime."

He | ooked inpatient, nore frightened; the mask was com ng off his face.
“I've lost ny... |I've lost ny voice."

She did not understand. Wasn't he speaking to her?

"Kya-Kya," he said. "I can't sing anynore."

O all the people on Earth, only Kya-Kya coul d possi bly understand what he neant, and what it
meant to him

"Not ever?" she asked, incredul ous.

He shook his head, and tears canme to his eyes.

The boy was hel pless. Still beautiful, the face still inpossible not to | ook at, and yet now a
real child, which in her nmind he had never been before. Lost his voice! Lost the one tiling that
had made hima success where Kyaren had been a hopel ess fail ure!

She was instantly ashamed of her excitenent. She had never had it. He had lost it. And she forced
herself to conpare his loss to her losing her intellect, on which she depended for everything. It
was not inaginable. Mkal's Songbird, w thout singing?

"Why?" she asked
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In answer a tear came uncontrolled fromhis eye. Ashaned, he wiped it off, and in the gesture won
her to his side. Watever side that was. Soneone had done sonething to Ansset, sonething worse
than hi s ki dnappi ng, sonmething worse than Mkal's death. She reached out to him put her arns
around him and then said words that she had not thought ever to recall to her mnd, let alone to

her 1ips.

She spoke the love song to him in a whisper, and he wept in her arnms. *

242

"Til help you," she said afterward. "All | can, I'll help you. And you'll get your voice back
you'll see.”

He only shook his head. Her chest was wet where his head pressed agai nst her

And then she led himto a stilt and stroked the panel that called the elevator, and as it
descended she held himat armis length from her.

"My first help to you is this. To ne you can cry. To me you can show anything and say anythi ng you
feel. But to no one el se, Ansset, You thought you needed Control before, but you really need k
now. "

He nodded, and al nost imedi ately his face becane conposed again. The boy hasn't forgotten all his
tricks, she thought.

"It's easier," he said, "when | can let it out somehow." Now that | can't sing it out, he didn't
say. But she heard the words all the same, and while he stood al one and wal ked easily beside her
t hrough the buil dings, where anyone could see them in the enclosed bridges that connected the
bui | di ngs, | eading them back to the manager's quarters, he reached to Kya-Kya, and took her hand
For years she had hated Ansset as the epitonme of everyone that had hurt her. It amazed her how
easily that hate could dissipate, just because he let hinself be vul nerable. Now that she could
hurt him she never woul d.

The chief of staff was beside hinmself with joy at Ansset's return; but he spoke to Kya-Kya, not
Ansset, as he asked, "Where did you find hinP Were was he?"

Coldly Ansset said to the man, "She found me where | chose to be, Calip, and | returned when
chose to cone."” Deliberately he turned to Kya-Kya and said, "Please neet ne at eight o' clock in
the norning, Kya-Kya. | would like you to be with ne through tonorrow s neetings. Calip, | want
supper at once."

Calip was surprised. He had been so nuch in the habit of giving Ansset his schedul e and

i ntroducing people to him it didn't occur to himuntil now that Ansset would have things 4iis own
way. After a nonment of enbarrassed inaction, Calip nodded his head and |l eft the room
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As soon as the man was gone, Ansset |ooked at Kyaren with rai sed eyebrows.

"That was pretty good,*' Kyaren said

"M kal was better at it, but 111 learn," Ansset said. Then he snmiled at her, and she sniled back
But in his smle she still saw the traces of his fear, a hint of the expression on his face when
he had pl eaded for help.

And in her voice, as Kyaren said good-bye, he heard friendship. And he was, to his own surprise,
certain that she nmeant it fromthe heart. Perhaps, he thought to hinself, | may survive this after
al L

7

It*s very inportant," said the minister with the Latin portfolio. "There has been bl oodshed.
Thirty people killed, that we know of, and ten of those in open conbat."

Ansset nodded.

"There's another conplication, sir. Wile the Uruguayans and Paraguayans are willing to speak
Imperial in this neeting, the Brazilians insist on speaking Portuguese."

"Which is absurd," die chief of staff said, "because the Portuguese don't even speak it anynore."
Ansset had never understood the purpose of nultiple |anguages. He thought of it as an aberration
of history, which had luckily been set to rights years before. And here, on the capital of the
enpire, was a rather large nation that clung to an anachronismto the point of antagonizing those
who had power over them

"Do we have an Interpreter?"

The chief of staff nodded. "But he's one of them No one here speaks Portuguese."

Ansset | ooked over at Kyaren, who smiled. She sat beside him but deferentially pulled back from
the table, appearing to be a secretary but actually ready to slip hima note. She had been
studying this problemfor weeks for the outgoing manager—she already had in m nd severa
conprom se solutions to the border war,
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i ng on how cooperative they were. Since the Brazilians were currently in control of the |and,
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their cooperation was the key to any solution. That Brazilians were fanous for being
uncooperative. "Bring themin," Ansset said.

Two envoys entered from each nation. Protocol in this case demanded that they enter in order of
age of the envoys, so that no nation would seemto get precedence. Ansset noticed, however, that
each team i ncl uded one who was very, very old. Qdd, the things nations were willing to invest
their pride in.

The chief of staff explained carefully the rules of the discussion. No interruptions would be

tol erated. Any envoy who interrupted any other envoy would be sunmarily dism ssed and no

repl acenent woul d be allowed. They woul d ask Ansset for perm ssion to speak, and would |isten
politely to all other speakers. Ansset was surprised that such instructions were necessary. In the
imperial court it was all taken for granted.

Then everyone waited while the Brazilian interpreter translated the instructions into Portuguese
Ansset watched carefully. It was as he had suspected. The Brazilian envoys did not pay nuch
attention to the translati on—+hey had understood the Inperial perfectly well

It was the sound of the | anguage that fascinated Ansset. He had never before thought of shaping
his mouth in just that way, using his nose to such good effect. It enticed him As the interpreter
spoke, Ansset formed the sounds in his nmouth, felt themin his head. More than the individua
sounds, he al so sensed cadence, feeling, nood. The | anguage was expressive, and w t hout
under st andi ng the intensions of the | anguage, he knew he could use it well enough to acconplish
hi s purpose.

As soon as the interpreter was finished, the envoys all lifted their hands slightly off the table,
pal ns facing Ansset—asking for perm ssion to speak. Ansset inpulsively turned to the Brazilian
anbassador and began to sing. Not the music he had perforned so often before. This was speech
consi dered as song, and Portuguese | an-
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guage used for the sheer sound and power of it. If there were any recognizable words init, it was
an accident. But Ansset spoke on and on, delighted that he had not |ost the power of imitation
working carefully to make this sinple song touch the Brazilians as he wanted to touch them

The Brazilians, one ancient nan who did not seemaltogether alert and a younger man with a | ook of
resolute determi nation, were startled to hear their own | anguage, then puzzled to try to deci pher
it. Even to them it sounded |ike perfect Portuguese. But it was doubl etal k, and the younger one

| ooked angry for a nonent, thinking he was bei ng nocked.

By then, however, Ansset's tone had got through to them they felt that despite the nonsense of
his words, he was speaking affection and understanding to them This is a beautiful |anguage, he
seenmed to be saying, and | understand your pride in it Wat woul d have been nockery by anyone el se
was hi gh prai se when spoken by Ansset, and when he at last fell silent, looking intently at them
the Brazilians both arose fromthe table, wal ked around it, and approached Ansset,

The guards in the room at |east as puzzled by what had happened as anyone else, fingered their
weapons. They rel axed, however, when Calip raised his hand, notioned themto relax. The old
Brazilian first, and then the young one, enbraced Ansset. It was an incongruous sight, the old man
clinging to the beautiful boy, and then the tall younger nan bending to touch his rough cheek to
Ansset's snooth one.

While they were in the enbrace, Ansset nurnured, in Inperial, "I beg you to speak |nperial so that
the others can understand us."

And the man sniled, stepped back from Ansset, and said, "The manager Ansset is too kind. No other
governor has troubled to understand us or our |love of our country. He has asked ne to speak
Inperial, and for his gracious sake | wlL"

246 "

Kya- Kya, no | ess surprised than anyone else, could not help but notice the | ook of consternation
on the interpreter's face. She was sure the Brazilians had planned a strategy of using the
interpreter as a means of pacing the nmeeting, controlling it to their own purposes, since whenever
anyone spoke, the interpreter woul d cause a maddeni ng del ay. Now t hat was di scarded, and the
pretense that the Brazilian envoys spoke no Inmperial would have to be abandoned for good.

The neeting proceeded, and gradually the envoys laid out their cases. In the troubl ed Parana

regi on, the original inhabitants had spoken Spani sh, and now, millennia |later, they still did.
However, in the last four hundred years, Brazilians had asserted hegenobny over the

regi on—successfully, since before Mkal nmade Earth his capital there was little planetary
government, and there were few restraints on national governnments. Now the veneer of Portuguese
was wearing thin, as the Spani sh-speaking najority began to resent the greater and greater
pressure on themto give up their |anguage. Conplicating matters further, die people in the north
spoke the Paraguayan version of Spanish, which was unintelligible to the U uguayans. There had
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been a lot of talk about self-deternmination for years, matched by official Brazilian statenents
about One Nation, Indivisible. The talk had finally turned into bl oodshed, and the Uruguayans and
Par aguayans were demanding that the Brazilians hand over the territory. Unfortunately, the
territory was a hydroel ectric paradise, and the Brazilians did not want to turn over fifty percent
of their nonsolar energy to other nations.

And when the envoys had finished presenting their case, Ansset asked themto prepare in witing a
one- page sumary of what they think a just solution would be that would neet the needs of all the
parties to the dispute. Then he dism ssed themuntil after he had a chance to read their
proposal s.

In private, the minister with the Latin portfolio was 247

ef fusive. "How did you do it? Wiat did you say to thenf"

Ansset only smiled and said nothing, turning his attention to Kya-Kya, who had scribbled furiously
t hroughout the neeting. "The disagreenent really isn't insoluble. They don't want opposite
things," she said. "The Brazilians want to save face, to maintain their borders. They're very
tight on this. And they need the energy. But the others are sinply asking for preservation of

cul ture. They want the Spani sh-speaking citizens to be allowed to domnate in their own country.
They don't need and can't really use the hydroelectric energy in the area." The Latin mnister
nodded, agreeing with her. They began drawi ng up the proposed conpronm se even before the envoys
proposal s began arri ving.

It was evening before the envoys were called back. Kyaren was delighted with the way Ansset

| ooked—as fresh and cheerful as he had in the norning. As if no work had gone on at all, as though
the solution to their problens seened easy. Ansset read his conprom se to them providing them
with copi es when he was through.

"Let us study this," said the younger envoy from Paraguay.

"I doubt that there's a need," said Ansset, follow ng Kyaren's advice. "This is very little
different fromyour own proposal. Indeed, we were quite pleased with the fairness with which you
approached the problem" Ansset began parrying the various objections skillfully. Kyaren and the
Latin mnister had al ready gone over with himvery carefully which itens could be altered and how
far. Ansset's voice was reasonabl eness itself, gentle and friendly and warm speaking | ove and
appreciation to the envoys. Thank you for being willing to give a little on this point, in the

i nterest of peace. And on this point, you can see why | cannot give in, because it would be
intolerable to the others, and justly so. But we can give here, would that hel p? Ah, | thought it
woul d. Each envoy was conpl etely convinced that Anssef”vas 248

their advocate in the discussion, and when it was finished, |late at night, the clerks prepared a
fair copy of the new agreenent and all the envoys and Ansset signed it.

And then, with peace | ooking quite possible, Ansset carefully | ooked around the table. He stil

did not seemtired; Control, Kyaren thought. "My friends," Ansset said, "I have come to respect
you very nmuch today. You have acted quickly and fairly and wisely. Now, | know that some of your
governments will | ook at these conprom ses and want to change them | don't want you to have to

quarrel with your own governments. And | certainly don't want to see you or other envoys back
again with the same dispute. So you may tell your governnents as apologetically as you |like that

if they do not accept this conprom se exactly as it is witten here, within five days, | wll
rewite the agreenment to exclude that government entirely fromthe solution, and if after that
there is any further resistance, | will renmove the government from power. | nean to have this

reasonabl e docunent treated as |law. Do you understand?"
They under st ood.

"But there is no reason to tell themhow intransigent | intend to be unless they bring up
objections. | trust to your discretion and good judgnent, which | have | earned to respect today
better than | respect my own. And now let's go to bed; I'"'msure you're all as tired as | am"

When Ansset arose to |eave, the envoys spontaneously appl auded him

The eveni ng was not over yet, however. Ansset, Kyaren, and the Latin minister went fromthe
meeti ngroomto a small chanber where the outgoi ng manager waited for them He had been watchi ng
everything by vids all day. And now he was supposed to criticize Ansset's actions and statenents,
hel ping himto learn fromhis nistakes.

"But you made no m stakes," the manager said, with a snle that did not, to Kyaren's eyes, | ook
sincere. "And so | can leave with an easy heart."

And he left-

"He can tal k about an easy heart all he likes," Ansset 249

said to Kyaren when the man was gone. "But he didn't

like ne." She |l aughed. "Can you tell Ansset why?** she asked the

Latin mnister.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (99 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt

The minister did not laugh. "I don't wish to sound disrespectful of the forner manager, Ansset,
but no one has ever been able to deal reasonably with the Brazilians. This is the first tine |'ve
ever seen a conference end w thout the nmanager having to threaten to send in troops agai nst
them" Ansset smiled. "They're proud people," he said. "I

liked them"

Then the minister left, and Ansset sat down. The weariness finally showed in his face, and he was
trembling. "This is the hardest thing |I've ever done in ny life," he said softly.

"I't should get easier," Kyaren answered, still surprised to see himshow ng weakness.

"Look," Ansset said. "I'mshaking. | never shake."

Because you used to sing, Kyaren did not say. They were both well aware of the reason why Ansset
could not maintain perfect Control anynore. She hel ped himup fromthe bench where he sat.

"Are you going to bed now?" Kyaren asked.

Ansset shook his head. "I doubt it. |I couldn't sleep. O if | forced nyself to, 1'd pay for it
tonmorrow. Break a wi ndow and chew t he gl ass, or sonething." Ansset was obviously ashamed of his
new weakness.

"WIIl you come with ne, then?" Kyaren asked. "I haven't had supper, and we coul d eat together and
relax a little. If you don't mnd."

Ansset did not nind

8

Josif woke up nore fromthe snmell than the sound. At least the snell was the first thing he was
aware of, real food cooking in the kitchen instead of the bland sjpel

250
of machine food. He | ooked at the clock. One in the norning. He had gone to bed three hours
bef ore, know ng Kyaren would not be hone until late. But real food was cooking in the kitchen, and

whil e they had real food often—ene of the luxuries they indulged in on their newy expanded

sal ari es—they always ate it together.

He then became aware of the voices. They were not |oad. Kyaren's voice he knew fromthe cadences.
The other voice he did not know It sounded |ike a woman. Inwardly Josif relaxed, got out of bed,
put on a robe, and wal ked sleepily into the front room

In the kitchen Kyaren was naking a salad, while talking to a boy who | ooked to be about twelve or
thirteen. Their backs were to him

"Still, you handled themmasterfully," Kyaren was sayi ng.
The boy shrugged. "I heard their songs and sang them back. It's easy."
"For you," Kyaren said. "But then, you were singing."

The boy | aughed. To Josif the sound was received not so nuch by his ears as by his spine, tingling
with the nusic of it. He knew now who the child was—+the only person so young whose voi ce woul d
have that kind of power to it, Ansset. Josif had never net him had only seen pictures. But he did
not want the boy to turn around. Instead he watched himfromthe back, the way his hair curled
gently onto his neck, clinging with sweat fromthe heat of the kitchen; the way his chest sl oped
into his waist, which was lithe, and then did not flare at all as the lines of his body went

snoot hly down narrow hips to strong, well-shaped | egs. H's novenent was graceful as he alternately
| eaned in to watch Kyaren's hands working and | eaned out to | ook at her face as they talked.

"Si ngi ng?" the boy was asking. "If that was singing, then a parrot speaks."

"I't was singing,*' Kyaren said. "But then, | never had an ear.**

The Songhouse, of course. Josif knew from what Ferret had said that Kyaren came fromthe
Songhouse. But
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they had never talked about it. It was clearly on the list of things that Josif may know, but that
Kyaren was not able to discuss. It had not really occurred to Josif, not seriously, anyway, that
Kyaren night know Ansset. It was |like being froma city on Earth. Even being from Seattle, far
froma large town, it always seemed absurd to hi mwhen peopl e asked, "From Seattle? Wy then, do
you know my cousi n?" The nanme never neant anything to him But the Songhouse wasn't so much a town
as a school, was it? And Kyaren knew this boy. Wio al so happened to be the planet nanager, and
therefore the key to their advancenent.

It occurred to Josif that Ansset m ght be helpful to them But that thought was buried in far
stronger thoughts and feelings. For then Ansset turned around and | ooked at him

The pictures were poor initations. Josif was not prepared for the eyes, which found his face as if
Ansset had been |l ooking for himfor a long rime; the lips that were parted just slightly, that
hinted of smles and passion; the ' translucence of the skin, which seened snooth as narble yet
deep and warmas soil in sunlight. Josif had been beautiful as a boy, but this child nmade himfee
ugly by contrast. Josif's hands |onged just to touch his cheek—+t could not be as perfect as it
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| ooked,
"Hi," Ansset said.
Kyaren turned around, startled. Wen she saw it was Josif, she was relieved. "Ch, Josif. | thought

you were asleep."

"I was," Josif said, surprised that he coul d speak

"How | ong have you been standing there?"

It was Ansset who responded: "A few nminutes. | heard himconme in."

"Why didn't you say sonet hi ng?"

And agai n Ansset answered, though the question had been directed to Josif. "I knew he was no

danger to us. He cane fromthe bedroom | assume he's Josif, your friend."

"Yes," Kyaren said. Her tone sounded tentative,
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realized that she had never nentioned himto Ansset—she was surprised that Ansset knew about him
Apparently Ansset caught her hesitation, too. "Ch, Kyaren, you didn't think they'd | et me be
friends with you without a security check, did you?" He sounded amused. "They're so thorough. I'm
sure they know exactly where I amright now, and what we're doing."

"Are they listening to us?" Kyaren asked, appall ed.

"They aren't allowed to," Ansset said, "but they probably are. If not the locals, then the

i mperial snoops. No, don't worry about it. They're probably just nmonitoring heartbeats and the
nunber of people present, that kind of thing. |I'mallowed sone privacy. | can insist onit, and
wilL" H's voice radiated calm Both Josif and Kyaren visibly rel axed.

The sal ad was done, and Kyaren sprinkled hot mushroons over the top of it.

"I didn't expect real food," Ansset said.

