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THERE WERE FIVE ON THE TEAM:

Lhar—the group leader whose ps powers hid a very human heart.

Syza—the heder, an unwilling participant, a woman plagued by a nightmare, and possessor of the
greatest medicinein the universe.

Nevin—the haly, a naive adventurer on his firs deep space misson, but whose knowledge was the
key to Td-Lith'ssurviva

T'Mero—the guardian, master of the n's craft, whose quartz knife stood between success and
desth.

Diri—the dancer, her slver skin dectrified any being's sensudity—but would she sacrifice the lives
of an entire people to her arrogance?

THEIR MISSION WAS RESURRECTION

EXCERPTS FROM CLOSED COUNCIL CONFERENCE. EMERGENCY CONTACT
SUPERVISOR YAHUE KE NOMEN SPEAKING. [Background musc is the Chanteuse's Sixth
Elegy.]

“... extreme haste. Nonetheless, our computer selected fifteen probables, from which | chose a group
of five They have just completed intensve imprinting. They now know as much about the culture and
conditions on Ta-Lith aswe do.” [Scattered laughter.]

“l wish | could laugh with you. The misson has a deadline mimax. Think about that, Councilors
within afew hours | may send five hadily trained people to their deaths on an unknown planet orbiting an
undable star ...

“l violated Contact procedure seventeen separate timesin sdecting this group. You are here to judge
whether the violations make the misson unacceptable to the Concord. In my summation | will
concentrate on the mgor violations. Asis cusomary, dl measurements are on a logarithmic scale of 1 to
10.

“Tov Ryth Lhar, group leader. Recent infac [psychic integration factor] is an ided 7.316. He firg
worked for Contact as an integrator and has snce become my mog vauable fidd leader. Synthesst
9.15. P59 8.798. Vidaion: he returned from leading a group on Saman less than eght days ago.”

[Random exclamétions]

“Yes. Saman. | believe one of you persondly decorated him for ‘Unique Service to the Concord' ...

“Nevin lo Skewml, specidigt in energy-level-3b-cultures. He is extremey killful in his specidty.
Negligible ps. Good infac. Violaion: no prior fidd experience.

“T'Mero Veid Slariaoen, guardian and assassin. Extremdy adept in the use of 3b weapons. Five
maturities of Contact experience. Normd infac. PS 5.613. Violaion: he has not worked as a guardian for
three centuries.

“Skandiri-Li, Lythen dancer. | see that some of you remember her; perhaps you were fortunate
enough to see her dance the role of Keriamian. The computer determined that her ill and phenotype
admirably maitched Td-Lith's god myth. Margindly acceptable infac. No pd. Violaion: sheisnot nor has



she ever been a Contact agent.

“SyzaZomd, heder. Probably the most gifted heder known to the Concord. | need not stress how
vauable she could be on a no-technology Contact. She became a provisond Contact agent before she
entered fird maturity. We have not tested her snce. We have no usable infac, no ps index; we have
nothing but the certainty that she, done, somehow preserved a Contact on Bjmsk. Violaion: she refused
integration after the Bjmsk assgnment and was placed on inactive status. She dill refuses integration; we
have no rdiable means of assessng her mentd dability. Violation: she was coerced into accepting this
assgnment; the dternative choice was forced integration, which is a probable death sentence.

“No precedent for ether of these two violations can be found in the history of Contact. Yet the
computer would not give an acceptable mimax for Td-Lith unless Syza Zomd was included in the group.
When | questioned the computer it quoted the Concord Privacy Code. My application for override was
refused.”

[Exclamations]

“Yes. Refused. Like the snger whose voice haunts our conference, Syza Zomd is among those
sdlect gdactic citizens who are exempt from officid curiogty.

“Thereis one other violaion that must be mentioned. Only agent Tov Ryth Lhar will be able to send
off-planet messages. He will communicate only in an extreme emergency; or, hopefully, when the misson
has been successful.

“Now, Councilors, if | may have your decison ....”

PROCEED WITH EMERGENCY CONTACT AND EVACUATION

PLATEAUS ROSE LIKE STONE WAVES FROM TROUGHS OF shadow. Crests eterndly
flattened by wind and scoured by sand, the plateaus forbade casua habitation. Takyer, the natives cdled
it, Place of the Wind. The wind stretched over black depressions, scraped cold fingernails of grit across
unfeding rock, boomed hollowly down blind canyons.

Lhar's taman moved restlesdy, eager to join the others below. Lhar tightened the guide rein and
spoke soothingly until the sound of the taman’s gnashing teeth lapsed into slence. The wind curled
around him, amdling of stone and drought and time. With narrowed eyes he watched the Contact group
ride carefully through the boulder fidd at the base of the plateau. T'"Mero was dready far in the lead,
soouting trails that would lead from the jumble of plateaus and canyons to the brackish marsh that
showed only as a smudge across the distant horizon.

T'Mero vanished into a deft between ochre wals;, Lhar hoped it was not another blind canyon. The
route that they had chosen from recent survey holocubes had proved impassable. In the tenth-cycle
between survey and landing a rockfdl had seded a crucid pass. Ther dternate route was dill
open—barely. Numerous detours had tripled the length of the journey. For three days they had been on
haf-rations of water; today the ration was reduced to one-third. The animas had none, but fared better;
if necessary they could work without water for up to eght days. Thet I€ft five days for T'"Mero to find a
tral out of the stone maze.

Lhar watched Kevin's taman move out of sght, falowing T'"Mero's tracks. The trall was plain; no
other living thing had passed that way. Diri’s taman followed a short distance behind, moving with an odd
gat. When Diri had not been able to control the beast, T'"Mero had snubbed its nose to its chest. It was
awkward for both taman and rider, but preferable to having a famished omnivore loose among the
gndler animds.

After an interva of emptiness and wind, Syza rode into view on hisleft. The muzzed pack taman she
led were roped together in a long line. Occasondly a drifsen would lope up and encourage a lagging
taman. Syza s whidle pierced the wind; with a golden blur of speed the drifsen returned to hdp its mate
with the drifs. Unlike taman, drifs were not bdligerent; two well-trained drifsen could control a large
herd.

With a lagt clear whisle Syza and the animds moved into a shdlow trough. They would be out of



sght until they cirdled the boulder fidd. Lhar held his impatient taman and waited for the animds to
regppear. As he waited, strange music drifted up, a sound not unlike the wind. He forced his taman to
gtand quietly and listened with total concentration. All he could hear was the erratic dick of hooves on
rock. Histaman’s ears flicked forward, remained in an erect fan to gather in the vagrant sound. Lhar held
his breath and thought he heard a faint melody tdling of loss and wind and the beauty of a cold mauve
desert beneath an dien sun.

Long after the sound had died he waited quietly, hoping to hear more, not redly bdieving he had
heard anything. A sudden wind enveloped the plateau. His taman's skin rippled nervoudy; its long neck
stretched into the cold wind. With a snort, the taman cleared its nodtril hairs of dust. Lhar looked up from
the boulder fidd to the distant horizon.

The horizon had disappeared.

Where land had been rose afilm of dust. As he watched, sky and desert became a heaving ochre
curtain. He sensed its digtant, turgid weight, power which would flay and grind dl beneeth it. His taman
snorted again and began alow, booming cal. The hair on Lhar’s skull stirred in primd response; if he had
not aready sensed danger, he would have known its presence by the taman’s call. His mind reached out
to T'"Mero, urgently.

*Storm coming. Bad. Any cover ahead?

*We're on along indine. Might be something at the bottom.*

*Run for it. I'll hdp Syzawith the animas*

Lhar's golden taman needed no urging to dide down the plateau and race through the boulders.
Every indinct in the taman demanded that it intercept the pack taman and lead them to shelter. Over the
wind and the rush of his own taman, Lhar heard a continuous rumbling. Through wind-teared eyes he
saw the pack taman hurtling toward him. Syza's digtant but dill piercing whistles punctuated the thunder
of hooves.

Lhar reined his taman up sharply. There was no need to warn Syza of the danger; taman, drifs and
drifsen were in ful flight toward him. He prayed to childhood gods tha the harnesses held. The loss of
tools and clothes would be inconvenient. The loss of waterbags could be fatd. Lhar fought with his
plunging taman and his eyes srained to disinguish a rider in the mass of running animads. He cursed
Syza srefusd of mindtouch and the unbending will which enforced it.

A pack taman sumbled, somersaulted, fdl in atangle of harness and flalling legs. When it tried to get
up the beast fdl again, hobbled by a loop of harness. Behind the sruggling animd loomed the frightened
racing herd of drifs. The drifs did not swerve; in their panic, the downed taman did not exist. A drifsen
dashed razor fangs across the lead drifs shoulder in afutile attempt to turn the herd.

The taman was doomed, and with it as many of the drifs as were killed or maimed in the pile of flesh
thet would come as one drif after another was tripped and trampled. And Lhar could only watch. The
drifs would reach the taman long before he could.

A dark shape separated from the laboring drifs. A taman fully extended, head down, ropy tall lashing.
Stretched low over its driving shoulders rode Syza. In her hand a quartz knife refracted light in splintered
colors. Behind her ran the golden shadow of a drifsen. A crystd arc flashed over the harness and the
taman was free of its hobbling pack, but the animd was too dazed to get to its feet. The running drifsen
legped on the taman and sank its claws deep into sruggling flesh. With a scream of terror the taman was
on itsfeet and running.

Drifs poured over the pack and harness in a bdlowing mass. A few went down to be trampled into
shapeless smears, but the rest of the herd survived.

With a shout Lhar released his taman and raced dong a diagond that would intercept the pack
taman. When he appeared in front of the running animds his taman gave a hoarse cdl, and repeated it
until the other taman followed. Lhar eased his taman toward the deft, dowing the pace by degrees until
the animds were no longer in panic flight. Soon he heard what he had been draining to hear above the
staccato of hooves—Syza s dill commands to her drifsen. The herd was catching up.

Aswas the sorm. Lhar fdt a sudden thickening in the air, a gritty swirl heavier than the dust irred
by running animals. He looked back and saw the drifs just as the sorm overtook them. He yanked on the



rein, foraing his taman in a wide turn. After a few indants of confusion, the baggage taman ran ahead
without their leader, spurred by their fear of the storm. After a fierce, swift battle, Lhar’'s golden taman
obeyed its rider and matched strides with Syza s mount.

Lhar shouted over the sound of wind and hooves, but Syza could not hear him. His anger blazed
through her tightly held mind. He saw the ingtant negation which swept over her face, sensed the force of
her resistance ... and fdt the cold reluctance of her mind-touch.

*T'Mero found shdlter, 20° right.*

Syza swhigtled commands salit the air. Drifsen deflected the herd toward the right. Then T'"Mero's
mind, cool and mechindike as aways, told Lhar of trouble ahead. Lhar dlowed his taman to overtake
the pack animds as he rlayed information to Syza.

*Cliff before shelter. Narrow path at end of boulder fidd. Sow drifs or they'Il be killed.*

More whigtles sent the drifsen ahead of the herd. Just as Lhar managed to turn the pack taman
toward the cleft, the leading edge of the ssorm enveloped them. In an ingant, ground and sky melded.
Abrasve wind scoured even the thick-furred taman, driving them before its irresgible power. The pack
taman turned ther backs as one to the sorm and dowed to awak, bodies heaving, coughing when even
ther bristled nodtrils falled to filter dl the grit from the air.

It was no longer possible to lead the animds. Indtinct decreed that they turn ther rumps to the force
of the sorm. If their gold-coated leader wanted to expose his head to the cutting wind he would do so
aone. Nor would they be driven. Lhar would force one to wak at an angle to the wind, only to have it
swiftly turn back the moment he concentrated on another. He could ether drift with them before the
gorm or tie them together and try to lead them a an angle to it.

Under norma conditions, roping the taman one to another would have taken only moments. But
wind-driven sand made vison panful. Lhar counted to himsdf as he tied the taman one to another. He
was working on the deventh rope when a blast of wind yanked it from his hands. The rope legped and
the knotted end cracked againg his cheekbone. The jagged cut spilled blood which the wind spattered
over his eyebrows and harr. In moments his face was matted with a mixture of blood and grit. The twelfth
rope was dippery with blood.

Lhar waited for his dizziness to pass. One Sde of his face sent searing messages to his brain. One eye
pounded with the magnified rhythm of his heart. Cdmly, he began to work with the pain. His body took
on the relaxed tendon of mentd effort. He did not deny the vdidity of the body’s warnings. He
acknowledged the pain fully, then damped down its urgency. When he resumed norma consciousness,
T'Mero was patiently repesting his efforts a mindtouch.

*The drifs are safe. Syzais out looking for you. Said you were hurt.*

Lher readjusted his hood and scarf. *How long ago did she leave?

*Four and one-haf standard minutes*

*Hold mindtouch.* Lhar widened his mentd awareness, leting his senses lift, float, and seek
T'Mero. He fdt a didinct pull toward his left. As he had suspected, the storm’s direction had shifted
while he was roping the taman together. *I'll find Syza. Hold mindtouch for bearing.*

The grit had thickened. During some gusts Lhar barely could see past his taman’s ears.

* %lza.*

*Here* Reuctantly.

Lher let his awareness float again until he sensed a presence like an ice sculpture, burning with green
flame. She was directly between him and T'Mero. Lhar kept contact as he urged his mount toward
her—and was nearly jerked out of the saddle as the guiderope he hdd snapped taut. The taman, though
securely roped together, dill had no intention of exposing their heads to the storm. He tied the lead rope
to his saddle and once again urged his taman forward. With glacid reluctance, the dring of animas
confronted the wind.

*Go back, Syza*

*No.*

For the firg time he sensed an emotion other than distaste in her contact. Danger.

*The sorm will break soon.*



Lhar squinted at the pulsing waves of wind-driven rock dugt, fet again the abrasive, implacable edge
of the storm, rocked as a gust of wind nearly blew him off the taman.

*Break! Sweet Xantha, if it gets any worse—send me your drifsen.*

Then Syza appeared judt in front of him. Her dark purple hood and gritscarf completely covered her
face; even her eyes were muffled. She made no sound, yet the drifsen ran quickly dong the line of
laggard taman. On an impulse, Lhar’s mind reached out to a drifsen; there was awareness, but it was as
dippery as quickslver. The taman began to trot as the drifsen moved among them like fanged shadows.
The trot became a pace, then alope. Lhar pulled his hood over his face and concentrated on T'Mero.

A choking wall of grit and smdl pebbles broke over them. Both riders bent low on their mounts,
coaxing greater speed. Lhar coughed repeatedly, though the ar he breathed was strained through both
scaf and hood. For the taman it was worse. The protective hair in and around ther nostrils was clogged
with grit. Congtant snorts gave only fleding relief. He could hear the sound of ther labored bregthing
even above the storm.

Lhar knew they could ether stop and pray that the sorm did not kill them or run and pray that the
diffsdid not kill them.

*Syza Has the sorm peaked?*

*No. We mugt get to shelter before it does. Soon!*

For the firg time Lhar struck his taman. With the will and stamina of the desert-born, the taman
gretched into a labored gdlop. The drifsen made sure that the others kept pace through the choking
purple wind and staggering changes in ar pressure. An arrhythmic, blind plunge into darkness findly
ended with a jaring dide down into the shelter of an ancient gully. Somehow they had avoided the diffs.

The taman snorted and coughed, clearing their nodtrils in the quieter air of the ravine. Without urging
they walked forward, falowing the sinuous course of a long-dead river. Dust sifted over everything, but
the steep walls and turns of the ravine baffled the ful power of the wind. The ravine deepened into a
narrow canyon, free from dl but occasiona shouts of wind.

Lher lowered his hood and unwrapped his gritscarf, grimecing as the cut over his eye reopened. The
eyeitdf was swollen shut, but he could see wel enough to guide his taman benegth an overhanging ledge
of rock When he dismounted, T'Mero was waiting.

“Where—drifs?’ said Lhar, coughing.

“Up canyon. There's ablind spur. The drifsen will keep them there.”

“Good. Where—"

Lhar stopped as Syza rode in and pulled her grit-scarf off. On her face streaks of sweat-washed skin
dternated with irregular bands of dust, but most sartling were the dark channels of exhaustion around her
eyes. Wordlesdy she dismounted and began unpacking the lead taman. Her hands shook over the knots.
She reached for the pack bag, heaved it onto her shoulder and would have gone sprawling in the dirt had
not Lhar and T'Mero legped forward to catch, her. Lhar took the pack.

“T’Mero, send Diri to help with the taman. They’re too tired to bite even her.”

Syza started to speak, coughed, then managed a hoarse whisper. “You'll have to sponge out ther
nodtrils and mouths. A tiny drink.” She saw Lhar's blood-streaked face and swollen eye, then looked
away. “You require heding,” she said tondedy.

“After you rest.”

Lher fdt her surprise and her acute rdief. He watched narrowly as she was hdf led, hdf carried to
the shdlter of overhanging stone, and he wondered why she radiated fear at the thought of heding.
Somewhere in the Centrex files was the answer. He ran his fingers absently over the coarse fiber belt that
conceded the many fine wires of his pstran. He could assemble the psitran, contact Yarle ... and be told
again about the Privacy Code.

With a feding of unease he turned and began removing packs from the taman. By the time he
finished, his mind was dready immersed in other difficulties A reluctant heder was the least of the
problems he faced on Ta-Lith.

The storm thrashed and groaned and spat grit over the steep canyon walls. Occasiona blasts of wind
evaded the naturd beffles protecting the huddled animas, the pervasive dust made breathing miserable



and seeing impractica.

“How can she deep so long?’ said Nevin, looking envioudy at Syza.

Lhar shook out his gritscarf and replaced it before opening his mouth. “Exhaudtion. Controlling those
taman and drifsen is work. Especidly the drifsen. Ther minds are dusive”

“Minds?’

“Syza used ps to control the drifsen. How do you think she hedsif not with her mind?’

Nevin moved uneedily. “1 never thought about it. All my time has been spent studying retrograde
cultures”

“That’'swhy you're here. Y ou worry about nursang this culture through exodus intact. I'll worry about
Syza”

“Glad it's your job.?

Lhar let go of the tent flgp and turned back toward the younger man. “Ps tdents are no better or
worse than a tdent for anging or dancing or leather working,” said Lhar dowly. “The Chanteuse was
born with a specid ability. Do you didike her for that?’

Nevin looked shocked. “No one could didike her for anything! The whole galaxy loves her, whoever
and wherever sheis”

Lhar amiled. “Pg is just another talent, no maiter what your native culture taught you.” He turned
back toward the flap. “1 have to check on the drifs”

“They'd better stay hedithy. In this culture they’ re second only to water as the source of life”

“And pregtige.”

“Udy beasts,” said Nevin. “They andl like Snged zarf.”

“A meatter of taste,” said Lhar over his shoulder. “You'll acquireit.”

As Lhar had expected, the drifsen had the animds under tight control. None looked sick or lame. He
took histime checking them anyway. As he finished he sensed T’ Mero gpproaching from behind.

“Everything clear?’ asked Lhar.

“No large animds have moved into the canyon. No water lines anywhere on the canyon wal.
N'Lith's storms are dry.”

“Was Syza awake?’ sad Lhar, assuming that T'"Mero had aso checked the tent.

“No.”

“Din?’

“Coping with Nevin.”

Lher gave alagt pat to the drifsen lounging &t his feet. “1 hope Nevin's innocence was more apparent
then red. Were the waterbags secure?’

“Aslong as Diri is busy, yes. Her discipline goes no further than dancing.”

“Sell learn.”

Lhar and T'"Mero waked dowly to the tent. Syza was awake, examining harness for sgns of wear in
the muted tent light. She glanced up at their entrance, then returned to her work without a word.

“How do you fed?" asked Lhar.

“Better.”

“Your drifsen have the animas wel under their fangs”

Syzasad nothing.

*There' s more to this assgnment than animas and harness. We are supposed to be a ndive khaner,
a breeding group, an extended family. Friends. Your preference for being Ieft aone does not coincide
with the redity of a netive khaner.*

Syza s dim, chapped fingers tightened on the harness and her mind shied from the unwanted contact.
When she looked up her green eyes did away from his unhesled cheek.

“Yes, the drifsen are very quick,” she said quidly. “It’'s a pleasure to work with them.”

Before Lhar could respond, Diri and Nevin pushed aside the flgp separating the degping area of the
tent. Nevin watched Diri with alook of stunned admiration; obvioudy his innocence had been red. Lhar
quickly decided that this was an excdlent time to test the depth of Nevin's Td-Lith imprint.

“Nevin, what's your function within the khaner?’



Nevin looked blank, then said hadtily, “I'm amiran.”

Lher waited.

“I'm mur-Lith. My lifeis spent pursuing the subtleties of her truth and essence.”

“What is Her firs command?’

“Wadte nothing,” said Nevin promptly, “especidly not water, children, and fertile women.”

“Where do you come from?’

“The place you—the natives we will megt—cal n'Lith, without Lith.”

“Alie” sad T'Mero. “No one can livein n'Lith.”

“We live on the edge of the desert, as you do,” said Nevin easly, whally into his role. “Surdly your
legends speak of the past when the river flowed longer and people settled on the far Sde of n'Lith?’

T'Mero grunted, but said no more.

“Legend,” sad Lhar. “You're red. How did you get here?’

“Lift was bountiful this year. Theriver stretched its tongue very far into the desert.”

“Isthat true, Syza?" sad Lhar.

Syza looked up again. “It's true. Ask your Firg Khaner if the river was not larger than in past

“Who leads your khaner?’

“If the question concerns Lith, that one,” she said, pointing to Nevin.

“If not?" sad Lhar.

“The one cdled Lhar rides the golden taman.”

“And you?’ said Lhar, turning suddenly on Diri.

“l am mur-Lith. | dance for Her.”

“Why are you hidden in dl those robes? We can't even see your eyes clearly. Are you n'gat?’

“I'm not deformed! When | dance at the Festival of Union, you'll see the truth.”

Lher turned on T'Mero. “You?

“T'Mero the Hunter.”

“Syza, wha isthe higtory of Td-Lith, particularly the far Sde of n'Lith?’

Syza set aside the harness. Her eyes were iridescent in the dusky tent light.

“Long ago,” she began, “before the time of my khaner’s memory, Td-Lith rolled green and fertile
benegth the sun. But we were anful. We turned away from Her beauty. Lith removed Hersdlf from our
wickedness and Her river no longer laughed. The land became dry, barren, empty. At last my people
stopped crossing the rocks. We cdled them n'Lith and became isolated from others.

“Nevin mur-Lith believed we were being punished for straying from Her. He believed that if we could
find Her river and the people who drank from it we would once more hear Her laughter.”

“You've caught the meody of ther ritua speech,” Lhar said. “Excdlent. Are the facts correct,
Nevin?’

“Badcdly. The target population does have stories of a people beyond n'Lith. Apparently there was
trading before the desert became impassable. This has been a good year, though. It's possble that
pilgrimswould try a crossing.”

“Our trade items?’ pressed Lhar.

“Gifts to Lith's people. The atifacts we have are different enough from the native wares to be
unusud, but not different enough to be dien.”

“What about us?’ said Diri. “Even with me wrapped up we're a zarf’ s nightmare.”

“Wdl within native standards,” said Lhar, wondering if her imprinting had failed. “They’'ve had an
extraordinary mutation rate in the last severa thousand cycles”

Diri’s slver hands flashed restlesdy out of her muffling robes. “This Festival of Union I'm going to
dance at—what if we're late? The kerden sorm is as strong as ever.”

“The storm will end tomorrow,” said Syza quietly.

Lhar accepted her comment without question. “WEe Il use the time to perfect our roles” he sad,
ignoring Nevin's sudden questioning look. “Once we reach the river and fallow it toward the city we can
expect contact within days. Diri will dance at the Festival, be worshiped as Lith's image, tdl the natives



we' re Her messengers ... and leave. Within one cycle, three a mog, the population of the city will be
prepared for exodus and resettlement on a new planet. And you will have the pleasure of knowing you
helped save a race from extinction.”

Diri grumbled and thrust her hands out of sight in her deeves.

“Anything else?’ asked Lhar.

“Songs or chants or both,” said Nevin quickly. “They’re nearly as important as the dance. | can't
cary atuneinagray net. Who is our khaner’ s voice?’

“Syza’

Syzadrew in her breath suddenly. “I'm a hedler, not asnger.”

