A Question of Guilt

MUCH OF THE pit'sfour-acre floor was in shadow, but reflection from the white limestone of the
eastern walls kept it from being wholly dark. Its three occupants could easily have seen the watcher if
they had chanced to look toward him. However, his silence and their own occupation combined to leave
him unnoticed. He stood motionlessin the tunnel mouth afew yards above the pit floor, and looked at
them with an expression on histhin face which would have defied reading by the keen-est beggar of
Rome.

There was nothing remarkable about those he watched. Two were women: one agirl not yet twenty
and the other ten or twelve years older. Thethird was aboy of five or Six. They were playing some game
which involved throwing two fist-sized sacks of sand or earth back and forth, apparently at random. The
child's shouts of glee whenever one of his companions missed a catch echoed between thewalls of the
sinkhole. More decorous chuckles and an occasiona cry of encourage-ment from the older woman
reached the witnesss ears at longer intervals.

The eyesin thelean, pa e face seldom left the boy. Unlike the women, whose clothing somewhat
hampered their activity, histhin body and thinner limbs were nearly bare. The short, kiltlike garment of
brightly dyed wool which was his only covering left him freeto legp and twist as the game demanded. It
was these actions the watcher followed, marking each move of the pale-skinned body and nervouslittle
hands, noting each bit of clumsinessthat let a bag reach the ground, each legp and shriek of triumph asa
double catch was made. Thetiny fellow was holding his own—perhgps even winning—agangt his older
adversaries, but no one could have been quite sure whether this was due to his own agility or their
generosity. Perhaps the watcher was trying to learn as he stood in the shadow of the tunnel mouth.

The game went on, while shade covered more and more of the garden which made up the pit'sfloor.
The players began to dow down, though the child's shouts were asloud as ever; if he was getting tired,
he did not intend to admit it. It was the older woman who findly called ahdt.

"Timeto rest now, Kyros. The sunisgoing.” She pointed toward the western lip of the pit.

"Therés ill plenty of light, and I'm not tired.”

"Perhaps not, but you must be getting hungry. Unless Elithaand | stop playing, therewill be no food
cooked." The boy accepted the change of subject with-out actudly surrendering.

"Can't | eat before cooking isdone?' he asked. "There must be thingsto eat that don't haveto be
cooked.” The older woman raised her eyebrows quizzi-caly at the other.

"There may be something," was the answer to the unspoken question. "1 will see. Y ou could both stay
inthelight whileit iswith us, misiress.” The girl turned toward the watcher, and saw him instantly.

Her gasp of surprise caught the attention of the other two, and they looked in the same direction. The
boy, who had been about to fasten alight woolen cloak about his shoulders, dropped it with ayell of joy
and dashed toward the tunnel mouth. The older woman shed the dignity which had marked her even
during the game, and sprang after him with acry.

"Kyros—wait!"

The girl echoed the words, but acted aswell. She was closer than the boy to the tunndl, and ashe
rushed past her she reached out quickly and caught him up, swing-ing him around and dmost smothering
him for amo-ment in the folds of her garment. She held him while the other woman passed her, and the
slent man came toward them down the dope of rubble which led from the tunnel to the pit'sfloor.

Asthetwo met at itsfoot the girl let her captive go. He ingtantly resumed his dash toward the
embracing couple; reaching them, he danced up and down and tugged at their clothing until an arm
reached out and drew him into the close-locked group. Elitha stopped afew yards away and watched
them, quietly smiling.

At length the older woman stepped back, still gazing at the newcomer. The latter now held the boy on
hisleft arm, looking at him as he had for the many minutes of the game. It was hiswife who spokefirgt.

"Four months. It has seemed like the year you thought it might be my own.” He nodded, still looking



at thechild.

"A hundred and thirty-one days. It waslong for me, too. It isgood to seethat dl iswell here" She
gmiled.

"Wl indeed. Open your mouth and show your father, Kyros." The boy's response might have been
mere obedience, but looked more like agrin of triumph. The man tarted, and hisgrip on the smdl figure
tightened momentarily as he saw the gap in the grin.

"A tooth—no, two of them! When?"

"Forty daysago," hiswifesaid quietly.

"What trouble?"

"None. They loosened not long after you had gone. Elithawatched him carefully, and we were very
particu-lar about hisfood. He was very good most of the time, though | never knew him to be so fond of
gpples. But he kept his hands away from the loose teeth, and findly they just fell out—on the same day.”

"And?"

"That wasal. No trouble." Slowly the man put his son down, and for thefirst time a smile appeared
on hisface. Elitha spoke for thefirst time.

"Y ou two will want to talk. | would like to hear what has happened on your journey, Master, but the
mea must be prepared. Kyrosand | will leave you and—"

"But | want to hear, too!" cried the child.

"I will not talk about my adventures until we have al eaten, Kyros, so you will miss nothing. Go along
with Elitha, and be sure she makesfood | like. Do you re-member what that is?" The gap-toothed grin
appeared once more.

"I remember. Y ou'll see. Come on, Elithal" He turned to dash up the dope, and the girl moved
quickly to take his hand.

"All right," shesaid. "Stay with me so | don't fall; the sones are rough.” The man and wife watched
sob-erly as the other two disappeared into the tunndl; then the mother turned quickly to face her husband.

"Tell me quickly, my own. Y ou said you might be gone ayear. Did you come back now because you
learned something, o—" She stopped, and tried to make her face inscrutable, but failed signdly. The
man put an arm about her shoulders.

"| did learn something, though not nearly what | hoped. | came back because | couldn't stay
away—though | was dmost afraid to come, too. If | had known of Kyrossteeth | might have been able
to stay longer.” The woman's face saddened dightly. "I might have, my Judith; | don't know that | would
have"

"What did you learn? Have other hedlers spoken or written of thistrouble? Have they learned how to
cureit?'

"Some of them know of it. It ismentioned in writings, some of them many yearsold. Oneman |
talked to had seen a person who had it."

"And cured him—or her?"

"No," the man said dowly. "It was alittle boy, like ours. He died, as—" Both their heads turned
dowly to the north side of the garden, where three small mounds were framed in carefully tended beds of
flowers. The woman looked away again quickly.

"But not Kyraos! There was no trouble when histeeth came out! It's not like that with him!™ Her
husband looked at her gravely.

"Y ou think we have wasted effort, being so careful with him?'Y ou have forgotten the bruises, and the
lameness he sometimes has? Y ou would go back to livein Rome and let him play and fight with other
chil-dren?'

"l wouldn't go back to Romein any case, and I'd be afraid to have him play with other children or out
of my sight," she admitted, "but why was there no trouble from the teeth? Or are teeth just different?
None of the others'—she glanced toward the graves again—"lived long enough to lose teeth. Little Marc
never grew any." She suddenly collgpsed against him, sobbing. "Marc, dear Marc, why do you try? No
man can fight the gods, or the demons, who have cursed us—who have cursed me. Y ou'll only anger
them further. Y ou know it. Y ou must know it. It was just not for usto have children. | bore you four



sons, and three are gone, and Kyroswill—"

"Will what?' There was sternnessin the man'svoice. "Kyros may die, asthey did; no man canwin dl
his battles, and some men lose them all. If he does, though, it will not be because | did not fight." His
voice softened again. "My dearest, | don't know what |, or you, or we may have done to offend before |
garted to fight for the lives of my sons, Y ou may be right in thinking that it isapunishment or acurse, but
| cannot cringe before aman and don't like to before agod. Certainly if men had attacked and dain my
sons, you would think little of meif | did not fight back. Even when the enemies are not men, and | cannot
see them to fight them directly, | can hopeto learn how they attack my children. Perhaps | canfind a
shidld, evenif thereisno sword. A man must fight somehow or heisn't aman.”

The mother's sobs were quieter, though the tears till flowed.

"He might be aman, but he wouldn't be you," she admitted. "But if no hedler in dl theworld has
learned how to fight thisthing, why do you think it can be fought? Men are not gods.”

"Once there must have been ahealer who first learned how to set broken bones, or cool fevers. How
he must have learned is easy to guess—"

"The godstold him! Thereisno other way. Either you learn from another person or you learn from
the gods.”

"Then perhaps the gods will tell me what to do to keep Kyrosdive.”

"But surely they will nat, if they have brought the scknessto punish us. Why should they tdll you how
to tekeit away agan?'

"If they won't, then maybe the demonswill. It'sal the sameto me; | will listen to anyone or anything
ableto hdp me save my son'slife. Wouldn't you?"

Judith was slent. Defending her children was one thing, but defying the gods was quite another. A
more thoughtful husband would not have pressed the ques-tion; aredly tactful one would not have asked
itinthefirg place. Seeing into the minds of other people, even those he loved best, was not a strong point
with Marc of Bidrita

"Wouldn't you?"' he repeated. There was still no an-swer, and his wife turned away so that he could
not see her face. For several seconds she just stood there; then she began to walk dowly toward the
tunnel, sumbling alittle as she reached the irregular hegp of oneswhich formed the "stairway" toits
mouth. The man watched for amoment in surprise; then he hastened after her to help. He did not repesat
the question again; he was sometimes dow, but seldom redlly stupid.