**We usual ly eat out of the nmachines," Kyaren answered, and they spent a while during the neal
tal ki ng about the virtues and dangers and expenses and inconveni ences of eating real. O course,
in the pal ace Ansset had never tasted nachine food; there are benefits to eating with the enperor.
Josif said little, however, and ate little. He tried to convince hinself that it was because he
was tired. Actually, however, his eyes were wi de open and his attention never flagged. He watched
both Kyaren and Ansset, but nostly Ansset, as his hands described graceful patterns in the ah-, as
his eyes danced with delight at flavors, at wit, and sonetinmes at nothing at all, just sheer

enj oynment of being where he was, doing what he was doi ng.

Ansset's every word was |love, and Josif s silence answered him

"Don't you think so, Josif?" Kyaren asked, and Josif realized that he had not been listening to
the conversati on.

"Tmsorry," Josif said. "I think |I dozed off."
"Wth your eyes w de open?" Kyaren | aughed. She sounded tired.
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Ansset | ooked carefully at Josif. Josif thought that the boy was trying to tell him sonething;
trying to tell himthat he knew Josif had lied, that Josif had not been dozing. "Wy don't you go
to bed?" Ansset asked. "You're tired."

Josif nodded. "I will"

"And |'d better |eave, too," Ansset said. "It was wonderful. Thank you."

Ansset got up and went toward the door. Kyaren went -with him talking all the way. Josif,
however, ignored courtesy and returned to the bedroom It took no thought at all. He knew what he

had to do. Ansset was obviously not just a casual friend, not just a superior officer in
government. Kyaren woul d have hi m back, again and again. And so Josif started taking his clothing
fromthe shelves and putting it in his duffle.

But he was tired, and soon sat down on the edge of the bed, holding the edges of his half-ful
duf fl e and wondering what good it would do. The thought of |eaving Kyaren was terrifying. The

t hought of not | eaving her was worse.

I have done this before, he thought. This has all happened before, and what good does it do?

He remenbered Pyoter, and then it was inpossible for himto get up, to finish packing, to | eave.
It was Pyoter he had first |oved, who had taken Josif as a shy child of unusual beauty and shown
himlove and | oving. Josif then discovered what he had not known about hinself. That when he
trusted, he held back nothing. That when he | oved, he could not |ove anyone el se. He and Pyoter
had been everywhere together, done everything together. They had both said |l oe so often that the
word / cane only with difficulty to their lips. Only a year apart in age, their friendship had
been so boyi sh and exuberant that no one had thought there was anything sexual in it; but Josif
al so |l earned that he could not |ove wthout |ovenmaking, that it was a part of it, the center of
the yearning. And so he and Pyoter had shared everything and it seened it would go on forever
Until Bant. Bant had known at once. Josif never knew 254 *
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what made the difference or why he changed. Just that one day everything had been the same; Bant a
friend of sorts, but very distant, Pyoter the beginning and end of the world to him And then the
next day, it had all been changed. Pyoter was a stranger, and Bant, who had finally taken Josif to
his bed, had conpletely replaced him

It horrified Josif that he could change that quickly, that overnight his attitudes could change.
He refused to think it might be just the sex; he reconstructed events and saw the seeds of the
change nonths before, when Bant had first hired himas his secretary and they had begun their
friendly banter in the office. Josif now remenbered the touches, the sniles, the warnth; he had
been changing all along, and only noticed it all at once.

He could not bear to be disloyal to Pyoter. He had tried, for weeks, to keep things the sane
between them It was inpossible. Pyoter wasn't a fool, and Josif watched himgetting nore and nore
hurt as it became clearer and clearer that Josif no | onger bel onged to himas he had. And finally
Pyoter said, "Wy didn't you just | eave at once, instead of tearing me up bit by bit like this?"
This time, Josif thought, this rime | -nust |leave. Before | destroy Kyaren, Because this boy I
cannot resist, and sooner or later the change will cone, if he's here often. Sooner or later it
wiil not be Kyaren | cone to with ny thoughts and ny feelings; or, even if the boy never becones
my friend, it will get to a point where | will be so obsessed by him as | was obsessed by Bant,
that | cannot bear to be with Kyaren anynore.

The duffle lay at his feet, half full. Wiy don't |I go? Josif asked hinself. Wiy am| still here? |
know what | have to do, | know why, it's the way | amand the only way to stop nyself is to stop
everything, and yet here | sit and | haven't packed and I'm not |eaving and why not?

The answer stood in the door, her face surprised, unconprehendi ng.

."What are you doi ng?" Kyaren asked.

"Packi ng," Josif answered, but he knew even then that he would not |eave. He had never been able
to | eave
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Pyoter or Bant willingly; he would not be able to | eave Kyaren either. I amnot in control of
nmysel f, Josif realized. | gave nyself to her, and | can't just decide to take nyself back
"Why?" Kyaren asked, already hurt because she could not conprehend what he was doing.

If 1 stay, I'll destroy her as | destroyed Pyoter

"We'll still be friends," Josif answered.

"What brought this on? Wiy now, at three o'clock in the norning? Wat did | do?"

"Ansset," Josif said.

She m sunderstood. "How can yon possibly be jealous of hin? He's only fifteen! They give them
drugs in the Songhouse, he's sterile, puberty is put off for years—he hardly even has a sex,
Josi f—=

"I"'mnot jealous of him" Josif answered.

She stood regarding himfor a while, and then realized what he neant.

"Still the old sixty-two percent, is it?" she asked.

"No," he answered, "Il just see the potential, | want to avoid it."

"There is no potential," she said.

"You don't understand."

"Damm right | don't. You nean that all this tine, |'ve just been filling your bed until you could
find a beautiful boy to fill it?"

Maybe postponing it woul d have been better, Josif thought. Postponing is definitely better.

can't do this tonight. Because Ansset is only potential, and Kyaren is real, Kyaren | |ove now,

and | can't bear the hurt and anger in her voice. "No," he said softly, fervently. "Kyaren, you
don't understand. | didn't choose you. | didn't choose Bant. Things |ike this happen. They just
happen, and | don't have any control over it."

"You nmean that in just one evening you suddenly forget that you | ove me—=

"No!" he cried out, in agony. "No! Kyaren, | just know that it's possible, it's possible and
don't want it to happen, don't you see?" v
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*'| don't," she said. "If you |love ne, you |love ne."

Josif got up, wal ked to her, knocking over the duffel in the process. "Kyaren, | don't want to
| eave you."

"Then don't,

"It's because | love you that | want to | eave."

"If you love ne, you'll stay," she said.

He had known it, fromthe nonent she appeared in the door. He couldn't |eave her. Wen the change
cane, it would cone, and then it would be irreversible, and then he would | eave because he | oved
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soneone el se and there was sonething in himthat nmade it inpossible for himto | ove two peopl e at
once. But now the one person was Kyaren, and he could not |eave her because she wanted himto

st ay.

"I''"ll hurt you," he said.

"You could not hurt nme worse than | eaving me now, for no reason."

He wondered if she was right, or if it was easier for no reason than for the reason that there
would be in the future. Surely it was. Surely it was easier to bear if you didn't have to know who
it was who took your lover's heart fromyou. But nmaybe not; she was a woman, and Josif did not
under stand wonen. Maybe she was right, and it would be better this way.

"Besi des, Josif, what nmakes you think Ansset would ever have you? He didn't have two enperors, you
know. "

She was right. She was right and he knew it and he went to the duffel and unpacked it and put the
clothing away. "He never will," Josif said. "I was a fool. I"'mjust tired." And he undressed and
got into the bed.

They made love in silence, and several tinmes Kyaren seenmed surprised by the force of his passion
tonight. She did not realize that in spite of his best efforts he kept seeing the curls clinging
to Ansset's neck, the soft cheek that he had not touched except in his mind but that was all the
softer because of that. He tried to take Ansset's face out of his mind. And fail ed.

Kyaren sighed contentedly afterward, and kissed him She thinks it's all better now, Josif thought
bitterly. She

251

thi nks she's kept ne. She woul d have kept ne better if she had let nme go now.

And when her breathing becane heavy and regul ar, he |l eaned up on his armand | ooked at her face,
whi ch she always turned away fromhimin sleep. He stroked her cheek softly; her mouth noved,

al rost i ke the sucking instinct of a baby.

"I warned you," he said softly, so softly that perhaps the words did not even find voice. | warned
you.

And he gave up and lay back and tried to steep, sour at heart because he had tried to control his
life just once and could not do it after all.

Kyaren was not asl eep, however, or she had been wakened by his touch. "Josif,"'
going to have your baby."

"No," he said softly.

"Pl ease,"” she said. And because he was tired and not disposed to deny her anything, and because he
knew t hat soon enough he woul d deny her everything, he let hinself cool, and they nmade | ove again
And sonetine in the next week she concei ved, and when Josif saw how happy it nmade her and how
concerned for her it nmade him he began to think that naybe he had been wong, that naybe Ansset
woul d nean nothing to him

For the child' s sake, and because he wanted to bind hinself to Kyaren even tighter, Josif insisted
and they married. Now |l wll never let go of you in my heart, Josif thought. I will |ove you
forever, he thought.

I amlying, he thought, and this rine he was right.

/ The tour was Ansset's idea. Riktors had just returned fromhis tour of the prefects, and the
results had been splendid. "Well, why not ne?" Ansset asked, and the nore he tal ked about it, the
better his advisers liked it. "There are always differences fromregion to region on a planet,"
Ansset said, "and nost planets devel op dial ects,
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sone even | anguages. But Earth has nations. If it makes sense for the enperor to have contact with
every prefect, it nakes sense for the nmanager of Earth to have contact with every nation."

To Kyaren he al so explained, "The statistics and figures you and the others play with all the

she said. "I'm

time, they mean nothing to ne. | can't think that way. You tell me what you've concl uded and
don't understand why. But when | meet them when | hear them speak, when |I hear the songs of the
people and their leaders, 1'll be able to understand better."

"Better?"

"Than | do now. And in sone ways, better than you understand them for all that the conputers even
keep track of the nunber of old fleskets returned to the pots for scrap.”

And so they took the tour, and Ansset brought all his top advisers with him and allowd themto
bring their spouses, those who had contracts. And that was why Josif cane al ong, though he was not
an adviser to the manager. And that was why Ansset's term as nmanager of Earth ended early, al ong
with Kyaren's happi ness and Josif's life.

The tour began in the Anericas, with visits to Uruguay, Paraguay, Brazil, Titicaca, Panans,

Mexi co, Westanerica, Eastanerica, and Quebec. In Mexico Josif and Kyaren stayed three extra days,
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revisiting the places and redoing the things seen and done when they first |oved each other. They
had their son with them of course, little Efrim—Josif chose the nane because an earlier Josif,

t housands of years before, had given his favorite son that name. "Hi story,"” Kyaren had snorted. "A
ridicul ous nane." She actually liked it quite a bit,

Efrimwas only a year old, but thought of hinself as an acconplished athlete. He was unusually

wel | coordinated for his age, but not so adroit as he thought, and he broke his armin a fall from
a ledge in the ruins of the Adynpic Stadi um

"Efrimis doing fine," Kyaren conplained. "It's you that's driving ne out of nmy mind, Josif."
259

"I get worried."

"You get worried obnoxiously," Kyaren stud. "It just takes two weeks' rest, and then he's fine.

I"mtaking care of him You're just making himnervous."

"I can't stand sitting around doing nothing," Josif said.

And so they decided that Josif should rejoin the manager's tour in Quebec, and they woul d neet
again when Efrimwas well, in Europe. "Shouldn't you go, and / stay? After all, you're the
personal adviser. |I'mjust a spouse."”

"He doesn't need me with him And Efrimdoesn't need you with him Just see the sights and study
the history and let Efrimkeep busy healing instead of trying to constantly entertain, his father
He had the hiccoughs for half an hour yesterday, you got himlaughing so hard."

"I'"'mgoing, then, if you want to be rid of ne."

She kissed him "Get out of here," she said. He got out, sorry in a way to be | eaving her, but
delighted not to be mssing the weeks in old Europe, which, nore than any other region, had
preserved the ancient nations intact.

Ansset noticed him al nost as soon as he returned. "Back with us already?"

"Kyaren's staying with the baby. She kicked nme out, | was inpossible."

"I hope the boy heals fast." And then busy again, nmeeting with the self-styled king of Quebec, a
title only barely tolerated by the enperor because the kings of Quebec were properly subservient
and remarkably hated by their people. No danger of rebellion, and therefore not a probl em needi ng
to be corrected.

Over the next several days, however, Ansset and Josif were thrown together nore and nore. Ansset
thought at first that the neetings were accidental. Then he realized that he hinmself was setting
them up, deliberately going to pkces where he knew Josif would be. He and Josif had had little
contact over the nmonths—while Ansset knew fromhis voice that Josif didn't dislike him Josif

still avoided him rarely staying in a conversation very long, |eaving Ansset always alone with
Kyaren. Josif's shyness
250

needed no explanation to Ansset. He respected it. But now his closest confidante and friend,
Kyaren, was gone, and he needed to talk to someone. So he didn't stop hinself fromneeting with
Josif. In fact, he began to nake it nore obvious. He invited himto meals, asked himal ong on

wal king tours, talked to himat night. Ansset couldn't understand why Josif always seened
reluctant to accept, yet never refused an invitation. And gradually, over the days, through Paris,
Vienna, Berlin, Stratford, Baile Atha Gath, with rain always nmaking the air deliciously cool and
confortably dim Josif lost his reticence, and Ansset began to understand why Kyaren was so
devoted to him

Ansset al so began to notice that Josif was sexually attracted to him Hundreds of men and wonen
had been before. Ansset was used to it, had had to put up with it through all his years in the

pal ace. Josif was different, though. H s desire seenmed not so nmuch lust as affection, part of his
friendship. It intrigued Ansset, where years before such things had repelled him He was curious.
He had grown seventeen centineters since his appointnent to Babylon, and his voice was deepening
all the tinme. There were other changes, and he found hinself with | ongings he did not know how to
satisfy, with questions he did not dare to ask only because he already knew t he spoken answer, and
the ot her answer he was afraid of.

At the Songhouse little was said of the drugs that singers and Songbirds were given. Just that
they put off puberty, and that there were side effects. There were al so whispers that it was worse
for men than for wonen, but how it was worse, or even how it was bad, was never said. The drugs
gave themfive nore years as children, five nore years with the beautiful voices of chil dhood.
Well, Ansset had lost his songs and so didn't need his voice, except for the coarse singing

i nvol ved in meking every national |eader conpletely devoted to him easy tricks that he was
ashaned of even as he used them Hs five extra years of chil dhood were over, and he wanted to
know what happened next.

After the neeting with the Wl sh chief, who affected 261
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coarse nmanners but whose Gaelic was beautiful to Ansset, the planet manager and the assistant

m ni ster of col oni zati on went to Caernarvon Castle together. It had been domed thousands of years
before, the last castle of Britain to survive with sone of the original stones in place. They

wal ked together on the walls, overlooking the dense green of the grass and the trees and the bl ue
of the water that spread between the castle and the island of Angel sea. The only sign of nobdern
life was the fl esket and the guards beside it, and the trail where the grass grew | ower because of
the vehicles that passed over it. There were others in the castle, of course—+t was naintained as
a luxury hotel, and they would spend the night there. Security guards were going through the place
on a final check. But where Ansset and Josif stood, there was no one. Birds skinmed back and forth
over the sea

"What is this place?" Ansset asked. "Way is it kept |ike this?"

"A castle was like a battleship," Josif answered. "All the nen would come in here when their
eneni es attacked, and the walls kept themout."

"This was before lasers, then."

"And before bonmbs and artillery. Just bows and arrows, spears. And a few nore choice things. They

used to pour boiling oil over the walls to kill the nmen trying to clinb them™
Ansset | ooked down, hiding his revulsion easily, curious to see how far the drop was to the
ground. "It seens dangerous enough just to stand up here.**

"They lived in violent times."

Ansset thought of his own violent tines. "W all do," he said.

"Not like then. If you had a sword, you had power. You rul ed over everyone weaker than you. They
were always at war. Always trying to kill each other. Fighting over |and."

"M kal ended wars," Ansset said.

Josif laughed. "Yes, by winning all of them It's probably the only way ever to have peace. O her
ways have
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been tried. They never worked." Josif's hand rubbed al ong the rough stone.

"I lived in a place like this once,*' Ansset said.

"The Songhouse? | didn't think that was a castle.**

"No one poured down boiling oilj if that's what you nean. And it woul dn't have stopped a

determ ned arny for nore than, say, half an hour. But it's stone, like this."

Ansset sat down, took the shoes off his feet, and let his bare soles touch the stone

"I feel like I've conme hone." And he ran lightly along the stone into one of the turrets, where he
clinbed a winding staircase to the top. Josif followed him Ansset stood at the edge, the highest
point of the castle, feeling giddy. It renm nded himof the High Room only here it would never be
cold and the wind woul d never blow, because of the al nobst transparent donme that protected the
rock. He began to get a sense of the age of the thing. The Song-house was a thousand years ol d.
And nmen had lived on Tew for two thousand years before the Songhouse had been built. And when Tew
was first settled, three thousand years ago, this castle had already been sixteen thousand years
old, had already spent ten thousand of those years under the done.

"W are so old," Ansset said.

Josi f nodded. "We've forgotten nothing in all that tine. And | earned nothing."

Ansset sniled. "Maybe we have."

**Some of us."

"You're so dour."

"Maybe," Josif said. "W don't build things like this anynore. We're far too sophisticated. W
just put a fleet in orbit around the planet, so that instead of a fortress sitting like this on
the edge of the sea, the fortresses cast their shadows over every centineter of the soil. It was a
frightening tine then, Ansset, but there were advantages."

"I understand they defecated and kept it."

"They didn't have converters."

"In piles. And put it in the fields so the crops would grow better."

263

"That's China." "Onh."

"I't was better then in one way. There were places a person could hide."

Josif sounded so wistful that Ansset becane concerned. "Hi de?"

"Countries that were still undiscovered. Just crossing the water to Eire would have been enough. A
man coul d have hidden fromhis enemies.”

"Do you," Ansset asked, "have enem es?"

Josif laughed bitterly. "Only me. I'"'mthe only one."

And nore than ever since he had been inprisoned in Mkal's roons in the palace, Ansset |onged for
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his songs. But he had no song, could not sing confort for whatever fears haunted Josif. He knew
that, in part, Josif was afraio of him he wanted to sing the Iove song, to tell the man that
Ansset woul d never do himany harm that in the last few nonths, and especially in the |ast few
days, Ansset had cone to love himas he also | oved Kyaren, the two of them in different ways,
filling part of the huge gap left inside Ansset with the | oss of his songs.