“Contact said you had a pleasng voice” Lhar looked a her with sudden intentness as his mind
correlated odd facts into an improbable theory. Her eyes burned in her pade face and she stared
unwaveringly a him.

“Isnathing private?’ she asked hitterly.

“Not on amisson. Ak Nevin—"

Nevin looked puzzled, then squirmed as comprehension came.

Syzaignored him. “How can the natives expect a khaner thisamdl to have both snger and dancer?’

“We aren't just any khaner. We have Lith'simage with us”

Syza sad nothing.

“Is public anging taboo in your native culture?” asked Nevin curioudy.

Syza picked up a piece of harness and began rubbing ail into it.

“T'Mero,” sad Lhar, “sart Nevin and Diri on the throwing stones.”

Lhar waited until the others had left before he sat across from Syza and unceremonioudy took the
harness from her hands.

“Agent Zomd, ether you convince me that there is a very good reason why you shouldn’'t Sng or |
will trip the ps net and get a ship to pick you up.”

“My songs are wordless. They aren't at dl like native songs.”

“Wordless ... did you sng while you were herding drifs?’ he asked suddenly.

“No.”

Theliedid not bother him as much as the reason behind it. He sat very quilly, recdculating Syza's
relaion to the whole of the misson in view of the new facts. He sensed Syza waiching him covertly
through the curtain of bronze har which svung out from her downcast head. He had an odd, double
sensation in which he was her, wondering what thoughts lay behind the handsome mask of his face. The
sensation vanished.

*Beauty isa matter of taste and culture, Syza. We mugt have much in common; to me you are very
beautiful. And if what | suspect about you istrue ...*

There was no response. He redized that she did not know she had inadvertently reached out in
mindtouch.

He sghed, and when he spoke his voice echoed hisinner regrets.

“I'm sorry, Syza. You'll have to go back. | can live with Bjmsk, but | can't live with a hogtile team
member. It's too dangerous.”

“Who is Bjmsk?’ she asked in athin voice. “Is he or she dead? Was it someone | couldn’t hed?’

“Bjmsk isa planet. According to Contact, you heded it very nicdy.”

Syza looked a him without comprehension, fear darkening her eyes.

“Kere Zomd died on Bjmsk,” he said bluntly, and sensed tremors of memory swaying through her
mind.

“Didhe... 7

“Part of you knows, Syza. Remember.”

“I married Zomd on Earth,” she said dully. “He had entered Decline. | hedled him and hedled him
and heded, and then | lived on Fshamn. Alone. Alone. No one demanded my energy in heding or my
soul insong. Free.”

“You'll never be free until you remember,” he said softly.



“You mean I'll never hed urtil | remember! Or didn't Contact tdl you that | lost my talent when | logt
that year from my life?’

“You can no more lose that than you can lose the color of your eyes. Was it difficult for you to hed
before Bjmsk?’

“No,” sad Syza, brushing her hair away from her face with an impatient movement. “What was hard
was ignoring the truth.”

“l don’t understand,” said Lhar, his voice undemanding.

Syza was dlent for so long that he was afrad he had logt the fragile thread of rapport. Fndly she
spoke in an emationless voice,

“l was raised in an Earth commune by Uniparents. They couldn't train my talent. It was a long time
before | found out that | could bypass a patient’s consciousness and ill hed. | was forever discovering
thingsin their minds. When | told my Uniparents they indsted | was lying. ‘Dear kind brother Yim could
never lug after his Unidaughter, Syza,’” she said in a voice of grating mimicry. “*You mugt cleanse your
mind of such thoughts, child. If you think of evil you will be evil.””

Lhar listened quietly, intently, trying to fed whet it had been like to be a Sghted child in aworld of the
determined blind.

“They taught me to lie and caled it truth. They taught me | was evil but could be redeemed by heding
them. They—" Syza spread her fingersin arigid gesture of rgection. “Zomd taught meto hed usng only
their bodies. He aso taught me that Uniparents were not the only people in the universe. They did not
know the whole of crestion.”

“And you loved Zomd.”

“Of course”

“And heloved you ... of course.”

Syza's eyes narrowed. “You sound just like them. They didn’t believe anyone could love me ather.
They were wrong. I’'m not evil.”

“You misunderstood, Syza. | know you are not evil.”

“It' senough thet | know.”

Lhar sat unmoving, mind racing to andyze and correlate and extrgpolate from her reactions and his
own scant knowledge of Zomd and Bjmsk. It had been his choice to accept Syza without a recent infec.
Now he had to livewith it or send her back under a virtud death sentence. Or force an integration right
here and probably kill her himsdif.

“What is9nging to you that you risk forced integration rather than share your voice?’

He looked at the tight planes of her face and thought his gamble had lost. Then the hair on his body
dirred as thick impossble harmony surrounded him. Wordless, yes, but gravid with despair and
hopelessness, a shroud of song that sucked light out of the ar, smothering, crushing, a clear melody
revedling a clouded soul. The voice was one he had often listened to with pleasure. Now it was a curse.

“Enough, Chanteuse.”

His eyes were unfocused as he integrated her identity into the probabilities of Td-Lith. When he
findly spoke his voice was tight.

“Youwill hed us?’

“Snce Zomd |—"

“Will you hed us?’

“I'll try.”

“Youwill angif | require it?’

When she said nothing, he took her cold hand between his fingers and spoke gently within her mind.
*Work with us, Syza. | don’t want to order the destruction of your mind.*

A chaos of panful images swept through him and vanished before he could do more than sense their
presence.

*| will Sng.*

The minute sounds of Diri’s sedlthy approach brought Lhar into full wakefulness. He waited until her



hand touched the waterbag, then said casudly, “Y ou're early, Diri. No water until we're ready to leave.”

Diri’s eyes blinked in the sudden flickering light of the candle Lhar lit; she saw that he dept as naked
asshedid.

“| didn’'t come for that kind of water.”

As she waked toward him the golden candidight added to her incomparable dancer’s grace. She
kndlt so close to him that he could fed the heet of her body through the marvelous suede texture of her
slver kinffur. Her hands moved over him deftly.

“You're an expert, Diri. But you gill don't get any drinking water now.”

Diri just smiled dightly and continued her work. Though Lhar read the meaning of her amile he did
nothing to evade her hands. Instead, he pulled her across his body in along, sensud caress.

She amiled widdly. As his bresthing deepened and he became hot and heavy to her touch, she
redoubled her subtle undulaions, knowing that soon he would be in an agony of desire. When she judged
the moment to be ripe, she collgpsed and whimpered of third.

Lhar' s laughter woke everybody in the tent.

For amoment Diri was too surprised to speak, then she cursed him vividly. When that had no effect
ghe reminded him that she was indispensable for getting the netives off Ta-Lith.

“Giveme water or I'll blow this contact dl the way to Centrex. And you with it!”

The curtain parted, reveding T'Mero. In his hand a quartz knife dripped candidight. A tremor
rippled through Diri as she fdt orange eyes measure her.

“| doubt that we'll need the knife” said Lhar.

T'Mero sheathed the knife with a hissng sound.

“Dini is only dangerous so long as she bdieves hersdf powerful,” continued Lhar. “You're a
convenience, Diri. No more. If you won't cooperate, we'll do without you.”

Diri lay unmoving for along moment, then rose to glare imperioudy & them.

“l am Lith. Thereisno other. | am All.”

“You ae mady Lith's messenger,” sad Lhar coldly. “There are other ways of ddivering a
message.”

Syza stepped forward into the sphere of candldight. Behind her, Nevin watched and learned.

“You endanger us, Diri,” sad Syza “Not just your pig thirst for water, but your sdfishness in 4l
things”

“Y ou should know about selfishness, heder,” said Diri sarcadtically, pointing to Lhar's raw cheek. “I
a least share my tdents”

Syzd's eyes shone like green opds agang her pae face. Diri dismissed her with a contemptuous
look.

“AsK your anthropologigt if I'm only a convenience,” she said to Lhar.

Lhar spoke before Nevin could tdl the uncomfortable truth.

“l don't have to ask, Diri. | know.”

“l don't.”

She amiled insolently and approached the waterbag. Syza and T'Mero moved smultaneoudy to
intercept her. Lhar Sgnded for T'"Mero to step back.

“Tdl uswhy we need you,” said Syza. “I don’t quite understand.”

Though her tone was innocent of any threat, Lhar's senses legped at a feding of raw danger and he
remembered that eight people had died myserioudy on Bjmsk.

Hismind poised for attack. “Syza,” he said in alow, penetrating voice.

At Lhar’s quiet word, color returned to Syza s face and her eyeslogt their strange sheen. Diri leaned
close to Syza and spoke in a shilant whisper.

“You need me because the natives wouldn't follow your bony ass to water if they were dying of
thirg.”

“Your arrogance will kill us” said Nevin. “If we can’t function as a group welll dl die”

Diri’s laugh shattered Nevin into slence. “But | don’'t need anyone” she sad triumphantly. “All |
have to do is take off my clothes and the natives will worship me.”



Lhar weighed dternatives with the speed and precison of a computer. He could use ps to control
Diri, but to enforce it he would have to break her. Physicd force would be the same.

*%/Z&*

Immense rel uctance, then acquiescence to his command.

Lhar stood and waked dmog lazily toward Diri. “You think you're vitd because only you can
ingpire the natives to worship?’

Diri amiled. “I'm the one who looks like their God.”

“But if you weren't the only cheap goddess on the planet, then you’ d need us, wouldn't you?’

Diri moved her hands impatiently in the direction of the waterbag. “I’m the only goddess, so why—"

“Yesor no, Skandiri-Li.”

“yeg”

Lhar samiled,, but the gesture lacked dl trace of warmth or comfort. His gray-crysta eyes moved to
Syza

*Give her a song €1l understand, but don't break her. She is 4ill the most convenient goddess
around.*

*The only thing that animal understands is sex.*

*Sex reflects the mind behind it. No more. No less*

Lher purposaly wrapped around his thought a nimbus of emaotiond imegery. He fdt Syza's dismay
with the subtle intimecy of emotive mindtouch. Hadily she narrowed mindtouch to a curt rlay of
informetion.

*Then I'll give her what she understands. Warn T'Mero. Guard your own mind.*

Syzaturned dowly to face Nevin. When she spoke her voice was so soft that he could barely hear
her words.

“In order to make Diri understand, I'll have to dng to the mogt ... to her abundant lust. You won't
hear dl of my song. If you had mind training you could cope with the little you'll hear. I'm sorry, Nevin.”

Abruptly Syza turned away and confronted Diri.

“Will you cooperate with us, obey Lhar as we dl mugt?’ she asked tondesdy.

Diri laughed

Syza bowed her head momentarily. Only Lhar sensed the lash of her rebdlion overridden by the
prima drumrall of her voice. Lhar closed his mind to the hot tentacles of melody, to the notes that
aroused and burned with lust. Nevin's breathing rasped in the 4ill air, yet Lhar knew that Nevin was
aware of only part of the song. Lhar’smind legped across Nevin's with sunning force. Diri writhed with
the same mindless lust she had sought to inspirein Lhar. Too soon. Too much. Too—

*Syza!*

Hismental command split like lightening across the turgid storm of song, but the song only deepened,
became violence seething on the brink of eruption. In the indant that Lhar sent Syza spinning into
unconsciousness, T'Mero's control broke. The crystd knife flashed wildly in his hand and he fdl upon
Diri with a hoarse cry.

Lhar's mind seared across T'Mero’ s for an ingant, then withdrew. The knife quivered in the ground
next to Diri but even Lhar was not sure whether he or T'"Mero had willed it to miss her draining Siver
flesh.

Lher turned his back on the vidlent black-slver coupling and carried Syza out into the chill night air.
Returning consciousness brought shudders of revulson to her thin body. She gagged convulsvely. When
he would have comforted her she lashed out a him.

He waited until she controlled her retching, then said, “Go back ingde, Syza Tomorrow will be a
hard day. Or do you warnt to talk about what happened?’

Syzalaughed bitterly.

“Tak? With you? Y ou'd push a child into filth and then patronize it with a hdping hand.”

“You're not achild, Syza. Your choices are no longer a child's easy choices between pure good and
pure evil. Were Diri to rule us, we, and dl the natives of Td-Lith, would die. A waste, for Diri as much
as for everyone dse. | could have controlled Diri, but | would have destroyed the arrogance thet is



essentid to her dancing. Then the natives would aso have been destroyed. By baancing her arrogance
with humiligtion—"

“—used me, judt like everyone dways has”

“Of course,” snapped Lhar. “Would you have preferred the other dternatives? Would you?’

Syzadid not concedl her loathing.

Lhar laughed humorlesdy. “Not that way, Syza. That's too easy. Think! What would you have
done?’

Lhar's mind bored through her defenses, compdling an answer, disturbing deeply buried memories of

loathing, hatred falling, death-pouring discovery of
“Stop it! | don't want to know!”
Lher let her scream echo before he spoke quiely, implacably, “Then know this, Agent Zomd. Group
leaders are sdlected for ther ability to make choices while others are srangling on their emotions.”
He moved away abruptly and stepped back into the tent.

LHAR TESTED THE BELLY STRAP ON HIS TAMAN. THE beast looked too thin to support its
own weight, much less that of arider. The chest and barrel and buttocks which had formerly swelled with
excess water were now flattened. The drifs looked as though they had been squeezed dry. The last
echoes of the storm il ftirred their coarse coats and made seeing painful, but the khaner could wait no
longer. If water were not found today a drif would be killed and its scant fluids shared among the
humans. In two days, a most the taman would turn on the drifs, then fight among themsdves for a moigt
scrap from thekill. In three days humans and animdls dike would be dead.

Lher jerked the bdly strap tight. The taman’ s teeth clicked indolently near his wrist. He mounted and
looked over the assembled group. T'Mero seemed impassive as dways, but apparently his taman sensed

otherwise; in a blur of mation it reached around to savage T'Mero's leg. T'Mero reacted just in time.
The taman got a mouthful of boot delivered with enough force to be heard up and down the canyon.

Lhar let out his breath, glad to know that a night with Diri had not completely addled the guardian.
Din hersdf was douched bondesdy in the saddle. She had made an effort to be cooperative in bregking
camp and had refrained from more than alonging look at the dim waterbag tied onto Syza' s taman.

Syza hersdf had not spoken to anyone. Lhar assumed she had dept with the drifsen, for when he
came out of the tent before the firgt hint of light, the drifs were rounded up and the taman roped together
waiting for their burdens.

Nevin sat gingaly on his taman. Though he had saddled and mounted it without incident, he
obvioudy did not trugt it. But other than making a deliberate effort to avoid Syza, he seemed to have
absorbed the night’s experiences without harm.

The khaner moved dowly down the canyon under Lhar’s eyes. He moved in to check the bdly strap
on Diri’s taman, then bent to tighten it without stopping ether animd.

“Keep an eye on that strap, Diri. Getting dumped on these rocks would hurt more than your
dancing.”

Diri smiled widdy. “1 didn’t think you cared about my ass.”

“Try me when you're not thirdy,” he said as he reined his drif away. “And pull up your gritscarf or
you'll be coughing rocks by the end of the day.”

Diri’s mobile mouth rippled into a pout, but like his taman’s dicking teeth, the gesture owed more to
ritud than to rebdlion.

Lhar tightened his own scarf until his eyes were nearly covered. The baggage taman and drifs dowly
passed by but Syza was not with them. She was on the opposite side of the canyon, as far awvay from
hm as the rocks would alow. He cut across to intercept her. As she had been during the height of the
gorm, Syza was completely conceded by her grit-scarf. Not so much as a gimmer of green eyes
showed through.



“Syza’

Either she did not hear him or she chose to ignore him.

* wza*

“What do you want?’

Lhar did not comment on the sudden rebirth of her hearing.

“You missed the morning water ration. Have you taken it yet?’

“No.”

“Then drink it now.”

Syza unwound her gritscarf and poured a smdl trickle of water into a slone bowl The amount was
bardy two-thirds of her ration. The drifsen glided up as she swished the cold liquid in her mouth and held
it before swdlowing a few drops a a time. Without looking a Lhar she divided the remainder of her
ration between the drifsen.

“The drifsen are desert born, Syza You aren't.”

“They dso work harder for me than they would for a normd herder.”

“Are they suffering from thirst more than the other animas?’

“Ves”

“Will they need extra water again tonight?’

“Yes”

“Give them a third of my evening ration. If that isn't enough, tdl me. Don't give them more of your
own water for two days.”

When she protested, he overrode her.

“Ladt night you vomited what little fluid you had in your systlem,” he said curtly. “Take one-sixth of a
ration every two hours for the next twelve hours, plus your usud retion tonight. And don’t share a drop
with the drifsen no matter how much they whine”

By the time Lhar reached the head of the column the taman were beyond the shdtering canyon.
Guds of ginging grit buffeted them occasondly, but the taman merdy snorted their displeasure. Such
winds were common in n'Lith; the taman had long ago learned to endure. Their riders were less well
adapted, but their motivation was equdly great: surviva. Though n'Lith was not hot, the wind desiccated
as urdly as a savage sun. The caravan groped across a landscape barren of life, barren of movement
other than the ubiquitous wind.

Jugt before Lhar sgnded for an evening hdt, he sensed aflicker of thought from Syza.

*|s something wrong?

*I’m not sure.*

Her thought carried metdlic reticence. Hurried imagefimpressons tumbled through his mind. A
drifsen’s dudve mind resonaing with unease. A drifs normdly stolid bearing dowly changing into
skin-rippling restlessness. A taman’s ears fanned repeatedly to catch sounds that did not exig.

*Why?*

*| don’t know. It's not the same as before the storm. It's not third. 1t's not other animas. The drifs
refuse to go near diffs or rubble hills That's why I'm so far behind. Remember that low pass between
plateaus you crossed earlier?

*YS.*

*| had a zarf’s own time getting them through.*

*You're sure you aren't being stalked by something?*

*YS.*

Lhar didn’t question the source of her certainty.

*Do you need help with the animal s>

*What kind of land is ahead?*

*Mainly flat. No more passes and no diffs near the trail *

*Redt there while | catch up.*

Though Syza didn’t press, he sensed that it was important to stay in the open.

*I'll give the order now. Is there anything else? he thought searchingly.



*|—dl | know is that the drifs are being driven by a survivd reflex. Since drifs normdly live in
canyons and forage beneath the diffs thar fear of those very places isimportant.*

*Thank you, Syza. How are you doing?*

Lhar's switch to emotive mindtouch caught Syza by surprise. His thought carried concern for her as a
ussful member of the group, certainly, but there was dso a bright thread of affection-respect woven
through. Her sudden confusion narrowed mindtouch to a curt reply.

*Don't worry; I'll get the waterbags to the khaner before ration time*

*That'sdl | can ask for, in't it?

Syza did not answer. Lhar attempted to regain mind-touch, but T'"Mero’s arivd commanded his
attention.

“WEIl rest herein the open,” said Lhar. “Have you seen anything?’

T'Mero's dark face changed amost imperceptibly. “Have | missed something?’

“Do you think you have?’

“No. But your manner tdlsme did.”

“And your uncertainty tells me you agree. Isit Diri?’

T'Mero's orange eyes widened into embers. “Are you ordering me to stay away from her?’

“Only if she interferes with your work.”

“Nothing interferes.”

“Good. Syza says the animds are nervous and she doesn't know why.” Lhar sensed aertness
suddenly humming through the guardian. “She says that she is not being followed nor is another sorm
coming. She wants usto rest in the open. Any objections?”’

T Mero was Slent for amoment, then said, “None. We can't be ambushed here. |Is the water safe?
How far behind are the drifs?’

“They’ll be here before retion time.”

Lhar loosened the bely strap and hobbled his own taman. T'Mero was heping Diri; indeed, T'Mero
had stayed close to Diri mogt of the day. Perhaps that was why he jumped at the least hint he was not
doing his job. He had not made more than two reconnaissance sweeps. Not thet it mattered; once the
hills were passed, sweeps were awaste of energy.

“Not quite so tight, Nevin.”

Nevin loosened the hobbles and was rewarded by the sound of his taman's lips baiting together.
Nevin snickered.

“l could dmog stop hating this hag-ridden dlown,” he said. He loosened his gritscarf, flexing his neck
musdes in obvious rdief. With a covert glance & T'Mero and Diri, Nevin asked, “What happened last
night? All I remember is...” Nevin swallowed and looked away.

“Your response was as naurd as breathing,” sad Lhar. “But the song was too much. You passed
out—with alittle hep from me”

“Thanks. | probably would have made atotd zarf of mysdf. That femae should be sent to the vats”

“Din?’

“No, though | thought so for a while But Syza—she's dangerous,” sad Nevin emphaticdly.
“Anyone who can suck over your mind like that should be sent to the acid death.”

“Would you condemn this planet?’ said Lhar. “Didn’'t you recognize her voice?’

Nevin rubbed his neck weerily. “No and no.” Then he dropped his hand. “She can't be. I've listened
to the Chanteuse thousands of times”

“Even the best recording is a reflection of a shadow. Redity isfar more potent.”

Lhar watched the young men intently; alot depended on Nevin's reslience. Lhar had nather the time
nor energy to integrate Nevin right now.

“Would it help you to know that Syza was more revolted by her song than you were?’

“A little” admitted Nevin. “But—"

“Goon.”

“What gives her the right to manipulate us like that?’

“l do.”



“You told her to?’

“Yes”

A long slence followed Lhar’'s blunt words. At last Nevin smiled weekly. “My mind accepts the
necessity, but my emations don’t.”

Lher relaxed. “Good.”

“Good?’

“Shows your survivd reflexes are working. I'll bet the firgt time you nalled a rope up a high diff you
fdt the same fear.”

“l got used to it. | knew that aslong as | didn’t panic | would make it.”

“So will we.”

Nevin rubbed the taman’'s shoulder absently; his eyes were focused inward and a wry smile dightly
curved hislips.

“Something d2?’ sad Lhar.

Nevin blinked. “Jugt thinking. When | was on my home planet, | had three dreams. becoming part of
a Contact team, finding a willing woman, and meeting the Chanteuse. Now ...” He kneaded his fingers
through the taman’ s rough coat.

“*Sacred Xantha, may | never measure the consummetion of my dreams with the rod of my logt
innocence.””

“Isthet a prayer?’

“From my childhood. When | understood the prayer | was no longer achild.”

Nevin amiled ruefully.

Lhar hesitated, then said, “If you need help, ask. | was an integrator before | talked Centrex into fidd
assgnments. We need your mind and training intact, Nevin, as much as we need Diri.”

“Dini ... yes. You'd better watch her,” said Nevin thoughtfully. “She scares me dmogt as much as
Syza. I'm scared right now.”

“So are the drifs. Syza says that nothing is staking them, nor is another storm coming. But they are
tighter than azaf sass”

“How do they act?’ said Nevin sharply. “Are they avoiding loose rock, narrow canyons, that sort of
thing?’

Lhar's gray eyesflicked over Nevin appraisngly. “Yes. Do you know why?’

“Earthquake coming. If | were a red miran | would day a drif and cast the stones from its firg
somach to find out how bad the quake will be.”

“Can the drifs redly sense future quakes?’

“The natives say yes. And the drifs would get plenty of practice. Did you notice how many of the diff
faces showed unwesthered rock? A good quake shakes rock loose aong hidden joints in the plateaus.
N’Lith is supposed to be the home of the quakes. Reminders of Lith's displeasure. Mogt of the tremors
are very amdl, more sensed than fdt.”

“Let’s hope s0,” muttered Lhar. “Although the idea doesn’'t seem to make you nervous.”

“| was raised with earthquakes. | rather miss them.”

Lher laughed shortly. “I hope this one misses us”

By the time Syza herded the drifs close to them, light had vanished from ' Lith. Hobbling the skittish
drifs was nearly impossible. The taman flashed restless teeth, though they were dill easier to control than
the wiry drifs. When the last animd was hobbled, the drifsen immediatdy lay down. Syza poured out a
tiny ration of water and took it to them where they lay.

“Water for them?’ said Diri increduloudly.

“Without the drifsen,” said Lhar, “we d have logt the drifs today.”

Diri said no more, but her tongue moved futildy over cracked lips while she watched the drifsen
drink. When her own water ration came, she raised it hadtily to her mouth.

“Don't,” said T'Mero. “Teke alittle at atime”

Dir’s greed was gronger than her will. T'"Mero took the cup from her. Strangely, she made no
objection.