No more words were exchanged as they made their way up to the opening and into the degpening
darkness beyond. The tunnd was very crooked, and thelast trace of daylight from the pit quickly
vanished. The only illu-mination came from pottery oil lampswhich were more useful in telling direction
than in revedling what was actualy underfoot.

Then the way opened into acavern someforty feet across. It waswell lighted, to eyes accustomed to
the blackness of the tunnel; half adozen lampsflickered around the walls. In agrotto at one sdeasmdl
fire glowed. An earthenware pot was supported over it on abronze trivet. Steam from the pot and smoke
from the fire swirled together through a crack in the top of the grotto.

Elitha and the child were knedling ayard or two from the blaze, working on something which could
not easily be made out from across the cavern. As his par-ents came nearer, however, they saw that the
child was cracking nuts with abit of stone and carefully extract-ing the meats, which he placed in aclay
bowl beside him. The girl was arranging other dishesfor the med, which seemed nearly ready. Except for
the background, it was atypica family scene—the sort that Marc of Bis-tritahad known al too seldomin
hisforty-five years of life, and was to know very ssdom in the future.

Ashe and hiswife settled to the stone floor by the others, the boy grinned up at them; and it wasthe
tiny distraction of their arrival which changed the atimo-sphere. Therock which hewasusing asa
nutcracker landed heavily on hisfinger instead of the intended tar-get. Therewasadtartled cry, and a
flood of tears which was stopped without too much trouble; but there was a so a portion of skin scraped
from thefinger, and it was thiswhich took most of the attention of Marc and hiswife. The injured spot
was 00zing blood—not much by ordinary skinned-finger standards, but their stand-ards were not
ordinary.



The two women paled visibly, even in the poor light of the cavern. The man showed little facia
change, but he acted. He drew adagger from indgde the cloak which ill enveloped him and made asmdll
cut in hisown fin-ger. The boy did not seethis; his mother was still com-forting him. Both women saw
and understood, however, and both were visibly distracted during the mea which followed. Marc had
seated himsealf so that his own cut was not visible to the boy, and had begun to tell the prom-ised
adventures; but the eyes of mother and maid flick-ered constantly from one injured fmger to the other.
Twice Elitha spilled food. Several times Judith was un-able to answer questions asked by her son, or
made ran-dom comments which quite failed to fit the Stuation. Kyros became quite indignant, at last.

"Mother! Aren't you listening to what Daddy says?' The shrill, shocked voice did catch her attention.
"Didn't you hear what hetold the soldier at—"

"I'm afraid | wasthinking of something esg, little one," sheinterrupted. "I'm sorry; I'll be good and
listen more carefully. What would you have said to the sol-dier?" The question turned the youngster's
thoughts back to his father's account, and saved her from having to explain what she could possibly be
thinking about which was more interesting than adventuresin the out-side world. Shetried to listen to
Marc'swords, but nei-ther her eyes nor her thoughts could leave the two trifling injuries while the medl
lasted, or for the hour or more afterward while Elitha cleared the dishes. She amost hated the man as his
talk went on; she wanted to get the child to his bed so that the conversation could turn to the only point
which meant athing to her then. Marc, whatever hisfailings asadiplomat, could hardly have been entirdly
ignorant of this; but in spite of hiswifesfedings he focused his entire attention on the boy. He kept the
child enthralled with accounts of what had happened—or might have happened—on the six-week walk
to Rome, and the Say there, and the return. The taleswent on whilethe little fellow gradualy ceased his
excited responses and settled at Judith's Sde, with hiseyes still fixed on hisfather'sface. They went on
while Elithafinished her work and seated hersdlf at Kyros other side. They went on until yawnstoo big to
conceal began to appear on the small face; and then the stories ceased abruptly.

"Timeyou dept now, son,” Marc said gently.

"No! You haven't said what happened after—"

"But you're deepy. If | tell you now, you'l forget and I'll just haveto tll you dl over again next time."

"I'm not deepy!™

"You are, Kyros. You'revery deepy. Y ou've been yawning al through my story from Rometo
Rimini. Elithawill take you to your room, and you will deep. Perhaps tomorrow we can finish the sory."
For along moment the eyes of the man and his son held each other in silence; then the youngster gave a
shrug which he must have acquired from his father's mannerisms, took Eli-thas proffered hand, and got to
hisfeet. He tried to look reproachfully a Marc, but the gap-toothed grin broke through in spite of his
efforts. Hefindly laughed, gave good-night hugsto his parents, and went off hap-pily with the girl.

The mother waited until the two were presumably out of hearing aong the passage, and then turned
to her husband.

"| told you. HEs going to be al right. The finger has stopped bleeding.”

"True." The man's answer was dow, as though he were trying to find the happy medium between
absolute truth and the woman's peace of mind. "It's stopped now. It took time, though. Mine had stopped
while we were eating, but hiswas il flowing after we were finished—Ilong after Elitha had replenished
thefireat least twice"

"It wasn't flowing very hard.”

"It wasn't much of acut. The one | gave mysdlf was worse—| made sure of that. No, my desr, the
curseisgtill there; maybe not as badly as with the others, maybe | won't haveto fight ashard as|
expected; but if we areto see Kyros grow to manhood | will haveto fight."

"But how can such athing be fought? Y ou said it yoursef—there isno enemy one can see. Thereis
noth-ing you can do. It isn't like the broken bones you men-tioned; a person could see what was sensible
to do, in something like that."

"Itisvery much like afever, though, in oneway," her husband pointed out. " There is nothing one can
seeto fight, but we have learned about medicines which cool the body. | talked to one of Aurelius army
hederswhen | wasin Rome, and he reminded me of that. | knew it, of course, but | had been fegling as



discour-aged as you, and he was trying to point out grounds for hope.”

"But you can't just try one medicine after another on Kyros."

"Of course not. | want to save him, not poison him. | don't yet know the battle plan, my dearest, but |
will fight asagenera rather than asoldier who smply dashesat dl in hispath. | must think and work
both; it will take time—probably along time.”

"And | cannot help you. That'sthe worst part; | can only watch the boy—"

"Which isthe most important of thetask." Judith ig-nored the interjection.

"—and will have no ideawhether each new day's play may give him ahurt from which you are not yet
amed to save him.”

Helaid ahand on her shoulder, and with the other turned her face toward him.

"Y ou can help, dear heart, and you will. Y ou arewiser than | in many ways—I learned that before
we had known each other aweek. We have taked and thought, studied and lived together for twelve
years now; how could | doubt your ability to help?Y ou would not have left Rome with me, and cometo
livein thiswilderness, if you had not been so much like me asto vaue this sort of life morethan al Rome
could offer. Y ou know why | loved you, and why | ill loveyou.”

Shegmiled briefly.

"I know; but even you need to talk with other people sometimes—not just for this, but years ago
when you first left this place to visit Rome. We wouldn't have met, had you been completdy satisfied with
olitude”

"WEell, it isgood to tak to people who think of some-thing besides boats, nets, and planting. I'm quite
glad | went to the city; I'd have stayed there if you had in-gsted, even with its noise and smdlls. | ill think
the silence hereis better, though, and | loved the garden up in the pit even before you came. | guessI'm
just aher-mit at heart."

"Not in al ways. Tl me tomorrow how you will fight, and I'll help. We should degp now; you
walked far today."

But Marc did not deep for along time. After hiswife went, he sood for along time staring into the
fireplace, while the blaze sank to coals and the coa s faded. He had not told al about histrip, nor al
about his plans—Judith would not have been so emphatic about promis-ing to help, even for Kyros, if he
hed.

Abruptly, he turned toward the passage |eading to the sinkhole. Out in the starlight, he found the
ladder which Elitha used to go up to the plateau for fuel, and made hisway up thisto the broken surface
of the Kargt. It extended beyond eyeshot to hisleft as he faced south, dotted with sinkholes and weak
spotsin the water-rotted stone where anew hole might be an unwary trav-eler's grave. Few people went
that way; there waslittle to attract them. The water vanished from the surface too quickly to do crops
much good; the garden in his own sinkhole survived because of water brought by hand from an
underground stream to supplement the rain accumulated in the clay catch-basins he had made long
before.

To hisright the plateau fell off toward the sea, some two miles away. He went in that direction,
rapidly. Much had to be done before morning.

Judith was awakened by Kyros voice echoing from the main cave. Sherose, cast afond glance at
her soundly deeping husband, took the lamp from its niche at the entrance of their deeping cavern, and
made her way two hundred yards down a steep passage to the un-derground stream. Washed and
refreshed, she was back in afew minutes, finding the man gtill adeep. Shefin-ished dressing and went out
to greet Kyros and Elitha.

"Where's Father?' cried the boy. "Breskfast isready."”

"Heis gtill adeep. Remember, he hastraveled along, long way, and could not deep as quietly or as
safely among al those people outside as he can here. Heis very tired. Wewill eat now, but save
something for him."

"Then | suppose you haveto carry water."