But he could not sing it, and he could not say it, and so Ansset reached out and stroked Josif
gently on the shoul der and down the arm

To his surprise, Josif imediately pulled away fromhim turned and ran down the stairs. Ansset
foll owed al nost i medi ately, and alnost ran into Josif where he had stopped, at the door | eading
onto the wal kways atop the walls. Josif turned to face Ansset, his face tw sted and strange.
"What's wrong?" Ansset asked.

"Kyaren's coning here tonorrow. "

"I know. I'mlooking forward to it, |'ve mssed her."

"So have I|."

"But 1'mglad she was gone," Ansset said. "Or | would never have cone to | ove you."

Josi f wal ked away then, and Ansset, not understanding, did not follow

264 *

Al the rest of the afternoon and into the evening, Ansset puzzled it over. He knew Josif |oved
him and he knew Josif |oved Kyaren—such things couldn't be |ied about. Wy shoul d there be
anything difficult about it? Wiy should Josif be in such pain?

He went to the room where Josif was supposed to be, and found soneone else in it. "Were's Josif?"
he asked, and the security guard who had been assi gned those sl eeping quarters shrugged. "I just
sl eep where they tell ne, sir," he said.

Ansset went straight to Calip, who was responsible for room assignments. "Were's Josif?"

Calip | ooked surprised. "Don't you know? He said that you had asked himto nove to another room
So he'd be closer to the library."

"What roonP"

Calip didn't answer inmmediately. Instead he fidgeted, then said, "Sir, did you know that Josif is
a honosexual ?"

"Hardly an exclusive one," Ansset answered. "Do you have special roons assigned for honosexual s?"
"I wasn't sure if you knew. W thought—ae thought he | ooked so agitated because he had nade
advances. And you had objected.”

"When | object to sonmething, Ftt tell you. He didn't make advances. He's ny friend, | want to know
where his roomis."

"He asked us not to tell you. He wanted to be alone, he said.”

"Do you work for himor for ne?"

"Sir," Calip said, |ooking very upset. "W thought he was right. Your friendship with himis good,
but it's gone far enough."

"Am |, or aml not, planet manager?" Ansset asked, his voice icy,

Calip was imredi ately afrai d-Ansset's voice could still do that, especially when he was imtating
M kaTs nost terrifying conmand voi ce.

"Yes, sir," Calip said. "lI'msorry." 265

"Has anyone told you not to take orders from ne?

Sunmoni ng his courage, Calip said, "Sir, it's only proper for me to advise you when | think you're
maki ng a m stake."

"Do you think I"ma fool ?" Ansset asked. "Do you think I lived in the palace all those years

wi thout learning how to take care of mnysel f?"

Cal i p shook his head.

"When | ask for sonething, your only duty, Calip, is to find the quickest way to do it. Wat room
is Josif in?"

And Calip told him But his voice was trenbling with anger. "You listen to the wong people too
often, sir," Calip said. "You should listen to ne fromtine to tine."

It occurred to Ansset that Calip mght be right. After all, Mkal and R ktors had |istened to all
their advisers, all the time, before naking inportant decisions. Wile Ansset had gradually been
closing hinmself off to everyone but Kyaren and, in the last few days, Josif. But in this case
Calip's advice was unwel come and i nappropriate. Legally Ansset was an adult. It was none of
Calip's business—+t was a matter for friends.

He found the roomwi th no trouble, but hesitated before knocking, trying again to understand Josif
s notives, his reasons for shutting Ansset out so abruptly. He could think of none. Josif's
enotions were not conceal ed from Ansset—+the boy knew perfectly well everything that the nman want ed
and did not want. Josif wanted Ansset, and did not want to, and Ansset did not know why. It could
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not be because Kyaren woul d be jeal ous—she was not prone to that sort of thing, and if Josif
wanted to make | ove to Ansset, she would not mind. Yet Josif acted as if Ansset's very touch were
poi sonous, though Ansset knew Josif had been wanting that touch

He did not understand, had to understand, and so he knocked on the door and it opened.

Josif inmrediately tried to shut the door again,-but Ansset slipped inside. And when Josif then
tried to | eave, Ansset shut the door, and stood there, |ooking Josif in the eyes. "Wy are you at
war with yoursel f?" he asked the-roan. 266

"I want things," Josif said thickly, "that | do not want to want. Please |eave ne."

"But why shouldn't you have what you want?" Ansset asked* reaching up and touching Josif's cheek
The struggle was clear on Josifs face. He wanted to hurl Ansset's arm away, but did not. Instead
he did what he wanted nore. As Ansset's fingers reached along Josif's neck, Josifs own hand noved,
glided al ong Ansset's face, outlined his |lips and his eyes.

And then, abruptly, Josif turned away, wal ked to the bed and threw hinself on it.

"No!" he cried out. "I don't love you!"

Ansset followed him sat beside himon the bed, ran his hands along Josifs back. "Yes you do,"
Ansset said. "Wiy do you want to deny it?"

"I don't. | can't."

"I't's too late, Josif. You can't lie to ne, you know. **

Josif rolled back, away from Ansset, and | ooked up into the boy's face. "ls it?"

"I know what you want," Ansset said, "and 'mwlling."

And the war in Josif's face and voi ce ended, and he surrendered, though Ansset still could not
figure out why the war had been fought at all, or what fortress had fallen. Josif had won, but

Josif had also lost; and yet Josif was getting what he | onged for

Josif's touch was not |ike the touch of the guard who had lusted for Ansset when he first cane to
Earth. His eyes were not |like the eyes of the pederasts who visited the palace and hardly heard
Ansset's song for | ooking at Ansset's body. Josif's lips on his skin spoke nore el oquently than
they had ever spoken when only air could receive their touch. And Ansset's questions began to be
answer ed.

And then, suddenly, when his feelings were nost intense, Ansset was startled by a sudden pain in
his groin. He had not been exerting Control -he nade a soft, inadvertent cry. Josif did not notice
it, or misunderstood it if he did. But the pain increased and increased, centering in his |oins
and spreading in waves of fire through his

267
body. Surely this pain was not normal, Ansset thought, terrified. Surely they don't always fee
this, every tine. | would have heard of this. | would have known it.

And climax cane to Ansset, not as ecstasy, but as exquisite pain, nmore than his Control could
contain, nore than his voice could express. Silently he withed on the bed, his face twisting in
agony, his nouth open with screans far too painful to become sound.

Josif was horrified. What had he done? Ansset was obviously in terrible pain; he had never seen
the boy show pain before. Yet Josif knew that there should be no pain, not with the gentle way
that Josif had been teaching.

"What is it? "he asked.

Ansset could not find any voice at all, just convulsed so violently that he was thrown fromthe
bed.

"Ansset!" Josif cried out,

Ansset's head struck the wall. Once, again, again. He seemed not to notice. Spittle cane fromhis

nmout h, and hi s naked body arched upward, then slanmmed brutally against the floor. Josif had known
Ansset was on the verge of orgasm but instead of the gift he had neant to give the boy, there had
been this. Josif had never desired to cause pain to anyone in his life; when he did, it nearly
destroyed him And he had never seen such pain as Ansset's. Every shudder of the boy's body struck
Josif like a bl ow.

"Ansset!" he screamed. "Ansset, | only neant to | ove you! Ansset!"

Wth Josifs voice ringing in his ears, Ansset finally struck his head hard enough to bring
unconsci ousness, the only relief he could find fromthe pain that had |ong since ceased to be
unbearabl e, that had conme to be infinite and eternal, the only reason for Ansset to exist. The
pain -was Ansset, and then, as the roomwent black and the screans .went silent, Ansset was
finally able to renmove hinself fromthe agony.

He awoke with the dimlight of nmorning coming in through a window. The walls were stone, but not
thick; he was still in the castle, but in one of the buildfftgs in

268

the courtyard. He becanme aware of novement in the room He turned his head. Calip and two doctors
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stood by him

"What happened?" Ansset asked, his voice weaker than he had expected.

The three nen imedi ately becane alert. "lIs he awake?" Cah'p asked one of the doctors.

"I''m awake, " Ansset said.

Calip rushed to his side. "Sir, you' ve been delirious all night. It took us two hours to find out
enough about what had happened to you to know how to relieve the pain."

"I't mght have killed you," one of the doctors said. "If your heart had been any weaker, it would
have. "

"What was it?" Ansset asked dully.

"The Songhouse drugs. Nothing should do what they did to you. But we found a conbi nation that

m ght, and since it was our best chance at saving your life, we tried the contra-treatnment, and it
wor ked, after a fashion. It's incredible to ne that they would have |l et you stay here past the age
of fifteen without letting us know the treatnment fornulas."

"What caused it?" Ansset asked.

"You should have listened to ne," Calip answered.

"Do you think | don't know that by now?" Ansset said, inpatiently.

"The Songhouse drugs nmake orgasmtorture for you. \Whoever your |over was, sir,
"she set you up for a good one."

sai d the doctor,

"WIIl it happen every tine?"
"No," the doctor said, glancing at his colleague and then at Calip. Calip nodded.
"Well, then," said the doctor. "Your body feeds back on itself. Like birth control, only stronger

It will never happen to you again, because you' re permanently inpotent, or will be at the
slightest sign of pain. Your body isn't willing to go through this again."

"He's only seventeen," the other doctor said to Calip.

"WIIl he be all right now?" Calip asked them

"He's exhausted, but there's no physical danage except 269

a few brui ses. You may have headaches for a few days." The doctor brushed hair out of Ansset's
eyes with his hand. "Don't worry, sir. There's worse that could have happened to you. You won't
mss it."

Ansset managed a wan smile. It didn't bother himtoo nuch—he didn't really know what he was

nm ssing. But as the doctors left, he renenbered Josif's touch, and realized that the way he felt
bef ore the pain began—that woul d never cone back again. Still, he wanted Josif by him Wanted to
assure Josif that it hadn't been his fault. He knew Josif well enough to imagine the terrible
guilt he was feeling, the certainty that he had caused pain where he had neant to bring Joy. "I
nust talk to Josif."

"He's gone," Calip said.

"\Wher e?"
"I don't know," Calip said. "He wasn't here this norning, and | haven't bothered putting out a
search order. | really don't give a damn where he is.” And Calip left the room and Ansset,

weari er than he had thought, slept again.

He awoke again with Kyaren beside him |ooking worried.

"Kyaren," he said.

"They told ne," she answered. "Ansset, |'msorry."

"I"'mnot," Ansset said. "Josif couldn't have known. And | didn't know. It was the Songhouse. They
could have told nme."

Kyaren nodded, but her mnd was on sonething else. "Calip won't authorize a search for Josif. He
keeps saying that he hopes he falls off a cliff. It's raining out there. You don't know, Ansset.
Josif tried to commit suicide before. It's been years, but he mght do it again."

Ansset was instantly alarned. He sat up, and was surprised to find that his head did not hurt very
badly, and that he was only |l anguid, not incapacitated. "Then we have to find him Call the Chief
of Security.”

She called him he cane in a matter of noments.

"W have to organize a search for Josif," Ansset said. 270

"I find it hard to believe no search has been organi zed up to now. "

The Chief |ooked at the floor. "Not really," he said.

"He may be suicidal," Ansset said, letting the outrage pour into his voice.

"Calip didn't ask for a search, sir, but I wouldn't have organi zed one anyway."

Ansset coul d not believe the insubordination fromthese nen, who in the |ast two years he had

t hought were dependabl e. "Then you woul d have been renoved fromoffice, as you are right now"
"As you wish, sir. But | wouldn't have organi zed a search for Josif because | know where he is."
Hi s voice was still uncertai n—he nay know where Josif is, Ansset thought, but he certainly doesn't
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know bow Josif is.

"Who has hin? \Where is he?"

"I nperial Security, sir. It was only natural. W didn't know what had happened to you. W
suspected an attenpt had been nmde on your life. It was only three hours after we got to you that
we found what was wong. And in the neantine, we had notified the enperor. He left standing orders
with ne to let himknow if anything happened to you."

“Inmperial Security has Josif," Kyaren said nunbly.

"Way didn't you tell ne?"

"The Ferret told ne not to tell you until you asked.**

"The Ferret gives orders that you aren't to notify ne of sonething this inportant?"

The Chief | ooked unconfortable. "The enperor always backs Ferret up in what he says. And you nust
understand, sir, finding you the way we did, with Josif the way he was—-

"How was he?" Kyaren denanded.

"Stark naked," the Chief said blandly. "And scream ng his lungs out. W thought he'd tried to
bugger you with something, sir. W had no i dea what was goi hg on. You never know, wth
honosexual s. "

211

Kyaren sl apped the Chief, which he took calmy. "You don't deal with themlike | do," he said.
"This sort of thing happens a lot."

"What sort of thing," Ansset said, taking Kyaren's hands and hol ding them She was trenbling. "It
happens all the tine that the Songhouse drugs nearly kill soneone?"

"I mean viol ence. Honpbsexuals are |ike that,"

"Josif isn't," Ansset said. "Josif isn't at all. And therefore your theory isn't worth shit." He
made his voice as ugly as possible; he saved vulgarity for rimes when he needed it, and it pleased
himthat the Qief winced. "Now get us a direct flight to Susquehanna."

"There isn't any from Caernarvon.'*

"There is now And it will take off in fifteen m nutes. 1*

It took off in fifteen mnutes, and Ansset and Kyaren sat together in an enpty comercial jet.
There was only one steward—they di smssed himimmediately. The security guards, nmuch agai nst
standard procedure, were follow ng in another plane. Ansset was still weak, but the tension had
hel ped hi m keep going during the rush to the port. Now he rel axed, not sleeping but not wholly
awake, lost in his thoughts.

After a while, however, he realized that Kyaren night need conpany nore than he needed rest. She
stared out the wi ndow at the ocean bel ow, notionlessry; but her hands were white fromgripping the
arnrest on the seat, which was rigid to natch her tension

"Kyaren," he said. "Hell be all right. | can clear this up with Riktors in a short tine."
She nodded, but sai d not hing.
"That isn't all, is it?"

She shook her head.

"Does it bother you that Josif and | were together? | didn't think it would, but he acted as if he
thought it might."

"No," she said. "I don't mind you being together."

"But."

"But what ?" she asked. % 272

"You were thinking, but. You don't mnd, but?

She | ooked down at her |ap, and intertw ned her fingers nervously. "Ansset, the first tinme you and
he net. Two years ago, when you cane hone with me for a salad."”

Ansset smiled. "I remenber."

"Josif told me. That he thought he was going to fall in love with you."

"Did you nind?"

"Why should I mind?" she answered, her voice junmpy with emotion. "There's plenty of |ove, what
should I care? | love both you and him you know, and you |ove both of us, but he kept tal king as
if it were sonething that could only—As if once he |oved you, he would have to stop loving nme. He
said that. He said that if he ever nade |ove to you, it would be."

"I't would be what ?"

"I't would be after he stopped |loving ne.**

It sounded |ike nonsense to Ansset. But then he realized that, whether he nmeant to or not, he had
so far loved serially. Esste and then Mkal and then Ri ktors and then Kyaren. But did he | ove
Kyaren |l ess for having | oved Josif? OF course not.

Yet now Joslf's actions nade sense. If he really believed that, then it nade a perverse sort of
sense for himto have resisted his own desire for Ansset for so long, for himto have avoi ded
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becom ng friends with Ansset, knowing what it would cost himif it ever becane nore than
friendship.

"Where's Efrin?" Ansset asked.

"I left himin Caernarvon with the wife of the mnister of information."

"Josif still loves you," Ansset said.

She | ooked at himand tried to smle in agreement. But her heart wasn't in it. Josif was in the
custody of Inperial Security, and it had happened because he had done the thing he had said would
mean the end of them And what about Efrinf?

"There's always the contract," Kyaren said, and wept. Ansset put his arns around her, held her
head agai nst his chest. He was surprised to realize that he was taller than

273

Kyaren now. He was growi ng up. Soon he would be a man. He wondered what that woul d nean. Surely he
coul d not have nore required of himas an adult than had been required of himas a child. There
coul d not be nore.

10

Ri ktors received themin the great hallL

There were no guards. Only the ferret. But Ansset and Kyaren knew that he was guard enough

The Mayor of the pal ace brought themin, but at Riktors's nod, he |left. Kyaren was keenly aware of
the tension in the air. None was visible fromAnsset, but Kyaren knew that didn't mean anyt hi ng.
Control still served himwhen he needed it, usually. And the tension in R ktors was clear. Kyaren
had not seen the man close up. He had die inperial presence, the mbod about him so that no one
dared oppose him Yet he also seened afraid. As if Ansset held a weapon that could hurt him and
he was terrified that it would be used.

She knew they had not seen each other in two years. Knew, also, from her conversations with Ansset
that they had not parted on friendly terms. Yet they outwardly seemed pleased to see each ot her
and Kyaren did not think it was all a sham

"I'"ve mssed you," R ktors said.

"And | you," Ansset answered.

"My servants tell ne that you've done very well"

"Better than | had expected, not as well as | had hoped," Ansset said.

"Cone here," Riktors said.

Ansset wal ked forward, cane within a few meters of the throne, and knelt, touching his head to the
floor. Inpatiently, R ktors notioned for himto arise and conme closer. "You don't need to do that
kind of thing, not when there's no audience.”

"But |'ve come to ask a favor fromthe throne."

274 »*

"I know you have," Riktors said, and his face darkened. "We'l| discuss that later. How have you
been?"

"Reasonably good health, surrounded by reasonably hel pful people. |I've cone for Josif. He's

i nnocent of any , crine,"”

"I's he?" R ktors asked.

And Kyaren's heart suddenly grew heavy in her chest, and she felt something go out of her. She
identified it a nonent |ater as confidence. She had been expecting no resistance—ust an error, to
be rectified as soon as there was an explanation. Wat crinme had Josif conmitted? Why was the
enperor del ayi ng and ar gui ng?

She knew the answer as she asked the question. Josif had been meking love to Mkal's Songbird.
Even the enperor had not nade |love to Mkal's Songbird. Josif had had what the enperor had not
even asked for. But had he wanted it? Was that the reason for his anger and del ay?

"He is innocent," Ansset said slowy, but danger crept into his voice. "I want to see him"

"I's this Josif all you can think of ?" asked Riktors. "There was a tinme when you woul d have sung
for me first. When you would have cone to ne full of songs."

Ansset sai d not hing.

"Two years!" cried R ktors, the enotion taking control of his voice, "hi two years, you haven't
visited, you haven't tried to visit!"

"I didn't think you'd want ne."

"Want you," said Riktors, getting some of his dignity back. "Ever since | cane here, this place
was full of your nusic. And then gone. For two years, silence. And the babble of fools. Sing for
me, Ansset,"

And Ansset was silent,

Ri ktors watched him and Kyaren realized this was the price that R ktors expected to be paid. A
song i n exchange for Josif's freedom A cheap price, if only Ansset still had any songs in him
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And Riktors didn't know. How coul d he not have known?