“Likethis” he said, holding the cup so that she could take but onetiny sp a atime.

The water that they drank did little more than remind them of ther thirst. They oiled ther cracked lips
and chewed carefully on dried drif meat. Just as Lhar was about to give the order to ride, tremors shook
the rocky plains. The animds screamed and lunged but their hobbles held.

“Down!” sad Lhar.

The land rolled beneeth his feet, snapped, and sent im sprawling. The worst of the quake passed
within aminute, but during that time the animas were in a frenzy. Lhar watched them usdesdy spend ther
grength and knew that travel would be impossible. He stood and began giving orders before anyone dse
even looked up.

“Syza. Pick out the three strongest taman. T'Mero. Take the taman and two drifs. Ride until the
second moon rises. Kill the drifs, take their fluids and feed the rest to the taman. Then keep going until
you find water. WE |l follow your trail as long as we can.”

“I'm lighter then T'"Mero,” said Syza, “and | can get more out of the animals”

“No, we need you here. The drifs will be wild during the aftershocks. They're dl we have until
T'Mero gets back.”

Lher looked at the drifsen for a moment, then reached for a bowl. Though ther minds were difficult
to control, the thought of water brought them rubbing againg his knees. Ddliberately he gave them a
generous drink of the remaning water.

“But why?’ said Nevin findly.

“WEeIl need them.”

When Syza returned with the taman, T'Mero was gruggling with the second drif. Though they
reached only to midthigh on T'Mero, the drifs were tough; a terrified drif tested even T'Mero’s strength.
Eventudly he hauled it away from the herd and tied it over a waiting muzzled taman.

Long after night had engulfed T'Mero, the others could hear the drifs frantic calling. Nor was there
rdief in deep. Each aftershock of the quake sent the drifs into mad plunges, taxing Lhar's and Syza's
endurance as they worked with the revived drifsen to keep the herd under control. Nevin and Diri were
the only ones who dept. By morning Syza was too exhausted to lift the saddle to her toman’s shrunken
back.

“Let me”

Syza stepped aside and let Lhar saddle the taman. Ameazingly the taman had the energy to lash out,
but Lhar evaded the ydlow teeth.

“l wonder if they ever get too tired for that,” said Syza hoarsdly.

“Well find out today,” said Lhar, yanking the bely strap tight. Before she could protest he lifted her
into the saddle and began to tie her in place.

“When I'm that tired, I'll die” sad Syzaflatly.

Lhar finished the last knot and amiled up &t her. “You'd be surprised how much your body can take.
I’ve ended more than one trip tied to the saddle of an dienriding beast.”

For an eerie moment he was watching himsdf through her mind, measuring his own wind-burned face
and quicksiver eyes with new interest. But she said only, “Keep the taman separate from the drifs. |
don't have the strength to prevent them from killing the drifs. Survivd surges are dmost impossible to
control mentaly.”

“I know. Do you have enough strength to give the drifsen an imperative?’

“l don’t know.”

“Then I'll help you.”

“No. I'm strong enough.”

Lhar had expected as much; Syza's didikeffear of mindtouch had been evident from the fird. It was
not surprising that she should refuse the deep mesh required for unified action.

“Tdl the drifsen to keep dl of uson T'Mero'stral.”

The implications were not logt on Syza. She looked as though she were about to speak and he fdt
the mogt tenuous of mentd touches fade before he could even be sure it had happened. His gray eyes
followed Syza for a moment before he led the pack taman away from the drifs.



Syza had tied the taman securdly together with double ropes, a precaution Lhar was grateful for
when the aftershocks continued. None were of the magnitude of theinitid quake, but the animds reacted
badly. As the day lengthened, both the earth tremors and the animals strength waned. The taman merdy
fanned their ears at the trembling earth and continued their dow progress over the desiccated land.

When the animds had fdlen into the machindike indifference of fatigue, Lhar assumed a near
comatose state in which only those functions vitd to life continued, and then only at the minimum leve
required. A smdl fraction of hismind remained dert, ready to awaken the body if the need arose.

In the brass light of late afternoon, that inner sentry aroused Lhar. He ignored the myriad knives of
returning circulaion and searched for whatever had brought him to full consciousness. T'Mero's trall il
sretched ahead, a series of puff marks in the stone dust and pebbles which overlay the land. The pack
tamen 4ill followed obediently. The riding taman dill carried three dumped figures.

A drifsen’s plantive whine brought Lhar’s attention back to the trail. Of course, the drifsen needed
water. He poured aration for both of them and carefully retied the shrunken waterbag. While they drank
he scanned the back trail, but saw nothing unexpected. Nevin and Diri were obvioudy unconscious, tied
to ther taman as he had earlier tied Syza—and himsdf. They would be chafed raw and bone-sore when
they awoke. If they awoke. He checked the ropes which secured him to the taman. If anything, the knots
were tighter now than when he had firg tied them. The knots would hold long after he was beyond
needing them.

The temptation to contact T'Mero haunted him as strongly as the need for water, but the energy to
cdl T'"Mero would be wasted. T'Mero was ether dive or dead. If dive, he had either found water or not
found it. If he had not found water there was no point in contacting him. If he had found water, knowing it
would not bring the firgt drink more quickly.

The drifsen whined nervoudy and Lhar fdt tenson building up in his taman. While he had sat and
dreamed, the drifs had moved closer to the ravenous taman. A piece of rope cracked loudly, and the
knotted end uncurled painfully dong the taman’s belly. The animd jumped and snapped its teeth together,
but it obeyed. Tenson drained from the taman as it resumed its dogged, head-low progress.

Lhar fdt the emergency surge of energy fade from his body like light from the sunset sky. He cursed
his carelessness; a few seconds more and the taman would have been uncontrollable. He cursed the
taman for thar toughness. He had hoped by now that they would be too exhausted to be interested in
drifs. That they were not, meant that he would have to wait to kill a few of the drifs. He could not risk a
aurge of bloodlust when the taman scented a moigt kill.

Lhar sghed and looked at the beckoning tracks ahead. The only good thing about this justly damned
desert was that its pebbledust surface held a plan trall—until the next strong wind blew.

Pain was a glent scream which penetrated every cdl of his body. Light cut into his eyes and burned
like phosphorus under his lids. Automaicaly his hand groped for the waterbag; then he remembered he
had given the lagt drop to the drifsen yesterday ... or wasit the day before ...

With an effort he concentrated on the present. Something had gone wrong or he would not be
conscious. Something. His eyes focused flegingly. Midday. The trall. He blinked repeatedly, but the trall
did not appear. Then he findly received the message his ears had been patiently sending; the wind was
howling and scrgping over the land again. How long it had blown he could only guess, and guessing
would not make the trall appear.

As though in agreement, his taman stopped and lowered itsdf dowly to the ground. The others
followed suit, lips batting loosdy over folded knees. Lhar knew that the taman were finished. Indeed, it
was Xantha's own miracle that they had not given up sooner. Or was it? If the taman had not lasted so
long, he would have had the strength to dismount and kill a drif.

Sowly, in spite of the agony that movement caused, Lhar turned to look at the backtrail. The drifsen
apparently believed the taman were ill capable of attack; they had stopped the drifs a safe distance
back from the taman. And from him.

Perhaps Syza ... no. The drifsen had driven her taman away. It had walked until it caught up to its
own kind, then it had quit.



For severa long moments he considered dismounting, but knew it would be futile. He had no strength
to wak to the drifs. He knew that as surdy as he knew he would meet degth astride an exhausted taman.
No, not death. T"Mero. T"Mero would bring water, and water was life and Lith ... Lith knew T"Mero ...
Death’s eyes burning orange, burning orange third ... T'"Mero ... T'Mero ... T'"Mero.

And through an orange vel he saw

blurred taman standing aseep and fat with their feet
in water and his hand a black claw with crystal nails sawing knots, sawing, sawing until freedom
came in an endless fall to water and life.

Now come to me.

Come to me!

But the vel thickened, darkened, and he fdt his strength sucked dry by the sands of fatigue. He could
not sustain the call and water would pour endlesdy and lost over barren sand and cold until green ice
melted, pouring Syza s strength like a drumroll fusng sHf to other in power greater than either done,

COME TO ME

COME TO ME

Cool fdl of water over his eyes and lips. He swalowed and knew it was no dream.

*The others.*

Lhar’ s thought was both question and command.

*Alive, for now,* answered T'Mero. *Y our mind-cal would have quickened mountains*

T'Mero’s thought crawled with emotions Lhar was too tired to categorize though the image of Syza
was unmigtekable ... Syza somehow cutting hersdf free and coming to him, hand touching his, mind
mdting in green cascade—he shook his head, hoping that pain would bring order out of the chaos that
was his mind.

The images stopped. He opened his eyes dowly, expecting an assault from the midday sun. But it
was evening, and the light was as cool as the wet rag pressed between his teeth. He sucked the last
drops from the rag and carefully dunked it in the bowl of water T'"Mero had left between him and Syza.

Syza ... Lhar's gray eyes widened as he saw the blurred trail |eft by her when she had crawled to
him. Dream and redlity coalesced while he probed deeply for some life in her too-till body. His mind
found nothing, though he did not sense the tota absence which Sgnified death. He rolled panfully onto his
gde and pulled the gritscarf off Syza's face. Gently he squeezed water between her blood-caked lips
until he found himsdlf rigid with anticipation of the bittersweet, baffling, pouring presence which was Syza
aware.

Therag paused over Syza's lips while he grappled with the intense, irrationd currents of his own
emations. He tried to remember what had happened before T’ Mero found them. He had cdled T'Mero,
yes, and the cal must have been generd enough to bring Syza, too. But where had he found the strength
to sustain such a cdl through the afternoon? His cdl had sorung from the essence of himsdf, from the
vay core of hiswill to live. Such a cdl could not be partnered by another mind unless that other mind
complemented him so deeply that the result was fuson rather than mere sharing. He had heard a few
other psis tak of such ajoining, but had never found it himsdf. Even if he accepted that Syza was his
complement, he could not conceive of her dlowing such totd intimecy.

Then what had happened? Why did he fed atender and fierce desire to know her aware again?

*Nevin is conscious. Diri will be soon.*

T'Mero'sinformation ended Lhar's questions. Whatever had happened, they now had water again.
The only important thing was to get some of that water into Syza. He trickled water past her lips and
findly saw her throat move as she swalowed. Remembering his own discomfort, he gently washed the
caked dust away from her eyes. The dark fringe of lashes stirred, then opened into compelling pools of
green and he floated whole and infinite as she in him, complete—a blink, and gone—or dreamed. Lhar
resumed dripping water between her Slent lips, careful not to touch her with @ther mind or flesh, too tired
to do more than accept her, once again a stranger.

Lhar stretched, grimaced as muscles reminded him that riding tied to a taman was a harsh way to



travel. He rubbed his hands across gritty hair and face, then giffened in astonishment when his fingers
faled to find the crusty, swollen wound near his eye. Heded! But when, how? Syza

He turned to look over the backtrail, ignoring the lancing pain brought on by sudden movement. Syza
was there, far back as dways, more myderious than ever after their near-initiation into death. He was
tempted to mindcal her but thought better of it. After they had driven the lagt of the animds to the river,
tonight when the others were adeep, he would go to her and—with a surge of impatience he gathered his
scattered thoughts and concentrated on ordering his own mind.

His golden taman snorted and fanned its ears. Its gat quickened to a smooth pace, spurred by the
scent of water on the risng wind. Soon the taman breasted a amdl rise, giving Lhar a view of a huge
swamp. Namaylith. They were close enough to the river that the water was only mildly brackish. Further
into the desert the water became too sty to drink. The taman rushed eagerly forward and thrust its nose
into the coal liquid. What water T'"Mero had brought in severa trips had only been enough to revive the
animas Now it was time to replenish the stores.

Lhar did off histaman, laughed at the cool siver shock of water golashing his legs. He loosened the
taman’s bdly strap and watched the animd swdll with water. He hesitated, but did not interfere; Syza had
sad that the animals could drink enormous amounts of water without harm. He abandoned the taman to
its physiology and concentrated on his own needs.

Lhar was dill scrubbing at his clothes when he saw T'Mero gpproaching. A certain tenson about the
guardian brought Lhar upright with expectancy.

“Tracks?” sad Lhar.

“A khaner. Maybe two. They camped further up, where the river ends. They moved out when ther
animds had eaten the areafla.”

“How long ago?’

“Three, five days. Some of the taman droppings were gill damp in the center.”

Lhar debated, then caled Syza over.

“How soon can the animds travel under full loads?’

Syzalooked a the animds scattered aong the margin of the sivamp.

“Tomorrow is the soonest. The day after would be better. That would give them time to flush out
thelr sAt pockets and fill their second stomachs with fresh food.”

“Not to mention us” said Lhar. “1s Diri on her feet yet?”

“No,” sad T'Mero, and his eyes seemed to hover over Syza demandingly.

“No hedling now,” said Lhar. “It would leave Syza too exhausted to handle the animals”

T'Mero's eyesflicked to Lhar’ s cheek, but he said nothing.

“Theré s more than one way to hed,” Lhar pointed out. “Syza's imprinting included the herbs of
Td-Lith.” He waved his hand &t the flourishing plants. “ Somewhere out there must be something ussful.”

Syzd's eyes focused on a point above their heads while she reviewed what she had learned. Findly
she nodded dowly.

“Yes. Yefa Circulatory dimulant, mildy psycho-genic, nonaddictive. Found near dill water. Pick
only blue-veined leaves or the amdl will ...” Syza moved off, muttering about the harvest and uses of
yefa, searching for the tiny bushes a the margin of the wetlands.

“Praise Lith that there aren't any venomous animds here,” said Lhar drily. “Unless they had blue
vans, Syzawouldn't see them until it was too lae”

“She heded you.” said T'Mero bluntly.

“Only when the dternative was death. Does Diri need hedling that badly?’ said Lhar, fixing T'"Mero
with an unflinching gaze.

T'Mero’'s muscles moved subtly, then smoothed.

“No. Nevin's making alitter for her now. Rest, water ... she should be dancing in a week.”

Lhar put his hand briefly on T'"Mero's shoulder. He understood that T'Mero wanted his lover wdl
agan, yet he didiked having to point out that what was good for Diri was not necessarily good for the
group. Even worse, a guardian of T'Mero's experience should not have to be told about the redlities of a
Contact misson. Lhar watched thoughtfully as T'"Mero moved toward Diri’s shelter. He saw T'Mero



diffen, then pounce on something just indde the tent.

Nevin.

Lhar raced to the tent. His menta commands bounced across the guardian’s rage, but they had the
desired effect. By the time Lhar reached the tent, T'Mero had released Nevin.

“Dini asked meto—" began Nevin.

“She' s unconscioud” snarled T'Mero.

Lhar's command tone cut across their angry words.

“Guardian, what reason do you have for attacking a member of the Contact group?’

Under the lash of Lhar’'s voice T'"Mero’'s body straightened from a haf-crouch. “He was bathing
Diri. He has no right to touch her.”

“If we were on Nucki your jedlousy would be a vauable asset to your role” said Lhar coldly. “But
we are on Td-Lith. We are a khaner. If Diri wishesto eat, bathe, deep, or cope with anyone, she is free
to do so. Anyone. Do you understand?’

T'Mero tipped his head iffly.

“In the context of your ndtive culture, your reaction is understandable. In the context of a guardian’'s
traningitisirrationd. If you wish, | will help you to integrate your mind and emations.”

“Thet will not be required,” said T'Mero formdly.

“Your choice” agreed Lhar. “If it happens again you will have no choice.”

Lhar waited until he sensed T'Mero's legping readiness to kill drain avay completdly. Then he turned
to Nevin and asked mildly, “What's that sinking mess you' re bathing Diri with?®

“Boiled yefa leaves” said Nevin with a shegpish amile

Lher laughed. “Were they blue-veined?

“Ah ... not dl of them. Will they hurt her?’ he said anxioudy.

“Not if she can't andl them.”

Nevin looked at Diri’s limp form and shook his head. “She was conscious for a little while and kept
mumbling about water and baths. | remembered about the yefa”

“Then I'll give her ayefa bath,” said Syza, breathless from running.

Lhar took the leaves from Syza's hands.

“Wedl will. How long do you cook yefa before you use it?’

“Until the leaves turn pae blue. I’ ve got some cooking now. These should be crushed and tied in a
bag around Diri’s neck.”

Lher finished pulping the leaves just as Syza returned with a cooking skin full of yefa water.

The yefa leaves—properly selected and cooked—yielded a pleasant intoxication that was rather like
floating among the flowering wetlands reeds. Even T'Mero relaxed, amiling vagudy, muscles working
smoothly as he massaged the heedy liquid into Diri’s velvet skin. When the last drop was absorbed, Diri
dirred and opened her eyes.

“More,” she whispered.

Lher laughed quietly. Diri smiled in return and moved her hands over his chest.

“Nice” she murmured.

Lhar amiled, though he sensed a flash of anger from T'Mero.

“You too,” she whispered to Nevin, then the blue of her eyes deegpened as she saw T'Mero. With a
long 9gh she curled up againg histhigh and fdl adeep.

Syzarested one hand lightly on Diri’s back. “True deep,” she sad quietly.

“Good,” sad Lhar.

“Someone should stay with her, though.”

Lhar looked a Syza. “T'Mero will. Should she have any more yefa?’

“Laer.”

“Nevin will gather the leaves now, and cook them. You and | have animds to attend to.”

Syza darted to object but stopped after a look at his face. They followed Nevin out of the tent.
When Syza would have spoken, a gesture from Lhar stopped her. Not until they were among the animas
did Lhar turn toward her.



“Dedine?’ he said abruptly.

Syza s face became closed, remote. Lhar waited with outward patience ...

“I'mnot sure” said Syzafindly. “My heding talent is ... erratic. Were it not for your cheek, | would
have said vanished. Asitis” Syzd s hands hovered like birds looking for a place to rest, “I can only say
her rhythms remind me of Zomd. That, at least, I'm sure of ”

“If we doubled her extender drugs? Gave her boosters?’

Syza' s hands hesitated in the midst of a negative gesture.

“Perhaps. I'd guess she's wel into her saventh maturity. Immune to the extenders now. But we can
try.”

“How much time does she have?”’

“Tolive?

“Asa dancer.”

Syza slipstwigted into a humorless amile.

“You would think only of that.”

Lhar snuffed out the flame of his anger and waited.

“Unless something ese happens to drain her, she should be able to—"

“Should?” he demanded.

“I'm not a seer,” snapped Syza.

“No. You're a heder. And not just an ordinary hedler, but one who has reversed Decline” Lhar
amiled sourly. “You're dso a heder who refuses to hed. So be it. Heding can't be forced, as I'm sure
T'Mero will learn to his displeasure.”

“At least you accept that | can't hed.”

“Won't hed,” said Lher flatly.

“Then you accept me as a nonhedler.”

“l waan't aware | had a choice”

“You don't, but not al people are so logicd.”

Lhar bowed sardonicdly. “I'll remember your praise the next time | require you to sng.”

Her indrawn bresth told him that he had findly reached her, but he fdt more anger than pleasure. She
responded only to the lash. As aleader he would far rather have willing consent. As a man he wished for
much more.

“Only one thing escapes my logic,” said Lhar blandly. “ People who lose vauable things usudly try to
recover them. If recovery isimpossble they at least show regret for the loss”

Syzasad nathing.

“Waan't the adllity to hed vaued by you?’

“It was a curse”

“Odd,” said Lhar softly. “Did you think hedling a curse while you prolonged your lover’ s life?”

Lhar used Syza's confuson to evade her naturd shieds. Even then only her surface thoughts were
open, but it was enough to confirm his guess: she had never thought of Zomd as her lover. He
was—L har probed discregtly, futildy, as Syza s shidds locked again.

“WdI?" sad Lhar.

“Of course | was glad to prolong Zomd'’s life”

“Of course,” he repeated. “But what happened that turned you againg heding—and yoursdf?’

“You've read my cube. A year of my lifeismissng. Amnesa”

“Convenient.”

“Oh?’

“Yes” sad Lhar. “Convenient. You don't want to know what happened.”

Syzd's laughter was brittle, and she said with mocking sympathy, “Poor Lhar, stuck with a tool be
can't use”

“The idea pleases you.”

“Yes I'mtired of being used.”

“Not used. Needed.”



“It' sthe same thing.”

“Is that what Zomd taught you, Zomd your lover?’

Syza's rage exploded through her menta control, and Lhar suddenly fet as though someone were
fordng his brains through a white-hot sieve. He fought her invasion point on point, gppalled a the relative
ease with which she eluded his defenses. After the firg ingant of shocking contact he no longer doubted
that her mind was the complement of his however much her perceptions had been warped by
experience. The discovery brought both dation and fear. They were too wdl matched; his greeter training
was countered by her greater desire to hurt. Yet in one way he had the advantage. He was not &fraid to
have his thoughts known. Under the guise of defending himsdf he outflanked her, penetrating beyond her
inchoate rage to the experiences beneath

dry laughter digging into her mind restlessly,
undermining hope and trust until both collapsed, jagged-edged, lacerating, bleeding faith and
future into laughing dust, betrayed diminished, degraded

Lhar poured comfort into the dry emptiness, told her of himsdf and what could be if she would but
trugt again. Abruptly he found himsdf garing into the green fire of her eyes, close, her body pinned
agang his sweat-dippery, yet remote as Td-Lith's moons. His thought findly penetrated her cold mind.

*Wouldn't our energies be better used in exploring the possihility of love?*

*|'vetried love* came her metdlic response. *| found it unconvincing.*

*Like the worm that ate poisoned fruit; it was so determined not to repest its mistake thet it starved
to death.*

He sensed a flegting resonance, a haunting flash of laughter, but Syza was rigid in his ams and her
mind was closed to him.

“Let go of me. Or does being an agent require being handled by the team leader?’

Lhar released her so swiftly that she staggered.

“You and Zomd were wel matched.”

Lher turned away and waked with quick, hard strides. He knew it was not the right time or world to
reach Syza. Each time the misson required her talents she would fed abused. She was needed far too
much to be ignored, yet if he wished to awaken her, he mugt wait until she volunteered. He could only
hope there would be time to walt.

THE TAMAN WERE SPREAD ALONG THE RIVER TRAIL LIKE bright drops of blood. A dot
of drifs moved dowly behind, encouraged occasiondly by tawny flashes of drifsen. Even further back
rode Syza, bardly visble in the dust of the khaner's passage. Lhar swore and reined his taman off the
river bluff. The animd turned eagerly to rgoin its kind.

“See anything?’ asked Nevin as Lhar drew abreast.

Lhar shook his head in answer. “The land ralls as it dimbs toward the Nine Steps of Tal-Senet. |
can't even see the Ramparts, and according to my briefing the Ramparts are one huge pile of rock.
T'Mero is probably hidden in one of the folds the land makes between here and the firg plateau. He
should, overtake the native khaner soon.”

“Maybe he aready has,” said Nevin pointedly.

Lher amiled. “Rdax, miran. T'"Mero isdl right.”

“Tdl Diri.”

“She worried?’

“| think so, She's been restless ever ance heldt lagt night.” Nevin's tone left no doubt that he could
not understand Diri’ s sudden attachment to the guardian, but he accepted it without rancor.

Lhar dropped back until he rode next to Diri’s litter. Her eyes were closed, then opened, artlingly
blue.

“How do you fed, Diri?’

“Likel was ssomped by alary of zafs”



Lhar chuckled quietly; Diri’s voice had regained its former cutting edge and her skinffur its former
sheen.

“Why did you send T'Mero ahead?’ she said petulantly. “1 need—" .....

“Reg,” sad Lhar firmly. T"Mero is meking contact with a netive khaner. He should be back by
tomorrow night & the latest.”

Diri mumbled and her hands moved restlesdy. The litter swayed and bumped.

“... kerden rather ride”

“Tomorrow,” said Lhar. “That will give the drugs plenty of time to take hold.”

“Kerden bored.”

Lher hid his amile as he guided his taman away from the litter. The amile vanished quickly when he
saw that Syza had dropped even further back, as though she were afraid that she was next on hislis. He
debated mindtouch, then decided the drifsen would do as wel. He concentrated on their mercurid
awareness for a moment. It was enough. They legped after the drifs, sending the animds into a hurried
trot. The pack taman followed without urging. Lhar could bardy make out Syza's taman, but from the
jerkiness of its movements, it was fighting her. She gave in and her taman legped to close the gap
separating it from the rest of the group.