"Not today, son. Thereisenough in the basin from the last rain. We will take care of the garden, of
course, but therewill betimeto play.”



Marc dept until after Elithaand the child had fin-ished eating and gone to the garden. Judith was
clean-ing the living cavern when he finaly gppeared. She stopped when she saw him, set out somefruit,
and seeted hersdf beside him while he ate. She was silent until he finished, but watched hisface closdly;
and hard asit would have been for most people to read those features, she seemed to see something
encouraging in hisexpresson. When hefindly stopped edting, she leaned forward and sought
confirmation of the hope.

"Y ou've thought of something, Marc. What can | do to help?’

"The hardest part may bein agreeing with me," he answered. "In away, you thought of the same
thing; but you didn't carry the thought to its end, and I'm sure you won't likeit when | do.”

"Explan, anyway."

"You said last night that anyone could see what was the sensible thing to do if abone were broken. It
seemsto methat thereis something equaly sensible to do for someone whose bleeding won't stop.”

"Wetried. The gods know we tried. Sometimes we stopped it, but sooner or later, for each of
them—"

"I know. | wasn't thinking of stopping the bleeding with bandages and cords and such things. That's
al right on limbs, but it's harder on the body and nearly impossible insde the mouth. We don't know
wherethe curse will strike Kyros."

"Not ingde the mouth. Remember the tegth!™

"I remember. | wish | understood that; | keep think-ing the gods must have made it happen to tell me
some-thing, but | can't think what it might be. Anyway, that wasn't what | started to say. If awater jug
leaks, and you must keep the jug because you have no other, and you can't mend it, what isthe only thing
left?'

"Youlet it lesk, and refill it whenever—oh, | see. But how can that be done? Y ou or | or Elithacould
give blood, but how could we get it into Kyros body?Would it be enough for him to drink it?*

"|—don't—know. It has been tried, the Roman said, after battles; but the patients sometimes lived
and some-times died anyway, and he wasn't sure whether it did any good."

Judith grimaced. "I don't like theidea.of drinking blood, or of making Kyrosdo it."

"One can do dmost anything, if it isfor life" The man frowned thoughtfully as he spoke. "In any case,
something else would have to be done before such atest would mean anything.”

"What do you mean?"

"There would have to be a person who was suffering from lack of blood, before we could tell
whether more blood would help.”

"l see. And if wewait until Kyros—no, Marc! | see what you mean, but you couldn't do such athing.
Y ou could not do it on yoursdlf, because of the danger; if you die, Kyros last hopeisgone. | would
gladly let you take blood from me until | wassick fromiit, but | am sure | couldn't drink any for the
test—not even for Ky-ros. The thought just—" Her face twisted again, and Marc nodded.

"Likely enough. And Elithawould be the same, no doubt, though we could ask. We would have to
find someone who could be made—forced—to do it."

"But how—no, Marc! Not even for Kyros! | wouldn't let you do such athing to anyone. Y ou must
not fight that way!"

"l was sure you would fed so. | do mysdlf, alittle. | have thought of one other thing, but thereis abad
point about that, too."

"What isit?"

"I could go back to Rome. The hedler | knew there would be more than willing to have me go with
the em-peror's army; he's supposed to himself, but doesn't seem very eager to leave the city. There
would be plenty of chance to see and work on men who needed blood.”

"But you'd be gone from here! What would we do if Kyros—"

"Precisdly.” He nodded agreement with her point. Shelooked at him, started to speak, bit her lower
lip, got to her feet, and took two or three steps toward the garden passage. Then she turned to face him
agan.

"There must be some other way."



"I would like to believeit. The gods have not seen fit to show me one.”

"If you killed other peoplein trying to find a cure for what Kyros has, we would deserve the curse.”

"Would Kyros?' he countered. She was silent again for severa minutes, pacing nervoudy back and
forth the width of the cave. Then she turned suddenly and shifted the line of attack.

"What if just drinking blood is not enough? What € se have you thought of to try? Y ou once said that
egt-ing an enemy's heart to give courage, as some barbari-ans do, is superdtition; why isit any morelikely
that drinking blood would restore blood?

Hesmiled grimly. It was tempting to point out the glaring flaw in that argument, but seemed unwise.

"I have thought of other things; but al of them would have to be tried out before | could be surethey
were good. All of them."

His point was clear. Judith said no more, and walked dowly out of the chamber toward the garden.
Marc sat where he was for severd more minutes. Then he, too, got to hisfeet and entered still another
smdl cavern opening from the main one.

He had not been in thisroom since returning from hislong journey, but took for granted that it would
be ready for use—tools clean, writing materials at hand, lampsfull. He had come to expect this over the
years, and had very seldom been disappointed. Sometimes, but rarely, he was surprised; usudly it was
hisown faullt.

So it wasthistime. Thelamp wasfull, the few tools ready, the workbench nest—everything which
was Eli-tha's duty was properly taken care of. The charcod bin, however, was nearly empty; and
charcod camefrom thevillage. It was Marc himsdlf who made the trips there for mest, and oil, and other
things the cavern and garden could not supply. Neither of the women ever went far from their home;
Kyros had never even been up to the plateau. The cave was home—thefinest of homes—to al of them.

Marc had known it longest. He had found it during his boyhood. Had he been born and raised in any
of the nearby villages he would probably have stayed away from the dangerous caverns, but & thetime
he had not even spoken the local language well. He had been born in aBakan village, spent much of his
childhood in Gd-ati as persond daveto aRoman officid of literary in-clination, and had survived the
wreck of the ship carry-ing the Roman back to the city. He had come ashore near the village at the edge
of the Karst, and by the time he was twenty years old was awell-established citi-zen of the place. His
acquaintance with Roman civiliza-tion and literature had fired an imagination which might never otherwise
have awakened. Exploring the caverns, which the villagers feared with ample reason, and congtruction of
the garden in the sinkhole had been outlets for amind which once awakened could not lieidle.

Twice during the years he had | eft the village, deter-mined to live in the Rome he had learned about
from hisformer master. Each time he had been back, disillu-sioned, within ayear. Thethird time he had
met Judith and stayed longer; when hefindly returned to the vil-lage on the Adriatic, she and the child
who had been her persond dave had come with him—and he had never again fdlt the urge to leave. With
his caves, hisgarden, and hisfamily he had been happy.

That was when he had had four sons.

He jerked his attention back from the thoughts which had softened his expression for amoment. He
had meant to work, but charcoa was needed for what he had in mind. Should he go to the village for it
today, or stay and think? Judith's words, though they had not come as a surprise, had left him much to
think abouit.

He was spared the choice. Kyros came running in, wondering loudly what was keeping hisfather in
the cave when it was so much better in the garden. That took care of the rest of the day, and the night
took care of itself; Marc was not long past the prime of life, but he did need some deep. It was not until
the following morning that he resumed attack on the red problem.

"I need fud for theforge," he announced after Kyros and Elitha had gone to the garden. "'I'll Sart
now, and should be back before evening. Will you come asfar asthe valey with me?

Shewas surprised, but picked up one of the lampsin answer. An hour and a half later, after awalk
through the dimly lit splendors of their "garden of stone," they reached the entrance Marc usudly
employed. It was barely noticeable from indde—alost traveler could have been twenty yards from safety
without knowing it. They had to work their way through a narrow space behind awall of flowstone for



perhaps ten yards before daylight was visible; afew more steps brought them, not entirely into the open,
but the bottom of asmall gully whose walls could easily be climbed. Marc hel ped the woman to clamber
out of this, and as her head rose above the bushes flanking the declivity she found her-self ableto see
farther than she had wanted to for many years. She shrank back against her husband, but made no sound
at first as shelooked over the landscape.

Thegully was at the edge of abroader valey, which lay between the cliff a their backsand asmilar
oneaquarter of amile away. To their left it narrowed rap-idly; in the other direction it doped gently
downward and grew broader. Its floor was covered with heavy brush, punctuated by an occasional tree.
The latter growths, far apart as they were, took on the aspect of a scrubby forest as the eye followed
them down the dope. Above them in this direction the eye could just detect ablue-gray line which might
have been the sea. Judith turned her eyesfrom it.

"It'sugly! sheexclaimed. "Dry, and brown, and not like the garden a al. Do you want meto go all
theway to the village?'

Helooked at her with some surprise.

"It's not that bad. The bushes aren't as green as the ones you take care of, but they're not really
brown. Thevillageis several thousand pacesfrom here; | didn't want you to come with me, and maybe it
would be better if you didn't. Y ou can wait here; I'll be back in afew hours.”

"But | don't want to wait out here; | don't likeit. I'll go back inside."

"What's wrong with staying out in the light? Y ou a-wayswant Kyrosto do it."

"l don't liketheidea. What would | do? | can't just Sit and wait for you. | should be taking care of
Kyros, and the garden—"

"Elithaisthere. There's nothing to worry about.” "But I'm not happy about it.”

"Don't you trust Elitha?"

"Yes, of course. | just don't—don't like being away, even now when you're home again. Will | be
abletohdpyouif | wait, or isit dl right if I go back by my-sdf?"

"Can you? Are you sure of theway?"'