"Sing for me, Ansset!" Riktors cried.

"He can't," Kyaren answered. She glanced at Ansset, 275

bat he was standing quietly, regarding R ktors inpassively. Control. Just another thing that she
had been unable to naster in the Songhouse.

"What do you nean, he can't?" asked Riktors.

"I mean that he's lost his songs. He hasn't sung anything, not since he |left you. Not since you—*
"Not since | what?" He dared her to go on, dared her to condemm him

"Not since you locked himin Mkal's roons for a nonth." She dared.

"He can't lose his songs," R ktors said. "He was trai ned since he was three."

"He can and he did. Don't you realize? He doesn't |learn songs. He | earns how to discover them

I nside hinself, and bring themout to the surface. Do you think he nmenorized themall, and chose
the right one for the proper occasion? They came fromhis soul, and you broke him and now he
can't find them anynore." Her anger surprised her. She had |istened synpathetically to Ansset. It
had never occurred to her how nmuch she had conme to hate R ktors for Ansset's sake. Wich was odd,
for Ansset had never even hinted at hatred for Riktors. Only hurt.

Ri ktors seened not to notice the inpertinence of her tone. He only | ooked wonderingly at Ansset.
"Is it true?"

Ansset nodded.

Ri kt ors dropped his head into his hands, which rested on the arns of the throne. "What have
done,"” he said. Hs hands twisted in his hair

He really grieves for Ansset's |oss, Kyaren thought, and realized that despite all he had done to
hurt Ansset, he still loved him And so, funblingly, she offered sone words to assuage the bl ow
that had just struck him "It wasn't just you," she said. "It was the Songhouse, really. Wat the
Songhouse did. Cutting himoff here. You don't know what the Songhouse neans to—to people |ike
him" She had al nbst said us. "/ knew they were bastards "there, who didn't care for any of us,
but they get chains on you and never let go."

Besi de her, Ansset was shaki ng his head. % 276

"It's true, Ansset. It was bad enough for themto strand you here w thout warning, but when they
didn't even prepare you for—what happened, what the drugs would do to you—* She didn't finish.

She merely turned to Riktors, who did not seemto be listening, and said, "It's the Songhouse that
hurt him nost."

He did hear. He sat up, and | ooked rmuch relieved, though there was still tension in him even for
Kyareu to see, who did not know him

"Yes," he said. "It's the Songhouse that hurt himnost.*1

Suddenly Ansset stepped forward, toward the throne. He was angry. Kyaren was surprised—she had
been t he one speaking, and yet he seened angry at Ri ktors.

"That was a lie," Ansset said.

Ri ktors only | ooked at him startl ed.

"1 know your voice, R ktors, knowit as well as |I know ny own, and that was a lie, and not just a
smal | one, Riktors, that was a lie that natters to you right to the core and | want to know why
it's aliel™

Ri ktors did not answer. But after a few nonments he | ooked away from Ansset, glanced toward Ferret,
who i medi ately came forward.

"Stay where you are!" Ansset commanded, and Ferret, surprised by the ferocity of his voice,
obeyed. Ansset spoke again to Riktors. "It was not the Songhouse that hurt nme nost, then?"

Ri kt ors shook his head.

"Where is the lie, Riktors? | was cut off fromthe Song-house, and that has cost ne nore than any
other loss | have ever sustained, even the |oss of Mkal, even the |oss of your friendship. And
you say that it was not the Song-house that hurt nme nost? Who was it, then? Wio was it who cut ne
of f fromthen?"

Again Riktors appealed to Ferret. "He's dangerous, Ferret."

Ferret shook his head. "When he plans to attack you, I'll knowit."

It was obvious to Kyaren that Riktors did not share his confidence. But any pity or understanding
she had had

277
for the man was gone now, yet she found it hard to believe that anyone could have been so cruel as
Ri ktors was. "It was all a lie, then," she said into the silence. "The Songhouse didn't refuse

him The Songhouse wanted hi m back."
Ri kt ors sai d not hi ng.
"You were clever," Ansset said to him "In all our conversation, that |ast day, you never once
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told ne a lie. Not once. And | thought all your tension was because you were sad to see ne go."

Ri kt ors spoke at last, his voice husky. "I was sad to see you go."

"Anywhere. To anyone. | was yours, is that it? | had to |love you nosc, is that it? If | thought of
t he Songhouse as home, you couldn't bear that, could you? If |I |oved the Songhouse nore than |

| oved this palace, then you'd take the Songhouse away fromnme, wouldn't you? Only you had to tw st
it, sol'd hate themin the process, and not you at all. You couldn't have nme hate you."

The words seened to slamvisibly into Riktors, and he gasped at the end of Ansset's speech. Ansset
may have no songs, but his voice was still a potent tool, and be was using it to savage Ri ktors.

"1 wanted your songs," Riktors said.

"You wanted ny songs," Ansset answered, bitterly, "nore than you wanted ny happi ness. So you took
my happi ness, and stole ny songs."

And then Kyaren made a connection in her nmind, and realized that R ktors was not hol ding Josif
ransom agai nst' a song.

"Ansset," Kyaren said. "Josif."

Ansset renmenbered, and the nmask of Control appeared again on his face. Tinme enough for hatred when
Josif was free.

"I want Josif. Now," Ansset said.

"No," Riktors said.

"Aren't you through?" Ansset asked. "Do you think you can still save something? Or are you

determ ned that if you can't have ny | ove—and you can't, Riktors, you canfc
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—+then no one can. If you ever loved nme, R ktors, you will let me have Josif. Now. "

You can't, R ktors, you can't.

If you ever |oved ne, Riktors.

The words struck Riktors hard; his face worked, though whether with anger or grief Kyaren couldn't
tell

"Call a guard," Riktors said.

"No," Ferret said.

Ri ktors arose fromhis throne. "Call a guard!" he roared, and the ferret left, returning a nonent
later with two guards.

"Take themto the prisoner. To Josif."

The guards | ooked at each other, then at Ferret, who nodded and whi spered sonet hing. The guards

| ooked doubtful, but they led the way. Ansset and Kyaren fol | owed.

"He won't do anything to us, will he?" Kyaren whi spered.

Ansset shook his head. "Riktors will never hurt nme directly, or you, as long as you're with ne.
And as long as you're with ne, no one can take you away." She | ooked at his face. Control was

| aggi ng. She saw the killer there, and was afraid. This should never have happened to Ansset, none
of this.

"How di d they keep the Songhouse people fromcom ng for you?" she asked. "If they really wanted
you back—s"

"The enpire controls the spaceports. Besides, if he could lie to nme, he could lie to them But
that's past now. Tinme enough to set things right once we have Josif back."

Kyaren was baffled by the labyrinth of the palace, lost all sense of direction. But they went
general ly downward. Into the prison, she assuned. But they nade a certain turn that Ansset had not
been expecti ng—he was taken by surprise and had to retrace a few steps.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"He isn't in the prison,"” he said.
"Then where?"
"Hospital ," Ansset answered.

The guards stopped outside a door. 279

"He's fairly drugged up. He isn't pretty right now, but Ferret said to |let you see himas he is.
I'"'msorry."

Then the guard opened the door, and they wal ked in, and they saw Josif.

At first nothing seened wong with him except the drugs. Josif saw them but his eyes showed no
recognition, and his jaw hung partly open. He sat on a 'narrow bed, |eaning against the wall. His
| egs were | oosely apart, and his arns hung sl ackly beside him He |ooked as if he never planned to
nove.

Then Kyaren | ooked down, between his legs, just as Ansset saw and turned to try to bl ock her
sight. He was too |ate.

She screaned, shoved past him and, still scream ng, took Josif by the shoulders and pulled him
toward her, enbraced himin an agony of grief. He slunped against her, and with his head tilted
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down, he drooled. She still heard herself shouting hysterically; gradually she was able to stop
until finally even her spasnodic sobbing ended and all was silent in the room again. She |ooked at
Ansset. His face was terrible, not because of the enotion on it, but because there was nothing on
his face at all.

Carefully she | eaned Josif back against the wall H's head noved to the right, so that he could not
see her, but nerely stared at the wall. He did not attenpt to nove. The drugs had himwell in
hand.

"They plan to fit himwi th a permanent tube tonmorrow," said one of the guards.

Ansset ignored him and Kyaren tried to. They started to push past him but the guard raised a gun-
It wasn't a laser—+t was a tranquilizer. "Ferret said that after you saw, you weren't to be

al | owed back to the great hall."

Ansset didn't pause, sinply brought up his foot. The man's hand broke at the wist; the gun
dropped to the floor as the hand went slack and hung perpendicular to the floor. A nmonment for the
pain to register, and the guard reel ed out of the way. The other was too sl ow-Ansset took his face
off with both hands, and Kyaren raced to follow the Songbird as he shoved past the scream ng

gi &rd,
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who knelt with his hands in front of his face, blood stream ng down his arns.

This was not the way they had come, Kyaren was sure. But Ansset seened sure of where he was going,
and it occurred to her that he would want to avoid the ways where guards night be waiting. Also,
he avoi ded any doors, finally coming to the great hall through the main entrance, which stood

wi de.

Kyaren reached the doors a nonent after Ansset passed through them but already he was hal fway
across the floor, heading, not for Riktors, but for Ferret. Suddenly Ansset was in the air, and
Kyaren was expecting him in his fury, to destroy the enperor's assassin.

But a nonent |later Ferret and Ansset were grappling. None of Ansset's novenents could penetrate
the man's defenses; the ferret was unable -to land a blow or a cut on Ansset's body.

Finally, exhausted, they held each other firnmly, neither able to nove for fear the other would be
abl e to use the novenent against him Ansset's nouth was near the Ferret's ear. He npaned softly,
and the noan was his agony of being unable to express what was in him either with his body or
with his voice. He could not kill, he could not sing, and he could not find another way to open
what demanded to be opened inside him

The ferret whispered triunphantly in his ear, "You ve forgotten nothing."

Ri ktors spoke fromthe throne, where he was sitting again, relieved that Ansset's attack was not
against him relieved that neither fighter had been able to win. "W do you think taught you how
to kill that way, Ansset?"

"I killed ny teacher," Ansset said.

"You were told you were killing your teacher," Riktors answered. "It was a lie."

"You can't match me," said Ferret.

"You were Mkal's servant, sworn to him" Ansset said

"I amthe enperor's servant," Ferret answered. "M kal was old."

It was one betrayal, one injury too nmany. It tore sone-281

thing inside Ansset. The barrier broke, and all the hurt ' of the years he had thought the
Songhouse did not want him all the grief at Josif's nutilation, all the rage at Riktors's Ilies,
all the vengeance and hatred that had bulk within him unable to be expressed—t all cane out at
once.

Ansset sang agai n.

But it was not a subtle song, as all of his had been. Much of his technique had been lost in the
years of songl essness, and there was no attention to rilling the room or displaying nuances of

mel ody. It was an instinctive song, one that depended not on the veneer the Songhouse had put on
Ansset's ability, but rather on the powers within himthat the Songhouse had only gradually

di scovered, the power to conprehend exactly what was in other people's hearts and m nds, reshape
it, manipulate it, and change it until they felt what Ansset wanted themto feel

The song was terrible, even to Kyaren, who was at the edge of the room and who coul d not
understand it all because it was not sung to her

But to Riktors, who understood alnost all of it, it was the end of the world. It was all his
crimes held up to him and against his will he felt guilt for them a terrifying guilt like the
eyes of God staring down his soul, like the devil's teeth gnawing at his heart; the Furies
fluttered passionately at the edge of his vision; he lifted up his voice in a vast screamthat
woul d have overshadowed any other sound, but not the sound of Ansset's song.

For k went on.
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It went on, filled with the colors of Ansset's love for Ri ktors, betrayed; MKkal's love for
Ansset, destroyed; and the timdity, the gentleness and passion of Ansset's night with Josif,
forever out of reach. It was shaded by the darkness of Ansset's pain as the best joy the body can
receive was torn fromhimand replaced by the worst pain the body can endure. And as all those
griefs and agonies filled the air, they were intensified by Ansset's long, |ong nonths of silence,
with his songs stolen fromhim his

282 *

Control partly broken. Now there was no Control. Now there was nothing holding himin.

The Mayor of the pal ace heard Ansset's song |i ke the death of sone forest animal, but it would
have been inpossible to hear the sound inside. And then he heard Ri ktors's scream He shouted for
guards; he raced for the great hall; he burst in; he saw

Ansset, his face tipped upward toward the ceiling, the song still pouring fromhis throat like a
vol cano' s eruption, seem ngly endless, seenmingly the death of the world. Hs arns were spread out,
his fingers distended, his legs standing wide, as if the world were shaki ng and he was barely able
to stay upright,

Kyaren, |eaning against the door, weeping for the parts of the song that she coul d understand.

Ri ktors M kal, enperor of all nmankind, Iying on the floor crying out again and again, begging for
forgiveness, withing to try to find a place where the sound wouldn't go. It had found him al nost
all the song had touched him and he was insane, tearing at his clothing, blood comng fromhis
face where his own nails had raked him Hours before, he had been serene and untouchabl e; now he
had been felled by a song.

But not all the song. There were parts of the song that Ri ktors Mkal could not understand. Esste

had been right about Ri ktors, when she felt that, like Mkal before him he was cruel but not
without limts. R ktors, like Mkal, had a |Iove for, a sense of responsibility for, mankind. What
killing he might do, he did because it was needed, because of the goal he had in mind. And when
the goal was achieved, he did not kill. Ri ktors did not understand all the song because, while he
was cruder than Esste had thought he was, he was also, in the end, partly kind.

For there was a part of the song that spoke of death, and | oved death; that spoke of killing, and
| oved killing. There was a part of the song that proclainmed that there nust be expiation for the
crinmes, and the only paynent

2SS

that could be nmade was death, and that only he who | oved death could pay that price.

Only one person in the roomunderstood that part of the song.

The Mayor of the pal ace | ooked |ast at Ferret, who alone was silent. He had torn his stonach open
with his own hands; with his own hands he was throwi ng his bowels onto the floor. Again and again
with gushes of blood, he spilled hinself. H's face was in ecstasy; he alone in the room had found
an outl et adequate for the pressure of the song.

He kept on rhythmically destroying hinmself until at last he had found his heart; with the |ast of
his strength he tore it fromhis chest, held it in his hands. Only then did he | ook down. And he
wat ched his hands as they crushed the organ. It was his benediction. He could die.

And as he fell to the ground, the song ended, and Ri ktors's screans ended, and the only sound in
the hall was the Mayor's heavy breathing and the soft crying of Kyaren at the other end of the
hal | .

KYAREN

7

It could have been chaos. Wrd could have gone out, and a thousand sol di ers and nmanagers and
prefects and rebels of every stripe could have plunged the enpire into a civil war that woul d have
undone every work that Mkal had built and Ri ktors had maintai ned.

Coul d have.

But did not. Because the Mayor of the palace was a man who knew he was not adequate to handle the
responsibility thrust on him Because Kyaren was a worman of great presence of mind, who could set
aside grief until she needed it

Ri ktors Ashen fell into a coma, and when he canme out of it, he refused to talk; though his eyes
regi stered that he could see light, he would not blink when sonething was thrust at his eyes; he
woul d not answer; when his arnms ewere raised, they stayed raised until someone put them down.
There was no question of his continuing to govern the enmpire. No one knew when he woul d recover,
if he ever woul d-

But few people knew there was anything wong at all. The Mayor of the palace inmediately put tight
security on the places in the palace where the truth could not be conceal ed. R ktors's chanbers,
where he lay attended by two doctors who suspected that unless sonethi ng happened they woul d never
get out of the roomalive. Ansset's room where the boy with perfect Control, now nearly a man in
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stature and old in grief, lay weeping hysterically when he was awake. The prison cell, where Josif
came out of
2*7

his drugged stupor and killed hinself by stuffing a sheet down his throat until he suffocated. And
the roons where the Mayor of the palace and Kyaren nmet with inperial officials and gave them
Riktors's instructions, as if Riktors were nerely busy el sewhere. Those ninisters and advi sers who
usual Iy had cl ose access to the enperor were sent on assignments that kept them out of reach, so
they woul d not wonder why they were denied his presence. One of themwas assigned to repl ace
Ansset as nmanager of Earth. And when anyone asked why Ri ktors had not held court for so long, the
Mayor replied, "Ri ktors has brought his Songbird hone again, and they wish to be alone." Everyone
nodded, and thought they understood.

But they could not keep it up indefinitely, they knew Sone decision had to be reached, and it was
too hard for them They were both gifted at governnent, the Mayor and Kyaren, and because they
needed hel p desperately, they depended on each other, and were not jeal ous, and gradually began to
think as one on alnost all the issues; when one nade a decision alone, it was invariably the

deci sion the other would have nade in the sane situation. Yet they needed help, and after only two
weeks, Kyaren decided to do what she had known she woul d have to do alnbst fromthe start.

Wth the Mayor's consent, she sent a nessage to Tew, asking Esste to | eave the H gh Room and cone
cure the ills of the enpire.

L, It is quiet, a silence as black as the dark beyond the farthest star. But in the silence Ansset
hears a song, and he wakes. This tine he does not wake to weepi ng; he does not see Josif al ways
before him smling"” shyly and carefully, as if he did not feel the mutilation of his body; he
does not see Mkal crunbling to ash; he does not see any of the visions of agony from his past.
This time the song controls his waking, and it is a sweet song of

288

in a high stone tower with fog seeping in at the shutters. It is a song like the caress of a
mother's hand in her child' s hair; the song holds himand conforts him and he reaches out his
hand, groping in the darkness for a face. And he finds the face, and strokes the forehead.

" Mot her, " he says.

And she answers, "Ch, ny child."

And then she talks in song, and he understands every word, though it is wordless. She tells him of
her |oneliness without him and sings softly of her joy at being with himagain. She tells him
that his life is still rich with possibility, and he is not able to doubt her song.

He tries to sing back to her, for once he knew this | anguage. But his voice has been tortured, and
when he sings it does not cone out as it ought to. He stunbles, and the song is weak and pitiful,
and he weeps at his failure.

But she holds himin her arns and conforts himagain, and weeps with himinto his hair, and says,
"It's all -right, Ansset, ny son, ny son."

And, to his surprise, she is right. He goes to sleep again, rocking in her arms, and the bl ackness
goes away, both the blackness of |ight and the blackness of sound. He has found her again, and she
loves himafter all.

J Esste stayed for a year, working quiet mracles.

"I never nmeant to involve nyself directly in these things," she said to Kyaren, when it was tine
for her to |eave.

"I wish you wouldn't go."

"This isn't ny real work, Kya-Kya. My real work waits for nme in the Songhouse. This is your work.
You do it well."