Before the taman came within haling distance, Lhar turned away. He had no dedre to force
conversation on Syza; he merdy wanted her to stay closer to the rest of the khaner. If she did not take
this hint, he would make it even plainer.

The golden taman moved eagerly to the head of the line. For the rest of the day Lhar forced a good
pace, leading them between river and bluffs without dowing or resting. As the sun dropped into evening
the khaner dimbed up and away from the river on a steep trail. Thunder rolled ceasdesdy across them,
yet the sky was unclouded.

“Watefdl,” ydled Lhar a Nevin's puzzled |ook.

Kevin's face cleared. “I’d forgotten. Must be the mother of dl fals”

“Itis We're hdf aday’s ride away ... no wonder they cdl it Sukdith.”

Nevin drew closer, but the wind shifted, making shouts unnecessary. “Sukdith. Lith's Anger. I'd like
to seeit”

“No one ever has. The bluffs get steeper and crowd the river. By the time you're hdfway to the fdl,
thear isathick mis and you can’t hear anything quieter than a faling mountain.”

“All the same...”

“Yes, it would be something to see,” agreed Lhar.

Lhar's taman plunged and snorted over the crumbling lip of the plateau. The taman’s nodtrils flared,
and it cantered toward a broad depression carpeted by bronze plants. Lhar looked up from the plants
and automaticaly curbed his mount. An impossible range of mountains surged in the distance, backlit by
the fdling sun. He could only think of a massve tidd wave of rock and ice and heights frozen a the
moment of breaking.

Beside him Nevin's low, monotone oaths penetrated Lhar's trance. He glanced at Nevin curioudy,
then redized that Nevin was sduting the mountainsin his own way.

A taman crowded close to Lhar. When he recognized its rider he made a sartled sound—Syza. She
did not hear him. As he looked at her rapt face he redlized that she did not even know he was there. Her
lips were dightly parted and her eyes never Ieft the gunning mountains ahead. It was as though she had
finelly looked upon the face of alover. Hunger twisted through him, and he forced himsaf to look away.

But it was many minutes before his eyes saw anything except her face lifting to the Ramparts of Lith.
He drove her from his mind by concentrating on the mountains. He knew that even the foothills were a
least ten days distant, yet the mountains rose in the light-drained sky as though they were closer than his
breath condensing in the twilight. Even as his eyes cdculated the Ramparts mass, his mind veered away
from knowledge. There was no way to measure a barricade flung across eternity, and no desire to do so.
The mountains Smply were, crushing everything ese into inggnificance as they shone diffusdy, coldly
returning the light of risng moonsin afrigid symphony of ice and deepest blue.

“A planet’s water,” said Lhar softly, “locked inice, walting. | didn't know such mountains existed ...



or such waiting.”

He heard Nevin's reverent curses and Syza peaking in unconscious counterpart to his own words.

“... they shdl carry bright

Seas frozen intheir ams

Carved heads Slent

In the long waiting for light

And rdlease.”

The ancient lament swept bitter and londly over Lhar, made more painful by the beauty of her voice
S0 close to him.

His legs clamped around his taman and it reared againg the bit. He sensed fear surging from Nevin
and Syza and he caught Syza's image of himsdf adiride a rearing taman, his face a savage mask, as
forbidding as the digant peaks.

“We Il make camp ahead,” said Lhar curtly, rdleasing his taman into a tight galop.

Lhar's eyes opened in the darkened tent. The only sound he could hear was the breathing of the
others. Surdy that had not wakened him. He closed his eyes and searched with his mind. Diri, Nevin,
Syza, dl adeep. Tanan and drifs grazing quietly. Drifsen dozing.

His search widened beyond the campste, deftly seeking out other life There ... three, no four
people, riding dowly across the moonlit plateau. Why had T'Mero not warned him? Unless the nétives
hed ps.

With utmost care Lhar studied the energy patterns of the four people. One was a trained telepath.
T'Mero. The others were untrained, with the typical erratic aura of people who use only a fraction of
their minds. One of them showed red ps potentid. He should have expected as much; the native
language was replete with such words as luck and hunch and chance.

* Are you prisoner or guest, T'"Mero?

*They haven't decided.*

Although T'Mero added nothing further, he made it clear that Lhar was afool for risking mindtouch.

*|t's safe enough. The three with you haven't the training to intercept my thoughts. Or even yours.*

*Good. No use leting them see the length of our knives. IS Diri better?*

*Complaning of an empty bed.*

Lhar amiled at the didtinct feding of pleasure which T'Mero could not concedl.

*| made her stay in the litter today, though she was wel enough to ride. She cursed me thoroughly.
And now that your mind is at ease concerning your lover ...*

Lher fdt T'Mero’'s vague sense of quilt before he began a crigp report. “I made contact with the
khaner a midday. Thirteen people plus severd thousand animds. | told them | was the hunter for a amdl
khaner which crossed n'Lith. They didn't believe me, but they can’'t come up with a Smpler explanation
for my presence. They sent someone ahead to the city. Three of them are returning with me. The rest will
go on with the animas”

* Are you under any restraint?

*No.*

*How far away are you from the, edge of the plateau?

*WE | be there around dawn.*

*WE Il be waiting. Let me know if you learn anything ussful *

Lhar lay awake for a while longer, his mind busy with various plans. Y et even then Syza ringed his
thoughts. He would have to do something about her. Soon. And not just for his own peace of mind.
Soon the red work would begin. He amiled at the familiar fedings of anticipation and contentment as he
faced a task of unknown difficulty. He would be far too busy to fed private hurts or private hopes.

With an exasperated sound Lhar rolled over and sent himsdlf into deep.

Dawn rose on the back of a chill wind that tugged at tent ropes and girred stone dust into a haze.
Taman snorted and the morning rang with the sound of ther hooves driking pebbles. The gill cdl of a



drifsen greeting the day brought Syza upright ingde the tent. For a moment she was oblivious to Lhar
watching her. Then as though she fdt his eyes she turned quickly to face him. He sensed the merest brush
of her mind, and he sent to her the beauty of her face lifted to the mountains. She looked away but Lhar
thought he had fdt atiny pulse of response.

“T"Mero and three nativeswill be here within the hour,” he said quietly.

Syza began dressing.

Lher reached out and shook the two bodies that ill huddlied under the warm hide blankets. Nevin
yawned and rductantly emerged. A muffled obscenity indicated that Diri would much rather deep. Lhar
caaudly peded the covers off her, knowing that the chilly tent would force her to get up. When she dill
ignored him he smacked her bare bottom soundly.

“Up! And from now on deep with clothes on. And never, repeat never, let anyone see you without a
dust vell and gloves”

Dini muttered, then brightened. “T'Mero?’ she said degpily.

“Petience,” laughed Lhar. “If we're to pass you off as Lith's messenger, we can’'t have you chasing
T'Mero like an unpaid whore.”

Diri chuckled and stretched with unabashed sensudity.

“Anything else, Great Master?’ she said, rubbing againg Lhar like athirdty drifsen.

Lher stroked her absently, hismind divided between Syza and the coming mesting. “ Y es, there isone
other thing. Y ou can skin dl the hides you like, Diri, but make kerden sure no native sees you.”

“As long as my own men keep me warm, | won't rape a ndive. Keep me warm, Lhar,” she
whispered, curling againg himin an unmistakable request.

Syza legped to her feet; a blast of cold ar swept the tent as she stalked out, radiating scorn. Diri’s
laughter was not at dl pleasant to hear.

“I think the skinny assis jealous. Y ou been kegping her legs warm, Lhar?’

Lhar dumped Diri’s clothes on top of her.

“Good as new, aren't you?' he said drily.

Diri dressed with a satisfied amile and |eft to prepare breskfast.

“l don’'t understand her,” said Nevin.

“Who? Syza?’

“Diri. She—T'Mero.”

Lhar began dressing. “Diri is as used to sex as you are to breething. She'd prefer T'Mero, but sees
no need to hold her bresth.”

“l don’t blame you saying no.”

With aggh Lhar put Syzafrom hismind and gave Nevin hisfull attention.

“l didn't refuse because | wasn't fird choice. | don't have such a high opinion of mysdf that | won't
take a little time and energy to please Diri, especidly as she would return the favor. And that's dl it
would be—a ample, andl favor. The next time Diri wants you, remember that. If you're too tired, say
0. If you're too proud, think twice.”

“What about T'"Mero?’

“His problem, not ours. Aslong as she wants other men héll have to put up with it.”

“l haven't noticed you exactly pursuing her.”

“No,” sad Lhar dowly. “And you won't.”

“Yetif she asks ...7”

“Of course”

“What about me?’

Lhar grinned. “Y ou're as free as Diri to pursue or pass.”

“I'll pass,” Nevin said, then sighed widfully.

Lher laughed softly and followed Nevin outside. Low clouds of rock dust obscured the base of the
mountains, but the peaks bloomed magentain the early light. Lhar noted that Syza dready had the pack
taman lined up and waiting for their harness. He grabbed a bowl and filled it with the dark bitter ssan
which was the preferred native drink. With a grimece of distaste he swalowed some. At least it was hot.



“Syza edten yet?’ he asked Diri.

“Zafsdon't eat.”

Lhar grunted, then gathered a handful of camp-bread and fruit. He refilled his cup and headed for the
pack taman and Syza.

“Here. The taman can wait while you eat.”

“Afrad I'll be too weak to work?’ said Syza coldly, reaching for the food.

The food fdl unnoticed to the ground. Lhar’s hands dosed over hers until his knuckles showed white.
Then he said in avoice that was no less chilling for its softness, “That's the last time, Syza.”

“You're hurting me,”

“Why shouldn’t 1?7 he said cooally.

Syzd s face became a blank of surprise.

“No answer?’ he said. “Aren’t you going to tel me It's not nice to hurt other people?’

“l just want to be left donel”

But as she sad tha, Lhar probed and caught an image of himsdf and Diri, bodies redolent of
senaudity and pleasure.

“Do you?" said Lhar, returning the image, but now it was Syza who arched under his caress.

“You're diggudting!”

“How would you know? Y ou’' ve never made love with me or any other man.”

Syza's face paled until her eyes glittered like green pools surrounded by snow. Her breathing was
rgpid and shdlow and he could fed her pulse beat eraticdly in his hands. He had hurt her far more
deeply than the bruises purpling benegth his hard fingers. Suddenly he felt sck and weary.

“It doesn't redly matter. What does matter is our work. Nevin is afraid of you, Diri would cheerfully
see you die, and T'Mero watches you like you were an assigned target ....”

“Go on,” she said. “Fnish what you redlly came here to tdl me”

“I'mfinished.”

“Such redtraint,” she said hitterly, no longer fighting his grasp. “You should have added that you
loathe me more than the rest of them together.”

“You redly bdieve that .... When you crawled to me over those dry rocks and poured yoursdf into
me, you filled spaces | hadn't even known existed. For atime | was complete. | assumed you fdt the
same” Lhar's eyes closed and he released her hands. “My mistake” and his eyes opened, gray and
impersona

Syza's eyes were wide and green and confused, and in their depths were black dlints of fear. A
taman snorted nearby; she started as though it threatened her and her eyes were nearly black as they
searched his face like an animd gauging the strength of an gpproaching storm.

“And now you fear me,” said Lhar quietly. “I probably deserve it. I'll not touch you again.” Lhar fdt
fatigue rise like a dark tide in his body. He turned away, back toward the fire. Mechanicdly he gathered
up more food and returned to Syza, who had not moved. “Here. The taman can wait until you eat.”

Syzatook the food with trembling hands.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Surprise flickered across Lhar's face as be turned back toward the fire. Diri would need hep
packing up the tent, and Nevin was out of Sght in the rocks.

Lhar worked quickly. The repetitious ralling and tying of hide blankets was somehow soothing. Soon
an ordered tent emerged from the chaos of early morning. When Nevin's excited shout came, Lhar was
ready to give the upcoming contact his full attention. He stepped out of the tent. A prolonged clatter of
fdling pebbles marked Nevin's reckless descent from his vantage point.

“They’'re coming,” said Nevin bregthlesdy.

Lhar amiled at the young man's eagerness.

“How far?’

“Oh ... we' ve got enough time to finish packing up.”

“Good. Take the bedding to Syza. I'll finish the tent.”

Nevin heaped hides in his ams and staggered toward the waiting taman. Diri followed him with the



meager cooking supplies.

“Vall, Diri,” reminded Lhar.

“... ucking zarfs” she muttered as she yanked the vel down and tied it securely. “I'm blind.”

Lhar amiled briefly; he knew that Diri’s race had supreme vison. She could see more in darkness
than mogt people a midday. He resumed work on the tent. With a rustling Sgh it collapsed upon itsdf.
The supporting ropes were diff with cold. By the time Nevin came back the tent was ready to be |oaded.
Lhar's musdes bunched and tightened as his body took the weight of the tent.

“Got it?’ sad Nevin.

“Ves”

Nevin snatched the loose ropes and pegs off the ground and hurried toward the last unloaded taman.

“Ready,” sad Nevin.

Lhar nodded and heaved the tent across the pack-frame.

“Look out!”

But even as Nevin shouted, Syza appeared and yanked a the taman’s bridle. The taman's teeth
missed Lhar's bare neck by the width of afingernall. “Too close. Thanks, Syza. | was cardess.”

Syza twisted the bridle hard, then released the pressure dightly. The taman lunged again, wickedly,
nearly tearing free from Syza. Its eyes flashed wildy and its jaws made vicious sngpping sounds. Lhar
added his own force to Syza's urtil the beast subsided, trembling.

And waiting for another chance.

“Not your fault,” said Syza breathlesdy. “I was waiting for help to muzze it. If it gets any worse I'll
have to kill it.”

Lher looped a noose around the taman's nose while Syza and Nevin wrestled the muzze on. The
loose end of the rope went between the taman’s front legs and underneath the bely strap. Lher jerked
the rope taut, then tied it.

“Let go,” he said.

They released the taman and jumped back.

Immediately the taman struck again, only to have the rope hite into its sengtive nose. A few lunges
convinced the animd; it stood ullenly, chewing at the aready frayed muzze.

“That will hold him for now,” said Lhar. “But don’t unpack him aone.”

“l won't,” she said, unconscioudy touching her left arm.

“Le’sseeit,” he sad.

Syza stood without protest as Lhar pushed up the wide deeve of her robe. His eyes hestated over
the marks on her wrigt, then dismissed them. They had not come from the taman. She flinched when his
fingers touched the sweling on her upper arm.

“It's been arough morning for you,” said Lhar quietly, and suddenly wished to kill the taman himsdif.
He ignored the surge of emoation for it was persona and therefore irrdlevant.

Nevin gasped a the gght of the ugly knot of flesh, big as a clenched fis. Though the sin was
unbroken they could plainly see the livid crescents left by the taman’s teeth. Syza tensed, but said nothing
as Lhar' s fingers gently tested the extent of the damage.

“Badly bruised, but not fractured,” he said findly. “When did it happen?’

“ After we—while you were working on the tent.”

“Canyou ride?’

“Get her taman, Kevin.”

When Nevin had gone, Lhar said in alow voice, “Can you hed yoursdf?’

“l ... I've never had to.”

Lhar cupped his hand lightly over theinjury. “Try. There' s been enough usdess pain without this”

Syza's dazed look did nothing to ease Lhar's feding of guilt; if he had not pressed her this moming
the taman would never have caught her unaware.

“Try,” he said, ddicatdy reaching out to her mind. Think of your arm free of injury, strong, resilient
with hedith.”

Syza's eyes became unfocused benesth his Iulling voice and mind and her breathing deepened,



dowed.

“... supple, muscles flexing and diding under flavless skin, nerves a relaxed net of awareness, your
blood a steady deansing pulse ...”

Lhar fdt the swdling beneath his hand cool and diminish. He waited quietly until at last Syza stirred
with adow dgh.

“It sgone” she whispered, then her eyes widened in surprise. “You heded me!”

“You heded yoursdf.”

He sensed her violent negation and a soundless explosion of fear. Of him, doubtless. He turned away
and began methodicaly tying the packs onto taman. When Nevin returned with Syza's mount the khaner
was ready to move.

With a sngle, swift motion Lhar mounted his taman. The animd pulled impatiently at the bit. He held
the taman to a dow wak as he moved up the line of animds, checking knots and packs and cinches.
Sidfied, he raised his hand. The drifsen legped into motion.

Soon the khaner was waking into the morning that flowed across the plateau.

*T"Mero?*

*Here*

*We re moving toward you. Can you see us yet?

*My taman andls you on the wind.*

Lhar's answer was mixed with rueful laughter. * That bad?*

T'Mero’'s mind echoed the laughter, then became serious again. * The girl—woman—with me is a
miran but she has a hunter’s eyes. Be sure Diri iswdl wrapped.*

*Done. |s she suspicious?

*Not sure. But if the rest are as quick as sheis, we' ve got a narrow trail ahead.*

*The two men?*

*They follow her.*

T'Mero's thought dismissed the men as independent sources of danger. It was the woman who
worried him.

Lhar broke the link with T'"Mero just as the golden taman sent its cal booming across the morning.
He sgnded Nevin to stay back, then dlowed his own mount to increase its pace. The taman trotted
esgerly up alow rise and stopped. Once again the taman’s “niuu-uuu-ruuu” rolled through the silence.

Thistime there was an answer.

Lhar’s taman snorted and swung its head impatiently, trying to find a weakness in the hard grip of its
rider. 1t reared suddenly, then came down with enough force to make Lhar’s spine ache.

“Pdtience,” said Lhar soothingly. “A broken back would serve no purpose.”

The taman snapped its teeth together ringingly. Lhar hesitated, then with a curse a his own reluctance
he reached out for Syza. The mindtouch was as impersond as he could make it.

*Monitor the contact, Syza, and rday it to the others. If you can, get impressons from the natives*

When Syza agreed Lhar loosened his grip on the reins and adlowed the taman to canter toward the
four amdl figuresin the distance. One of the shapes broke away and began to enlarge rapidly.

*She's coming.*

Lhar acknowledged T'Mero's warning absently; even now the figure was close enough that he could
diginguish taman and rider. The flashing gold of the animd told him that its rider was the secular head of
the khaner. And, perhaps, the rdigious head, t0o. Yes. She wore the midnight blue robes of a miran.
Unusud to find both functions combined in one person.

Lhar held his taman to a fast canter as the distance between himsdf and the woman diminished
rapidly. When the animas came within three body lengths of each other, both stopped abruptly.

“Lith’'sblessing on your khaner,” said Lhar formaly.

“And yours” returned the woman.

Further formdlities waited while the two golden taman snorted and whiffed over each other. Then as
though a an unseen dgnd, both animas ignored each other in favor of the few wisps of vegetation that
braved the arid rocks.



Lhar rdlaxed hishold on the animas awareness. Domedtic taman rarely fought each other, but when
they did it was consdered an omen of trouble between the two khaners.

“l am Kaffi of the First Khaner,” said the womean in a clear, young voice.

Lhar took his cue from her formd tones and phrasing. He responded in kind.

“l am Lhar of the Forgotten Lands.”

Kafi reined her taman dongsde his

“We have much to talk about, Lhar. No oneinliving memory has crossed n'Lith.”

“Lith was merdful to our need,” said Lhar carefully. “Our own river ran swift and sweet for twice its
normd length this year. When it dried, we prayed that Lith might guide us safdly to Her fabled Ramparts,
that we might learn from Her Chosen who live there.”

“We are dl dropsin Her river.”

Lhar weighed the nuances of Kaffi’s tone. The flattery of being one of Lith's Chosen had been deftly
ignored; Kaffi doubted thet they had risked certain death merely for the pleasure of her company.

“We are dl drops,” agreed Lhar. “But we of the Forgotten Lands are a practica people. We know
that some drops vanish in the desert, while others remain with Her.” He spread his hands in the ancient
gesture of a buyer accepting a price which he knows is too high. “We would rather live than vanish.”

“Yet you crossed n'Lith. Such courage isindeed rare.”

“It takes amd| courage to run before a gorm,” said Lhar, permitting a trace of asperity to enter his
voice.

Kaffi's face expressed interest without committing her to the truth of his story. Her whole manner
was one of bland curiogty. If he were indeed a pilgrim, he would attempt to pierce her indifference with a
flood of words; her technique was one he used when he wanted to question someone without appearing
to do so.

“As T'Mero probably told you,” he began, then paused as though for agreement.

Kafi amiled thinly. “Your T'"Mero is aman of long slences.”

“Mease don't think him rude or—"

“Or overawed at being among the so-called Chosen. He is a hunter, that one, with a hunter’s eyes
and slences. | don't think him rude.”

Lher returned Kaffi’samile “Ours is a long story, Kaffi. You were kind to cdl us courageous when
we were only desperate.” Lhar fdl slent, as though his thoughts were back in the Forgotten Lands.

“I'm sure your Sory isat least as strange as the desert beyond the river,” sad Kaffi neutrdly. “And |
am tired from the night's ride. If | St very quietly will you talk about it while | rest?

She looked so much like an engaging child begging for a treat that he grinned in spite of his certainty
that she had chosen to stop here only because the hillock commanded a view of both gpproaching
khaners. He dismounted and turned toward her expectant sllence.

“Nevin, our miran, will have much to add to my words. He sees the world with devout eyes.”

“And you're not devout,” said Kéffi as she sat on a fla rock and pulled off her scarf and vel. She
hed vivid ydlow eyes againgt bronze skin. Ydlow hair wisped across her taut cheeks.

Lhar's left hand turned pam up in the native equivaent of a shrug. “I see drifs and taman and food
and water and storms. | don't ask why this storm or that dry river, nor do | mourn a fertile time that is
only awhigper blown from mouth to mouth across the years.”

Kaffi gestured agreement. “ After the khaner is cared for, then there istime for legends.”

“For me there is no ‘after.” My home grudged every lesf and drop of water. Each year worse.
Animds dying, ratling dry bonesin adirty wind. Khaners vanishing into the dust, unmarked, unmourned,
for who can mourn when hunger twigs hisbdly ...”

Lhar made an impatient gesture, as though to wipe away the past.

“We were ariver curdling in the dust.”

Lhar' s face tightened into planes of anger.

“T'Mero came to me after many empty weeks. He shattered his blood knife againg a rock and
cried, ‘1 am unworthy of this knife and this khaner!” We sat without fire in the darkness. | would have
comforted him but | had only crumbling bones to offer.



“And no children. Was life to end with us, childiess? What possble sns had earned us such
extinction? It seemed that even Lith must lie gagping on the bare rock.”

Lher touched three fingers to his forehead in quick gpology.

“| forget your robes, Kaffi. | meant no blagphemy.”

Kafi raised her head and Lhar could see that his story had echoed truth in Kaffi’'s mind. Her eyes
glittered ydlow and desolate. “You are not aone in your questions. Anyone with eyes knows that your
past is our future”

“Here, t00? | had hoped for better.”

“Oh, we eat today, and drink. But soon, soon. We dill bring souls into squdling life, yet for every
baby ten adults die with no chance to be reborn. On windless nights you can hear their thin laments echo
inthe Ramparts.” Kaffi closed her eyes suddenly. When they opened again they had logt therr fire. “But
speak with adow tongue, Lhar of the Forgotten Lands. Not dl who wear blue robes like to hear the dry
truth. Many prefer to wait and pray and diein sacred silence”

Lhaer lifted his fingers to his forehead again, but this time it was more a gesture of respect then
gpology.

“I| shdl remember that, Kaffi.”

And indeed he would. Such awarning from such awoman was not to be dismissed.

Kafi turned her hands pdms upward. “It is little enough to give to one who has dared n'Lith. And
don't digmiss the faithful waiters too quickly. Inan ugly and bruta land, to be blind and numb is perhaps
amark of wisdom.”

“Yes” sad Lhar softly. “We had our fathful, too. If they Hill live they are waiting for Lith to return
and lead them to Seytd-Lith, afertile world She has prepared.”

Lhar stood without seeing her, gpparently immersed in his own thoughts and memories. He fdt
T'Mero’'s mind legp to ful dert. If anything would rupture the contact, it would be Lhar's casud
disclosure of another “world” waiting. Ta-Lith was supposed to be the only heaven; dl dse was hdl.
Syza s anusement lightened Lhar’ s thoughts.