"Oh, yes. | watched, and you've marked it very well. | have alight, so therelll be oneleft for you.”

He hesitated. "Do you redize—" He cut the question short, and thought for several more heartbests.
Then he changed hisline of attack. ™Y ou redlly don't trust Eli-tha, do you?'

"l do. | trust her more than | trust mysdlf, when it comesto taking care of Kyros. That's not it."

"What isthe trouble, then? What's wrong with your waiting here? We didn't bring food, but there's
water in the stream afew hundred paces down—"

"No! | couldn't go there! No, Marc, let me go back. | can find the way. I'll see you there tonight.”
She turned back toward the cave entrance, then faced him again with an expression which he had never
seen be-fore and which mystified him completely. Poor as he was at seeing into the minds of others, at
least he knew thistime that something strange was going on.

"I'd better go back with you," he said abruptly.

"No." She spoke barely above awhisper. "Y ou need those things from the village. Even when | can't
help, | mustn't hinder. Go on. | can find my way—but you must let me go." He stared at her in silence for
fully another minute; then, dowly, he nodded his head. Her expression was replaced by asmile.

She started down the side of the gully; then she sud-denly turned, climbed back to where he was
standing, and kissed him. A moment later she had disappeared into the cave.

His own face took on the unreadable quality it had borne so often in recent months, as he looked
slently at the spot where she had vanished. Then he blew out the lamp he was il holding, started to put
it down, changed his mind, and with the pottery bowl il in his hand dipped into the entrance after his
wife

His sandals scuffed the rock; he stopped and re-moved them. Then, carefully, he looked from behind
the flowstone barrier which veiled the inner end of the entryway.

Judith wasfifty yards ahead, walking dowly. Her lamp was held in front of her and he could not see
theflame, but itslight outlined her figure even to eyes which had just comein from full sunlight. Slently he
followed.



It was high noon when he regppeared at the cave mouth, blew out the lamp, set it on the ground at
the entrance, and started rapidly toward the village. It was dmost sunset when he got back to the spot
laden with more than sixty pounds of material—a skin bottle of oil, aleaf-wrapped package of mest, a
basket of charcoa, and other things. He had some troubl e getting these through the narrow
entrance infact, he had to carry the bulkier items through one by one. With theseinsde he returned
to the tunnd mouth, lighted the lamp with flint and tinder, carried it into the darkness, re-sumed the load
he had aready borne for six miles, and started dong the marked route to his home.

He had to rest several times adong the way, and took it for granted that everyone would be adeep by
the time he reached the living cavern. As helowered his burden to the floor and straightened up,
however, he saw the two women by the fireplace.

Thefireitself waslow, and even Marc's dark-adapted eyes could not make out their expressions; but
the very fact that they were till up at this hour meant that something was out of order.

"What isit? Has something gonewrong?' he asked tensdly.

Both women answered together, astartling action on Elithas part.

"I told you! It'smy fault—I told you | was cursed. As soon as| got back here!l”

"The skin isbroken only alittle, and the bleeding has stopped. Heis adlegp now."

It took the man severa secondsto disentangle their words.

"You'resureit has stopped, Elitha?’

"Yes gr."

"How long did it take?"

"Perhaps hdf the afternoon—much like the last time."

"Didit hurt him much?'

"No. He gave it no thought after the first surprise and pain. He wanted to play again after we had
com-forted him."

"Good. Y ou go back to his cave now, and deep if you wish; there isno need to watch him.” The girl
obe-diently rose and departed, and Marc turned to hiswife, who had been sobbing dmost inaudibly
during the ex-change. He knelt beside her and gently turned her face toward his.

"Itisno worsethan last time; you heard Elitha, and you saw it dl yoursdlf. Has something else
happened? There's fill no reason to blame you rather than me."

"But thereid" Judith'swords, emphétic asthey were, were dmost inaudible. "Theresall thereason in
theworld. He fell thistimejust because of me. He had missed me, and was worried, and when he saw
me he came running and tripped—"

"But it was | who made you come away," Marc pointed out.

"I know. | thought of that. If | were your davein-stead of your wife that might mean something. | was
uneasy about going, but not firm enough about refusing until it wastoo late. No, Marc, thefault ismine.
Theguiltismine. The curseismine.”

"I'm not convinced. Every fault you claim for your-self could aseasily belaid on me. In any casg, it
makes no difference; whether it be a curse on you, a curse on me, acurse on both of us, or smply
another of thetrou-bles given indifferently to the sons of men, the task and thefight are mine."

"No, you wouldn't be convinced. | know the sort of thing it takes to convince you. Y ou are not sure
whether the curseis on you or on me or on both of us because the children who have been touched are
of both of us. | have thought of that, too. A child of Elithas—" Shelet her voicetrail off, watching him.
He was several sec-onds catching her meaning; then he shook his head neg-atively.

"No! You said it amoment ago—you are my wife. A curse on either of us, or atroublefor ether of
us, isacurse or atroublefor both. It isnot that | don't know which of usitis; | do not care."

"But why should you grow old with no sons because the gods are angry with me? | till don't believe
that anyone can fight the gods—you'll just make them angry with you, too, for trying. Forget that | gave
you sons; we've been warned often enough. Kyroswill join the others—you know it aswell as| do.
Take Elitha—"

"No!" Marc was even more emphatic than before. "1 tel you it isnot your fault. If gods or demons
are pun-ishing you, | blamethem, not you, and will fight them—"



"Marc!" The woman's voice was shocked. "No! You can't.”

"Yes Many timesyes! If it will make you fed bet-ter, | don't believeit iseither gods or demons, or
evenacurse. | think I am just trying to learn something men should know; but if my sons have been killed
by any living thing, that thing | will fight—man, devil, or any-thing ese. I will not listen to any word of
surrender, from you or anyonedse.”

"But if you yielded and stopped fighting, they might spare Kyros."

"What reason have | to expect that? They—if itisanyone did not sparelittle Marc, or Baam, or
Meth. They have done nothing to suggest that they would spare Kyrosif | stopped fighting—you know
that. | hadn't started fighting when Marc and Baam died. Y ou can't suggest the smallest of reasonsto
believe what you just said; you just hope!™

"What else can | do?' Her voice was down to awhis-per again.

"Y ou can help. Y ou said you would, in most things."

"l couldn't help you with something that would take another woman's children as mine have been
taken. Why should | passmy pain over to her?'

"Becauseif | canlearn to fight this sickness, the knowledge will ward that pain from dl other mothers
from now on. Can't you seethat?"

"Of course| can seeit. In that case, it would beright for you to test your ideas on Kyros. Would you
dothat?'

"No." The answer came without hesitation. "Kyrosis my only remaining son. | have given my share.”

"And learned nothing.”

"| learned enough to let me talk about it sensibly with hedlersin Rome.”

"And dl they told you wasthat it couldn't be cured!™

"That no one knew how to cureit,” he corrected. "I would not even have known that, if | had not
seen—what we saw. Seeing that three times was more than my share, and far more than yours. We will
seeit again, per-haps, but if | have learned enough in time, we will see only part of it. Our boy will live."

"But promise me, Marc—tdll me you won't try your ideas on other people. | know you don't believe
theré's any other way to learn, but promise me—not that way!"

"What other way isthere?' he dmost snarled. Then, in agentler voice, "I can't promise, my own. |
would do anything in the world for you—except what | think to be wrong. If the gods have any hand in
thisat all, it isnot a curse but awarning—an order. Galen in Rome had never heard of more than one son
of the same farther who had suffered thisway. | have logt threeto thisthing; one remains. That iseither a
warning, an order, or achallenge, if it was done ddliberately. | heed the warning, | obey the order, |
accept the chalenge. | can do nothing else. | do promise not to try my ideas on people aslong as| can
see any other way; more than that | cannot promise, even for you." He got to hisfeet; after amoment she
did the same, and stood facing him. Their shadows, magnified on the cavern wall by the steady flame of
the single lamp, merged briefly and sep-arated again.

"Seep now, my own," he said softly. "I must think—I will think of all the other ways| can possibly
learn what | mugt, before | use the one you don't want. Y ou must deep; | can't. My thoughts won't |et
me"

"Shouldn't | stay to help?’

"Y ou can't help until I've thought of something for you to hear. Then you can tell me what'swrong
withit. You can do that better if you've dept.” She went.

For half an hour the man stood motionless where she had left him. Then he sirode softly to the
entrance of their deeping cave and listened carefully for severd more minutes. Then he took another
lamp, lighted it from the one which was burning, and went toward the garden again.

He had not listened at the other deeping cave.

Judith missed the chance to ask her husband about his plans the next morning. Her attention and his
were otherwise taken up. Marc examined his son's knee a soon as the boy was awake, and found that
Elitha had been right—the blood had clotted well enough. The knee was badly bruised, however, and
Kyros admitted that it was hurting. For once, he walked to the living cave instead of bouncing toit.