In the year that she was there, Esste heal ed the palace while holding the enpire at bay. Humanity
had been di sorgani zed for nore than twenty thousand years, knit to-

289
gether in an enpire for less than a century. It could have cone apart easily. But Esste's deft
voi ce was confident and forceful; when it was tine to announce that Riktors was ill, she already

had the trust or respect or fear of those she had to depend on. She nade no deci si ons—that was for
Kyaren and the Mayor, who knew what was goi ng on. She only spoke and sang and soothed the million
voi ces that cried to the capital for guidance, for help; that searched in the capital for weakness
or sloth. There were no holes for the knives to go in. And by the end of the year, the regency was
secure.

Esste, however, regarded as far nore inportant the work she did with Ansset and with Riktors. It
was her song that at |ast brought Ri ktors out of catal epsia. She was the antidote to Ansset's
rage. And while Riktors did not speak for seven nonths, he did becone attentive, watched as people
wal ked around the room ate decently, and took care of his own toilet, rmuch to the relief of his
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doctors. And after seven nonths, he finally answered when spoken to. Hi s answer was obscene and
the servant he spoke to was nortified, but Esste only | aughed and canme to Ri ktors and enbraced
him "You old bitch,” he said, his eyes narrow. "You've taken ny place.”

"Only held it for you, Riktors. Until you're ready to fill it again."

But it soon becane clear that Ri ktors would never be ready to fill his place. He becane cheerfu
enough, after a tine, but he was often overcone by great nelancholy. He was taken by whins, and
then forgot them suddenly in the middle—ence he left thirty hunters beating the forest and wal ked
back to the pal ace, causing a terrible panic until he was found swi mm ng naked in the river

trying to sneak up on the geese that | anded in the eddi es near the shore. He could not concentrate
on matters of state. And when decisions were brought to him "he acted quickly and rashly, trying
to get rid of problens i mediately, uncaring whether they were solved right or not. He had | ost no

menmory. He renmenbered clearly that he had once cared about these things very nuch. %
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"But it weighs on ne now It chafes nme, like a bad-fitting uniform |'ma terrible enperor, aren't
| 2"

"You' re good enough,"” answered Esste, "so long as you don't interfere with those who are willing
to bear the burdens."

Ri kt ors | ooked out the wi ndow to where the clouds were comng in over the forest.

"Al ready ny shoes are full?"

"They aren't your shoes, R ktors," Esste said. "They're Mkal's, You filled them and wal ked
awhile in them But now they don't fit—as you said. You can still serve. By staying alive and
putting in an appearance now and then, you can keep the enpire unified. Wiile the others nake the
deci sions you don't care to make anynore. Isn't that fair enough?"

"Is it?"
"What use do you have for power now? You used it once, and nearly killed everything you | oved."
He | ooked at her in horror. "I thought we didn't discuss that."

"W don't. Except when you need a rem nder."

And so Riktors lived in his roonms in the palace, and anused hinself as he pleased, and put in
publ i c appearances so the citizens would know he was alive. But all the business was carried on by
underlings. And gradually, as die year went on, Esste withdrew herself fromthe business, failed
to attend the neetings, and the Mayor and Kyaren rul ed together, neither of them strong enough yet
to rule alone, both of themglad that ruling al one wasn't necessary.

Heal ing Ri ktors as nuch as he could be heal ed was only part of Esste's work. There was Efrim in a
way the easiest; in a way the hardest.

He was only a year old when his father was taken fromhimand lulled, but that was young enough to
feel the loss. He cried for his father, who had been tender and playful with him and Kyaren coul d
not confort him So it was Esste who took him and sang to himuntil she found the songs that
filled the boy's need. "But | won't be here
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forever," said Esste, "and he nust have soneone to replace his father."

The Mayor was not slow to catch on, and he turned to Kyaren. "He's around the palace, and so am|.
I''mconveni ent, don't you think?" So that before Esste had been there six nonths, Efrimwas
calling the Mayor Daddy, and before Esste |left the pal ace, Kyaren and the Mayor had signed a
contract.

"I always call you Mayor," Esste said one day. "Don't you have a nanme?"

The Mayor | aughed. "Wien | took on this duty, Riktors told nme that | had no nane. 'You' ve | ost
your name,' he said. 'Your nanme is Mayor, and you are mine.' WlIl, I"'mnot really his now, |
suppose. But |'ve got used to having no other nane."

So Efri mwas heal ed, and Kyaren with him al nost by accident. Ch, there was none of the passion
she had known with Josif. But she had had enough of passion. There was sonething just as strong
and just as conforting in shared work. There was not a part of her life that she didn't share with
the Mayor, and there was not a part of His life that he did not share with her. They periodically
got quite irritated with each other, but they were never al one.

But all these healings, of Riktors, of EfrdJm of Kyaren, of the enpire—they were not Esste's nost

i mportant work.

Ansset refused to sing.

As soon as the hysteria had ended, and he was rational again, she had tried to hear his voice.
"Songs can be lost," she said, "but songs can be regai ned."

"I have no doubt of it," he said. "But | have sung ny |ast song."

She did not try to persuade him Just hoped that, before she |left, she could see a change in his
Vi ew.
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There were changes, certainly. He had al ways been kinder than R ktors, and so the suffering that
purged himof all his hatred did not strip himof his personality. He |laughed quite soon, and

pl ayed happily with Efrimas if he were a younger brother, imtating Efrims baby speech

292 *

perfectly. "I feel like |I have two children," Kyaren said one day, |aughing.

"The one will grow up sooner than the other," Esste predicted, and Ansset did. In only a few

mont hs he was interested in the matters of governnent. He was one of the few people in the pal ace
who had been there under both Ri ktors and M kal. He knew many peopl e that the Mayor and Kyaren did
not. More inportant, he was much better than Esste in understandi ng what people had to say, what
they really neant, what they really wanted, and he was able to answer themthe way they needed in
order to leave satisfied. It was the remant of his songs that had made hi ma good manager of
Earth. Now, in the absence of the enperor and as Esste withdrew herself nore and nore from
governnent, Ansset began to take the public role, neeting the people R ktors could not be trusted
to neet, the dangerous ones that Kyaren and the Mayor were not sure they coul d handl e.

And it worked well. Wile Kyaren and the Mayor remmined virtually unknown to the rest of the
enpire, Ansset was already as fanbus as Ri ktors and M kal thenselves had been. And though no one
ever again heard himsing in the palace as he had before, he was still called the Songbird, and

the people |loved him

Yet he was not really happy, despite his cheerfulness . and hard work. The day that Esste left,
she took him aside, and they spoke.

"Mot her Esste, let ne go with you," he said.

**No, " she answered.

"Mt her Esste," he repeated, "haven't | stayed on Earth |ong enough? |I'm nineteen. | should have
gone hone four years ago."

"Four years ago you coul d have gone home, Ansset, but today you can't."

He pressed his face into her hand. "Mdther, | found you only days before | left the Songhouse;
this is the first year 1've spent with you. Don't | eave ne again."

She sighed, and the sigh was a song of regret and | ove 293

that Ansset heard and understood but did not forgive. "I don't want regret. | want to go hone."
"And what woul d you do there, Ansset?"

It was a question he had not thought of, probably because he knew in secret that the answer woul d
hurt, and he tried to avoid pain these days.

What woul d he do there? He could not sing, and so he could not teach. He had governed a world and
hel ped to rule an enpire—wuld he be content as a Blind, running the small business affairs of the
Songhouse? He woul d be usel ess there, and the Songhouse woul d be a constant reninder to himof al
that he had lost. For in the Songhouse there was no escaping the songs: the children sang in al
the corridors, and the songs cane fromthe wi ndows into the courtyard, and whispered in the walls,
and vibrated gently in the stone underfoot. Ansset would be worse of f than even Kyaren had been
for she at |east had never sung and did not know what it was she | acked. Better for the nmute to
live anmong other nutes, where no one would notice his silence and he woul d not m ss his | ost

Voi ce.

"I would do nothing there," Ansset said. "Except |ove you."

“I''ll remenber that," she said. "Wth all ny heart."

And she held himclose and cried again because she was | eaving—n front of Ansset she had no need
of Control.

"Before | go, there's sonmething | want you to do for ne."

"Anyt hi ng. "

"I want you," she said, "to cone with me to see Riktors."

Hi s face set hard, and he shook his head.

"Ansset, he isn't the sane man."

"Al'l the nore reason not to go."

"Ansset," she said sternly, and he |istened. "Ansset, there are places in you that | can't heal
and there are places in Riktors that | can't heal. H's wounds were torn by your song; your
injuries were made by his interference in your life. Don't you think that what | can't heal, you
m ght be able to heal ?"

Ansset did not answer. % 294

"Ansset," she said, nmeaning to be obeyed, "You know that you still love him"

"No," Ansset said.

"Ansset, your |love was never slight. You gave w thout bar, and received w thout caution, and just
because it brought pain doesn't nean that it is gone."

And so she led himslowy up to R ktors's roons. Ri ktors was standing at the w ndow, |ooking out
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as he usually did, watching the birds settle on the lawns. He did not turn until they had been
there for several minutes. At first he saw only Esste, and sniled. Then he saw Ansset, and grew
sober.

They studied each other in silence, both waiting for the terrible enotions to cone back. But they
did not cone. There was wi stful ness, and sorrow, and a nenory of friendship and pain, but there
was no pain itself, and grief and guilt had faded. Ansset was surprised to discover how nuch hate
he did not feei, and so he wal ked closer to Riktors even as Ri ktors wal ked closer to him

I will not be your friend as | was, Ansset said silently to the man who was now his height, for

Ri ktors bent a little and Ansset had grown. But | will be your friend as | can be

And in the silence between them Ri ktors's eyes seened to say the sane things.

"Hell o," Ansset said.

"Hello," Ri ktors answered.

They said little else, for there was little enough to say. But when Esste |left the room they
stood together at the w ndow, | ooking out, watching the hawks hunting and shouting instructions at
the birds desperately trying to survive

JT Riktors died three years afterward, in the spring, and in his will he asked the enpire to
accept Ansset as his heir. It seened the natural thing to do, since Riktors had
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no children and their | ove for each other was | egendary. So Ansset was crowned and reigned for
sixty years, until he was eighty-two years old, always with the help of Kyaren and the Mayor
privately they regarded each other as equals, though it was Ansset's head that wore the crown.
They becane bel oved, all of them as Mkal and R ktors, who had nade many enem es, could never
have been | oved. The stories gradually cane out, about Ansset and Mkal and, Riktors and Josif and
Kyaren and th™ Mayor; they became nmyths that people could cling to, because they were true. The
stories were told, not in public nmeetings, where it mght be politic to praise the rulers of the
enpire, but in private, in hones where people marveled at the things the great ones suffered,
whil e children dreamed of being Songbirds, |oved by everyone, so that soneday they could become
enperors on the golden throne at Susquehanna.

The | egends anused Ansset because they had grown so in the telling, and touched Kyaren because she
knew it was a reflection of the people's love. But it changed nothing. In the niddle of the
government, surrounded by work for a hundred thousand worlds, they managed to make a fanmily of it.
Every night they woul d cone hone together, Mayor and Kyaren as husband and wife, with Efrimthe
ol dest of their children; and Ansset was the uncle who never took a wife, who acted nore |ike the
ol der brother to everyone, who played with the children and talked with the parents but then, in
the end, went alone to his bedroom where the noise of the famly penetrated softly, as if froma
great distance.

You are mine, but you are not mine, Ansset said. | amyours, but you hardly knowit.

He was not unhappy.

But he wasn't happy, either.
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"This is a hell of athing to spring on us," Kyaren said crossly.

"If you expect either of us to take the crown, you're going to be disappointed,"” the Mayor said.
"I wouldn't give you the crown if you wanted it," Ansset said smling. "I'"magetting old, and
you're even older. So to hell with you." He turned and called across the room where Efri mwas
talking to two of his brothers while he held his youngest grandson in his arms. "Efrim" Ansset
called. "Are you ready to be enperor?”

Efri m Il aughed, but then saw that Ansset was not |aughing. He cane to the table where his parents
and his uncle sat. "You're joking?" he asked.

"Are you ready? |I'mleaving."

"\Wher e?"

"Does it matter?"

"Don't nake it such a nystery," Kyaren said, cutting in. "He has sone crazy idea that the
Songhouse is aching to liave himcone hone."

Ansset was still smling, still watching Efrinmls face.

"You're really abdicating?"

"Efrim" Ansset said, letting hinself sound inpatient, "yon knew damm wel | you'd be enperor
sonmeday. How many of ny children do you see crowdi ng around? Now | ask you, are you ready?"
"Yes," Efrimanswered seriously.

"When M kal abdicated, it took himonly a couple of weeks. | won't dally so long. Tonorrow. "
"Why so quickly? " Kyaren asked.
"I'"'ve made up nmy mind. | want to do it. I'mwasting tine waiting here."
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"I'f you just want to visit, Ansset, visit," the Mayor said. "Stay on Tew for a few nonths. Then

deci de. "

"You don't understand," Ansset said. "l don't want to go there as enperor. | want to go there as
Ansset. Not

2P7

even Ansset the former Songbird. Just Ansset who's willing to sweep or clean stables or any dam
thing they have for me to do, but don't you understand? This is hone for you, and for nme too, in a

way —

"I n every way—-=

"No. Because you belong here. But this isn't what | was born for. I'mnot right here. | was raised
anong songs. | want to die anmong them"

"Esste's dead, Ansset. She died years ago. WII you even know anyone there? You'll just be a
stranger." Kyaren | ooked worried, but Ansset reached out and playfully snmoothed the wrinkles on

her forehead. "Don't bother," she said, brushing his hand -away. "They' ve been pernanently
engraved. "
"It's not Esste |'m going back to see. It's not anyone."

And Efrimput his hand on his uncle's shoulder. "It's Ansset you want to find, isn't it? Sone
little boy or girl with a voice that noves stones, isn't it?"

Ansset cl apped his hand over Efrims and | aughed. "Another me? 1'll never find another Ansset,
Efrim 1f | go there looking for that, Ill never find it. | may not have sung |ong, but no one

will ever sing like that again.”

And Kyaren realized that out of all the achievenments of his life, out of all that he had done,
Ansset was still proudest of what he had done when he was ten years ol d.

The | egends woul d have been good enough just with the stories that were current before Ansset

abdi cated. But there was one nore story to add, and for this one Ansset left Earth, left his
office, left the last of his nobney at the station, and arrived penniless at the Songhouse door
They let himin.

RRUK
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J. Ansset had been enperor for only thirty years when Esste's work cane to an end. She felt the
end coming in sumrer; felt the ennui of doing again and again work that she had mastered | ong
before. There were no students who interested her. There were no teachers left who were her close
friends, except Onn. She was nmore and nore distant fromall the Iife of the Songhouse, though from
the H gh Room she still directed that life.

In the fall, Esste began to long for things she could not have. She |onged for her childhood. She
I onged for a lover in a crystal house. She longed for Ansset, the beautiful boy whom she had held
in her arms and | oved as she had | oved HO one el se.

But the |longings could not be fulfilled; the crystal house was filled with other |oves by now,
surely; the girl Esste had di ed, sheddi ng younger skins until now the hard-faced woman in dark
robes was her only relic; and Ansset was enperor of mankind, not a child anynore, and she could
not emnbrace hi m now.

Oh, she toyed with the idea of journeying to Susque-hanna again. But before she had gone in answer
to the enmpire's need. She could not justify such a journey nerely to satisfy her own, especially
when she knew that, in the end, her real need would be unsatisfied.

Al'l songs nmust end, said the maxim before we can know them Wthout borders on a thing it cannot
be conprehended as a whole. And so Esste decided to put the
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final border on her life, so that all her works and all her days could be viewed arid understood
and, perhaps, sung.

It was winter, and snow fell heavily outside the wi ndows of the H gh Room Esste had not decided
bef orehand that this day above all others would be the day. Perhaps it was the beauty of the snow
perhaps it was the know edge that the cold would take her quickly, in a stormlike this. But she
sent on errands those likely to discover her too soon. Then she opened all the shutters and | et
the wind pour in, took off her clothing, and lay on stone in the center of the room

As the wind swept over her, covering her with snowflakes that nelted nore and nore slowy, Esste
hi d behind her Control and wondered. She had sung many songs in her life, but which should she
sing | ast? What song should the H gh Room hear as her own funerary?

She was i ndecisive too |ong, and sang nothing as she lay on the H gh Roomfloor. In the end her
Control failed her, as in extremty it nust always fail; but as she crawl ed feebly under her robes
and bl ankets, a part of her noticed with satisfaction that the work was al ready done. Bl ankets

al one woul d do not hi ng. The snow was two i nches deep in the Hi gh Room Tonorrow a new Songnast er
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woul d conme here and the Songhouse woul d be taught new songs.

Z- Onn was busy.

There was nuch to be done, and several key Deafs and Blinds had been sent out on errands at once,
whi ch soneti nes happened but was dammed i nconveni ent.

"Sometines," Onn had confided to a young naster, "I feel like 1 mght as well be deaf, for all the
time | get to spend with nusic."

But he didn't nind. He was a good singer, a good teacher, worthy of respect. Yet unlike nmany of
the high nasters and Songnmasters who had the responsibility of
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seeing that the Songhouse ran smoothly, he was al so a good administrator. He got jobs done. He
renenbered details. So that where nost nasters were willing to see alnpst all the work and

deci sions taken care of by the Blinds, Onn nade it a “»int to know as nuch about all the
operations of the Songhouse as he could, and help Esste as nuch as possi bl e.

More inportant, he did it w thout being obnoxious. And so it was only reasonable for him and
everyone el se to assune that he would be the next Songmaster in the High Room when Esste deci ded
she was finished. And he would have been, too, if he hadn't been so busy.

When the Songnaster of the Hi gh Roomdid not wish to be disturbed, he or she sinply did not answer
a knock on the door. This was accepted practice. The only ones who could defy this were Deafs and
Bl i nds goi ng about their business, because, according to the etiquette of the place, they were
general |y regarded as nonexi stent. A Deaf whose routine called for himto sweep out a room woul d
sinmply sweep out the room and the person who had sought privacy there would not m nd—+though if a
student or a teacher were to enter without perm ssion, it would be quite rude.

Al'l this was sinply taken for granted. But Onn had to consult the conputer for an answer to a
question, and that neant conferring with Esste. The probl em seened urgent at the tinme, though a
few hours later he could not even renenber what it was. He went to the H gh Room and knocked on

t he door.

There wasn't an answer.

If Onn had been anbitious instead of dedicated, he would have thought of the possibility that
Esste did not answer because she had decided to quit her work, and he woul d have tiptoed away and
been patient. O if Onn had been | ess confident of hinmself, he would not have dared to open the
door. But he was dedi cated and confident, and he opened the door, and so it was he who found
Esste's corpse cold under a thick |ayer of snow.
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Esste's loss grieved him and he sat in the cold (after having closed the shutters and turned on
the heat) with her corpse for sonme tine, nmourning the | oss of her friendship, for he had | oved her
very nuch.