*Nevin nearly fdl off his taman when you mentioned the new world. How’ s Kaffi taking it?

Lhar suspected Syza knew as much as he about Keffi, but he responded anyway. *Not badly. The
words for ‘world” and land’ are very amilar. She' s—*

“Ancther world?” said Kaffi suddenly. “What devil’ stongueisthis?’

Lhar appeared surprised, then offended. With a vishle effort he made dlowances for Kaffi's youth
and strangeness.

“No devil’s tongue. We were taught that after a period of trids Lith would give us a new world, for
this one is too ridden by old Sn to feed Lith's worshipers. What is it that your fathful wait for, if not
another world?’

“The rebirth of thisone,” said Kaffi bluntly.

Lhar dlowed pity to show in his face, and gentleness. “It is of no matter,” he said dowly. “Neither
dream will put flesh on the body of hunger, nor add one drop to the shrinking river.”

Kafi sat in brooding slence, her eyes opaque as she looked across the ravaged land. Lhar could
sense her recoiling from his blasphemy, yet a the same time her basic pragmatism agreed that such
differences mattered little in the face of common hunger. Suddenly her face lit with amusement, and when
she spoke her voice had logt the sonorous rhythms of formd discourse.

“You're right,” she said with a mischievous smile. “Let the g’ mirans rumble among themsdlves like
drifs egting gasweed. The one who farts the loudest will decide which dream we die for, and well bow
to its pious stench.”

Kafi legped to her feet and stripped off her long gloves.

“l would greet you as afriend,” she said Smply.

Lhar's gloves joined hers on the rock as Kaffi approached him. Her hands moved quickly ingde his
long, loose deeves until her fingers were firm arcs across the muscles of his upper ams. Lhar returned
the grip, the fingers of each hand overlapping around Kaffi's thin yet strong arms. He waited while her
ydlow eyes examined his face as though he were an important trail blurred by the winds.



“You're a srange man,” she said softly. “As strange and yet as familiar as the Ramparts, | can't read
the winds which howl from your summits, yet for dl ther tearing force the winds are clean and sweet with
water. A rarethingin adry land. Almost you make me believe that you crossed the wastes. Almog.”

Lhar sensed the sudden flaring energy of her mind, knew that her latent ps was girring and reaching
for knowledge in ways she did not understand. Her eyes stared sghtlesdy for a moment, and he bardly
heard her voice murmuring.

“... bring pain and sorrow and hope and change ...”

*Birth is dways that way,* he thought very gently, though her fingers were arcs of pain across his
ams.

Theflaring energy died, leaving no memory save warm reassurance. Her fingers loosened and flew to
her forehead in gpology. When she looked a him again it was with deference. She no longer thought
hersdf his equd, though she did not fear him. He wondered if even such a light mindtouch had been an
error.

*No mistake* came Syza's thought, so deft and illful that he fdt a moment’s shock. * She was
becoming afrad of you. When she touched you she sensed vast distances and dien experiences.
Danger—but not to her. Be careful of your thoughts when her hands are on you.*

“A gmile to mdt the glaciers” said Kaffi. When he protested she laughed richly. “Modest, too. A
leader. And now our khaners draw near. Perhaps you would finish your story over ssan and dried
fruits?”

“And my miran to hdp metdl it

“Jud so. Is he old, your miran?’

“He s as young as you but not so wise, I'm afraid, nor so beautiful.”

Kafi amiled. “Yes, atrue leeder.” She raised her voice to indude the two men riding with T'Mero
and made a sweeping gesture of humility.

*The gregting of friends—quickly!*

Even before Syza's urgent thought was complete, Lhar’s hands once again wrapped around Kaffi's
ams, Her pleasure was both surprised and genuine.

*Thought | was supposed to keep my hands off her,* returned Lhar to Syza—after he had released
Kaffi.

A mixture of protest and exasperation pilled over to him followed by a crisp gpology.

*My error, Lhar. | didn’'t make mysdf clear.*

“And I'm a demon for double meanings. How are Kaffi’s men taking it?’

When Lhar’s bland assumption that Syza was monitoring four minds smultaneoudy and aso rdaying
to Nevin passed without comment, Lhar dlowed himsdf a tiny glow of, triumph. She had a rare mind
when it was not strangled by the past or his own bungling.

*There was a dippery moment when they saw her bowing to you. Apparently Kaffi is both well-liked
and powerful within her society.*

*Tdl Nevin to watch himsaf. If he measures her by his home culture we'll get badly burned.*

*He won't like it, coming from me*

*Be tactful *

When it occurred to him to wonder why Syza was being so helpful he brushed the thought aside for
another, quieter time. For now it was enough and more that she was easing the criticd contact as though
born to the work.

Lhar introduced Nevin and Diri to the natives, Syza had fdlen back to help the drifsen hold the
restive animas. One of Kaffi’s men, Tokor, moved to hep Syza with the loose taman. As he rode past
the pack taman, Lhar called out awarning.

“Wetch the lagt taman, Tokor. It's st crazy.”

Tokor lifted his hand in acknowledgment and gave the taman a wide berth. Even without Lhar's
warning, the bloody rope which snubbed the taman’s nose told its own story.

“You must have gone long without sweet water,” sad Kaffi.

“Too long. We logt some drifs. We thought that dl the animas flushed themsdlves clean at the river.



But it must have been too late for that one.” Lhar measured the taman’s ullen stance. “We Il wait as long
as we can. There aren't enough people here to eat more than part, and we've no time to dry the extra

Kafi licked her lips ddicatdly. Taman were too vauable to be used as meat animds except on rare
occasions. Thar flesh was a delicacy.

“My appetite saysthat | could eat that taman mysdf and leave only hide and hooves for the drifsen.”

“ThenI'll—"

“No, no,” laughed Kaffi. “My words are bigger than my stomach. If you let me lick the bones after
the feadt, I'll be content.”

“You'll have to do better than that.”

Kafi looked a himin puzzlement.

“Unless” said Lhar, “it's your custom that the honored feast guest eats only the leavings”

Keffi’s ydlow eyes gleamed.

“It's our custom that the honored guest egts aone. All the rest eat drifcakes.”

Lhar grimaced broadly. “We ve been wagteful.”

“Oh?’

“We burn drifcakes to heet our ssan. Maybe that’s why the ssan tastes like it's dready been through
adrif—"

Kaffi's laughter rebounded in the dry air.

“Come, my friend,” she said. “I must try some of this ssan.”

“You've been warned ...

Lhar and Kaffi walked over to the amdl fire that Nevin had started in the lee of a boulder. The
pungent smdl of dried, burning dung rose in the air. It had taken Diri sometimeto get used to the idea of
cooking food over adung fire, but she had learned whet the Ta-Lithens already knew: without wood, the
price of fastidiousness was a cold med and colder ssan.

Din st the oblate earthen pot in the center of a tdl stone trivet. Underneath, the fire blazed haotly.
Five bowls ringed the fire. Nearby a reed basket was hegped with dried meat. A smdler basket hed
dried fruit and the omnipresent flat circles of campbread.

“You eat wel,” said Kaffi.

Lher laughed shortly.

“The meat was latdy drifs. We bardly made it beyond the st flas”

Lhar waited for further comments but Kaffi appeared satisfied. What meager dried fruit there was
looked gritty, leathery and tired. The bread was stone hard and rubbed smooth by the relentless shaking
it received no matter how carefully packed. In dl, the food looked as though it had been dragged the
width of n'Lith behind a frightened taman—which was exactly the impresson Lhar had hoped for.

“A poor med,” sad Lhar.

“l would be surprised if it were otherwise,” sad Kaffi serenedly. “Ahhh, we must have overlooked
those”

Lhar followed Keffi's glance to the basket Nevin had just put down. It hdd a mixture of fresh
sweet-berries and reed hearts.

“You missed very few,” said Nevin regretfully, “but Lith provides.”

“Somehow She seaems to provide more to those with keen eyes and strong backs,” observed Kaffi
with a Sdeways glance a Nevin.

Nevin smiled and offered the basket of fruit to Kaffi. “Perhaps that’s because devout prayers come
more often from full ssomachs than empty ones.”

Kaffi’'s hand paused over the berries and she smiled directly into Nevin's dark eyes. “A practica
miran,” she said didtinctly, “is more vauable than extra water.”

“We mugt indeed be among the Chosen,” said Nevin, his voice resonant with subdued laughter,
“when a miran is more valued than water.” He sghed with exaggerated pleasure, yet his eyes lingered
over Kaffi’s and told her that her compliment was not unwelcome,

Kafi laughed softly and her lips showed even redder than the sweetberry juice. Then Kaffi's man



touched her deeve lightly and his deep blue eyes stared past the sanding animas where Tokor had gone.

Lher tightened indde; what had Birol seen that was important enough to interrupt the conversation of
two mirans? Lhar’s eyes made a rapid search but could see only Syza and the drifsen working the herd
anmas

The drifs were kittish a the amdl of the three strange taman. The herd seethed and spat occasond
frightened drifs, but each bresking drif immediatdy met either Syza or legping, fanged drifsen,

Soon the drifs would tire of usdess darms. Then Syza would dismount and hobble the three drif
leaders. The rest would disperse nearby and resume the everladingly serious business of filling ther
bdlies under watchful drifsen eyes.

There was a diginct beauty to the interplay of Syza, drifsen, and herd animds Even her taman
transcended its angular nature as it spun and parried drif lunges. The result was dose to a Sylized dance
with sunning leaps and sudden curves of energy, dl choreographed by Syza's clear whidtles.

Then Lhar redized that Tokor was merdy watching. He held his taman ready to help, if needed, but
it was obvious that he was not needed. Was she too good?

Lhar reached out to the edge of Tokor’s thoughts. The Ta-Lithen was watching closdy, absorbed in
the beautty of the dance. There was no suspicion or uneasein his thoughts, only pleasure. Tokor was First
Herder of the First Khaner; he knew his work, enjoyed it, was very good at it. He dso knew he was
watching a master and the knowledge warmed him quietly. For the firg time Tokor believed tha the
grangers had crossed n'Lith. With such a herder a khaner could cross even the Ramparts.

Lhar wryly noted that while Tokor had resented the deference Kaffi had shown Lhar, Tokor himsdf
hed neither doubt nor resentment as he bowed to Syzal's superior ill.

The lead drifs were hobbled now, and the taman were quietly nosing for food among the stones. The
drifsen bounded over to Syzain an exuberant game that had become a ritud at the end of the day. Syza
laughed and cdled out to them, pet names and praise. The drifsen legped and twisted in tawvny arcs
which wove between her upraised arms and laughter.

Lhar knew that each legp brought a piece of dried mest to the drifsen. But the drifsen legped as much
for Syza s laughter as food; when she spread her hands to show they were empty, the drifsen ill played.
Only when she no longer tickled their bdlies in midflight did the drifsen stop, ther mouths wide with
slent animd laughter as they sat in the dust and hoped she would change her mind.

When Syza turned to her patient mount, the drifsen trotted off to watch the herd. She loosened the
bdly strap with an expert yank and dipped the stone bit free from the taman’s mouth. The taman stood
with its head againg Syza's chest, jaws working over a chunk of dried mest. When she rubbed its
sengtive lips, the taman groaned in comic contentment.

Lher found himsdf grinning and redized that the others frank admiration of Syza pleased him for
reasons he would rather not acknowledge. He straightened his lips, hoping no one had noticed. But Kaffi
had, with her hunter’s eyes. Y et her words tactfully spoke only hdf the truth.

“Yes” she sad, too quietly for the others to hear. “One of the few joys of leading a khaner is
watching such sill a work and knowing you are a part of it. A smdl part, true, but Hill a keen joy.”

“I wish | had been as wise when | was young,” said Lhar. And mearnt it.

“Were you ever young, Lhar of the Forgotten Lands?’

Lhar's surprise showed but not his shock. Did he appear so cold and foreboding? Was it that which
had made Syza afrad?

“l was born in the norma way, Kaffi, and my wraps stank as any other child's”

Nevin apparently had heard at least part of the conversation, for he laughed suddenly.

“He sometimes frightens me, too, Kaffi. But it saglly fear. If | had to cross the black space of kylith
I’d follow no leader but Lhar.”

Agan Lhar was surprised, but thistime he concedled it; Nevin's words were sincere and the tone of
affection, genuine. Lhar’s hand gripped Nevin's shoulder lightly.

AAnd I'd ask for no other miran. Who dse but you could turn rocks to water with a compliment and
aprayer?’

Lhar saw that Kaffi's eyes missed nothing of Nevin's face, especidly the dark curls of har which



framed his forehead. Lhar interpreted the glance immediatdy, but Nevin seemed unaware of it. If Nevin
hed forgotten that Td-Lith's rdigion viewed chadtity as an abomination, Kaffi would remind him.

Syzaand Tokor joined the group around the tiny fire. Syza's face was relaxed and her lips curved in
asmile which made even the beauty of the dance seem pae. Lhar sensed that Tokor had complimented
Syza on her work and fet sharp regret that his own compliments to Syza seemed only to provoke her.
He bent swiftly and refilled his bowl of ssan, offering it to Tokor.

“N’Lith was crud to our bowls, Tokor. We have few left.”

Tokor accepted the bowl, then held it out to Syza questioningly.

“I’'ve not spent the night on the back of a gumbling taman,” she said. “Take the ssan. You need it
more than | do.”

Tokor’ s fingers brushed his forehead before he drank the ssan with evident relish.

“He dways did likeit bitter,” said Kaffi, filling her bowl and giving it to Syza. “But don't be insulted if
my firg gift to your khaner is a basket of fresh ssan sems.”

“Insulted! Sweet Lith—the ssan done would have driven me from my home. These last summers
brought enough river to keep ssan plants dive, but not enough to flush the winter bitterness.” Syza sipped
and shuddered ddlicately.

“It's hot, though,” she conceded, “and wet. After what we've known, I'm glad for even this
bitterness.”

Lhar held hishand out to her; areed heart lay across his pam.

“Here. It smoothes the hitterness.”

Syza took the food without hestation and her fingers curled againg his pam in casud intimecy. His
worst apprenension faded. If she had not been able to conced her fear of him when Td-Lithens were
present, there would have been red danger. But she handled her public role as deftly as she handled her
drifsen. If Diri did haf so well he would fed persondly blessed by the Dancing God

Lhar watched covertly as the two groups mingled, taking and laughing with the growing ease of
people who are no longer complete strangers. Even T'Mero was dmogt relaxed. Soon Tokor and Diri
were laughingly raiding the packs for tent pegs. These they hammered into the ground at varying
distances, then turned to face the two hunters expectantly. T'Mero and Biral went through the forms of
mild protest, then pulled out their throwing stones and smoothed the cold lesther thongs into supple lines.

Lhar watched with red interest; he knew T'Mero had expertise with weapons, but to see a guardian
a work was dways exdting.

The morning hummed with the sound of stone-weighted |egther thongs whipping through the air. Birol
held the knot joining the three thongsin hisright hand, amost aosently rotating his wrist. The appearance
of ease was deceptive. The thongs snapped taut until they became like spokes dividing a whed into three
equd parts. Biral released the knot and the throwing stones spun through the air, revolving evenly around
the common center of the knot.

With a puff of dust and amuffled clack of stones, Birol’s weapon wrapped neetly around a tent peg.
Yet s0 deft was the throw that had the peg been the legs of a young drif, the animad would have been
brought down uninjured.

Lher looked a Kaffi and gestured gpprovingly.

T'Mero fingered the stones idly, as though he had not chosen a target. Then the stones legped to the
end of their thongs and wheded through the ar so rgpidly that the eyes saw only a blurred disc againg
the bright sky. The disc arced, then swooped like a raptor on a distant peg. The throwing stones rang
vividy; had the peg been an animd, the animad would now be a pile of cooling mest.

Throw followed throw, each different and more difficult than the last. What had begun as competition
evolved subtly into aritud in which each man tested the boundaries of his own sill and then surpassed
those boundaries, for the morning and the other man deserved no less.

Fndly Biro made an impossble throw; out of a pyramid of stones his weapon plucked just one,
leaving the pyramid standing as though the thongs had never sung through the chill ar. T'"Mero’s eyes
burned orange, and he turned to Biral with a whoop of joy.

“Wewill hunt together!”



Birol’s hands gripped T'Mero’s arms and his blue eyes farly crackled with pleasure.

“Wewill hunt,” agreed Biral.

Lher rdlaxed and glanced toward Kaffi and saw that she was looking speculdively at Diri. When
Kafi spoke her voice was quigt, dmog indifferent, yet everyone heard her question. “And you, Diri.
What is your specid ill?’

Diri turned away from the men with a movement that made her robes flare gracefully. “My ill?” she
sad, as though confused.

Yet Lhar knew that Diri had put dl her dancer’s grace into that Sngle turn.

“Yes” sad Kaffi. “Syza communes with animas. T'Mero communes with stones. Nevin communes
with Lith. Lher ... Lhar communes with the Ramparts. All are answered. What answers you? Are you a
water-finder, or do the winds tdl you of tomorrow’s sorms?’

Lhar waited, prayed. Diri was arrogant, and Kaffi’'s words were a chalenge. Diri’s soft, exciting
laughter reassured him.

“Nothing so rare. | an mur-Lith, a dancer.”

“But you musgt be a rare dancer if they carried you across ' Lith for your taent done.”

“Din may be mur-Lith,” said Lhar drily, “but she dso works for the khaner. She isn't a stone in the
campbread.”

“I'll look forward to her dance at the Fedtival of Union,” said Kaffi. “It will be Lith's Dance, of
course.”

“Of course? Y ou have greet fath in the skill of an unknown dancer,” answered Lhar.

“Anything less would shame the khaner.”

Lhar accepted Kaffi’s second warning with slent thanks.

“Sell not shame us ... or those who are our friends”

A sudden wind flexed through the group, scattering flames and food. The drifsen howled in dill
counterpoint. Lhar turned to Syza automdticaly, redizing as he did that he had come to depend on her
wegther judgment. She stood with the ar of one ligening and waiting, her green eyes cryddline with
concentration.

“No,” she said, answering his unasked question. “Thiswind is just playful We re safe enough, though
our tongues will soon be Hiff with grit.”

Kaffi, who had spent her life among the shifting moods of the plateau wind, agreed. “This edge of the
plateau is too open. Further in where we meet the river again, the wind isn't so loud and thick.”

“How far?’ Lhar said.

“Your khaner hasfew animds” said Kéffi evasvely. “We should arrive soon after dark.”

“Shake them out, Syza” said Lhar, wrapping his scarf securely around his face.

There was an orderly spurt of activity as everyone fdl to work. Very quickly the tent pegs and
cooking implements were restored to ther packs and the food distributed among the riders. Lhar rode
awiftly up the waiting line of animas, pausng only to check the bdly strap on Diri’s taman. He leaned
over as though to tighten it.

“Wdl done, Diri,” he said in alow voice.

“Sell curse the day she mat me” answered Diri sweetly. “That yellow-eyed zaf, asking me
what—"

“Caeful Diri,” sad Lhar. “That one has fangs like a drifsen.”

Diri’'s answer was a hiss, but she hed her tongue as he advised. All through the long ride she was the
soul of charm and modesty, especidly when Keffi was near. But Kaffi was not often next to Diri. Keffi
rode mogt of the day with Nevin, talking when the wind permitted. Often the two blue-robed mirans bent
toward each other, and then laughter could be heard above the wind and hoofbests.

T'Mero and Biral scouted ahead, though Kaffi had assured Lhar that there was little danger. The
frozen season was over, mog sdt-crazy animds had died by now, and the few other beasts that were
dangerous were dso wary of people.

Tokor spent mogt of the time watching Syza and the drifsen. By the end of the day the drifsen
dlowed him to work the herd. Drifs and taman dike had become more nervous as each gust of wind



brought promise of strange animas ahead. Lhar did not doubt that Syza could have handled the animds
adone, but it would have been a grinding job. Tomorrow would be worse; the dung smdls would be
fresher as they overtook the bigger, dower khaners ahead.

He stretched his back muscles unobtrusively and settled in for along ride.

v

ITWASFULLY DARK BY THE TIME THEY REACHED THE river. Kaffi had pushed the band
as though ther lives depended on reaching the river before moonrise. Even her own men had passed
from disbdlief into resgnation.

Lher pulled his taman’s head out of the water. The others would be straggling in soon and would
probably need help. He fdt as though his leg bones were permanently joined in a painful curve over the
taman’s barrel. His butt was blessedly numb, and had been since late afternoon. With a bardy muffled
groan he did off his taman and hung onto the irrup loop until his feet regained enough feding to be
ussble.

Groans and oft curses issued from the darkness behind him. Kaffi’'s men had arived. Even the
rugged Td-Lithensfdt the length and pace of today’s ride. Lhar smiled, then immediatdy wished he had
not. Hislips cracked and bled dong new sores.

*T"Mero?*

*Coming in Now.*

*|s Diri dl right?

*| tied her on; she's been adeep.*

*Xantha, if | could only say the same.*

*And |. Did Kafi tdl you why we made at least two journeysin one day >

*No. She has her reasons, I'm sure.*

As Lhar broke the contact he received a digtinct image of Kaffi answering questions beneath the
persuasive hands of the guardian. Lhar walked dowly, but with growing strength. He led his sumbling
tamen away from the river under the fla white eye of a risng moon. With dumsy hands he stripped off
the riding harness and bridle and bent to hobble the taman.

“Vanidh,” said Lhar when he was finished.

The taman whuffed in his face. Lhar laughed slently and groped in his pockets for |eftovers from the
long ride. Limp fruit and gritty meat appeared on his pam. The taman lipped them deftly, whuffed, and
waited. Lhar rubbed itslips and gave it a push. The taman tickled Lhar' s face with its bristles.

“Vanish,” sad Lhar firmly.

With a disgruntled rumble, the taman wandered off to forage. Lhar coiled the harness and set it on a
flat rock. Darker blurs againgt the moonlit land resolved into taman dowly approaching the river. He
moved toward Nevin's taman.

“Think you can dismount?’

“Do | have to?" muttered Nevin.

“Not if you want to deep up there”

Nevin appeared to think it over before he panfully dismounted. Lhar caught hm when he sagged
suddenly.

“Don't worry,” said Lhar reassuringly. “It gets worse.”

Nevin laughed, then swore as hislips salit.

“l can make it now. Thanks ... | think.”

Lhar waited until Nevin had worked the giffness out of his legs before he Ieft to see if anyone ese
needed help. T"Mero staggered drunkenly when his feet touched the ground, but a sheer effort of will
made his legs cooperate. Lhar heard muffled obscenities as T'"Mero woke Diri. At least Lhar assumed
the words were obscene; the required scarf and vel effectively garbled her speech. A difled groan
caught Lhar’ s ettention. Not far away, Kaffi was leening againg her taman.

“Why Kaffi,” said Lhar solicitoudy, “don’t you fed wdl?’



He sensed as much as saw the ydlow flash of her eyesin the darkness.

“| fed like a drifcake that’ s been through the fire. And if you ask why, I'll do my best to kill you.”

“Lith forbid,” said Lhar with a short laugh. “I thought you' d aready done your best.”

“We madeit, didn't we? Now shut up and hdp me wak.”

Lher extended hisarm for her to lean on.

“How long does it usudly take to come from the plateau’ s edge to this camp?’ said Lhar mildly.

“Three hard days.”

“If | asked you why you drove us?’

Kafi looked around covertly; no one ese was near.

“l don’t know what your hopes are. | do know the g’ mirans. Many of them are good people, but ...
narrow. Change of any kind threatens them. And why shouldn't it? The only changes we ve known have
been for the worse. Dry to drier. Hungry to hungrier. Few to fewer.

“We have only your word that you crossed the n'Lith. Most g’ mirans won't want to believe that. But
if it is known that your khaner istough enough to trave at three times the speed of our best ...”

“l see. And how will you explain our arriva as cripples?’

Kaffi'slaugh was dmog a bark. “We |l go a a dower pace from here on. I'm not a fool. Nor,” she
groaned as a shoulder muscle cramped, “am | made of lesther and stone.”

Lhar kneaded Kaffi’s shoulder briskly until the knot loosened. “Why are you heping us?’ he said as
he worked.