The moment hismother discovered that he wasless active than usud, shelost al thought for anything



else. She kept anxious eyes on him while he ate, and went with him to the garden when hefinished. Marc
made no effort to follow, though he looked with concern after the pair. He went to hiswork cavern
instead. The girl fol-lowed him to ask whether she should remain within call or go to the garden as usual
with the others. He thought briefly, then smiled rather grimly and went to one of the bundles he had
brought back the day before.

"Take one of the smallest pots, which we can do without for cooking or esting,” he said as he opened
the package. "Take the head off this, and bail it for the rest of the day. | want the skull complete, so
handleit care-fully. Once the pot is boiling do not touch it except to add more weter if it ssemsto be
going dry." He handed the corpse of afair-sized snaketo the girl. She shrank back for an ingtant, then got
control of herself and ac-cepted the repulsive object. Her voice trembled just alittle as she asked,
"Should | kinitfirst, Master?'

"No, don't bother. 1t will be much easier after the boiling, and | don't need the skin. That will bedll;
you may work in the garden with the others, aslong as you don't let the pot boil dry. Thisthing wastoo
hard to get for me to want it burned.”

"Yes, ar." Elithatook the snake and |eft the work-room, showing rather lessthan her usua serenity.
The man either didn't notice thisor didn't care; he turned back to the forge.

He was not an experienced metalworker. He had sometimes seen goldsmiths a work when hewas a
child, and had ddliberately watched them again during his recent trip; but seeing something doneis not the
same asdoing it onesdf. He could melt gold easily with his charcod fire and abellows he had devised,
but cast-ing or otherwise working it into a desired shape was an-other matter atogether. He lost himself
inthe problem.

Sometime about the middle of the morning Elitha regppeared. She stood silently by the entrance until
he noticed her; just how long thiswas he was never sure. When he did see her, as he straightened up
from an-other failure, he was rather sartled.

"What do you want, girl?* The answer was hesitant, in contrast to Elitha's usua self-possession.

"I wondered whether your pot should be at the cook-ing fire when the lady and your son cometo
egt. The boy might not notice, but do you want the mistress to know about it—about the snake?"

"l don't seewhy not." Marc was honestly surprised.

"Do you think shed like black magic? Sheis very fond of good, and might not like bad magic even
for agood purpose.”

The man's surprise and annoyance vanished, washed out on awave of amusement. "Thisis not magic,
black or white, Elitha" Helaughed. "I'll show you what | need the skull for when it's ready. Bring the pot
back here before the evening medl, though; it should have boiled enough by then.”

"I don't want—I—very well, Magter." The girl left hastily and Marc returned to hiswork and his
frugtra-tion. Therest of the day was uninterrupted, uneventful, and unsuccessful for him.

It wasworse for Judith. Aslong as her son was active and happy, she could usualy persuade hersdlf
that the threat to hislife was at least postponed; but today he was neither. His knee kept him from most
of the games he enjoyed, and made him crankier than usua about the necessary garden work. Judith
tended to take each complaint, each bit of disobedience or stubbornness, each departure from what she
considered hisnorma be-havior, as evidence that the curse was about to reach a climax. Elitha, who was
skillful a controlling the youngster tactfully on his bad days, was spending more time than usud insde the
cave. Since Judith in her pres-ent mood was quite unable to be firm with the boy, it was a bad day for
both. About the only successful order she issued was the standing interdict againgt climbing the ladder
which Elithaused to go up to the plateau for firewood. Even this might have been disobeyed if Kyros had
actudly felt like climbing—though it is possible that the Sight of her son climbing might have driven even
Judith to something stern enough to be effective. No one will ever be sure.

The four ate the evening medl together as usud, though less happily than usua. Kyroswas fretful,
Judith silent, and Marc was becoming more and more wor-ried—about his wife rather than his son. She
had prom-ised to help with hiswork. She was, he knew, perfectly able to do so in her norma sate of
mind, since she was a highly intelligent woman; but because of Kyros con-dition she had been usdess dl
day, and seemed likely to remain so. She asked not aword about the work, but watched the boy as she



ae.

The youngster himsalf had agood appetite, whatever ese might be wrong with him. He finished what
was set before him, asked for more, and finished that. He re-belled at the suggestion that it wastime for
deep, which seemed normal enough to Marc but bothered Judith. A compromise wasfindly effected in
which Elithawas to go back to the garden with him and tell stories until the stars could be seen. Marc
engineered this arrangement, partly to get Judith from the boy for awhile and partly so that he could talk
to her himsdlf. It dmost failed; Judith wanted to go out with the others, but saw in time what her husband
had in mind and managed to control hersalf. She remained silent until the two were out of earshot; then
she burg forth:

"Marc! What can we do? Y ou can seethat it'sam-ing—"

"No, | can't. Think, dearest, please! All that'sreally wrong with himisabruised knee. The blood
from the cut dried, just asthe finger did the other day. Why do you worry so about a bruise? Boys have
bruises more often than not; you know that." Marc was actudly trying hard to retain control himsdf; he
was carefully not telling hiswife everything he had learned from Galen of Pergamum. "Please stop
worrying about him, at least until something serious redlly happens, and help me so that we can be ready
for it when it does™"

"Il try." Judith's voice gave her husband little ground for optimism. "What have you thought of ? What
canwedo?'

"Nothing, without—well, you know."

"Y ou have thought of nothing?"

"l haveidess, but | have no way of knowing whether they are good. How could 7"

"| should think that if an ideais good, anyone could tell that it is. Whet are the ideas?'

"One we mentioned before—replacing the blood which a person loses. We thought of having him
drink it—"

"l remember. Wedidn't liketheidea."

"It's not so much that we didn't likeit, but | doubt very much that it would work. A person's stomach
must turn the things he egts into the things his body needs, and maybe if you drink blood and your body
needs blood it will go right through your stomach unchanged; but I'm not sure. After dl, by that argument
any food must turn into blood in your stomach, if that's what you need. When the other boys were dying
wetried to get them to eat. When they could, it didn't do any specia good, and toward the end they
couldn’t. Remember?

Judith bit her lip. "1 remember.”

"So | thought it might be better to put new blood right into the veins, where we know it is needed.”

"That seems perfectly dl right. Why didn't we think of it sooner? We might have saved the other
boys!"

"How would you go about it?"

"Why, just—" Judith stopped, her mind running over the various ways of getting aliquid from one
container to another, and regecting each in turn. "1 don't see how, right away. Some sort of funnd, with a
little pipe—but | don't see how—" Her voicetrailed off.

"That'smy genera idea, too, and | think | see how; but I'm having trouble making it work."

"What are you doing?' Marc sghed inwardly with relief; he had apparently weaned her mind away
from her son's condition for the moment.

"I'll show you; come up to the workshop,” he said. She followed eagerly. "One part was quite easy,”
he went on asthey reached the cavern. "Thereisaway made by the gods, if you want to look at it so, for
putting something into a person's veins from outsde. A vi-per can do it very easly, you know."

"Of course! | should have thought of that. Y ou can make a sort of hollow needle, like aviper'stooth.”

"Unfortunately | can't. I'm not that good a smith. What | thought of doing was using an actud viper's
tooth, and fagtening it somehow to afunne; and I'm having trouble even with that."

"Y ou havethetooth?'

"Yes. Here" Heindicated the white skull on the bench. "The teeth are there. | haven't tried to get
them out yet—perhaps your fingers would be better than mine. Theredl trouble has been to make a



funnel which could be fitted to the tooth. | know that gold is one of the easy metalsto melt, and I've been
trying to make out of it afunnd and tube which could befitted to such asmal thing; but I've had no luck
adl"

"lan't lead easier to melt?”

"So | understand, but | don't have any. We do have some gold coin till."

"But what isyour trouble?’

"I'll have to show you. | can mdt the gold easily enoughin aclay pot, and | can even make asort of
cup which could be used for the top part of afunnel; but | can't make ahollow tube. If | try to pour the
goldinto anarrow clay pipe, it just fillsup to form asolid rod. If | put something down the middie of the
pipeto keep the gold at the Sides, | never can get it out after-ward.”

"Why not use clay for the tube you need, without bothering with gold?"

"Any clay tube I've made which was small enough cracked al to pieceswhen | tried to harden it in
thefire. You cantry that if you likewhile | mdt up the gold again; you'l see”

If took severd tries, and severd hours, to convince Judith that practice could be more difficult than
theory, and that ideas could be basically sound and till diffi-cult to execute. When they findly stopped
work for the night, Kyros and Elitha had long been adeep—at |least, Judith's quick check of their cave
produced no change in the breathing of either one.

The next day was somewhat better. The boy's bruise was|ess painful, and he showed something
more like hisnorma activity. Judith was able to devote some thought to her husband's problem, while
Marc himsdlf ater-nately thought and tested out new variations on his am-ateur goldsmithing techniques.
Elithakept busy with her regular housekeeping and nursemaid duties. In spite of her reaction to the snake,
she occasionally appeared in the work cave to make sure the lamps were full, though she came no closer
to the working areathan she could help. Marc suspected that she gtill considered him ablack magician.