But he al so knew his responsibility. He had found the body. Therefore he had to informthe person
who woul d be the next Songmaster in the Hi gh Room Yet he hinself was the only |ogical choice for
the position. And custom forbade himto nane hinself. It could not be done.

It occurred to hi mhe was human, after all—+o |eave the roomimediately with all as he had found
it and go wait patiently for sone Deaf or Blind to find the body, which was as it should be
anyway.

But he was honest, and knew that the very fact that he had defied custom already and entered

wi t hout pernission was reason enough for himto be denied the office. If he could flout courtesy
and enter when a person wanted privacy, he was too thoughtless .to be Songmaster of the H gh Room
But who else? It was not an accident that he was the nost obvious choice for the H gh Room+t was
not just because he was outstanding, but al so because no one el se was particularly suited for the
wor k. There were nany gifted singers and teachers anong the Songnasters and hi gh masters—after
all, it was singing and teaching they were selected for. But a person of such strong will, such
dedi cation, such wi sdomthat the Songhouse would be safe if guided by that will and that w sdon?
In all the years of the Sohghouse's existence, there had al ways been soneone, an easy choice, or
at | east an understandabl e one. Al ways one of the Songmasters had been ready, or if not one of
them then an outstandi ng young hi gh nmaster whose choice was clearly right.

This rime there was no one. Ch, there were two or three who night have done passable work, but Onn
could not have borne to work under them for one was prone to nake whinsi cal decisions, and

anot her often got involved in petty quarrels, and the third was too absentm nded to
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be depended on. Sonmeone woul d al ways be cleaning up after their errors. That was not the way it
ought to be.

By evening, Onn was getting desperate. He had barred the door—o sense in letting the runor get
out if a chance Deaf should enter—and with the snow now form ng puddl es on die ground, he was
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feeling quite danp and unconfortable. He resolved not to |l eave the roomuntil he had deci ded. But
he coul d not deci de.

And so, early in the norning, after a fitful sleep, he got up, keyed the door to open to his hand,
| ocked it behind him and began prowling the Stalls and Chanbers, the Common Roons and the toilets
and the kitchens, hoping that sone startling idea would occur to him or that his indecision would
be resol ved, so that he could choose soneone to repl ace Esste.

It was afternoon when, despondent, he stepped into a Conmon Room where a group of Breezes were
bei ng taught. He cane just for solace; the young voices were unskilled enough that their singing
did not force himto pay attention, yet they were good enough that their harnonies and

count ernel odi es were a pl easure to hear

As he sat at the back of the room he began to watch the teacher, began to listen to her. He
recogni zed her inmediately, of course. She had enough ability that she ought to have been teaching
in Stalls and Chanbers—her own voice was refined and pure. But she was not young, and never likely
to be advanced to be a high naster or Songnaster, and so she had asked to remain in the Conmon
Room since she loved the children and woul d not be ashaned or disappointed to end her life
teaching them Esste had i nmedi ately given consent, since it was good for children to learn from
the best possible voices, and this woman was t he best singer of any of the teachers in the Comon
Room

Her manner with the children was |oving but direct, kind but accurate. It was plain that the
children were devoted to her; the nornmal squabbles that were bound to break out in a class this
age were easily handl ed, and they
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were touchingly eager to sing well for her approval. Wen a song was especially good, she would
join in, not loudly, but in a soft and beautiful harnony that would excite the children and
inspire themto sing better

Onn had made up his mnd before he realized it. Suddenly he found hinself protesting a decision he
had not known that he had made. She's too inexperienced, he told hinmself, though in fact there was
no one but himwho really had experience in doing sonme of the work of the H gh Room She's too
quiet, too shy to work her will in the Songhouse, he insisted, but knew that as she guided the
children with |l ove, not power, she would be able to guide the Songhouse as well.

And finally all his objections came down to the |ast one: pity. She loved teaching the little
children, and in the H gh Room she woul d only have tinme for one or two children, and those, would
have to be in Stalls and Chanbers. She would not be happy to give up a work she so enjoyed doing
to accept a task that she herself and nost others would think was beyond her

Onn was certain, however. Watching her he knew that she should take Esste's place. And if it was
hard for her, and she had to give up sonething to do it—well, the Songhouse exacted high prices
fromits children, and she would do her duty willingly, as all the people of the Songhouse woul d.
He arose, and she ended the song to ask hi mwhat he wanted.

"Rruk," he said, "Esste has died."

He was pleased that it did not occur to her that she was being called to replace Esste. Instead
her dismay was heartfelt, and nothing but nourning for her bel oved Song-naster Esste. She sang her
grief, and the children tentatively joined in. Her song had begun with all the techni que she had,
but as the children tried to join her, she sinplified al nbst by habit, put her nusic within then-
reach, and together they sang touchingly of love that had to end with death. It noved Onn greatly.

She was a generous wonman. He had chosen wel |l . %
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When her song ended, he said the words that would cause her, he knew, nuch m sery.
"Rruk, | found her body, and | ask you to make the funeral arrangenments."

She understood instantly, and her Control held, though she said softly, "Songmaster Onn, the
chance that led you to find her body was cruel, but the chance that brought you to nme was
madness. "

"Nevertheless, it is your task."

"Then | will doit. But I think I will not be the only one to nourn the fact that for the first
tinme, our customhas failed to choose the one best-suited for that duty."

They were singing to each other, their voices controlled but beautiful with enotions that the
children were hardly experienced enough to conprehend.

"Qur custom has not failed," Onn said, "and you will be sure of that in rinme."

She left her class then, and the students scurried away to tell everyone the news, and all over

t he Songhouse songs of nourning for Esste began, along with whispers of amazenent that Onn was not
the successor, that he in fact had for the first tinme in history chosen a Songnaster for the High
Room who was not even a master, who was nerely a teacher of Breezes.
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Onn and Rruk carefully tended to Esste's body. Naked, rfie old wonan | ooked incredibly frail,
nothing like the i mage of power she had al ways presented. But then, she had |lived anong those to
whom t he body neant nothing and the voice was the key to what a person was, and by that standard
no one nore powerful had been known in the Songhouse in many lifetinmes. Onn and Rruk sang and
tal ked as they worked, Rruk asking nmany questions and Onn trying to teach her in a few hours what
had taken him many years to |earn

Finally, in frustration, she said, "I cannot learn it.
And he answered, "I will be here and help you all you need."

She agreed, and so, instead of imMmediately trying to assert her authority as Songnaster, she began
merely as a
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mout hpi ece for Onn's decisions. Such a thing could not be kept hidden, and there were those who

t hought Onn ni ght have done better to choose them but that he had chosen Rruk because she was so
weak he could rule the Songhouse through her

Gradual |y, however, she began to performher duties alone, and slowy the people of the Songhouse
canme to realize that she had nade themall, somehow, happier; that while the nusic had not

noti ceably inproved or got worse, the songs had all becone sonehow happier. She treated all the
children with as much respect as due any adult; she treated all the adults with as nuch patience
and | ove as due any child. And it worked. And when Onn died not too many years afterward, there
was no doubt that he had chosen correctly—+n fact, there were many who said that chance had been

I and to the Songhouse, by maki ng Rruk and not Onn Songnaster in the H gh Room For the Songhouse
had not | ost his expertise, and had gai ned Rruk's understanding as well.

This is why Rruk was the Songmaster in the H gh Room when Ansset cane hone.

The door keeper did not recognize him of course. It had been too many years, and though the

door keeper had been a Groan when Ansset was in Stalls and Chanbers, there was no way to connect
that aging face and the shock of white hair with the beautiful blond child whose songs had been so
pure and hi gh.

But the Songhouse was not unkind, and it was obvious that the old nman at the door was not

over burdened with weal th—his clothing was sinple and he carried no purse and wore no ornanents. He
refused to state his business, only that he wanted to see the Songmaster in the H gh Room which
was out of the question, of course. But as long as he wanted to wait in the door-room he was

wel come to wait, and when the doorkeeper saw that hejiad
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brought no food, she led himto the kitchens and let himeat with a group of students fromStalls
and Chanbers.

He did not take any unfair advantage of the kindness, either. Wen the nmeal was over, the old nan
was | ed back to the door-room and there he stayed until the next meal was served.

The old man did not speak to any of the children. He just ate slowy and carefully, and watched
his own dish. The children began to feel at ease around himand tal k and sing. He never joined in
or showed any reaction

Having the old man in their kitchen actually becane a point of pride with them After all, they
had been in the Songhouse for at |east five or six years, and they knew all the adults,
particularly the old ones; the only new ones were usually singers and Songbirds com ng hone when
they turned fifteen and seekers coning back with new ones for the Common Room To have soneone ol d
be new was unheard of.

And he was a nystery anong the children. Stories were told about him how he had comitted
terrible crimes in sone far-off world and was coning to the Songhouse to hide; how he was the
father of a fanous singer and he was conming to spy on his child; how he was a deaf nute who felt
their songs through the vibrations on the table (which had several children putting cotton in
their ears and feeling the tables during nmeals, trying to sense sonething); how he was a Songbird
who had failed and was now trying to gain a place in the Songhouse. Sonme of the stories were
rather close to the mark in detail. Some were so nmagic and fantastical that they could not be
bel i eved even by the nost credul ous of the children, though of course they were repeated all the
same. Yet in all the telling and retelling of the stories of the old man in the Rai nbow Kitchen
not one of the stories was ever told to an adult.

So it was only by chance that Rruk ever |learned the old nan was there. He had taken to hel ping
clean up after the meal. The Rai nbow cook was a Blind, hel ped by two young Deafs who circul at ed
fromkitchen to kitchen. The
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Deafs were late for cleanup one day, and so the old nman got up and began to wash the dishes. The
cook was an observant wonman, and she realized that while the hands of the old man were strong,
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they had never done any kind of rough work at all—they were soft on the palns as a baby's hand.
But the old man was careful and the di shes got clean, and pretty soon the two young Deafs

di scovered that if they were later and later for cleanup in the Rai nbow Kitchen, they woul dn't
have to clean up at all

The cook nentioned this to the doorkeeper when she led the old man to the kitchen one day, and the
door keeper shrugged. "Wy not? Let himfeel that he's earning his keep." The cook still believed

t hat someone hi gher than the doorkeeper had authorized the old man to stay.

It was when the old man carelessly touched a pot that had stayed in the fireplace instead of being
put on the table that the cook realized sonething was wong. The old man was obvi ously severely
burned. But he made absolutely no sound, showed absolutely no pain. He nerely went on about his
work after supper, washing dishes, though the pain nust have been very annoying. The cook got
worried. Because he could think of only two reasons the old man ni ght have touched the pot without
even W nci ng.

"Either he's a |l eper and doesn't feel it, which | doubt, since he has no trouble handling pots and
pans, or he's got Control."

"Control ?" asked the head cook. "Wio is he, anyway?" ¢ "Soneone the doorkeeper brings up. As a

ki ndness, | suppose."”

"I't should have been cleared with ne. An extra nouth eating the food, and I'mnot told so | can
allow for it in my budget?"

The Rai nbow cook shrugged. "W've never run out."

"It's the principle of the thing. Either we're organi zed or we aren't."”

So the head cook nentioned it to the purchaser, and the purchaser nmentioned it to security, and
security asked the doorkeeper what the hell was going on. *
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"He's hungry and obviously very poor."

"How | ong has this been going on?"

"Three nonths, nore or |less. Mre."

"We don't run a hotel. The man shoul d be asked, kindly, to | eave. Wiy did he conme?”

"To see the Songmaster in the H gh Room"

"CGet rid of him No nore neate. Be kind, but firm That's what a doorkeeper's for."

So the doorkeeper very kindly told the old nman that he woul d not be able to eat in the. Sdnghouse
anynore.

He said nothing. Just sat in the door-room

Five days | ater, the doorkeeper cane to the head of
t he door-room "

The head of security cane down to neet the old nan.
"What do you want, old nman?"

"I've come to see the Songmaster in the Hi gh Room"
"Who are you?"

No answer.

"W don't let just anybody go see her. She's busy."
"She'd be glad if she saw ne."

"I doubt it. You have no idea of what goes on here."
Again no answer. Did he snile? The head of security was too irritated to know or care

If the old nman had been violent or obtrusive, they might have expelled himforcibly. But force was
avoided if it was at all possible, arid finally, because he intended to stay until he died of
starvation, the head of security went to the H gh Room and tal ked to Rruk

"If he's that deternmined to see ne, and he | ooks harnl ess, then certainly he should see ne."

And so Rruk went down the stairs and through the labyrinth and came to the door-room where the
old man wait ed.

To her eyes, the old man was beautiful. Winkled, of course, but his eyes were innocent and yet
wise, as if he had seen everything and forgiven it all. Hs lips, which opened in a snile the
nmonent he saw her, were childlike. And his skin, translucent with age and yet harsh by conparison
with his white, white hair, was unbl eni shed. The
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wri nkl es had been made nore by pain than by joy, but the old man's expression transcended all the
history of his face, and he reached out his arns to Rruk

"Rruk," he said, and enbraced her

And in the enbrace she startled the doorkeeper and the head of security by saying, "Ansset. You've
cone hone."

There was only one Ansset who could cone honme to the Songhouse. To the doorkeeper, Ansset was the

security. "He plans to starve to death in

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (123 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:05 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt

child who had sung so beautifully at his | eavetaking. To the head of security, who had never known
him Ansset was the enperor of die universe

To Rruk, Ansset was a well-beloved friend that she had sorely m ssed and grieved for when he did
not cone home nore than sixty years Ago.

4

"You' ve changed," Rruk said.

"So have you."

Rruk conpared herself now to the awkward child she had been. "Not so nuch as you m ght think
Ansset, why didn't you tell them who you were?"

Ansset | eaned against a shuttered window in the H gh Room "I tell the doorkeeper who | am and in
ten mnutes the entire Songhouse knows |I'mhere. You might let nme visit, and then after a few days
you woul d take ne aside and say, 'You can't stay here.'"

"You can't."

"But | have," Ansset said. "For nonths. I'mnot that old yet, but | feel like I'"'mliving in ny own
chi | dhood again. The children are beautiful Wien | was their age and size, | didn't knowit."
"Neither did I|."

"And neither do they. They throw bread at each other when the cook isn't |ooking, you know.
Terrible breach of Control."
"Control can't be absolute hi children. O nost children, anyway."
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"Rruk, 1've been away so long. Let me stay."
She shook her head. "I can't.”

"Way not? | can do what |'ve been doing. Have | caused any harn®? Just think of me as another
Blind. It's what | am you know. A Songbird who cane back and can't be used as a teacher."

Rruk Iistened to himand her outward cal m masked nore and more turbul ence inside. He had done no
harmin the nonths he had been in the Songhouse, and yet it was agai nst custom

"I don't care nmuch about custom" Ansset said, "Nothing in ny life has been particularly
customary. "

"Esste deci ded—

"Esste is dead," he said, and while his words were harsh, she wondered if she could not detect a
note of tenderness In his voice. "You're in the H gh Roomnow Esste |oved nme, but conpassion was
not her style,"

"Esste heard you try to sing."

"l can't sing. | don't sing."

"But you do. Unwittingly, perhaps, but you do. Just speaking, the nel odies of your voice are nore
el oquent than many of us can nanage when we're trying to perform"

Ansset | ooked away.

"You haven't heard your own songs, Ansset. You've been through too nuch in the | ast years. |In your
first years, for that matter. Your voice is full of the worlds outside. Full of too much
remenbered pain and heavy responsibility. Wio could hear you and not be affected?”

"You're afraid I'd pollute the children?"

"And the teachers. And ne."

Ansset thought for a nmonent, "I|'ve been silent so far. | ' can keep being silent. |I'Il be nute
here in the Songhouse."

"How | ong coul d you keep that up?"

"Aren't there retreats? Let me cone and go as | like, let me wander around Tew when | feel the
need to speak, and then cone back hone."

"This isn't your home anynore."

And then Control slipped away from Ansset and his 313

face and his voice pled with her. "Rruk, this is nmy home. For sixty-five years this has been ny
hone, though | was barred fromever returning. | tried to stay away. | ruled in that palace for
too many years, | lived anong people | |oved, but Rruk, how |l ong could you survive being cut off
fromthis stone?"

And Rruk renenbered her own rinme as a singer, the years on Urusuwee where they | oved her and
treated her well, and she called her patrons Father and Mdther; and yet when she turned fifteen
she fairly flew all the way home because the jangle could be beautiful and sweet, but cold stone
had fornmed everything inside her and she could not bear to be away fromit |onger than she mnust.
"What do they put in these walls, Ansset, that nakes them have such a hold on us?"

Ansset | ooked at her questioningly.

"Ansset, | can't decide fairly. | understand what you feel, | think | understand, but the
Songnaster in the H gh Roomcan't act for pity."
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"Pity," he said, his Control again in force.

"I have to act for the good of the Songhouse. And your presence here would introduce too many
things that we couldn't control. The consequences m ght be felt for centuries.”

"Pity," Ansset said again. "I msunderstood. | thought | was asking you to act for |ove."

It was Rruk's turn to be silent, watching him Love. That's right, she thought, that's what we
exi st for here. Love and peace and beauty, that's what the Songhouse is for. And one of our best
children, one of the finest—o, the finest Songbird the house has ever produced-asks for |ove and
out of fear I can't give it to him

It did not feel right to Rruk. Mking Ansset |eave did not sound right in her nind, no matter what
| ogi ¢ might demand. And Rruk was not Esste; she was not governed by |ogic and good sense.

"If it were right for the decision in this case to be a sensible one, there would be a sensible
Songmast er i
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H gh Room" she said to him "But | don't make ny decisions that way. | don't feel good about
letting you stay, but | feel nuch worse about making you go."

"Thank you," he said softly.

"Silence within these walls. No child is to hear your voice, not even a grunt; You serve here as a
Deaf. And when you can't bear the silence anynore, you nmay | eave and go where you |ike. Take what
money you need—you coul d spend forever and not use up what the Songhouse was paid for your
services when you went to Earth."

"And | can conme back?"

"As often as you still want to. Provided you keep your silence here. And you'll forgive ne if |
forbid the Blinds and Deafs to tell any of the singers who you are."

He cast aside Control and sniled at her, and enbraced her, and then sang to her

[/ vail never hurt you. | will always help you, If you are hungry Til give you -ny food. If you are
-frightened I amyour friend. | |ove you now And | ove does not end,

The song broke Rruk's heart, just for a nmonent. Because it was terrible. The voice was not even as
good as that of a child. It was the voice of an old man who had tal ked too nmuch and sung not at
all for too many years. It was not controlled, it was not shaped, the nel ody was not even
perfectly true. What he has | ost! she cried out inside herself. Is this all that's left?