“Cdl it twisted hope. If you bring change with you, and that change is like dl other changes we ve
known, s0 beit. I'd rather die quickly in a rockfdl than dowly choke on dust. “And,” added K&ffi in a
softer voice, “I'm dso sdfish.”

“Sdfih?’

“I'll bring no children into this hopeless world. But if hope should follow you ...”

Lhar squeezed her am gently, then heard footsteps behind.

“Need any hdp?’ asked Nevin.

“Yes” sad Kaffi, holding her other am out to Nevin. “If we leen on each other Lhar can go hdp
Syzatdk to the animds. Or something.”

Lhar'slipsturned in a smal, tight smile Kaffi was too quick.

“Then I'll leave you two mirans to your religious discussions” said Lhar. “Or something.”

A second moon had risen, huge and close, blurring shadows until the eyes squinted and adjusted to
the conflicting light. Behind him he could hear the murmur of voices, then Tokor’s came forth clearly.

“... mother of dl rides. Not since the Great Storm has my ass been so abused.”

Lhar stood and waited for the herder to catch up. At the edge of vison the herd animas materidized
dowly. Even the tough drifsen were dragging therr tailsin the dirt. Tokor intercepted the dring of pack
taman.

“Can you handle the loose ones, too?’ he asked Tokor.

Tokor eyed the head-low grumbling animas. His teeth flashed. “They’ll behave, even for a stranger.
Too tired to do anything more than snap.”

“That's plenty if you're too tired to duck,” sad Lhar drily. “I'll hobble the leader. The rest should
follow.”

Lhar eased close to the young red taman and removed a hide braid from around the animd’s neck.
With a few quick motions he hobbled the taman. A desultory snap of its teeth was the taman’'s only
response.

“Shake them out.”

Tokor turned to lead the animds toward the river.

“And don't get near the lagt pack taman unless you have help. Lots of it,” added Lhar.

“Or ablood knife” said Tokor. “But I'm too tired to est even ataman tonight.”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

Tokor sghed “Maybe. If we made Kaffi walk.”

“And carry a pack.”



Lhar could hear Tokor chuckling as he led the animds to the river. Then came Syza's whistle, dry
and rasping as arockfdl. She mugt have used mindtouch, too, for the drifsen immediady separated one
of the herd leaders to be hobbled.

“I'll get them, Syza”

He moved quickly to the waiting drif and dipped the braid off its neck. After he had finished hobbling
it he went to the second drif, then to the third. When he stood up the drifsen started driving the herd
toward the river. The drifs needed little urging.

Lhar felt awarm bregth on his neck; it was Syza s taman.

“Wait,” sad Lhar when Syza made a move to dismount. He did her boot off and rubbed the foot
until her gasp told him that circulation was returning. Lhar replaced the boot.

“Keep wiggling thet foot while I work on the other one.”

Thistime he heard not so much a gasp as smothered laughter.

“Enough,” she said. “Tickles”

Lhear put the boot back on. “Sorry. Every race is different. You couldn't make my feet laugh if you
hed to. My neck, though .... Ready?’

“No other way?’

*Unless you're a teleport.*

Lhar's amused thought roused an echo in Syza. She dragged her leg over the taman’'s rump and
dowly lowered hersdf to the ground. Lhar carefully did not touch her until he saw her knees abruptly give
way. He caught and held her until her legs were solid again.

“You should have seen me a few minutes ago,” said Lhar encouragingly. “If my taman had wanted
mefor dinner I'd have rolled over and said, ‘ Take me. Please.””

Syza collapsed againgt him, shaking with helpless laughter at the picture hismind had sent.

“Ready?’ he asked when she was quiet again.

“Too ... nice”

Lher looked a her more closdly. The competing moons made a mydery of her face, but could not
conced her cheeks, hallow and drawn. On a sudden impulse he checked the food skin which each rider
carried. Syza s was full.

“Why didn’t you eat?’

*Can'tride ... and eat.*

“Wasit the heding?’

Syza's hand moved in alimp, ambivaent gesture.

“Anything wrong, Lhar?’

Lher recognized Kaffi’s voice and answered without turning.

“Syza was too tired to eat. Now she's giddy. | don't know how she made it this far without being
tied on.”

Kafi turned Syza's dazed face toward her. Keffi watched her intently, then nodded. “She made it
because she knew she must. And when you came she knew she could let go.”

Lhar doubted Kaffi’s interpretation, but he said nothing.

“Bring my Sdter to thefire” said Kaffi. “I'll brew something for her. We useit to end miran fasts.”

He looked after the retreating Kaffi and fdt more addled than Syza. Sister! Sacred Xantha's Hand.
Was Kéffi dways so impulsve with her trust? Then he Sghed a his own churlishness, Kaffi was a pg
whether trained or not. She would be accustomed to meking quick, accurate judgments. Or manly
accurate. More accurate, surdly, tha the average, ps-blind person could even hope for. Or even ...
With an effort Lhar gathered his random thoughts.

“Syza’

“Mmph.”

“We re going to wak now.”

Slence

“Y ou're coming with me.”

When Syza neither answered nor moved, Lhar reached into her mind. It was like dutching at



fog—fatigue, confusion,, and an icy sense of teetering blindfolded at the edge of a chasm. The faigue he
could understand, and the confusion; they were related. But why the tension, the cold fear freezing energy
out of her body? Terror rigng to dhriek at the
room seething with ghastly faces gruesome death dry laughter blowing from

his/’Zomal’ ghatreds faced naked and laughing and desiccated ... a mushroom curling and cracking
and rustling deadly dry spores spreading

his laughter

quiet and deadly

growing in me

drying

me

and cracking

He wrenched himsdf out of her internd horror and fdt the steady breathing of the taman, soothing
and normd and dmogt liquid. He leaned heavily againg the animd and his arms trembled from the force
with which he held Syza. He forced his reding mind to be logicd. He was an integrator. He had
vicarioudy lived in other tangled minds. Training shivered, and assumed control of his mind. He sensed
levds of his awareness becoming a one-day shied through which his energy could pass but no random
energy could penetrate.

Safe.

He concentrated on sending pervasive comfort with neither images nor words, power and strength
and safety pouring into her until her eyes opened no longer black with fear. Just before her nightmare
dinked beneath her risng consciousness he sensed a pae apology and the knowledge that the nightmare
was not new; it lived in her, oozing out when she was too tired to cage it any longer. He wondered how
she had found the gstrength to live with the nightmare so long. And how much longer she had before she
broke.

“Did | faint?" she whispered in vague surprise.

“No,” he said quietly. “You were ... dreaming. Ready to wak now? Kaffi's waiting for you by the
fire. She cdled you sgter.”

“Shecdled me... why?’

“Because you didn’'t whimper and spail the legend she's creeting.”

“Legend?’ Syza paused and the lagt splinters of mindlessness vanished from her eyes. “I see. Then
Td-Lithens don’t normdlly travel as though fleeng Hell. And tomorrow?’

“We move normdly,” sad Lhar.

“l can manage that.” Her eyes did away from his, returned, evaded again. “You ...”

Lhar tried to see her eyes but they were hidden behind the curving shadows of her eyelashes. He was
afrad that she would dip away again, back to that horror which would someday dam her. His ams
tightened around her again.

“What isit, Syza?’ he said gertly.

“You. You're aheder. No, don't smile You mug be. I'm stronger now than | was.”

“Perhgps | am, but not in the way you think. I'm an integrator, Syza. |—"

The sudden Htiffness of her body reminded Lhar that she knew exactly what an integrator was, that
she had accepted this assgnment rather than be integrated. He fdt her fear probe coldly at the edges of
her control. Then her eydashes lifted and he could see her eyes, fla and measuring. He fdt an involuntary
shiver & the desth that watched him.

“Ligen to me” he said urgently. “I won't integrate you unless you ask.”

“Why wait for my consent?’

“Because if you didn't agree one of us would die. Our minds fit too wel.” His laugh was cold,
heedless. “One of Xantha's better jokes, Syza. | think Her laughter must sound like Zomd’s. Oh yes,
Syza I've heard his vicious laugh in your nightmares. You're wdl rid of him. Too bad the cost was so

high”



“What do you mean?"* she said, fear replacing death in her eyes.

“You, mamed. And me. But we can't fairly count me. Random casudty in a forgotten war.”

“Don't. | don't want—"

He barely heard her voice, imploring.

“No. Thistime you'll ligen. You won't let me hdp you, so you'll have to do the integration aone.
You'll need information. | don’t give one cold turd for the dead on Bjmsk. They were a crud lot. Like
Zomd.”

“No!”

“He was insane” sad Lhar savagdly, guessng but feding certain. “You saved his flesh but not his
mind. How could you? You would have become as mad as he if you had probed his dinking
maevolence. And his mad cunning. He arranged not to die done. Not him. Not Zomd the Wise. Never.
Y ou and the Contact team and a planet—an entire planet seething with life—dl would die with him.

“He blew the contact ddiberately. He knew that Bjmsk was a a crucid stage, that his revelations
would detonate a shockwave of panic and destruction across the planet.

“But somehow you stopped him. Cleanly, quietly, tracelesdy. | don’'t know how you even knew he
hed to be stopped. Y ou're strong, Syza, incredibly strong. You did what had to be done. Then you ran.
You're dill running.”

Lhar stopped suddenly, aware that Syza was no longer whispering denids. She had shut him out
agan. Hisfingers closed around her arms and he entered her mind with reckless force.

*| won't let Zomd win, Syza. Not here. You will not break. Not yet. Not until Td-Lith is safe.
Afterwards we can crawl and whimper and kiss our separate wounds. Then you can take your rope of
lies and evasions and hang yoursdf with it. | won't stop you. | promise that. But if you ever want help
unraveing that rope, | an here*

Lhar waited in the dretching slence for Syza to respond. She stood as though carved from the
conflicting moons, remote and desolate. The quiet hummed until he wanted to batter at her dillness

Syza s taman clicked its teeth, impatient to be turned loose. Syza drew a deep, ragged breath, then
turned to the taman and stripped it of its harness. Lhar felt as though he were dreaming; her hands and
body were graceful and sure as she worked over the grumbling taman. No hestation, no fumbling. The
gruding ride might never have happened. Until she turned toward him. Her tears digtilled the essence of
moons and solitude.

“Syza..”

“No more” she sad wearily. “You've won. What you sad mug be true. | accept it, though |
remember nothing. | will do what | can to defeat Zomd here”

Syza s capitulation disturbed Lhar more deeply than her nightmares, she reminded him of wire which
hums asit’'s drawn tight, hums, and then just before it breaks the humming stops.

“Let me help you, Syza”

When Lhar’ s fingers touched the gligening warmth of her tears she flinched away.

“Y ou've done enough. You've told methat | wasfirg afool, and last a coward. | believe you.”

“Thet's not what—"

But her detached, unemotiond words continued as though he had never spoken. She nodded her
head dowly, her face an eerie blur of changing shadows. “Yes, | bdieve. I've been loved like this
before”

For long moments Lhar could not move, could not think, could not speak as she walked away from
him toward the fire. Then a angle stroke of anguish broke free from his mind. He thought he heard her
ary out but the darkness had congealed deafeningly, and he could not be sure.

Lhar watched his enlarged khaner move out. Syza radiated energy and srength. She had eaten
enough for 9x people after Kaffi's sdith had pumped through her exhausted body. He had expected
Syzato throw up the food as quickly as she ate it, but salith kept the food ingde.

With a bardy masked groan Lhar shifted hisweight in the saddle. Futile. There was no way his body
was going to be comfortable riding today. He sghed and urged his taman into the lead. After a short



time, Kaffi joined him.

“Wha did you give Syza? She's never looked livdier.”

Kaffi’slips curved in a sensud amile “Just looked? Sdith heightens dl appetites, and gives the body
energy to sate them.”

Lher forced aregretful Sgh. “Syza s appetites were for food and deep.”

Kafi laughed. “Then she mug have truly been at the end of her strength. Tonight will be better, my
friend. And if it's your strength that needs assistance?’

Lhar' sthin amile told Kaffi more than he had intended. Her playful expression vanished.

“| thought s0,” she murmured. “What hunts my sister, Lhar?’

Lhar spread one hand, padm up; Kaffi’s face became expressionless,

“Forgive the inquiry. The error was mine”

“Wat,” sad Lhar as Kaffi’s taman began to move away. He checked quickly but, as dways, Syza
was not udng her ps to eavesdrop. He could sense Kaffi, though, an untrained yet acute perception,
poised and concerned. Rapidly his mind sorted out dterndtives before he settled on tdling the truth, but
not dl of it.

“You spoke of your g'mirans as good but limited people,” said Lhar in a voice which carried no
further than Kaffi’s ears.

-

“Syza is like them in some ways. Before she came to this khaner,” Lhar hedsitated, choosng his
mentd and verba innuendos carefully, “she discovered that dl people cannot be trusted. Especidly those
people who profess love but give only destruction.”

Lhar glanced a Kaffi; her face showed only interest, but he could fed her awareness waghing the
possbilitiesin his words.

“All of us” he said, “eventudly learn to be sdective about those we trust. Or we die. Syza was
unlucky. She was even more perceptive than you, Kaffi, and far more naive. When the crigs came she
was too young. She chose surviva but assumed that survivd meant never truging anyone, ever. At that,”
he added, “she bardy survived.”

Lhar looked again a Kaffi but she did not notice. They rode together slently for a while before Kaffi
turned toward him. Lhar waited, waited, and still Kaffi didn’t speak.

“Go ahead, Kaffi.”

“Being with a khaner should have comforted her. It should have alowed her to examine old questions
and old answers”

“If the khaner was formed on the bass of human atachment, yes. Ours wasn't. We joined each

other for physicd surviva. Each one of us has one or more superior abilities This combination of abilities
dlowed usto crossn'Lith.”
Kafi closed her eyes, then opened them dowly. “A harsh bargain againg death. Can | help her, and
you?”
Lhar smothered his ironic laughter. The only thing that might help Syza was to get her off-plandt,
back home and done before she fractured into deadly pieces.

“Give her what love shell dlow,” said Lhar findly. “From me, that's been very little. And pray, Kaffi.
Pray that the pressures—" Lhar stopped abruptly.

“You have more to tdl. But, like Syza, you cannot trust. No meatter; thereistime to learn.”

“You're hdf right,” said Lhar. “In time, you'll know which half.”

“I'll hold you to that,” said Kaffi. Her amile flashed, and she pulled her taman out of line to wait for
Nevin.

Lhar urged histaman to afaster pace, letting his body relax into the animd’s rhythm. The day passed
to the soft sound of hooves on damp land. To the Ift the river ran milky and wide and deep beside the
amber fiedgrass and ochre rocks which lined the bank. The Ramparts rose in the distance, changing from
lavender to indigo as the day’ s light washed over them. Asfar as Lhar could see, amber and orange and
gold and green plants breathed freshness into the danting afternoon light. A fetile land when water
touched it, a vast floodplain for the river which drained the icefidds of the Ramparts, gathering



melt-water until the river roared forth each soring and made large shdlow lakes over the plateaus.

As the flood subsided, plants grew at the margins of the lakes and flourished in the wet soil. When
the First Khaner Ieft Tal-Senet for the plateaus grasdands, a band of plants lined the retreating lakes.
Throughout the season the lakes shrank, and with each withdrawa plants reclaimed former lake bottoms.
At the end of the shrinking season the First Khaner grazed its way homeward aong the banks of a swift
deep river.

Each khaner timed its movements both with the others and with the ghrinking lakes. The result was a
complex, essentidly diagond advance across the platesus, with the First Khaner teking the lead and the
others falowing at ten-day intervals. The last khaner never went far from the city. When the lakes shrank
by hdf, the last khaner headed back, followed at five-day intervas by the other khaners.

In norma years each khaner fattened on fresh forage and no one had to risk a lakelriver crossing for
the forage on the other sde. In bad years the Firsd Khaner would attempt a crossng. Even when
unrdlenting cold brought a drought of meltwater, the river was dill formidable, many khaners had died
trying to cross the swift icy waters.

A surge of fear from Syza swept through Lhar’s mind. He spun his taman on its heds, and lifted it
into afull run within 9x strides. The khaner scattered like dust as Lhar swept through. Though Syza was
not conscioudy sending, he could eeslly pick up and relay the details of her fear to T'Mero.

*Sdt-crazy taman has gone berserk. It was unharnessed, except for the nose rope. The rope broke.
You can't hep. Too far away. Don't tell Diri or Birol .*

Lhar snapped the contact and concentrated on the job a hand. The drifsen were defending the drifs;
Syzaand Tokor were defending the pack taman.

Lhar's taman was running its fastest without encouragement. Its golden hide flashed over bunching
musdes and its mouth opened around gleaming teeth. Lhar judged the distances. Too far. The berserk
taman had knocked Tokor’s taman down. Syza cut in to protect Tokor, but her taman was no metch for
the crazed animd. Nor could Lhar reach its mind.

Lher pulled his clothes over his head and threw them aside. A flintknife appeared in his hand, curved
and deadly. Three quick dashes and dl harness fdl away from the golden taman. Lhar ducked and rolled
to the ground, landing on his feet, running. Freed from harness and rider, the taman nearly doubled its
speed, goaded by ingtinct to protect its herd.

Syza s taman went down. She rolled free, but the salt-crazy taman was close. Too close!

Lhar's mentd command eectrified the drifsen. They abandoned the drifs and raced to Syza, two
golden blurs of teeth and savagery. One legped onto the berserk animd’s back, sank fangs and claws
deep into its neck, hung on even when the taman rolled over on top of it.

“RUN!”

Theindsve command lifted Syza into a sumbling run away from the maddened taman lunging back
to its feet. The second drifsen legped in, drawing the taman away from its injured mate. But the drifsen
fant was not necessary; the high screams of the golden taman brought the salt-crazed animd swinging
around to face the new threat. Tokor, dill sunned by his fdl, tried to reach the injured drifsen but Syza
swept in ahead of him and lifted the drifsen out of danger.

“Get back!” Lhar reinforced hisydl with an un-subtle menta pull.

The screams of the golden taman dimbed unendurably as the two animals rushed together. The other
taman scattered, dosdy followed by humans and the uninjured drifsen, leaving the fidd to the two bettling
taman.

Lhar ran swiftly, closer, bresth deep and steady, eyes measuring, mind reaching lightly for the golden
taman until he knew what his taman would do, which way to move, and when. Then the golden taman
went down.

With a long legp, Lhar landed on the sdt-crazy taman’'s back. His legs clamped down at the same
moment that his knife sank into the taman’s neck just behind the ears. But the taman's back was dick
with blood drawn by the drifsen and Lhar dipped back, deflecting the knifés am. Though badly
wounded, the taman was far from finished.

While Lhar fought to stay astride it, the taman dropped to the ground, trying to crush him as it had the



drifsen. Lhar kicked free, ralling to his hands and knees. But not entirdly free. One of the taman’s hooves
lashed agang his shoulder and the knife went spinning away. He lunged for the taman before it could
regan its feet. With one knee pinning down the taman’s neck, he wrapped his hands around its muzze
and twigted the animd’s head toward him. The taman kicked and struggled but could not shake off the
hands that were inexorably forcing, Sraining, twisting, until with rending snap the taman’s neck broke.

Only when Lhar was certain that the animd was dead did he let go. The golden taman approached,
whuffed over the dead animd, and sent a booming cal over the plateau. The cdl echoed through Lhar,
and he fdt his body dipping sdeways. He was bardy aware of Syza kneding close to him, dill holding
the injured drifsen.

“Where are you hurt? Y our shoulder?’

Lhar took afew measured breaths and shook his head againg the last of the eerie echoes. He flexed
his back and shoulder tentatively. Sore, but no serious damage.

“Jug aglandng blow. Lucky.”

He moved carefully away from the dead taman and sat down. Syza sat next to him.

“What about the drifsen?’ he asked.

When Syza did not answer, Lhar ran hisfingers lightly yet probingly over the limp drifsen.

“Two choices, Syza”

“I know. Hed or release. Hp me”

“|—of course. How?’

Syza's hand covered his then she gently guided his hands over the drifsen’s broken body. The
drifsen whined once, then lay quietly. Soon its breething smoothed and deepened. It opened its eyes and
nuzzled their hands. From its throat came a low humming sound of contentment.

Lhar amiled, then redlized that his own body was no longer aching. He watched the drifsen dtretch
and bound away to its worried mate. When he looked back to Syza her eyes were closed and her lips
amiling and relaxed. She lifted his hands to her amile.

“Thank you,” she whispered againg his pam.

Lhar was too amazed by her touch and his own healed body to reply.

Syza watched the hedled drifsen legping and nuzzing its mate. “1t's been long ... long ... since heding
fdt good.”

Smdl sounds told him that Kaffi, Nevin, and Tokor were near. He wondered how long they had
been there. When Tokor raised three fingers againg his forehead and bowed deeply, Lhar had his
answer.

“Not necessary, Tokor,” sad Lhar. “Or is heding otherwise in your khaner?’

Tokor looked swiftly at Kaffi.

“There are many ways of hedling,” said Kaffi. “To hed with handsis rare. And respected.”

“| told you this morning, Kaffi; my khaner is made up of people with surviva taents”

Kafi looked a him intently, plainly wondering what other, perhaps less benign, tdents might yet be
discovered. But she would ask privatdly, if a dl. Then her expresson softened as her eyes took in
Syzd's subtle radiance.

“More than jugt survivd,” said Kaffi.

“We are dl dropsin Her river,” Nevin said quietly.

Kafi amiled at Syza and Lhar. “Drops? These two are more like mdtwater under a warm sun. That
was quite adismount, Lhar. Clothes and harness are scattered dl over the trail.”

“A mess,” agreed Lhar. “I'll spend tonight mending the harness.”

“That would be awaste,” said Kaffi, her eyes frankly gppreciating his unclothed body.

Lhar laughed eeslly, though hismind licked outward to smother any antagonigtic reaction from Syza.
But there was no antagonism, merdly ... agreement. His blood quickened a the implications of Syza's
response.

“I’'m going to collect the harness and other unimportant things” said Kaffi. “Nevin and Tokor are
going to hdp me.”

“Yes,” sad Nevin and Tokor together. They looked at each other and laughed.



Lhar waited for them to leave before he looked a Syza. She returned his look for a moment, then
her eyes did to his shoulder.

“l saw the taman kick you,” she said, touching the shoulder. “You're sure it' s dl right?’

Lhar savored the fed of her fingers on his skin, but he had to admit that the shoulder was uninjured.
“Y ou—we took care of that, too. But that doesn’t mean you have to take your hand away so quickly.”

Lhar waited, then caught the fragments of her thought: it wouldn’t be fair to touch skin awakened by
Kafi's eyes. Kafi should have that pleasure.

“I"d rather have you touching me,” said Lhar.

She searched his eyes for along moment, did not draw back as hislips brushed hers. Because he did
not want to frighten her back into her nightmare, he contented himsdf with the brief kiss and with holding
her very gently. But when her fingers rubbed over his chest and shoulders and back, touching and
enjoying each muscle, he found it hard to St quietly. For dl of Syza's obvious sensud pleasurein him, her
touch was oddly innocent. She was not trying to arouse him; she was smply enjoying the fed of his body,
bardly aware of the effect her touch was having. And when she became aware, she apologized.

“l didn't mean—I'm sorry.”

“I'm not. I'm enjoying.”

“But ...

He waited until he was sure that she was not going to say any more. “But you want nothing further,”
he sad. “That's your choice. Aslong as Smply touching me brings you pleasure, I'll St quietly and enjoy,
too.”

“That’sunfar to you.”

“If your pleasure came from frudrating me, that would be unfar. But it doesn’t, and | enjoy being
touched. To me, that’sfar.” When she dill looked uncertain, he added, “If you don’'t believe my words,
try mindtouch.”

Lhar fdt filaments of discreet mindtouch. After a short time he sensed her surprise.

“Youredly meanit,” she sad “Eventhoughyou're ...”

“Hard as wood,” agreed Lhar. “But it's not afatad condition.”

“Or a comfortable one,” said Syzawith a quick amile. She stood up. “1 won't add to the problem.”

Lher laughed and stood up too, holding out his hands to her. “You couldn’t add to it if you tried.”

“Isthet a chdlenge?’

“Do you want it to be?’ he said, sudying her eyes, watching fear flicker in their green depths.

“N-no. Zomd ... Zomd used to make it a contest | never won.”

“Neither did he”

Her eyes deepened but the fear was subsding. “What do you mean?’