The night was similar to the preceding one; Judith joined her hushand in the workshop for atime, and
as-ssted in another failure or two. Marc saw that she was becoming discouraged. He couldn't blame her,
but the fact discouraged him, and he decided to stop the forge work earlier than on the night before. He
did not, how-ever, go with her to deep; there was thinking to be done, as he emphasized and as she was
quite willing to admit. Sheleft him done at the workbench. Histrip to the garden, and beyond, was
quicker than before.

And so the days passed. Kyros knee recovered. Then he scraped an e bow while running through
the passage to the garden, and Judith rel gpsed into near-panic dur-ing the ten hours or so which the injury
took to clot. Perhaps the experience was useful, though, for she pro-duced a constructive ideaaday or
two later. She had long since extracted the fangs from the snake skull, adding to Marc's problems by
giving him aredigtic ideaof the Sze of the tube he was trying to match. He had managed by now to make
finger-size pipes of gold, but thiswas along way from what was needed—in fact, when hetook hisfirst
good look at an extracted fang he suffered a spell of discouragement almost as bad as one of Judith's. He
had recovered from this and resumed the struggle before Kyros suffered his elbow injury, but was making
very little progress.

Then, with the boy back to normal, Judith appeared in the work cave bursting with an idea.

"Marc! I've been wondering. Why do we have to make atube to connect the bowl part of the funnel
to the snake's tooth? Why can't the tooth be right in the bottom of the bowl?" The man straightened up
from hisfurnace, and his eyes narrowed in thought.

"It might bedl right," he said dowly. "It would be abit hard to see whether the fang was going into a
vein, but maybe that's not very important.”

"I hadn't thought of that," she admitted, "but any-way, what | really wanted to know is, isthere any
real reason why the tube hasto be gold?’

"Only that | can't think of anything elseto use which | have here and can handle. The clay seemsto be
hope-less.”

"Y ou mean there isn't anything €l se you can make atube out of. But what about tubes already
made?'

"What sort? 1 can't think of any.”



"When Elithacleans a chicken, thereis smal tub-ing—veins, | suppose—"

"I don't like that ideatoo much. I'd haveto tan it or something to keep it from rotting, and | don't
know how. But wait aminute; how about a hollow reed?!

"All right, | should think, if you can find one smdl enough. | started thinking of chickens, though, and
kept on that way; how about the quill of afeather?' Marc raised his eyebrows and was silent for along
moment; then, still without aword, he headed toward the garden. Judith, smiling, followed.

They never had more than four chickens—there waslittle for the birdsto eat but the insect lifein the
snk-hole—but there was no difficulty in finding dropped feathers. A few of these were brought back to
the cave. Marc tried to take the largest of them apart, using atiny sted knife which was one of his dearest
possessions. After he had ruined this one, Judith took over and quickly produced severd tiny tubes, from
perhaps haf an inch to over two inchesin length. All were satisfac-torily hollow—at least, it was possble
to suck water through any of them—and al seemed strong enough. One of the longer ones had just the
right inner diameter to enclose on the snake fangs, to Marc's ddight.

This emotion faded during the next hour as he tried to fasten the two together with rosin, and
repestedly blocked thetiny channdl in the fang with the sticky marterid. After having to bail the
intractable object three timesto melt the adhesive out of it, he let the woman take over once more. He
himsalf set about preparing the golden cup which would form the top of the appara-tus. Even with his
lack of manua sKill, the task was not too hard. He formed a clay bowl about the size of histwo cupped
hands, dried it hurriedly over the charcod, and began to pour small quantities of melted gold into i,
rocking the vessdl about so that the meta would harden in athin coating over itsinner surface. Thiswas
far from professiona technique, but it worked. With the metal hardened, he had no trouble breaking the
clay away and punching aholein the bottom of the resulting cup. A little careful reaming enlarged the
perforation to the point where it would admit the upper end of the quill. A little more work with the rosin,
which even Marc could manage thistime, produced an apparently finished device.

Judith was delighted. Her husband was more re-served in his enthusiasm, but did fed more
encouraged when a quantity of water poured into the bowl began to drip dowly from the end of the bit of

ivory.

"That'sdoneit!" the woman exclaimed. "Don't you fed asthough you'd started to live again, Marc?
Come on—Iet's go out to the garden. | fed asthough | hadn't seen Kyros for days—and now | can bear
to look at him!"™ She turned toward the passage, and then turned back as her attention was caught by the
expression on Marc's face—the old frown of uncertainty. "Marc—what'swrong?"

"Nothing for sure. Supposing that we do have away of giving Kyros blood when he needsit; where
does the blood come from?"

"Why, from you and me, of course. He has our blood now; what else would be right?' Marc did not
have the knowledge to be able to pick holesin this argument. He had had something elsein mind anyway,
s0 he merely nodded and tried to put on an appropriate expression. He succeeded well enough for the
lamplight, and Judith led the way into the garden without further question. Even Marc, despite the mgjor
doubt which he had managed to conced from hiswife, was ableto join in the family amusementsfor the
rest of the day.

Sinceit was not the night for the trip beyond the gar-den, he was able to enjoy himsdlf for the next
day aswell. Judith seemed to have shed dl her worries, and played with Kyros as she had with her
firstborn in the days before the curse had ever shown itself. Her joy did much to make the man forget
some of hisown prob-lems, but not al he could have wished. The thought of what he would haveto do
that night kept obtruding, even while he entertained Kyros with stories after the evening meal; and for
once hewasin no great hurry to get the youngster off to bed. Even Judith noticed this, but fortunately
attributed it to arelief like her own, and asked no questions. In fact, and very luckily, she actualy retired
hersdf before the boy did.

What Elitha saw and thought wasimpossible to tell. Shefinaly took the child to hisrest, leaving the
man aone by thefire. Asusual, he stiood thinking for atime, then checked to make sure Judith was
adeep, went to the work cave briefly, took alamp, and set out on hisusud trip.

He was much later than usual getting back, and he went down to the underground stream and washed



very carefully before going to deep.

He dept late—ddiberatdly. He needed to think, with-out having Judith see hisface ashe did so.
What could hetell her? And how could hetell it? Could she stand any part of the knowledge, after what
had happened in the last few days? But if she weren't told, what would happen if Kyros started to go the
way of hisbrothers? For that matter, what would happen then even if she had been told? The questions
raced endlesdy around in his mind, with no answersto any of them.

The fight had to go on—Kyros was the only remain-ing child—Judith could never help now—the boy
had lived longer than any of the others, maybe he would be spared—or maybe it would happen
today—there must be something he could do—no, that was childish, unlessthe gods redly had made the
world for men instead of for themsalves—what had gone wrong? What had he done wrong? What could
he do—what else could he do?

No answer. He couldn't tell Judith—that was eva-sion, not an answer, but he couldn't. Maybe
nothing would happen to Kyras, for awhile anyway. That was an evasion too, but he could hope. In fact,
as Judith had said not long before, what else could he do but hope?

At that thought he rolled from his pallet and stood up. He was aman. He could do more than hope;
he could fight!

So hetold himsdf.

At least, there need be no more night excurs ons—unless some new idea should come up. And even
if hop-ing were not enough by itsalf, whatever hope could be summoned up would be useful. And Kyros
had lived longer than his brothers. Maybe

Marc went to wash again, and joined hisfamily.

The hope lasted for nearly three weeks. Judith was happy most of the time. She was able to dismiss
Kyros occasional sore knee as an aftermath of the earlier fal. Even Marc, who remembered more
objectively what had happened to the other boys, saw nothing menacing in it. When one sore knee
became two, he was con-cerned, but could still see no connection with the curse. In fact he never did.
What might have been an in-formativeif harrowing year or more was cut short; Ky-rosfel agan.

Perhapsit was the joint trouble. Perhaps, as Judith promptly decided, it was his mother's rel axation of
care. Perhaps it would have happened anyway; the boy was becoming increasingly independent. None of
the adults saw the accident.

Elithawas up on the surface gathering fuel, Marc wasin hisworkroom; and athough Judith wasin the
garden, her attention had wandered for amoment from the boy. Kyros himsalf was not doing anything
particu-larly dangerous—or at least, what he was doing would not have been very dangerous for anyone
else. He was backing away from the side of the sinkhole, looking up to see whether Elithawas near the
head of the ladder, and tripped. Thefal might have been harmless even for him, snce helanded on the
soft soil of the garden; but by sheer bad luck he fell at a place where he himsalf had set a sharpened stick
inthe ground for one of his games. It went through the fleshy part of hisright arm, afew inches below the
shoulder. His shriek was quite loud enough to get his mother's attention, and hers was audible both to
Elithaand Marc.

Just how the gtick was extracted from the arm was never well established. Judith may have pulled it
out hersdlf in the first moments of panic. Sinceit wasfirmly fixed in the ground, Kyros own attempt to get
up may have been responsible. However it happened, when Marc reached the scene there was work for
him. He quickly toreagtrip of cloth from his garment, thankful that the wound was no nearer the
shoulder—hdf an inch higher atourniquet would have been impossible to apply.