And yet the power was still there. The power had not been given to Ansset by the Songhouse, it had
been born in himand nmagnified in himby his own suffering, and so when he sang the | ove song to
her, it touched her deeply. She renmenbered her own weak voice singing those words to hi m what
seened a mllion years before, and yesterday.
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She renmenbered his loyalty to her when he had not needed to be |loyal. And her |ast m sgivings
about letting himstay

di sappear ed.

"You may talk to me? she said. "To none of'the others, but you cannot be a mute to ne."

"1l pollute your voice as surely as the others.”

She shook her head. "Nothing that comes fromyou can do any harmto ne. Wen | hear your voice
I"lI'l remenber Ansset's Farewell. There are still quite a few of us who renenber, you -know. It
keeps us hunbl e, because we know what a voice can do. And it will keep nme clean."

"Thank you," he said again, and then left her, going down the stairs into the parts of the
Songhouse where he had just promi sed that his voice would never be heard again.

J After a few days' hiatos, the old man returned again to Rai nbow Kitchen. The children .were
excited. They had been afraid this man of nystery would be gone forever. They watched carefully
for sone clue as to the reason for his disappearance. But he behaved as if nothing unusual had
happened. And hel ped the cook afterward just as he had before.

Now, however, the old nman did not disappear after nmeals. He began to appear in the corridors, in
the Stalls, in the Cormon Room He was doi ng jobs usually perforned by young Deaf s—sweepi ng,

cl eani ng, changi ng beddi ng, washing clothing. He woul d appear silently, wthout knocking, as Deafs
were allowed to do, but unlike Deafs he was not ignored. No one spoke to him of course, but eyes
foll owed hi maround the roons, surreptitiously watching him though he did nothing particularly
unusual . It was hinself that was unusual —for either the Songhouse had broken a thousand-year rule
and | et someone work inside the Songhouse who had never sung there as a child, or the old nan had
ouce been a singer, and
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there was a story behind his | ate appearance and his degradation

There were specul ations anong the teachers” too, of course. They were not imrune, and they soon

| earned that the Deafs and Blinds would not, under any anount of persuasion and wheedling, discuss
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the old man. Rruk quickly made it clear that she would not tolerate inquiry. And so they

specul ated. O course, the nane of Ansset came up with all the other names they knew of singers
who had failed to return or who had not found a place within the Songhouse, but none of the nanes
was agreed OQ as even probable, and Ansset's was far from being the nbost commobn suggested. Wen a
man had been enperor, they could not inagi ne him sweeping floors.

Only two people were sure, besides Rruk and the Deafs and Bli nds.

One was a new songnaster named Ller, who had been away as a seeker for many years and returned to
find the old man wandering through the Songhouse, ubiquitous and silent as a ghost He had

recogni zed himinstantly—years could not conceal fromLler the features of a face he had

menori zed in childhood. He toyed with the idea of finding Ansset al one sonetinme, approaching him
and greeting himwith the |ove and honor he felt toward the man. But then he thought better of the
idea. If Ansset was silent and unknown in the Songhouse, it was because of a good reason, and
until Ller was given pernmission to violate that silence and anonymty, he would keep his peace.
However, whenever he saw the old nman he could not help feeling a rush of chil dhood sweeping over
him and a sadness to see the greatest of all the singers brought so | ow

The ot her who recogni zed hi mhad never heard hi msing, had never seen his face before, and yet was
as certain in her heart as Ller. Her name was Fiimm, and she had heard the | egends of Ansset and
fixed on themas her ideal. Not in a conpetitive sense—she had no thought of surpassing this |ong-
gone Songhbird. But she longed to be able to touch people's hearts so irrevocably that she woul d
317

be renenbered as | ong and as happily as Ansset was renenbered. She was very young to be | onging
for immortality, but she knew nore of death than nost children in the Songhouse. She had seen her
parents killed when she was not yet two, and though she never spoke of it, the nenory was clear to
her. It did not give her nightnmares; she handl ed the weight of menory with relative ease. But she
did not forget, and often saw before her the monment of death and knew that it was only chance that
had saved her fromthe thieves.

So she longed to live forever in | egend as Ansset did, and took pains to renmenber everything she
ever heard about him She had asked teachers who had known hi myears before about his manneri sns,
his expressions. They had been little help. So she had inmagined the rest. Wat would a man fee
like, act like, look like, having done what Ansset had done? Why hadn't he returned to the
Songhouse? What woul d he desire in his heart?

And gradually, seeing the old man in Rainbow Kitchen and hearing all the specul ati on about him
she began to wonder if he m ght be Ansset. At first the idea was only appealingly nysterious—she
did not believe it. But as days and weeks went by, she becane nore certain, Ansset, who had becone
enperor, mght come hone just this way, silently and unknown. Who knows what barriers there m ght
be to his return? Then he disappeared for a few days and then returned as a Deaf, fully able to
wander the corridors of the Songhouse. A decision had been reached, she realized, but it had not
been an easy one, and the old nan's silence had not been |lifted even though he had been allowed to
stay. Wuld Ansset accept such silence as a condition for remaining?

Fi i mma t hought he woul d.

And finally she was so certain of himthat at supper in Rainbow Kitchen she deliberately sat next
to him Usually he sat alone, but if he was surprised to see her beside him he gave no sign
merely continued to break bread into his stew

"I know you," she whi spered. 318

He did not respond, and he did not stop breaking bread.

"You are Ansset, aren't you?"

Again, no sign that he had heard her

"I'f you are Ansset," she said, "then keep on breaking

bread. If you are not Ansset, take a bite directly fromthe

| oaf ." She had thought she was clever, but the old nan

_ nmerely responded by setting the rest of the bread into the

stew all at once.

And he ate, ignoring her as if she did not exist. Several other children had noticed her there,
were conmmenting anong thensel ves. She was afraid that she was breaking sonme rule by being with the
old man; certainly she had acconplished nothing by trying to get himto talk to her

But she couldn't let the monment pass so ineffectively. She pleaded with him "Ansset, if it is
you, | want you to teach ne. 1 want to learn all your songs."

Did he falter in the rhythmof his eating? Did he pause for a nonent to think? She was not sure,
but still felt hope.

"Ansset, | will learn your songs! You nust teach ne!"

And then, her daring entirely exhausted, she left himand sat with the other children, who begged
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her to tell them what she had said and if the old man had answered. She told them nothing. She
sensed that the old man might be angry with her if she told anyone of her certainty that he was
Ansset. WAs he Ansset? She refused to | et herself have any doubts.

The next day the old man did not cone to Rai nbow Kitchen, and never came there again as |ong as
Fiimma ate there.

U The sil ence becane unbearabl e far sooner than Ansset had expected. Perhaps it was |ingering
menori es of the silent days of inprisonnment in Mkal's roons when he was fifteen. Perhaps it was
just that like so many old nen he had grown garrul ous, and the confinement of his prom se
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of silence weighed nore heavily than it would have in his youth. \Watever the reason, he found
hinself longing to give voice, and so he quietly went to Rruk, got her consent, and traveled for
die first of his liberties, as he called themin his mnd

The first fewliberties, he did not |eave the Songhouse | ands. There was no need, since the
Songhouse owned nore than a third of the planet's single continent. He spent weeks wandering the
forests of the Valley of Songs, dodging the few expeditions bringing children fromthe Songhouse
He wal ked to the I ake ringed by nmountains, where Esste had first told himthat she |oved him had
first taught himthe true power of Control

And he was surprised to find the path was gone. Were none of the children taken to this spot
anynore? He was sure they were—there were still flesket roads cut through the woods, and the
grasses still grew low, a sure sign that visitors still came fromtinme to tinme. But fromthe base
of the waterfall there was no path comng easily to the top. He renenbered as best he could, and
finally, very tired, he reached the top and | ooked out over the | ake.

Tinme had not touched it. If the trees were older, he saw no sign of it. If the water had changed,

he could not remenber how it was before. The birds still cane to the water to dive for fish; the
wind still sifted through the | eaves and needles with inexpressible nusic.
I amold, Ansset thought, lying beside the water. | remenber the distant past far nore easily than

I remenber yesterday. For if he closed his eyes, he could imagi ne Esste near him could hear her
voi ce. Relaxing all Control because he was alone, he let the tears of nenory come; the hot sun
warnmed the tears as they seeped out of the corners of his eyes. But weeping, however gently it was
done, could not soothe what was in him

And so he sang.

After so long silent, his voice was pathetic. The hunbl est Goan could do better. Age was pl aying
tricks with pitch, and as for tone, there was none. Just the rough tinbre of an old voice overused
when young. ko 320

Once he had been able to sing with birds and i nprove on their work. Now the birds fell silent when
he sang, and his voice was an interloper in this place.

He wept in earnest then, and vowed never to huniliate hinself again.

But he had gone too | ong wi thout songs in the palace -Md the Songhouse. There had been too nany
years when he did not sing because others would have heard his enptiness and his failure. Here,
alone in the forest, there were no others, and if he sang badly no one heard but him So the sane
day he nade that vow, he broke it, and sang again. It was no better, but he did not feel so bad
this time.

If this is all the voice | have, he thought, it is still a voice.

No ot her person woul d ever hear him sing, of that he was certain. But he would hear hinself, and
sing out what had been held inside for far, far too long. It was ugly, it was never quite what he
wanted it to be, but it served its purpose. It enptied himwhen he was too full, and in his
raucous songs he found sone confort,

On his first liberty he | earned the Valley of Songs as few knew it, for no one cane here for

pl easure, w thout supervision. But too nmany nmenories cane with it, and it was too
solitary—solitude was good, but he could not bear it for too |ong.

H s second liberty took himto one of the Songhouse's three retreats.

He could not go to the one called Retreat, on the shores of the largest |ake in the world, for
that was where teachers and nasters cane fromthe Songhouse, when they needed ease fromtheir

| abors. His vow of silence would still be,in force there.
The other two were open to him however.
Vigil, far in the south, was an island of sand and rock | apped by the water of a shallow sea. It

was beautiful in a fierce way, and the stone city of Vigil that stood on its northernnost tip was
a conforting place, an island of green in the wasteland. Once Vigil had been a fortress, in
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t he days when the Songhouse had been a village and the world was wacked by war. Now it was where
the failures went.
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Hundr eds of singers went out from the Songhouse every year, to do service until they were fifteen
years old. Only a fewin a decade were Songbirds, but singers were also highly prized, and al

wer e wel coned hone when they cane.

Sone singers becane so well adapted to the world they served on that they did not want to cone
hone. The seeker sent for themwould try to persuade for several days, but if persuasion did not
work, there was no force, and the Songhouse paid for their education until they were twenty-two,
just as if they had been Deafs.

Sone singers came honme to the Songhouse and qui ckly found happi ness in teaching, and were good at
it, and remai ned in the Songhouse for the rest of their lives, except for retreats to Retreat.
They coul d becone Songnmasters, in tine, and if they had the ability. And they rul ed the Songhouse.
But there were other variations. Not all who cane back to Tew were fit to be teachers, and a pl ace
had to be found for them And not all the singers finished their tinme. There were sonme who coul d
not bear the outside worlds, who needed the confort of stone walls and seclusion and rigorous
living and routine. There were those who went nad. "The price of the music," the | eaders of the
Songhouse called it, and took tender care of those who had paid nost dearly, gaining their voices
but losing their mnds.

These were the ones who cane to Vigil, and Ansset could talk to them for they would never cone
back to the Songhouse.

The sea between the Desert of Squint and the Island of Vigil was shallow, rarefy nore than two
meters deep, with sandbars frequently shifting, so that the passage coul d al nost be made on foot,
if the sun were not so dangerously hot and the bottom so unpredictable. As it was, the passage was
unconfortable in a shallowdraft barge, thofl gh
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a canopy kept the voyager in the shade. Ansset was piloted by a young Deaf who spent three nonths
a year here, running the ferry. The Deaf tal ked eagerly—visitors were few-and Ansset heard in his
voi ce the peace of the place. For all that the land was dry and the water was not deep, there was
life here. Fish noved lazily under the water. Birds dove for themand ate themon the w ng. Large
i nsects wal ked al ong the surface or lived just under it, sucking air from above.

"This is where all the life is," the boy said. "The fish couldn't |ive underwater w thout the
insects that live on or just under the surface. The birds couldn't live w thout diving through to
get the fish. And the insects eat the surface plants. Al the life exists because there's just
that thin kyer of water that touches the air." The boy had studied. He had no voice, but he had a
m nd and a heart, and had found a place for hinself out here. If he couldn't live in the water, he
would live in the air.

He said as nuch. "You know, the Songhouse couldn't live w thout sending singers to the outside
world."

And Ansset told him "And the outside world, all the outside worlds, | wonder if they could reaily
live without the Songhouse."

The boy laughed. "Onh, | think the nusic's just a luxury, that's what | think. Lovely, but they
don't need it."

Ansset kept his disagreenent to hinself. And wondered a little if maybe the boy was right.

There were only seven people living in Vigil, so there was no | ack of roomfor Ansset. Three of
them were Blinds, so that only four were mad.

One of the mads was a girl, not nore than twenty, who wal ked every day fromthe cool of the towers
to the sea, where she woul cT He naked, her body half in the water, half out. As the tides noved,
so woul d she. And whenever a breeze would blow, she would sing, a plaintive, beautiful nelody that
was never twi ce the sane, but that seened never to vary, a song of loneliness and a mnd as placid
and seeningly enpty as the sea. Wien the wind died, so did her song, so that nost of the time she
lay in silence.

323

She tal ked to no one, and seened not to notice that anyone existed, except that she ate what was
pl aced before her and never di sobeyed the few orders she was given

Anot her mad was an old nman, who had spent alnobst all his life in Vigil. He took | ong excursions
fromthe town, and in fact seemed not to be insane at all. "I was cured |ong ago," he said, "but |
prefer it here." He was brown fromthe sun, and collected shellfish fromthe edge of the water
which formed an inportant part of the nmenus at Vigil. The nan told the sane stories over and over

and, if he was left uninterrupted, he would repeat themone after another to the same person al
day and far into the night. Ansset did it once, letting himhave his audience. The old nman finally
fell asleep. He had never varied the stories once. Ansset asked one of the Blinds. "No," the Blind
answered. "None of his stories is true."

And the other two were kept safely in roons where their nmadness was seen only by the Blinds who
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cared for them Sonetinmes Ansset could hear them singing, but the songs were always too distant
for himto hear well.

Ansset visited Vigil only the once; it was nore than he could bear. There were those, he realized,
who had paid a higher price than he for their songs, and who had been given |l ess. Alone in the
rocky hills behind the towers, he sang, and | earned new echoes and new enotions for his song.

And he sang with the girl who lay partly in the sea, and his voice did not silence hers. Once she
even | ooked at him and sniled, and he felt that his voice m ght not be so hateful, after all. He
sang her the | ove song, and the next day he left Vigil.

The other retreat was Pronontory, and it was by far the |argest. Here was where nost of the Blinds
lived, singers who returned and discovered that they did not really enjoy teaching, that they
weren't really good at it. Pronmontory was a city of people who sang constantly, but spent their
Iives doing other things than nusic.

Pronontory al so coasted on a sea, the huge stone buildings (for the Songhouse children could never
be 1 ong

324

fromstone) towering over a choppy, frigid sea. There were no children there, by age, but the
ganmes played in the woods, in the fields, and in the cold water t>f the bay were all children's

ganes. As Rruk had ex~ ' plained to himbefore he came to Pronontory, "They gave Up nost of their
chi I dhood singing for other people's pleasure. Now they can be children all they like." . It was
not all play, however. There were huge libraries, , with teachers who had | earned what the

uni verse had to teach them and were passing their know edge on down to ever younger Blinds unti
finally they died, usually happy. They never called thensel ves Blinds here, of course—here they
were just people, as if everyone lived this way. Those who showed exceptional ability at
government and admi ni stration were brought-~to the Songhouse to serve; the rest were content npst
of the rime at Pronontory.

Ansset wasn't, however. The setting was beautiful and the people were kind, but it was too
crowded, and while there was no restriction on his speaking to them he found that they | ooked at -
hi m oddl y because he never sang. "Soon enough they knew who he was—his identity was no secret
anong the Blinds—and while they treated himw th deference, there was no hope of friendship. H's
strange life was unintelligible to nost of them and they |left him—al one.

I nevitably, then, though he visited Pronontory several tines, he came back to the Songhouse after
only a week or so. Speech to the Blinds and solitary songs in the forest or desert were not enough
to attract himaway fromthe songs of the children

And, after a while, there was another reason for himto return. He had never neant to break his
vow of silence; he was ashaned when he realized that Rruk could not trust himafter all, that his
Control was not enough to stop him But sone promi ses cannot be kept, he knew. And sone shoul d not
be kept. And so, in one quiet roomin the Song-house, where Esste once had taught himto sing
until he touched the edges of the walls, he sang.

32S

7

If Ller had not been Fiimma's Songmaster, it m ght have gone undiscovered. And if Fiimua had been
a worse singer, it mght not have worried Ller enough to report it. But Fiima was obviously going
to be a Songbird. And the changes in her songs, which mght have been nysterious to another
Songmaster, were easily explained to Ller. For he knew that Ansset was in the Songhouse. And he
recogni zed his nmusic in Fiinm's strange new songs.

At first he thought it was just a nonentary | apse—that Fiimma had overheard Ansset sonehow and

i ncor porated what she heard into her nusic. But the thenmes becane persistent. Fiimma sang songs
that required experiences she had never had. She had al ways sung of death, but now she sang of

killing; she sang of passion she could not possibly have felt; her nel odi es bespoke the pain of
suf fering she coul d not have gone through, not in her few years.
"Fiimma," Ller said. "I know"

She had Control. She showed nothing of the surprise, the fear she nust have felt.

"Did he tell you he nmade an oath of silence?"

She nodded.

"Cone with ne."

Ll er took her to the Hi gh Room where Rruk let themin. Rruk had often heard Fiimma sing

bef ore—+the child had showed promise fromthe start. "I want you to hear Fiimm sing," Ller told
Rr uk.

But Fiimma would not sing.