“Nobody wins sexud contests. Nobody. Not only do you lose body pleasure; you dso lose mind
pleasure. And without that, sex is more trouble then it's worth.”

“I can believe that without mindtouch,” said Syza, her voice haunted, bitter. Then he fdt the gentle
pressure of her fingers curling around his hands in response to his touch. “You're a strange man, Lhar.
Y ou make me want to believe that you' d care about me evenif | were usdess as an agent.”

“But you aren’'t usdless; | have to ask as much of you as | ask of mysdf.”

“Not quite the same. Y ou enjoy your work.”

“Not thistime” he said softly. “Not when each thing | mugt do for Td-Lith makes you distrust me”

“But you'll do them anyway.”

“Wouldn't you?’

“l don't know. | don't value other lives as much as you do.”

“Then you don't value your own.”

“Why should |7’ she said codlly. “I’'m afool and a coward.”

“No you're not, Syza And I’'m not Zomd. Don't try to make me into him.”

When Syza's fingers diffened he released them, saying, “Sometimes it seems safer to live with old
pain than to risk changes which could bring pleasure—or greater pain.”

Syza slipstwisted into agrim amile and he remembered her ugly nightmares.



“| doubt if there is greater pain,” she said.

“Then theré s no risk in changing, is there?’

“I might be wrong. I’ ve fought very hard for what amal peace | have. That makes peace too vauable
to gamble with.”

“Then | won't tempt you to gamble,” he said, stepping back. “Too many lives depend on yours.”

“And if they didn’'t?’

“But they do.”

Syza's hand moved in a cutting gesture of impatience. “I didn’'t ask for anyone to depend on me. |
don’'t want anyone to depend on me. | want to be free”

“Dead.”

“Fregl”

“No living person is free from past choices, Syza.”

“That’s not whet | meant.”

“Then what did you mean?’ he asked camly.

“l don’t know. | don’t know what | want. | only know what | don’t want.”

Lhar smiled dightly. “That's hdf the war. If | can help you find the things you want, tdl me”

“Because Td-Lith needs me?’ she said, curious and wary.

“I will help you because it’s part of my work. | want to help you because your mind completes mine
inways | can only guess. And your beauty haunts my, dreams.”

“I'm afraid to believe you,” she whispered, dosing her eyes.

“Don't be. I'm not demanding that you change.”

Syza's eyes opened wide and dark with shadow memories.

“But | want to. Sometimes. And sometimes | think it would be better to die and never dream again.
It's getting worse,” she said tondlesdy. “The dreams come more often and sometimes | can't tdl what's
red and what's nightmare. Different, though. | used to wake up screaming, back on the idand in the night
and the wind. | haven't done that here; something stopsiit.”

At her look of sudden undersanding, Lhar said, “Yes, I've hdd you, Syza, in the night when your
mind and body were cold with fear. Y ou were never fully aware. | didn't think you would remember, or
want to.”

Syza pressed her fingertips againg her forehead, reminding Lhar of himsdf when he tried to collect
his own scattered thoughts.

“You need time to think, aone”

He stepped back from her. “I'll send a drifsen after T'"Mero. Theré's no need to go any further
today.”

“What about Kaffi?’

“Her legend? The three ahead can make camp. WE I catch up in the morning.”

In the distance both of them heard the sound of Kaffi’s laughter. Lhar amiled. “Here come my
clothes. Go gt somewhere with the healed drifsen on your lap. I'll tdl the others that you're finishing the
Job.”

He watched Syza wak toward the drifsen before he rductantly, turned to face the others. While they
dl worked to unharness the taman, Lhar relayed to T’ Mero, tdling him to expect a drifsen.

“Drifsen? Why?’

*How dsewill you explain your knowledge? Tdl Biral that the drifsen is a 9gnd meaning that we're
fineand well catch up with you tomorrow.*

As Lhar broke contact he remembered that the dead taman should be butchered; to waste it would
be an gopdling breach of native cusom. He walked over to Nevin and whispered, “Do you have to
mumble over the carcass before | cut it up?’

“No,” sad Nevin softly. “We can't eat or cure dl of it, though. I'll make aritud gpology to Lith for
wadting one of Her creatures. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”

“Get the fire going, then. And remember. No matter how awful the mest tastes, it's delicious”

Nevin made amuffled sound of disgust. He had no illusons about how sdt-ridden, underfed, unbled



tamaen carcass would taste.

Both Lhar and Nevin were pleasantly surprised: the taman meat was tough, but it had an dusve
flavor which kept them eating until ther jaws ached. Tokor and Kaffi did not say a word; just chewed
and licked ther fingers happily. Syza ate well, dthough she had declined another bowl of Kaffi’s sdlith.

The drifsen gorged themsdlves until they could only lie by the fire, panting and rumbling and humming
contentment dl a once. Lhar was dightly in awe of them, especidly the one that had run after T'Mero,
run back, and then eaten its own weght in taman.

Tokor groaned and motioned to the drifsen. “I know how they fed. Where are my hides, Keffi?’

“Right behind you. | knew you would be too lazy to move after you stuffed yoursdf.”

Tokor laughed and pulled Kaffi backwards with him onto the pile of degping skins. “Apologize or eat
dirty hides”

When Kaffi’s muffled protests were ignored by Nevin, she hooked her leg around him and dumped
him next to Tokor.

“There. Right where | want both of you.” She looked over her shoulder. “ Syza? Lhar?”’

Lhar laughed. “Not tonight, Kaffi. Wredtling one sdt-crazy animd a day is my limit. Be grateful; |
ad| worse than Tokor’s hides”

“Impossble” said Kéffi flatly.

Lher laughed and peded off his robe. Then he bunched it and threw it across the fire so that it
wrapped around her face.

“Ugh. Youwin. Can | burnit?’

“Think of the stench,” said Nevin hadtily, snatching the robe and firing it back at Lhar.

Lhar draped the robe over his shoulders, chuckling, then he leaned forward and lightly touched the
stones which he had earlier chosen and placed carefully around the fire. Udng his robe, he ralled the
stones onto aragged hide,

“Are you planning what | think you're planning?’ said Kaffi as he heaved the hide full of hot rocks
over his shoulder.

“Old khaner custom,” said Lhar solemnly. “A bath.”

“Better you than me”

Kafi pulled the hides over her head. Lhar caled her a coward and settled the bag and stones into
place.

“Anyone de interested?’ he said.

“Inwhat?" said Nevin and Tokor.

“A bath.”

The two men hadlily joined Kaffi under the pile of warm hides.

“Youll freeze)” sad Syza “Thet river islittle more than fast ice”

“l found asmdl pool that was cut off from the man river when it shrank. I'll just drop in the stones
and enjoy a warm bath. Big enough for at leest two,” he said, then added a mentd reassurance. *The
poal isfar enough away so that no one will know if we bathe separately.*

“I'll get the soap and meet you there.”

“Don't take too long. These rocks aren’'t big enough to keep the water warm for long.”

The rocks fdt warm againg his back as he walked to the river. Away from the fire, the night was
filled with dlver and shadow shapes and the sense of water flowing. A third moon rose, quietly shifting
rocks anchored in the shadow sea.

Lhar stood for a few moments to let everything gft through his awareness, seeking other life But
there was none. He shifted the sack to his other shoulder; the rocks were becoming uncomfortably hot.
Grave underfoot rattled as he hurried dong dry river margins to the pool. After he had emptied the rocks
into the pool, Syza arrived breathlesdy.

“Here)” she said, throwing him a ball of sand-colored soap. “You firg.”

Lhar caught the soap, tested the water, sighed, and stripped. He submerged, then stepped out and
rubbed the soap briskly dl over his body.

“How isit?’



“Chilly, but better than the rinse water will be.”

“Rinse water?’

“That,” said Lhar, indicating the river.

“Oh, no.”

Lher grinned and tossed the soap at her. “Your turn. And be quick about it—I plan on warming up
aganin the pool.”

Theicy river brought a smothered yelp from Lhar, but he set his teeth and rinsed himsdf anyway. As
he emerged, one of the drifsen came to investigate the source of dl the ydling and splashing. Lhar did not
stop to explain. He caled a warning to Syza and raced for the pool. The drifsen loped behind, puzzled
but not worried.

“Ahhh,” said Lhar as he lay down in the pool “Feds much better the second time. What's so funny?’

“Sand,” sad Syza

“Sand?

“The drifsen. He thinks you're crazy.”

“Smart drifsen. What do you cdl the other one?’

“Grit. On Earth those words aso describe life forms with courage and samina”

“They’ve got plenty of both. Not that it matters whet | think—they’ re your animas”

“They belong to themsdaves. They just happen to enjoy working with me. And you. They respond
quickly when you cdl.”

“Kerden good thing,” he muttered, remembering the sdt-crazy taman, “or I'd make rugs out of
them.”

Syza did not answer; she was Srinting toward the river. Her involuntary shriek told Lhar she had
made it. He started counting. When he got to five, a slver shape splashed into the pool beside hm and a
gream of fiery images poured into his mind. When he stopped laughing she was glaring at him.

“Never agan,” she sad, “will | join you for a bath.”

“The bath is dl right,” said Lhar innocently. “It’'s the ringng that’'s painful. I'll make it up to you,
though. After | finish I'll take your deegping hides and warm them by the fire”

“l was thinking about deegping right here,” grumbled Syza.

Lher fdl to work lathering his hair and beard.

“You aren’t going to rinse agan!”

Lhar chuckled behind the soap. “Not in theriver. Here.”

When Lhar submerged himsdf, Sand trotted off disdainfully.

Lhar lathered and rinsed his clothes in the river twice before he was satisfied. He left Syza working
over her own clothes. When he returned to the fire, Sand refused to acknowledge him. He laughed
quietly while he built up the fire. The increased light illuminated the pile of hides across the fire, but
nothing stirred. The only sounds were muffled snores and the subdued hiss of the flames.

As he had promised, Lhar lined up Syza's hides and left them toasting nicely. Then he dried his hair
and burrowed into his own hides. It took dl of his discipline to suppress the image of Syza's body shining
with moonlight and water, but he succeeded. He was adeep before she came back to thefire,

A dream condensed dowly, changing and growing until it triggered Lhar’s mentd darm. He woke
indantly. Nearby, Syza twitched and shuddered in the grip of her nightmare. He did between the hides
and hdd her, carefully changing her nightmare until it lost its horror and became only a dream. When her
body findly relaxed into untroubled deep, he gently disentangled himsdf and eased back toward his own
bed.

*Lhar?

*Sorry. | didn’'t mean to wake you. Clumsy, | guess.*

*Not dumsy. | told mysdf to wake up the next ...*

He could not keep the amusement out of his thought. * The next time | came snesking between your
hides? Wdll, | was just snesking out when you woke up.*

*Would you ... stay?*

Lhar weighed the ambivaence tha flickered around her thought; she was not entirdy pleased that



amply touching him reassured her. She fdt rather like a child dutching her parent’s hand at the first hint of
fear.

*I've never liked deeping aone, ether,* he thought, moving dl the way under her hides again.
*Want to curl up?

She hesitated, then rolled onto her sde and put her head on his shoulder. He fdt her diffen as thar
bodies touched and warmed. She withdrew and lay without leaning againgt him. It was an uncomfortable
postion for her. He waited, hoping that she would get used to the fed of being close and unclothed. He
hed just decided to get up and put on his skin drape when she rdaxed againgt him. Her hand rested on
his chest and her fingers rubbed lightly againgt his skin. He let her know that he enjoyed it by rdaying his
sensations back to her mind. Her laughter fdt warm againgt his neck.

*That's nice*

*Useful, too,* he replied. *Lets you know how deep the water is getting.*

Syza' s fingers heditated, then resumed tracing random patterns on his skin. After a time she asked,
*Y ou mean you're not promisng to gt Hill this time?

*I'll be ill. Within reason.*

* And without reason?* she asked, her hand diding down his body.

Intense pleasure flashed from Lhar to Syzain the indant before he caught her wandering hand. He
heard her draw a swift, ragged breath, then slence.

He cursed ingde himsdf. The rlay had been a mistake. He had migudged Syza, and himsdlf. He had
reacted like a starved zarf. Then her hand moved underneath his and he heard her laughing softly.

*You surprised me, Lhar.* She snuggled againg his chest and thistime the rday was hers, tdling hm
of her pleasure. *1 was afrad you were paronizing me, like Zomd used to do. He rardly wanted
me—and never so much as you did.*

*Do.*

*| can't promise the kind of pleasure Diri gives*

*Diri gives limited pleasures.* When Syza dill hestated, he rolled onto his sde. *Don’'t decide yet.
Don't push yoursdlf. Just lie dill and be touched.*

*Do | haveto lie dill?>

*|t would be easier on meif you did. Especidly when you decide to wait and think some more*

*Can we make the reay two ways?’ she asked as hisfingers stroked the curve of her lips.

* After you decide.*

*The relay reinforces, then?

* At an exponentid rate. Wouldn't be far to you, until you decide.*

*You cdl thisfar? returned Syza as his hand stroked her neck and the soft inner skin of her arm.

Lhar amiled a her responsveness. He knew where she would be most sengtive; that varied little
from race to race. But he wanted to discover dl of her pleasure thresholds, smdl and great and in
between.

His hand moved over her neck and shoulders and breasts, pleasure increesng a each touch. The
relay deepened until Lhar fdt dmogt as though it were his own body being touched, and he knew what
he had only hoped before. Syzawas a richly sensud person, capable of completing his body as she had
once completed his mind. But not now. Perhaps not ever.

Y et his hand dill moved, awakening, for touching her was a pleasure so intense that he would accept
as much as she could give, and try to have few regrets for what she could not give His deepest regret
was that he- could not tdl her of her own beaty.

He brushed his lips over her shoulder, tasted the freshness of her skin, and he heard himsdf
murmuring her name and her beauty, her flesh dive benesth his tongue. He fdt her shiver, sensed her
hand seeking, finding, warm fingers holding him and delighted laughter.

“Syza” he whispered, &raid to trust himsaf with even the lightes mindtouch, “you' re forgetting our
bargain.”

“Oh ... did I hurt you?

She withdrew her hand but her scattered, pulsng thoughts left firein his mind.



*Does this hurt?* he countered, laughing, his hand diding down urtil she drew in her bresth suddenly.

*Only when you stop.*

She turned onto her Sde and caressed him again.

*Syza ... thisian't far to either one of us*

*Then don't stop and | won't. | want you and your body wants me. You can't deny it. I'm holding
the proof. Unlessyou don't ...*

His mind opened to her, dissolving her doubts and his. He moved dowly, deeply, sharing unhurried
pleasure until he fet her release in waves and he rode the waves with her, dimbing until his own passion
could not be contained any longer. Then they lay close, touching and sharing quiet laughter as hunger rose
agan and again and they explored ecstasy while moons rose and set unnoticed. Findly, rductantly, they

dept.

Vv

LHAR WOKE SLOWLY, AND REACHED FOR SYZA, BUT HE was done. His mind called to
her and was answered by a mindshidd's dudve slence. With a muffled exdamation he sat upright. The
ar was a cold knife across his bare shoulders, another dawn outlined the chisded Ramparts. The thin
scent of ssan and toadting bread curled in his nogtrils. Nearby a muffled figure moved toward him,
carying a seaming bowl.

“You wake loudly,” said Kaffi, handing him the bowl. * Syza was much more slent.”

“Thank you,” he said, measuring her face and ydlow eyes, wanting to force out of her how Syza had
looked, what she had said, anything that would tel im whether he had taken from Syza what smdl hold
she had had on inner peace. Kaffi returned his scrutiny, yellow eyes lambent in the risng sun.

“What isit, Keffi? Was she unhappy?’

Kaffi's eyes lingered, then she sat next to him to discuss khaner relationships with al the concern of a
leader and the candor of amiran.

“She was inexperienced,” said Kaffi, pausng for his agreement, knowing her words were correct.
“You gave her pleasure that many experienced women haven't known.”

“She more then returned the pleasure.”

Kafi looked a him, laughter and gppreciation in her eyes. “I doubt if she beieves that.” At his
questioning look, she said dowly, “You are the Ramparts ... and you don't even know it.”

“I'm not rock and ice and sllence,” he said impatiently.

“Nor are the Ramparts. Give her time, Lhar. The change you offered her is as gunning as going to
deep in the rock desert and waking in the fertile fidds of a miran’'s dreams. She cannot be the same
person if she staysin the fidds. She must change, and change requires strength. Be as patient with her as
youwill have to be with my people.”

Something in Kaffi’s tone moved, pulled a Lhar’s mind. He wondered what unconscious knowledge
hed been processed in Kaffi’s mind that she spoke as though she knew his true arigin and purpose. With
an effort he put his persond fedings aside.

“Y ou've been candid with me, Kaffi. May | be candid with you?’

“We are leaders”

Lhar took that as assent. “What do you sense about my khaner?’

“Sense?’

“Yes”

“You areliars. Yet | would trust my life to three of you without hesitation. As for Diri and T'Mero ...
somehow | fed they live only in the dry past you spoke about so movingly. | cannot trust the past; it has
betrayed me and my people.” She stood up gracefully. “Now | must roll out your lazy miran.”

“Keffi.”

“y e

“Be gentle with Nevin.”

Keffi’s lips formed a flegting hdf-amile. “We learned last night that your khaner does not play like



ours. He enjoyed himsdf, though, in spite of his reluctance. Truly, your khaner came from a dry land.”

“Perhaps after we drink from Her River, we will have the strength to change.”

Kafi laughed softly. “Perhaps, but Her River is born in the Ramparts. In you. A burdensome
paradox: is redity the Ramparts or the River; are you strange or are my people?’

Lher amiled. “A paradox worthy of ag miran.”

“Remember your promise, Lhar?’ She amiled at his puzzled look “You said that someday | would
know the truth about you and your khaner. Is this the day?” When he did not answer she said, “In your
heightsis frozen tomorrow’ s water. All right, Lhar, I'll wait for your mdting season.”

Lhar watched her leave until he redlized he was shivering with cold. He found a dry skindrape and
robe and pulled them on hurriedly. They were not enough; only work would warm him. He gulped ssan
with a repressed shudder and started ralling up the deeping hides.

The pack taman were lined up patiently in the tranducent dawn. Far in the distance he sensed the arid
dirring of the wind. The taman snorted, and their ears flicked up as the animds spotted Lhar. Syza
moved down the line checking the harness for twigts or wear; she looked up as the taman snorted. He
dumped the degping hides on the ground and held both of his hands out to her. She touched them with a
mixture of pleasure and reticence which told him much about her unsettled mind.

“In this much, a least, we haven't lost our gamble” he said softly. “I can see you and touch you
without you hating me.”

“lI never hated you. After we cdled T'Mero, | was afrad. I'm dill afrad. My past,” she sad
raggedly, “my past betrays, and poisons. | know you might integrate me, free me, but whatever | know is
daveto that gap inmy memory. | andavetoit”

“And the possihility of freedom terrifies you.”

Syza closed her eyes. When they opened, they were green stones. “Yes”

“l can't free you unless you want it.”

“And to want freedom | mugt want knowledge. | mugt want to know what | was and can be. But if |
know, if | risk and losg, if | find,” her hands tightened around his fingers, bruisng him as he had once
bruised her, “if | find that | anwhat | fear ....” Though her voice was thick, her eyes were as dry as the
dawn, “I thought if 1 once held you, that it would be like those other times when my hunger drove me to
Zomd, tha the hunger would turn to ashes and nausea and | would no longer want you.” The wind rose
around her sudden laughter. “I was wrong. For a time with you | was as strong and clean as the
Ramparts lifting on a bright tide of light. I—" Her voice broke, steadied, then became neutra. “Do you
understand what I'm trying to say?’

Lhar ached to use the unique intimacy of mindtouch, but knew that if she had wanted it she would not
have made language crawl where mindtouch would have soared.

“You were that to me, and more,” he said. “I would tdl youif | could.”

“Then you know why | can’'t come to you again.”

“No.”

Syzawithdrew her hands, stepped back from him. “Yes. Or I'll break.”

“l won't let you.”

“You'll have to,” she said, her voice a blend of pain and certainty. “1 don’t know how long | can
baance on the past and present; | do know | can't balance at dl on my past and our future. And you,
even you can't balance Td-Lith's demanding present with mine. Y ou would break. So you mugt choose,
and you mugt choose Ta-Lith or you are not what | thought, and last night was alie”

“There are other choices”

“Not for us. Not here. | will give as much to Td-Lith as | can, though don’'t expect heding of me. |
tried this morning, a Smple harness sore.”

“Let me—"

“l can't!”

The painin her voice seeped beyond her tightly held mind, became a river of turmail and longing and
fear, a cataract pouring over him, deafening, enguifing him beyond his training's ability to aid, drowning
until she pushed him out of her mind to the hard shores of sanity. He swayed dightly as he came back to



himsdf and knew a growing horror a whet it had cost Syzato be near him.

“Today—now—this indant you're right,” he whispered. “After Td-Lith.”

Though she said nothing more Lhar suddenly knew that she expected her work on Ta-Lith to be
both gift and epitaph to what might have been.

“Syza... why?

Sorrow and fear brushed hismind in a haunting duet, a lingering lament to lost tomorrows. And then
he was aone.

He sat down abruptly and pressed his fingertips hard againgt his forehead. Long minutes passed as he
tried to integrate facts and emotions and hopes and duties, tried to order his mind that he would not fight
agang himsdf and thereby lose not only Syza but a planet as wdl. As he had done with the pain of his
injured face, he acknowledged this new agony, and its source.

If only ... No. Yes. Measure the ifs and might-have-beens, measure the boundaries of sdf and other.
To retredt is to be forever afrad and weak, cut off from mind and body in the solitary horror that Syza
knew, paradlyzing. But confronted, it could be lived with. It must be lived with. A fact, like desth. Her loss
would dways be there; in time, it would be just another part of him, like fingers and hands and face,
accepted unthinkingly. Yes, afact like death.

Lhar flexed his Hiff fingers. Even as he saw Nevin's worried face, he knew that Nevin had been
cdling his name.

“You'resick. I'll get Syza”

“No!” As he heard his own voice Lhar softened the word with asmile “I’'m merdy tired, Nevin. We
dl are”

Nevin looked so doubtful that Lhar knew his own face mus appear drained and drawn. He regulated
his pulse and breathing, sending color back into his face. When Nevin dill hesitated, Lhar probed the
younger man's thoughts and for an indant saw himsdlf as Nevin had

muscles bunched with surprising strength, bowed yet more
powerful than T'"Mero and more terrifying, Lhar with eyes like glacier ice, hard and clear and
burning with a horrible cold blaze and so strong—help me my mountain gods | am alone and he is
carved out of your naked heights of rock and ice and power.

Lhar absorbed Nevin's tumbling imagesthoughts with surprise and ironic dlent laughter that Nevin
should see him as strong at the very moment he was weakest. Deftly he reassured Nevin until the images
faded into a man, tired and thoughtful. Just a man.

Nevin's dark eyes closed, then opened wide and watchful. “Syza |oaded the last taman. We're ready
to ride, if you—whenever you are.”

“You mean if I'll get off my lazy ass” sad Lhar, his laugh sounding srange to his own ears. But
Nevin laughed in return. Lhar stretched, monitoring each reflex, each movement, so his inner hollowness
would not show. It was an effort now ... tomorrow it would be alittle less ... then less and less until his
act and time merged to create a new redlity. In time. Miserable cravling time,

Lhar mounted his taman, tired before the day’s ride had begun. As the khaner strung out, Kaffi
moved up to ride beside him. Lhar presented her with a smile and a carefully shielded mind.

“A dry dawn.”

“All Td-Lith's dawns are dry,” said Lhar evenly.

“Someday, perhaps, we will see the rain that our sacred books speak of,” she sad, searching his
face with intent yelow eyes.

“Your people deserve a least that.”

“And yours?” she asked softly.

“Mine are survivors. They endure.”

Kafi's answer was a sgh that might have been Syza s name. They rode slently for along time, each
with separate thoughts, until Lhar became once again a leader.

“Tdl me about your people, Kaffi. Tdl me about their memories and ceremonies and Slences.”

“Our higory isyours”

“Our history is separated by n'Lith.”



Kafi frowned, then made a sweeping gesture of agreement.

“Shdl | begin with my miran learning?’ she said. “And end with a leader’ s practicd knowledge?’