He should not have been thankful. His effort to tie the limb off above theinjury was badly migudged.
The stick had not come anywhere near an artery, but had torn severd veins; until Marc gave up on the
tourniquet ideaand jammed cloth directly into the wounds, blood continued to flow at afrightening rate.
Marc didn't know why. Even with the cloth right over the wounds blood kept coming, though much more
dowly.

Judith, in astate of shock, had stood back and done nothing while her husband worked. By thetime
he was done, Elitha had descended the ladder and was standing beside her; and as Marc gathered up his
now uncon-scious son and carried him into the cave, the younger woman guided the dmost equally pae



mother in the same direction. Thereis no telling how long she would have stood staring at the soaked
ground without that help. Even as she walked, she seemed neither to know nor to care where she was
going; shelooked at nothing—not even at the child in her husband'sarms.

Insde, Marc laid the boy down near the fire and spoke to the women. "Get his bedding here." Elitha
obeyed. Judith stood motionless, but gradualy brought her eyes down to what lay before her. Very
dowly she spoke.

"l sad it wasmy curse. Y ou wouldn't believe me. Now I'vekilled the last of my children.”

"Y ou haven't killed him." Marc's tone was harsh, but he didn't know how else to speek at the
moment. "In thefirgt place heisnot dead, and in the second thiswas not your fault.”

"Then whose wasit? | wasthe only onethere. It was my placeto look after him. | falledtodoiit."

"There was nothing you could have done, unless you were to spend your wholelife holding his
hand—not even then; that would not have kept a stone from falling on him. No one—no one—can
foresee everything.”

"Except the gods. They foresee. They waited until only | wasthere. Y ou would not believe. You
believe now—you must! Who could help but seeit?"

"I could helpit. I don't believe. Judith, what has happened is not your fault, and what will happen will
not be your fault—unless you do nothing." He stood up and moved aside as Elitha appeared with the
rough blankets and gently began to arrange them. "There are things we can do, dearest; the bleeding is
dow, now—little faster than it was on hislast hurt. The things we have done before are till right; keep
him warm, keep him quiet so that his blood does not flow so fast—it has worked before. It will work
again. Time after time | have seen men—and women and children—recover from far worse hurts than
this"

Judith shook her head negatively and firmly; but Marc took her shoulder and turned her to face him.

"Itisnot your fault," he repeated dowly and emphat-ically. "Not your fault, ever. Y ou make mistakes,
so do |I—all people do; but what happened just now was not your mistake any more than it was mine or
Elithas or Kyros own. It isnot your fault!"

The headshaking continued for afew seconds after he began to talk, but gradualy it decreased ashe
went on. The woman's eyes met those of her husband and stayed fixed on them as though she were trying
to read hismind and learn what sincerity lay behind hiswords. Even more dowly the tense, frightened
expression on her face relaxed; but then, quite abruptly, anew one took its place. She grasped hisarm
suddenly.

"That'sright, Marc! Thereis something we can do! He'slost nearly dl hisblood, and what isleft may
go before he stops bleeding. He needs more. We can give it to him! Come—come quickly! Get your
knife and the funnd—I can fight, too! | can give him my blood. Come on!"

Thistime it was the man's face which blanched, and hisvoice which fell dmost to inaudibility.

"No," was al he said. Judith stood shocked.

"No?Why not?'Y ou made it—you saw it work—you know he needs my blood—"

"No. It works with water, but not with blood. I couldn't think how to tell you. The night after we
madeit | tried it out—I had to be sure." He bared hisleft arm and showed a scar insde the elbow. |
filled it with my own blood. A few drops went through the fang—and then stopped. Y our blood and mine
do harden, my dear. It hardened very quickly in thefang. | had no way even to clean it out; there was
nothing small enough to push through that tiny channel.” Judith's expression went dead again as he spoke,
but she did not freeze into her earlier state of shock. She answered after only ashort pause.

"Very wel. Well keep him warm, and quiet, and feed him if he awakens. But Marc, my own"—her
hand reached out and gripped hisarm, asfirmly as any man's hand ever gripped it—"you must find a
way. You be-lieveit can befound. | am not so sure, so you must do it—you must—heisal we have—"
Shelet go and knelt beside Kyros again. Marc nodded.

"I will. What | can do, | will." He thought briefly, and spoke to the girl, who had been listening
intently. "Elitha, have food ready at al times. We ourselves must egt, however little we want to, and the
boy will need it when he awakens." The girl slently set about obeying, though her eyes were as often on
Kyrosor Judith or Marc as on her work. Marc seated himsdlf at alittle distance from the others and



thought. He never knew how many hours passed.

He was brought back to awareness by Elitha's voice. "Y ou must deep, Mistress. | will watch.”

"l can't leave him." Judith's voice was drowsy.

"Y ou need not leave him. | have brought your bed here. | will watch while you deep, and cdll you if
thereisneed.”

Marc expected an argument, but the mother silently went to the blankets her maid had spread. That
was ardief. He had been afraid to leave before, unsure of what Judith might need; while she dept, he
could work. He made hisway to the cavern where his materials lay, sat down before the workbench with
the funnel and tubein front of him, and resumed histhinking.

Elitha, as she wdl knew, had been right. Sleep isa necessity.

He awoke abruptly, aware of two things. The girl's voice was sounding in hisear and her hand pulled
frant-icaly at his shoulder; and the funnd was gone from the bench top.

"Master! My lord! Come—come quickly!" He snapped to hisfeet, took onelook at Elitha's face,
and preceded her to the main cave asfast ashis il dightly numb muscleswould carry him. He need not
have hur-ried.

Kyroslay as he had. Judith was crouched beside him; she neither spoke nor moved as Marc
approached. The funnd of gold lay beside the child's bare arm. The quill had been cut off at an angle, and
itsend was stained. A cut had been made insde the boy's elbow at the same point where Marc had
withdrawn his own blood for the test which had failed. Thefang was not in sght.

He picked up the cut quill. There was no blood init, and no sign that there had been any. Blood
would be of no useto Kyros now.

For long minutes Marc and Elitha stood silent as the older woman. She seemed unaware of them; but
at last she spoke. She uttered only three words, and Marc had no answer.

"l didit."

Slowly sheroseto her feet. Her husband tried to lay a hand on her shoulder, but she shook it of f
slently and disgppeared into their deeping cave.

And the next noon, when Marc came back from the fourth grave, she had disappeared from there as
well.

The discovery cleared the numbness which had gripped him ever since seeing the body of hislast
child. He suddenly redlized that there was till something to livefor.

"Elithal" Hisvoice sounded faintly in the garden, but the girl heard it and came running. As he heard
her footstepsin the tunnd, he called, "When did you last see her?”

"Not—not since she went to the deeping room last night, Sir,” the girl answered breathlesdy. "What
has happened?'

"l don't know. She'snot here.”

"Sheisnot inthe garden, | am sure. | called her when you took the little one there, but there was no
answer. | hoped she was adeep, and didn't call again or look. Have you tried the workshop? Or she
might have goneto wash."

"Not yet. Y ou look in the workshop; I'll go down to the river. Hurry!" He was back in minutes, to
find Eli-thawaiting. The girl reported that there was no sgn of Judith, but that one of the lampswas aso
gone.

"Then she must have gone into the gardens of stone," said Marc. "Y ou wait hereto help her if she
comes back; I'll search the way to the entrancefirst. I'll be back in afew hours."

"But, Sr—" Elitha started to speak, but paused. "Yes?' he asked impatiently. The girl hesitated a
mo-ment longer, as though gathering her courage.

"I might have missed her if she went through the gar-den quietly. Maybe she went to—to the other
place.

"What other place?

"The oneyou used to vist late a night.”

"How do you know about that?"

"l saw you, many times." Marc wanted to ask fur-ther, but managed to bring his mind back to the



imme-diate problem. "Did you ever tell her?'

"No, ar."

"Then | don't see how she could be there—she couldn't know about it. I'll search thereif nothing else
works, but the entryway ismore likely. Wait." He dis-gppeared from the girl's view into the passage that
led through the "gardens of stone."

Hetraversed it at reckless speed, more dert for aglimmer of light ahead than for any of the dangers
of theway. Time and again only acombination of subcon-scious memory and luck saved him from abad
fal. There were places where the floor was wet; these he examined eagerly for footprints, but he had
found no trace of hiswife when he reached the entrance.

Here he sought carefully for the missing lamp, which would presumably have been left behind if Judith
had gone outside, but there was no sign of it. Helooked in and around the gully for footprints and other
tracesin the brush. He was not an experienced hunter or tracker—whet little he knew was arelic of his
early childhood—but when he had finished he was dmogt certain that Judith had not |eft the cave that
way. When his mind was made up on this point, he instantly began to retrace his path to the living caves.

Elitha had food waiting when he got there; she of-fered it to him in silence and he accepted it the
sameway, thinking furioudy as he ate. Considering Judith's state of mind when last seen, therewasan dl
too likely ex-planation for her disappearance; but Marc preferred to consider possibilities which offered
not only hope but aline of action.

"l don't see how she could have known of the other place, or why she should have gone there,” he
sad at length, "but I'll have to look there, too."