"Then I'Il have to tell you," Ller said. "I know that Ansset is here. | thought | was the only

si nger who knew. But Fiinmma has heard himsing. It has distorted her voice."
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"It has made nmy voice nore beautiful,"” Fiinm said.
"She sings things she shouldn't know anythi ng about."
Rruk | ooked at the girl, but spoke to Ller. "Ller, ny 326 %
friend, Ansset used to sing things he didn't know. He would take it fromthe voices of the people
who spoke to him as no singer has ever been able to do."
"But Fiinmma has never shown that ability. There isn't any doubt, Rruk. He has not only been
singing in the Songhouse, he has been teaching Fiinma. | don't know what conditions you inposed on
Ansset, but | thought you should know this. Her voice has been polluted.”
It was then that Fiinmm sang to Rruk, renoving all doubt of Ansset's influence. She nust have been
hol di ng back on the things she | earned from Ansset when she sang for Ller before. For now her
voice canme out full, and it was not at all the voice that Fiimm had had only nonths ago.
The song was nore powerful than it had a right to be. She had | earned enpti ons she had no reason
ever to have felt. And she knew tricks, subtle and distorted things she did with her voice that
were irresistibly surprising, that could not easily be coped with, that Rruk and Ller could hardly
bear without breaking Control. The song was beautiful, yet it was also terrible, sonething that
shoul d not be coming out of the nouth of a child.
"What has he done to you?" Rruk asked, when the song was through
"He has taught ne ny nost beautiful voice," Fiimua said. "Didn't you hear it? Wasn't it
beauti ful ?"
Rruk did not answer. She only sumoned the head of housekeeping, and had himcall for Ansset.
8
"l trusted you," Rruk said to Ansset. Ansset did not answer.
"You taught Fiinma. You sang to her. And you consciously taught her things she had no business
| earni ng. "
"I did," he said softly.
327
"The danage is irreparable. Her own voice will never be restored to her, her purity is gone. She
was our finest voice in years.”
"She still is."
"She isn't herself. Ansset, how could you? Wy did
you?" He was silent for a nonent, then nade a decision. "She
knew who | was," he said.
"She couldn't have."
"No one told her. She just knew. Wwen | realized it, | kept away fromher as much as | could. For
two years, whenever | saw her | would | eave. Because she knew. "
"Way coul dn't you have kept it up?"
"She wouldn't let nme. She followed ne. She wanted ne to teach her. She had heard of me ever since
she cane here, and she wanted to know ny voice. So one day she followed ne into a roomthat no one
uses, where | sonetinmes went because—because of nmenories. And she begged
me. "
Rruk stood and wal ked away fromhim "Tell me the coercion she used. Tell nme why you didn't just
go out the door."
"I wanted to. But Rruk, you don't understand. She wanted to hear mny voice. She wanted to hear ne

sing, "
"I thought you couldn't sing."
"l can't. And so | told her that. | broke the vow and said to her, "I don't have any songs. | |ost

themall years ago. .
And as he said it, Rruk understood. For his speech was his song, and that was enough to have
broken all the barriers.

"She sang it back to me, you see," Ansset said. "She took ny words and ny feelings and she sang

t hem back. Her voice was beautiful. She took ny wetched voice and turned it into a song. The song

I would have sung, if | had been able. | couldn't help nyself then, | didn't want to help nyself."
Rruk turned to face him She was Controlled, b*t he

328

knew, or thought he knew, what she was thinking. "Rruk, nmy friend," Ansset said, "you hear a
hundred children singing your songs every day. You've touched themall, you sing to themall in
the great hall, you know that when these singers go out and come back, and in all the years to
come, your voice will be preserved anong their voices.

"But not mne! Never mine! OCh, perhaps ny childish songs before | left. But | hadn't lived then. |

hadn't |earned. Rruk, there are things | know that should not be forgotten. But | can't tel
anyone, except by singing, and only someone who sings could understand my voice. Do you know what
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t hat neans?

"I can't have any children. | lived with a famly that |oved nme in Susquehanna, but they were
never my children. | couldn't give them anything that was very deep within ne, because they
couldn't hear the songs. And | cone here, where |I could speak- to everyone and be understood, and
I nmust be silent. That was fine, the silence was ny price, | know about paying for happi ness, and
I was willing.

"But Fiimma. Fiinma is ny child.”

Rruk shook her head and sang softly to him that she regretted what she had to do, but he would
have to | eave. He had broken his word and damaged a child, and he woul d have to | eave. \Wat shoul d
be done with the child she would decide |ater

For a nonent it seened he would accept it in silence. He got up and went to the door. But instead
of leaving, he turned. And shouted at her. And the shout becane a song. He told her of his joy at
finding Fiimm, though he had never |ooked for her. He told her of the agony of know ng his songs
were dead ferever, that his voice, no matter how nmuch it inproved in his solitary singing in the
forest and the desert, would be irrevocably lost, unable to express what was in him "It conmes out
ugly and weak, but she hears, Rruk. She understands. She translates k through her own chil di shness
and it comes out beau-;tiful."

329

"And ugly. There are ugly things in you, Ansset."

"There are! And there are ugly things in this place, too. Some of themare |iving and breat hing
and trying pitifully to sing in Vigil. Some of themare playing like lost children at Pronontory,
pretending that there's sonmething inportant in the rest of their lives. But they knowit's a |lie!
They know their lives ended when they turned fifteen and they cane hone and coul d not be teachers.
They live all their lives in fifteen years and the rest, the next hundred years, they're nothing!
That's beautiful ?"

"You had nore than fifteen years," Rruk answered.

"Yes. | have felt everything. And I survived. | found the ways to survive, Rruk. How |l ong do you
think soneone as frail and gifted as Fiinma woul d have | asted out there? Do you think she could
survive what | came through?"

"No. "

"Now she coul d. Because now she knows all ny ways. She knows how to keep hope alive when
everything el se is dead. She knows "because | taught her, and that's what is coming out in her
songs. It's raw and it's harsh but hi her it will be beautiful. And do you think it will hurt her
songs? They' ||l be different, but the audiences out there—I| know what they want. They want her. As
she is now. Far nore than they would ever have wanted her before."

"You | earned to nmake speeches in Susquehanna," Rruk

sai d. He | aughed and turned back toward the door. "Someone

had to nake them"

"You're good at it."

"Rruk," he said, his back still to her. "If it had been anyone but Fiimma. If she had not been
such a perfect singer. If she hadn't wanted ny voice so nuch. | would never have broken ny oath to
you. "

Rruk canme to hi mwhere he stood by the door. She touched his shoul der, and ran her fingers down
his back. He turned, and she took his face in her hands, and drew it close, and kissed himon the
eyes and on the lips.

"All ny life," she said, "I have |oved you,"
And she wept.
330

S The word spread quickly through the Songhouse, carried by the Deafs. The children were to return
to the Conmon Room and the Stalls, where the Blinds would watch them and take themto neals, if
necessary. All 'the teachers and tutors and masters, all the high nasters and Songnmasters and
every seeker who was at home—they were called to the great hall, for the Songnaster of the Hi gh
Room had to speak to them

Not sing. Speak.

So they cane, worried, wondering silently and. al oud what was going to happen,

Rruk stood before them controlled again so that none would know that she had [ ost Control. Behind
her on the stone stage sat Ansset, the old man. Ller alone of all the « teachers recognized him

and wondered—surely he should have been quietly expelled, not brought before themall |ake this.
And yet Ller felt a thrill of hope run through him Perhaps Mkal's Songbird would sing again. It
was absurd—he had heard the terrible changes his songs had wought in Fiunma's voice. But still he

hoped. Because h$ knew Ansset's voice and having heard it could not help but long for it again.
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Rruk spoke clearly, but it was speech. She was not trusting this to song.
"I't was the way of things that made nme Songnaster of the High Room" she reminded them "No one
t hought of me except Onn, who shoul d have held the place. But chance shapes the Songhouse. Years

ago the custom was established that in ruling the Songhouse we nust trust to ; chance, to who
was and was not fit when the Songmaster 'cpf the Hi gh Roomdied. And that chance has put ne in :'
this place, where it is ny duty to safeguard the Songhouse. t'. "But | amnot just meant to

safeguard it. The Songhouse ~fWalls are not nmade of rock to make us soft within them are nade of
rock to teach us how to be strong. And 332

soneti mes things nust change. Sonetinmes sonething nust happen, even though it can be prevented.
Soneti nes we nust have sonet hing new in die Songhouse."

It was then that Ller noticed Fiimm, sitting in a far corner of the great hall, the only student
t here.

" Sonet hi ng new has happened,” Rruk said, and she beckoned to the girl who waited, |ooking terribly
afraid, not because she showed fear, but because she showed nothing as she slowy got up and

wal ked to the stage.

"Sing," Rruk said.

And Fiimma sang.

And when the song was over, the teachers were overcone. They could not contain thensel ves. They
sang back to her. For instead of a child' s song of innocence and sinplicity, instead of nere
virtuosity, Fiimm sang with depth beyond what nost of them had ever felt. She tore fromthem
feelings that they had not known they had. She sang to themas if she were as ancient as the
Earth, as if all the pain of mllennia of humanity had passed through her, |eaving her scarred but
whol e, | eaving her w se but hopeful

And so they sang back to her what they could not keep within thenselves; they sang their
exultation, their admiration, their gratitude; nost of all, they sang their own hope, rekindl ed by
her song, though they had not known they needed hope; had not known that they had ever despaired
Finally their own songs ended, and silence fell again. Rruk sent Fiimm back to sit in the corner
The girl stunbled once on her way—she was weak. Ller knew what the song had cost her. FHnma had
obviously figured out that Ansset's fate was sonehow i n her hands, and she had sung better than
she had thought she could, out of her own need for Ansset, out of her own love for the old, old
nan.

"Singers," Rruk said, speaking again, her unsung voice sounding harsh in the silence. "It should
be clear to you that somnething has happened to this child. She has experienced sonething that
children in the Songhouse ~ffere
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never meant to experience. But | don't know If it has hurt her. O if it has hel ped her. \Wat was
her song? And the thing that changed her, should it be given to us all, and to all the children?"
Ll er did not speak. He knew the inportance of a child finding his own voice. But Fiinmm's voice,
as she sang, had still been her own. Not the child' s voice of a few nonths before. But not
Ansset's voice, either. Still her own; but richer, darker. Not black, however. For as the darkness

of her voice had increased with Ansset's teaching, the brightness had al so grown brighter

No one spoke. They were not prepared—either for Fiimm's song or for the dilemma Rruk had given
them They did not know enough. The strangeness of Fiimm's song had obviously cone from

suf fering, but Rruk's voice did not hint of any suffering she planned to cause them It was plain
enough, even though she spoke instead of singing, that she herself favored yet feared the course
that she proposed. So they held their silence.

"You are not kind," Rruk told them "You are |leaving the decision up to ne. So that if | decide
wong, it will be entirely nmy own fault to bear."

It was then that Ller stood and spoke, because he could not |eave her al one.

"I amFiinmm's teacher," he explained, though everyone knew that already. "I should be envious
that her song has been changed by soneone else. | should be angry that my work with her has been
undone. But | amnot. Nor would any of you have been. If | cane to you and told you that | had a
way to double the range of all your children, would you not accept it? If | cane to you and told
you that | had a way to help your children sing twice as |oudly and even softer than they do now,
woul d you not seize the opportunity? You all know that the enotion behind die song is the nost

i mportant thing. What happened to Fiimmua was the increase of the range of her enotions, not just

doubl e, but a thousandfold. It changed her songs. | know better than any of you how nuch it
changed them and not all the changes are happy ones. But is there any-
333

thing this child is not prepared to sing? Is there anything this child is not prepared to suffer
and endure? |I'm aware of the dangers of what Rruk proposes, but those dangers are the price. And
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the price may bring us power that we have never had before."

By the end of his speech, Ller was singing, and when his song was done there were many | ow nurnurs
of approval, though all of themwere tinged with fear. It was enough, though. Rruk spread her arns
and cried. "Thank you for sharing this wdrne!"

Then she sent themto get their children and bring themto the great hall

L\J Ansset sang to them

At first they could not understand why they had been brought to hear this old man. They had not
coveted the sound of his voice as Fiimm had. It was harsh to them H's pitch was untrue. H's

voi ce was not strong. H s songs were crude and unpoli shed. r

But after a while, after an hour, they began to understand. And, understanding, they began to
feel. H's crude nel odies were just intentions—they began to glinpse the nusic he neant to sing
them They began to understand the stories his voice told them and feel with himexactly what he
felt.

He sang themhis life. He sang them fromthe beginning, his kidnapping, his life in the Songhouse,
his silence and the agony that finally was broken and heal ed by Esste In their ordeal in the High
Room He sang them of Mkal. He sang them songs of his captivity, of his killings, and of the
grief at Mkal's death. He sang to them of Ri ktors Ashen and he sang to them of his despair when

t he Song- house woul d not take himback. He sang to them of Kyaren, who was his friend when he nost
needed one; he sang to them of governing the Earth. As he relived each event, his enotions were
nearly those that he* had
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felt at the tine. And because he felt that strongly, his audience felt that strongly, for if
Ansset had | ost his voice, he had only gained in power, and he could touch hearts as no ot her
singer could, despite his weaknesses.

And when he sang of his love for Josif and Josi Fs death, when he sang of the terrible song that
destroyed Riktors's mind and killed Ferret, it was nore than anyone coul d bear. Control broke all
over the hallL

They had been worn down not just by his voice, but also by exhaustion. Ansset did not sing

qui ckly, for sone songs cannot be sung without time. It was on his fourth day of singing, with his
voi ce often breaking fromweariness and soneti nmes whi spering because he could not make a tone at
all, that he brought themto the edge of madness, where he hinsel f had been

For a frightening hour Ller and Rruk both feared that it had been a m stake, that what Ansset was
doi ng could not be endured, that it would be a blow from which the Songhouse woul d never recover.
But he went on. He sang the healing of Esste's songs; he sang the gentle |ove of Kyaren and the
Mayor, and their famly; he sang of reconciliation with R ktors; he Sang of years of serving the
enpire and loving, finally, everyone he net.

And he sang of coming home again.

At the end of the sixth day his voice fell silent, and his work was done.

It took time for the effects to be felt. At first all the songs in all the Conmmpbn Roons and
Chanbers were worse; all the children staggered under the wei ght of what had been given diem But
after a few days sone of the children began to incorporate Ansset's life into their songs. After a
few weeks, to one degree or another, all the children had. And the teachers, too, were colored by
t he experience, so that a whol e new depth sang through the halls of the Songhouse.

-And that year even the singers who |left the Songhouse sounded |ike Songbirds to the people they

went to serve. And the Songbirds were so strong, so beautiful, that people ; 335

all over the enpire said, "Sonething has happened to the Songhouse,” Those who had heard Ansset
sing when he was still a child in the palace sonetines realized where they had heard such songs
before. "They sing |ike MkaTs Songbird," they said. "I never thought to hear such things again
but they sing like Mkal's Songbird."

11

After Ansset sang his life to the children of the Songhouse, he felt a great weight |eave him He
went with Rruk to the H gh Room and tried to explain to her howit felt, "I didn't know that was

what | wanted to do. But that was why | cane hone."

"I know, " Rruk said.

He did not bother with Control now. She had seen all of him all of his life, as he revealed it to
the deepest places in her fromthe stage in the great hall. There were no secrets now. And so he
wept out his relief for an hour, and then sat in silence with her for another hour, and then

"What do you want to do now?" Rruk asked. "There's no reason for silence now. You're free to live
here as you choose. Do whatever you want to do."

Ansset thought, but not |ong.

"No," he said. "I did everything | cane here to do."
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"Ch," she answered. "But what else is there? Were will you go?"

"Nowhere," he said. And then, "Have | done a Wrk?"

"Yes," she answered, knowi ng as she did mat she was giving himpermssion to die.

"Have | done a Wirk worthy of this roon?" he asked.

And agai n, .though no one had ever been granted such a thing before, she said, "Yes."

"Now?" he asked.

"Yes," she said, and as she left the room he was opening all the shutters, letting the cold air
of late autumm pour in. Only Songmasters of the H gh Room had been all owed
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to choose the tinme when their work ended, until now But it would be absurd, Rruk thought, to deny
the greatest Songbird of themall the death granted to others far | ess worthy of the honor

As she wal ked out the door, he spoke to her. "Rruk,*1 he said.

She turned to face him

"You were the first to love me," he said, "and you're the last,"

"They all love you," she said, not bothering not to cry.

"Perhaps,"” he said. "I thought | would die and di sappear fromthe universe, Rruk, But thanks to
you, they're all ny children now" He sniled, and she nanaged to snile back; she ran back into the
room enbraced himone nore tune as if they were still children instead of an old nan and an ol d
worman who had known each other too well, and yet hardly at all. Then she turned and left him and
cl osed the door after her, and three days later the cold and the hunger had done their job. He was
so ready to go that he had never wavered, had never in the |last extremty sought the confort of
the bl ankets. He died naked on the stone, and Rruk thought afterward that she had never seen
anyone | ook so confortable as he did, with rocks pressing into his back and the w nd bl owi ng
nmercil essly over his body.

They del ayed the funeral until the enperor could conme, with Efrims parents, Kyaren and the Mayor
the first to arrive. Kyaren did not weep, though she nearly broke when she confided to Rruk
privately, "I knew he would die, but | never thought it would be so soon, or w thout ny seeing him
again." And, breaking precedent again, though broken taboos were becom ng quite commn in the
Songhouse, Efrim Kyaren, and the Mayor attended the funeral and heard the songs; and they were
not resented when they wept uncontrollably at Fiimrma's funeral song.

Only Rruk went to the burial, however, of all the people in the Songhouse, except for the Deafs
who actually did the work. "It's not a sight nmuch conducive to song,"
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she told Kyaren as they stood together by the grave, "to watch death carry sonmeone into the
ground. The dirt closes over himso finally."

And the two wonen who were the only ones left who had loved himin his childhood stood each with
an arm around the other's waist as the Deafs tossed dirt into the grave. "He's not dead, you
know," said Kyaren. "He'll never be forgotten. They'll always renenber him"

But Rruk knew that nenories, however long they are, grow dim and eventually Ansset would just be
a nanme lost in the books, to be studied by pedants. Perhaps his stories would survive as folk
tales, but again his nane would be linked to a life that was scarcely his anynore—al ready the
stories of Mkal's Songbird were far grander than the real events had been. Nobler, and so |ess
pai nf ul

Part of Ansset would live, however. Not that anyone would know it was Ansset. But as singers and
Songbirds I eft Tew and went throughout the gal axy, they would take with them what they had | earned
fromthe voices of the singers in the Songhouse. And now a powerful undercurrent in all those

voi ces woul d be Ansset's life, which he had given diemirrevocably, forever theirs and forever
powerful and forever full of beauty, pain, and hope.
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ORSON SCOTT CARD

won the 1978 John W Canpbell Award as the year's best new science fiction witer, and readers of
OWNI nmgazi ne have voted himtheir favorite author. "M kal's Songbird'," which fornms a | arge part
of Songnaster, won the Anal og nagazi ne readers' poll as the best novelette of the year and was a
runner-up for both the Hugo and Nebula awards. He lives in O en*, Uah, with his wife and their
young son and daughter

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt (134 of 134) [10/15/2004 5:56:06 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Orson%20Scott%20Card%20-%20Songmaster.txt