"I have dready looked there, sir. Sheisnot there" said Elithaquietly. Marc frowned.

"How did you know where it was?'

"I know most of the ground above, for along way around the garden. The second night | saw you go,
| followed—I will tell you why later. | saw you go to the other hole and climb down.”

Angry as he was, Marc had control enough not to ask whether she had seen what he had done there;
he kept to the problem of hiswife's disgppearance. " Then she has smply gone out into the caves.”

"I'm afraid S0, Sir. | should have watched her.”

"Now you're sounding like Judith hersdf. If anyone should have watched her, it should have been 1. It
isnot important to fix blame; what we must do isfind her.”

"And if she does not wish to be found?*

"She must be found anyway! Even if what happened to Kyros drove her to, madness she must be
found—she mourned each of the others, just as| did, but she recov-ered each time.”

"But how will you find her? Even you do not know all these caves and passages. If she smply started
walk-ing with no plan, the gods adone know where she might be now. And if you did find her, how would
you get her to come back if—"

"I have persuaded her before. She will come back when | find her. Wait here, and keep food ready; |
will come back to rest—I don't say every day, because | won't know when the days are over, but when |
haveto." Elithalooked a him thoughtfully.

"But | should help, Master. She should be found quickly, since she iswithout food; two of uscan
search more places beforeit istoo late." He pondered that point, and finally nodded.

"Very well. Y ou search the caverns closest to here. Mark your way, and start back while there is ill
enough ail inyour lamp—"

"l understand, Master. | will not lose mysdif.”

But the search could not be continuous. Food and deep were necessities; oil had to be
replenished—sometimes from the distant village. Elithadid this errand once so that Marc could keep on
looking, but she was not able to carry nearly as much as he; more time waslost than gained. Marc made
thetrip theregfter.

At the end of the first week, Marc was pointing out that there was water in the caves, so Judith could
gill beliving. At the end of the second, histune was, "At least she won't be moving around now. Were
morelikely to find her." Elithamade no reply to either theory, even when the third week had passed and
no sane person could have expected to find the woman aive. Marc, at this point, was not sane. The girl



knew it, and spoke and acted accordingly.

On the twenty-third day he came back from one of his searchesto find her waiting. Thiswas not too
un-usua, but the bow! of food she handed him did catch his attention.

"Why did you take time to cook?" he asked. "Have you stopped searching?'

"Yes, dr. Since yesterday. Finish your food and | will explain.”" Somehow she dominated him ashe
had domi-nated Judith in smilar circumstances, and he emptied the bowl, never taking his eyesfrom her
face. When he had finished and set the bowl down, she took up one of the lamps.

"Come, my lord." Hefollowed dumbly. Sheled the way along the tunnel to the garden for ashort
distance, and then turned off into a narrow passage to the right. Marc could see that the route was
marked with soot, as they wound their way into aregion which even he scarcely knew, close asit wasto
the home cave. He commented after afew minutes.

"Did sheleavethistral 7'

"No, gr. | marked it during my search yesterday. | had not come thisway before.”

"Thenyou found her?'

"You will see. Follow." He obeyed, and for haf an hour the pair made their way through the
unnoticed beauties of the cavern.

At length the way opened into a space somefifty feet across. The girl stopped at its center.

"Look," she said, pointing to thefloor.

Marc saw aclay lamp at her feet. It was dry, and the wick had clearly been left to burn down asthe
oil disap-peared. Helooked down &t it briefly, then turned to the girl.

"Y ou found this here?'

"Yes. It had been left where you found it now.” ™Y ou mean sheleft it here when it went dry and just
wandered off in the dark?"

"No. I think it was burning when it was put down. Look again, Master." She gestured toward the far
sde of the chamber, and led the way toward it.

A pit, adozen feet long and half aswide, lay before them. Elithawalked around one end of it to the
wall on thefarther side, where acluster of finger-thin stal actites grew. She broke one of these off, and
tossed it into the hole.

There was silence for severa heartbesats, then aclat-ter asit struck. Thiswas repested severa times,
and terminated in asound which might have been a splash, though it wastoo faint for Marc to be certain.

Elitha pointed to another broken stalactite, afew inches from the one she had used.

"She could have used thisto find whether—whether this was degp enough,” she said gently. She
regretted for amoment being on the far side of the hole, but re-flected that Marc liked to be sure before
he acted. Shewasright.

He stood looking down into the blackness for what seemed along time, whilethe girl stayed where
shewas, amost without breathing. Then he turned and walked back to the place where the lamp had
been st. Elithatook the opportunity to round the pit again, and fol-lowed him. She waited behind him
while he stood look-ing at the empty lamp once more, wondering whether the heartbeats she could hear
were her own or his. Then he turned and began to walk dowly but purposefully back toward the pit.

Shewasin front of him ingtantly, barring hisway. He stopped, and afaint smile crossed hisface.

"Don' fear. Y ou can find your way back,” he said softly.

"l know | can. That's not it, Master. Y ou must come, too."

"Why? The only thing | had |eft in lifeis down there." He nodded toward the pit.

"No. Thereissomething else.”

Herased his eyebrows, Judith's suggestion of afew weeks before crossing hismind. He chose his
words carefully.

"Canyou say just whet isleft for me? My family isgone. My fight islogt.”

"No!" sheamost shouted. "You'rewrong! Y our fight isn't lost—it's scarcely begun! Can't you see? |
can't read or write—I haven't her wisdom—but | can hear. | heard much of what you said to her, and |
learned much fromwhat | heard. | know what you arefighting, and | know that you have dready learned
more about that fight than any man dive. It istill your fight, even though your own children arelost.



"My lord, | am awoman. | may never have children of my own, but | can speak for those who have
or will. I know what your fight has cos—I know what you had to do in that other pit, where you had the
child you stole from the village. | know why you couldn't tell our lady what you had done or why it had
failed, until the little one was hurt—"

"I couldn't eventdl her then,” Marc cut in. "What | told her was not true. | did get my blood into that
child, and my blood killed him. How could | tell her that?"

Elithas eyes opened wide. "Y ou mean one person's blood kills another? That Kyros waskilled by his
own mother's blood?!

"No. He might have been—I can't tell. But he wasn't. | don't know whether his mother's blood would
have helped or harmed him. He died before she had opened her own vein. She used the knife to go into
hisarm, then put the quill into the blood vessel she had opened; but she never put any of her own blood
into the funnel. She must have seen he was gone before she could start. | don't know what killed him; he
may have been about to go anyway, or perhaps putting the empty funnel into hisvein harmed him in some
way | can'timagine now. How can | learn the truth when so many things may be true? Maybe she was
right—maybe the gods did curse us.”

"Or her."

"No! No god that would curse awoman like Judith is worth aman'sworship.”

"But ademon which would do so isworthy to be fought.”

"That may be." He pondered slently for awhile. "But | don't see how | can carry on thefight. Judith
isgone, but even without her to help plan or—or hinder testing, | can't work alone—I don't know—I
can't think straight anymore—maybe she was right about not trying things on other people—"

"Shewaswrong,” cut in Elitha. " She could not help feding so, because she had children of her own. If
| had children, I might be the same; but asit is, | can think of other women's children, both now and in
yearsto come. | loved your wife. | was her daveal my lifethat | can remember. | loved her children,
though they were not mine; and because | loved children not my own, | can think of till others. I am not
aswiseasshewas—"

"l wonder," he muttered inaudibly.

"—but | am sure she was wrong and you were right about this. She could not think of your using
other chil-dren, because she could think only of how she would fed if they were hers. Y ou yourself could
not use your own child. Now you would listen to her dead voice, and stop the stiruggle. Listen to mine,
Magter, and fight on—for the children and mothers of the yearsto come!"

"Youtdl meto dowhat | have done—stedl and kill children?!

"| say what you once said to her. If you do not, thissicknesswill kill more.”

"And you could bring yourself to help?’

"Gladly. | saw your four sonsdie. | would do any thing to stop that curse.”

"But | can't keep stedling children from this one village. Sooner or later our work would become
known. Could you face what would happen then?"

"If necessary, | could. But you need not stay here. Go back to the mountains where you were
born—there must be many places where you could live and work. If we are feared and hated, it will be
worth it—though | think we can remain unknown if we move of-ten enough.

"You know | amright, Master. Leave her to deep aone here, and come back to the fight.”

The man nodded dowly, and spoke even more dowly.

"Yes, you areright. And she was wrong. She thought the curse was her fault, and that Kyros injury
and death were her fault, and could not forget it. | fed that her desth was my fault—I didn't tell her
enough of the truth; but whether my fault or not, thereis gtill the fight." He looked down &t the girl
suddenly. "I even fed guilty for letting you join the work"—her eyesfell, and afaint smile crossed her
face—"but | accept the blame. Come."

He, stared to pick up the empty lamp, but she fore-stalled him. She took it, strode to the pit, and
tossed it in. Heartbeats |l ater its crash came back to them. After amoment he nodded, took the burning
lamp, and led the way from the cave. Elitha, following in his shadow, d-lowed amomentary expresson of
relief to cross her feartures as she wiped oil from her fingers.