Lhar amiled dightly through lips that burned with dryness, his haunted eyes looked to the Slent
flowing river. He took a piece of taman from his food bag and chewed dowly as Kaffi began to tak in
the eerie shifting tones of amiran chant:

In the beginning earth and sky were lovers,

And ther ecstasy flowed

And Lith was born.

And her water quickened stones to people

And we knew each other, man and woman

And knew Lith and love and liquid flowing.

Sweet water inadry land.

And we grew powerful and many

And heedless of Her.

And Her waters poured without praise

And Her life drained with no return.

And we did not notice

And we forgot that lifeis balance,

Those who take mus dso give,

No river isinfinite

Cold waters of despair

And love condensed into human form.

Shecameto us.

And She danced.

And we knew beality.

But seasons cannot balance centuries.

We had weakened Her.

No longer could Her waters quench the dry stars

And She told us of Her need and weskness.

And we were afrad.

And empty.

And the stars daimed Her hostege ...

And Her anger was blinding light and storm and bitter ice.

And Td-Lith shuddered

And Her Ramparts rose.

And the Black Wind lived.

And we died.

We were few.

And fewer.

And the land was Serile

And sand was choking us.

N’Lith.

Hear us, Lith!

Hear our agony and regret.

Hear usdiein the dust of our neglect.

Fity us as we worship Y ou.

Pity our unborn dying children.

And Lith wept over Her Ramparts

And Her river flowed.

And wefilled our thirst with sweet water.

And forgot our promises.



And Her tears froze.

And we wept.

And we died.

And Lith spoke in aflow of mdting ice.

My River shall be as long as your memories

As sweet as your worship

As deep as your love.

Drink of Me

That you may live.

Dance with Me

That you may rejoice.

Love for Me

That | may be reborn.

Kaffi’s voice faded to a dry whisper. She coughed and reached for her waterskin. She sipped a little
water. “The higory of my sad and stupid people,” she said, retying the bag. “We are too weak to bring
Her rebirth, too strong to rdinquish Her.”

“Do dl your people accept the chant as truth?’

“Truth? Y ou mean as the truth that stones are hard and taman have four legs?’

“Ves”

“Some do,” she said dowly. “I cannot, not completely.”

“A leader’s pragmaism?’

Kafi stood in her dirrup loop before settling back with a tired sgh. “Stones don't give birth to
people. Asfor water fdling from the sky ..."” Her hands moved ambiguoudy. “It is possible. We know of
old ruins, vast ruins. All of my people could fit into one tiny corner of the smalest of them but there were
no cands. If water did not fal from the sky, how could that many people drink?’

“Agreed,” sad Lhar. “But we—my own people—have not been taught that Lith was ‘hostage to the
gars.” Could you explain it to me?’

“Ahhhh, the Ffth Enigma. G’ mirans have debated for centuries, and we have no truth to equd the
number of a taman’s legs. There are some ancient stones, crudely carved, that tdl a tangled story of
Lith's appearance here. They are aso the firg description of the horror that winks around us at night. The
horror that took Lith's body from us. Kylith.”

“In blinding light and storm and bitter ice’” murmured Lhar.

Kafi amiled wryly. “Perhaps Her anger took that form. | wrestled with the carved stones for many
years. Some parts of ther story fed like truth. Those parts are the most baffling. Other parts ... ddl | just
sy that they seem more wish then truth? Or is it thet | lack the faith to make stones quicken, as my
people lack the fath to bring Lith's rebirth?” Kaffi closed her eyes and her face looked drawn and old.
“A miran’s maunderings, Lhar. Hope and nightmare. Neither one dakes thirst nor fills bellies. Enough. |
am dso aleader and have aleader’s practical concerns.”

“Asa leader, what do you think of Td-Lith's history?’

Kafi turned toward him and her eyes were as blesk as the dawn. “There is only one truth worth
knowing about my people: we are fewer than yesterday, more than tomorrow.”

They rode onin slence. When Kaffi began to talk again her voice was matter-of-fact.

“By evening we should overtake the rest of my khaner. If you agree, wéll join your animds with
ours, except for the drifsen and extrataman. A khaner without those would make a poor showing.”

“It won't burden your khaner?’

Kafi smiled, thefird red smile Lhar had seen from her snce dawn. “They will welcome new rumps
to watch. When we reach the Ta-Senet you may use my khaner’s compound and leave your animasin
our fidds”

“WEe re honored.”

“The mirans would have it no other way,” said Kaffi dryly. “The First Khaner’s land is closest to the
cty. It will be easest to watch you there”



“How much trouble do you expect?’

“Why are you here?’ she answered tartly, but before he could frame a careful reply she waved him
into slence. “Ligen well, Lhar of the Forgotten Lands. | am one of many khaner mirans. Other mirans
are more powerful than 1. And there are the g’ mirans. Those who oversee the souls of the great guilds, in
particular. 1t was not dways so. In the past, the khaners had precedence. In law, we 4ill do. But | mugt
be practicd,” she said hitterly. “The perfumed and curried luxury crafts are better loved than the dirty and
tired khaners who merdly feed Tal-Senet. Wasiit so in your land?’

“We had too few people for adty or aguild”

“Our future ... nearer every dawn. Do you know why our guilds are so popular?’

“Full bellies hunger for luxuries”

“It's worse than that. My poor, stupid, frightened people. In ther bowels they know the truth of
extinction. Some bury ther fear under a torrent of prayer and penance. They are led by g'miran Urari; he
isvery powerful among the idle, the violent, the poor. Others hide behind masks of luxury. Peace of mind
hangs upon the rarest foods, robes woven of threads thinner than hope, jewels found only under the
deadly ice caves of the high Ramparts. They are led by g miran Loreft, a man who dams to know his
ancestors unto the First Dawn.”

Kafi laughed slently, sadly.

“Then there is g miran Rik. Her followers are the mogt pathetic. They permit no tak of numbers, no
comparisons between past and present, no shadow of coming death. They comb the dty for abandoned
houses; they destroy the houses and grind up the pieces and scatter them over the land. When anyone
dies, even a day-old baby, Rik’s guild takes the corpse. You'll find no graves, no fire pits, not even a
jumbled cairn of water-polished stones to mark the deaths. No one knows what Rik does with the
corpses, but I've heard gtories of pitiful, maformed babies that | wish | could forget.”

Kafi fdl slent and her eyes were glazed by ugly memories. Then they cleared and she said crisply,
“Though our population has haved in two generations, you'll find neither empty houses nor full
cemeteries. No reminders that Rik’s dogma of changdessnessis a deaming shitpile of lies”

Kafi turned toward him abruptly.

“Aren't you going to ask how | hide from the future?” she said. When he did not answer, she
continued in her brittle voice. “1 gulp down raw facts garnished with a few withered leaves of hope. |
have a fever to know everything, as though knowledge could make a difference. [—"

“Kdfi.” The painin his voice sartled both of them.

“I'm sorry,” she said, leaning over and touching his hand. “1 forgot that you lived my life years ago.”

“Did |7’ said Lhar softly, neither knowing nor caring if Kaffi heard him. “Keffi, there's one piece of
knowledge you mug have. If,” he hesitated, choosing words carefully, “if my khaner could offer your
people ... thar dreams ...” Lhar Sghed and began again, cursng necessary hdf-truths and innuendos,
wishing he could risk full truth. “Many of my people could have made the journey across n'Lith. But they
chose to stay and die, preferring the comfort of despair to the hard edges of hope. Are your people any
stronger? If necessary, could they walk away from their dogmas? Could you?’

Kafi withdrew her hand and her eyes looked inward. Lhar had to lean forward to hear her low
answer.

“l don’t know, Lhar. | can only hope.”

“Who isyour g miran?’

“Hrn. Sheis khaner born, raised in dust and storms and graying cycles. She is the most powerful of
the g’'mirans, but only because the guild g’ mirans feud incessantly.”

“Is she as practicd as you?’

“In khaner matters. In others, sheisvery impracticd. She dill hopes for a better future”

“Is she your friend as well as your leader?’

“Sheismy physica mother, aswdl as my chosen mother.”

“l look forward to tdling her how much | enjoy her daughter.”

Kafi amiled dyly. “If you say that, hell assume you're skinning hides with me. That would please
her; she lay with many men before she found one who could give her a child.”



“Tonight?” said Lhar, with a lightness that went no further than hislips.

“Done—were it not for Syza” Kaffi Sghed. “l sense she's as srange as Nevin in that way. Hell
learn not to hoard Lith's gifts But even among khaners there are times when two people mug share
exdudvdy before they are ready to share with their khaner.” She paused, eyes opague with a memory,
then added, “We dl have our favorites and our resentments, | suppose. As for you and me ... not yet.”

Lher leaned forward and lifted Kaffi’s hand to his forehead.

“You are as wise as you are beautiful.”

“And you' re making me regret my wisdom.”

Kafi suddenly stood in her dtirrups, peering into the distance. Lhar followed the direction of her
glance but saw nothing except athin shadow of dust lifting off the land.

“WEeIl be up with them soon. T"Mero comes to greet us”

Lhar made a neutrd sound and watched urtil he findly saw a hint of movement. It became a
cantering taman with T'"Mero asitsrider.

* Anything wrong?* Lhar asked quickly.

*Birol’s impatient to rgoin his khaner. He hinted that if you hurried we would have time to eat with
them before we had to leave*

“I'll see what T'Mero wants,” said Lhar to Kaffi. “Why don’'t you see if Nevin's taman is capable of
more than an injured craml?’

Without waiting for an answer, Lhar kicked his taman into a canter and went to receive a message he
dready knew.

Under Kaffi’s encouragement, the khaner caught up with Birol and Diri a a point where the river
narrowed and the land became more hills than plains. The dimbing sun filled the arr with a cold brass
light. The tral narrowed and the hills became steeper, and everywhere there were sgns of recent
earthquakes. Under the shadow of a steep escarpment Kaffi sgnded Lhar to join her.

“WEeIl reach my khaner soon,” she caled over the echoing hooves. “1 want my people to see two
golden taman moving together.”

Lhar lifted his hand in agreement and concentrated on lightly touching both taman’s minds to ensure
their cooperation. It was difficult; in spite of yesterday’s long ride, both animas were eager to race. But
when the two taman swept over thefind rise they moved with matched strides, as though they had been
born for this moment of unity. In a clatter of pebbles and pouring dust, both taman did to a stop before
the waiting khaner. Though Lhar could fed the intense curiogity of Kaffi's people, they looked only at
her.

“Greet your brother, Lhar of the Forgotten Lands,” said Kéffi into the slence. “He has ridden
through n’Lith's own rockfdls to be among hisfamily.”

In response to Kaffi's formd exhortation, the deven people gave a high ululation of approval and
surged forward. Lhar dismounted and stripped off his gloves, gregting them as friends. The process
would be repeated as each new member of Lhar’s khaner appeared—except for Diri. It was too soon to
reved her Slver-velvet skin.

“She would greet you as a friend,” said Lhar carefully, “but in our land the mur-Lith touch no one's
skin during the dhrinking season.”

As Kéffi’s khaner murmured uncertainly, Kaffi said, “Yes, it's a srange custom, but sensible. They
had so little food and water that their dancers had to choose between giving thelr energies to Lith or to
thar khaner. After the Festivd, their mur-Lith live as the rest of us” Kaffi turned toward Lhar and said
very softly, “Is that enough, or do you want to add jewels?’

“Keffi,” he murmured, “some day I'll tdl you about a way of life that you were born for. You
covered it perfectly.”

“Some day this. Some day that, Y ou owe me severad somedays, my friend.”

Lhar’s answer was logt in the noise of the crowd greeting Syza and Nevin. When Birdl returned from
overseeing the mixing of the herd animas, Lhar saw why he had wanted to hurry back. A smdl child
emerged from the milling adults and scrambled up Birol’s robes with sill cries of delight. Birol laughed
with equd pleasure as his arms engulfed the child.



“His? asked Lhar.

Kdfi lifted her hands in an ambivaent gesture. “The child's mother and Birdl have light eyes. Feyl’s
eyes are brown. But Bird is Feyl’s chosen father. He howled like a dust sorm when Birdl told him he
hed to stay.”

Lhar wanted to ask if there were other children in the khaner but something in Kaffi’s tone stopped
him; that and the sparks of desolation-desperation that flared out of her mind. When he fdt Kaffi
watching him he met her eyes slently.

“Feyl isour khaner’s only future,” she said, looking away from Lhar. “Feylin, his mother, is pregnant
agan. Each year but one she has given birth to dead children. She nearly died with the last. When | saw
you and Syza hed, | knew | wasright to help you. | shouldn’'t ask, but Feylin ismy mother’ s daughter.”

Lhar soothed the flaring sparks with a gentle mind-touch and said dowly, “If we can hdp, we will.
But Syzasgiftis... erratic.”

“I know,” sad Keffi, amiling in spite of the sadness in her golden eyes. “Thank you, from dl of my
khaner.”

As Lhar touched Kaffi’s shoulder, Syza's query rang in hismind.

*Why does Kéffi radiate grief? What's wrong?*

Lhar relayed the conversation, careful to drain out dl emotion and avoid dl hint of demand. Her
response was streaked with uneasy fear.

*Where is Feylin? How much time before the birth? Is she well >

“Kaffi, where is Feylin?’

“At our compound on the city’s highest edge,”

“When is the child expected?’

“Before Festiva.”

“Isshewd| now?’

“She was very tired when we left.”

“Why?

*Tdl her I'll look at Feylin, but ....*

*NoO promises?

*| can't promisel*

Syza s thought was a mixture of anger and regret and fear thregtening to overwhem her control, but
Lhar made no attempt to aid her. He knew that he might only make it worse.

“Syzawill look at Feylin when we get to the compound.”

“Are you sure? Syzais brittle now. | don’t want to hurt the woman | have chosen as sgter.”

“If Syza can help Feylin, she will.”

“Then | can hope,” said Kaffi, pressing Lhar’s hand to her forehead. “And now,” she said briskly,
“we mud return to the trall a hand. My mates are preparing food. We mugt eat wel, with obvious
pleasure, or they will be disappointed.”

“Suddenly I'm garving.”

“Sometimes you lie very bedly.”

Lhar amiled unconvincingly, then set to work rearranging himsaf around his inner numbness. When
the med was set before hm he ate, and his smile seemed genuine. By the time they were ready to
continue their journey he doubted that he could haul himsdf aboard his taman. His only consolation was
that Syza had eaten with a good appetite—and Kaffi was as uncomfortably full as he was.

Lhar groaned softly as he settled into the riding harness. “Lightly,” he said to his taman, “or there will
be Lith's own mess to dean up.” His taman snorted and danced when Kaffi came riding dongside.

“| suppose we have to gdlop out of here” said Lhar hopelesdly.

“Lith forbid such waste,” muttered Kaffi. “We Il go sandly. A dow canter?’

“Very dow,” agreed Lhar as he turned to make sure everyone was ready. “1sn’'t Birol coming?’

“Not unless you want Feyl, too.”

Kaffi was saying she fdt no need of her hunter’s deadly skills but if she wanted to act as though it
were nothing, so would Lhar. “Tokor?’



“| live badly without Tokor,” said Kaffi matter-of-factly. “Heisthe river inmy desert.”

“Not true,” said Tokor as he brought his taman up behind them. “ Sheistheriver.”

“Let'sargue about it,” said Kaffi, smiling. “Tonight.”

Ther eyes met for a moment and Tokor was dill amiling as he turned toward Lhar. “Your animds
mixed well with ours. Birol’s skill wasn't needed even once.”

“With your kill, how could it be otherwise?” said Lhar.

As he watched Tokor ride to the end of the line Lhar suddenly redlized that Tokor's eyes were
brown, as brown as Feyl’s. Lhar searched his memory but could not remember another dark-eyed man
in Kaffi’ s khaner.

“Does Tokor have any other children?’

“Well know before Festival,” answered Kaffi, and Lhar fdt the fear that flickered in her mind.

Thetrall away from Kaffi’s khaner led above the highest water mark of the hrinking lake. There was
enough forage for their few animas, and they would pass wel above any other khaner. There were eght
more plateaus, eght more waterfals, eght more shalow lakes and flood plains to be negotiated before
they would come to Tal-Senet. Along the margins of the ghrinking lakes they would see khaner animds
feading on the plants that flourished as the cold water retreated. Here the various khaners harvested fruits
and reed hearts and the strange, twisted ssan stems.

The sky was cloudless and dry, burnished by a cold sun. The days were growing shorter, the
shadows longer, the air colder. Soon the lakes would be memories, the river a dminishing Siver promise.
With the end of mdting season would come ice and desiccation and fear that the next mdt would be late
... OF never.

As Lhar rode he sensed impetience in the Td-Lithens, impatience and frudration a being locked into
cydes that brought nothing but dedlining hope. And beneath the frugtration, violence lurked and waited to
be released.

VI

LHAR SHIFTED HIS WEIGHT FORWARD TO HELP THE taman's scrambling dimb through
the notch onto another plateau. The lagt twelve days were a blur of cold medls hadlily eaten and of Hiff
hides thrown over rocky ground. They had changed mounts every day to rest the taman, but there had
been little rest for the riders. As his taman clawed over the last loose rocks, Lhar sghed and guided the
animd off the trall to wait for Nevin. Far below, the narrowed river thundered and seethed cold migt.

T'Mero and Diri passed by, close together and slent. Though Lhar could not discern any expression
through Diri’s conceding vels, her posture was upright. Each night Syza had discreetly checked the
dancer’ s hedth; if Diri’s strength were failing, he would dow the pace no matter how Kaffi objected.

Syzalooked stronger than he had ever seen her. Kéffi gave her asmdl package of spices, then made
aure that Syza used them in her morning ssan. The result was a doubling of Syza's appetite and strength.
In spite of the grinding ride she was no longer gaunt. Whether the renewed strength was reflected in her
mind, he had no way of knowing; Syza kept her shields locked even in deep.

When Nevin's taman findly came through the notch, Lhar moved back onto the trail.

“Notice anything in particular about the country?’ said Lhar.

“There'stoo much of it,” Nevin said, trying to ease his tired body into a more comfortable position.
“And the higher we get, the colder it is”

Lhar laughed shortly. “No argument there. Anything else?”

Nevin was dlent as he reviewed the long days on the trail; then he looked around to make sure that
Kafi and Tokor were out of hearing.

“I'm an anthropologi<t, not a planet man. But whatever collison of forces built—or rebuilt—the
Ramparts, is ill very active. I'd guess that the Ramparts used to be old, so old that they were eroded
amodg fla, just a ripple in a wide plan of ther own debris. Then something snapped. As the second
Ramparts rose they dragged up the plains urtil the plains faulted in great chunks, making these accursed

steps.



“So far we agree. That dl?’

Nevin glanced sideways. “Y ou worried about something specid?’

“At each notch we've crossed there were fresh rock-falls, bigger each time. At this lagt notch there
was a grip of new diff-face that was tdler than a rearing taman.”

“Fault ling” said Nevin casudly. “It stretched across the diffsas far as| could see.”

“Exactly. Now, what kind of earthquake could heave up awal like that?’

Nevin emptied hislungsinarush. “I see ... and | should have seen sooner. I'm o used to earthquake
ggnsthat | don't even notice them. Remember that firgt quake we fdt?

Lhar grimaced; he was not likdly to forget it.

“Along that faultline you noticed, at the bottom, a band of rock no wider than my pam. It was very
fresh, completely unweathered. I’ d guess it was the result of that quake.

“And the rest of the diff?” demanded Lhar. “1 didn’t see any other stripes.”

“The rest probably went up dl a once.”

“Swveet Lith!”

“Yeaand beieve” muttered Nevin. “Ta-Senet ismainly built of sone. I'd hate to degp under stones
infaultline country,”

“Td-Lithens should know how to build againg earthquakes.”

“Anything else? Kaffi has been tdling me about the locd city life”

“Ligen and learn, my friend,” said Lhar, reining his mount away. “You'll find no better teacher.”

“Lhar?’ said Nevin, urging his taman closer.

“y e

“How much does Kaffi know about us?’

“I'm not sure. She's ps. Untrained, of course, but Hill potent.”

Nevin looked unessy. “1—can we trust her?’

“Do you want to?’

“Y s

“Your indincts are good. Don't let her ps scare you. She knows less than you do about the subject.
But be careful dl the same. And try not to fight your imprinting.”

“You mean Kaffi and Tokor and ...”

Lhar waved his hand casudly. *Y ou know better than | what part of your native culture conflicts with
your Contact conditioning.”

“Don't you have any conflicts?” said Nevin with a trace of bitterness. “No, you wouldn't.”

“Don’t count on it.” Although he wanted very much to kick his taman into a run, Lhar held the pace
a awak. He was not sure enough of his own control where Syza was concerned. The impasse was too
new. A sngle, ampleirratiiona impulse might unravel everything.

“Sorry,” said Nevin quietly.

“No need. Like the rest of us, you're doing the best you can with what you have. No one can ask
more.”

“But what | have isn't—"

“Don't beittle yoursdlf.” Then, more gently, “Are you edging up to a request for integration?’

“l don’'t know. Kaffi.”

Lher waited.

“The khaner. Tokor is her half-brother. One of the men we met is probably her father.”

“Biologicd?’

“Chosen, and probably biologica aswdl.”

“And?’ sad Lhar.

“Ian't that enough?’

“Onyour planet, yes. On many of the other avilized planetsit doesn’'t mean a kerden thing.”

“So | learned.”

“Was your fird integration successful?’

“I'm here,” Nevin said carefully.



Lher said nothing.

Nevin mumbled, then said clearly, “Some days I'm not sure who | am. I’ ve broken dmost every one
of my own culturd taboos but | don’'t fed like a mongter. | could love Kaffi and Tokor in spite of mysdf.
| wish ... sometimes | wish life were as smple asit used to be,” finished Nevin with a tired laugh.

“And the rest of the time?’

“| rather enjoy it.”

“You don't need integration,” said Lhar drily. “You need deep. Tdl them to skin other hides for a
few nights. Kaffi will understand. And if you can't tdll her, | will. When we get to Tal-Senet | don't want
my miran sumbling around haf adeep.”

“When the khaners dl return, anyone who is fully awake is suspect. The city is like a river in flood
until after the Fedtival.”

“The usud 3b orgy?’

“Ummmmm ... yes and no. Yes in that sexud relaions are obligatory. No in that beatings, murders,
rapes and generd mayhem are not condoned.”

“Not enough population to spare?’

“Right.”

“Arethere laws to thet effect?”

“More of animpliat culturd taboo. Oh, I'm sure some people lose control, but they’re brought back
to the herd very quickly. | suspect that yefa hdps. When the last khaner arrives, yefa is taken in every
conceivable manner—baths, rubs, three kinds of drink, chewed, burned, smoked, eaten, sniffed. | might
have missed afew.”

“Better yefa than—"

“Then what?’

Lher looked around, but no one else was near.

“Better than jexn, the preferred drug on a 3b planet | once worked. Jexn does for people what too
much sdt does for ataman.”

“Remind me to give that planet a pass.”

“Exactly what | recommended. Thousand-year proscription. In that time the culture will ether learn
to handle jexn or die”

“Rather harsh.”

“It' stheir population, their planet. If they want to destroy either or both, it's their problem.”

“But | thought that Contact saved cultures for potentia Concord membership.”

“Contact intervenesin naturd, not cultura, emergencies. If Td-Lith's sun were stable we wouldn’'t be
here. And if we succeed in trangplanting this culture to Seytd-Lith, we will let the culture develop in its
own way. No further interference.”

“How much time do we have?’ said Nevin quickly. “1 have an uneasy feding about the sun.”

“Offiddly we have eght Td-Lith cycles before burn-off is expected. Unoffiddly,” Lha’'s hand
moved in a flowing Td-Lithen gesture of ambivadence, “killing flares are very unpredictable. The sun
could go today.”

Nevin stared a Lhar in disbdlief.

“But,” continued Lhar, “I cdculated that we have a ninety-four percent probability of meking it
through Festivd. After that the probability drops off a diff. About eeven percent each tenth-cycle. If Diri
does her job, though, Festivd isdl we'll need.”

“Fedtiva,” muttered Nevin. “By the Sacred River and Each One of Her Drops. Fedtiva! The people
will be too ful of yefato care”

“What better ending to the Festiva than to wake up on arich, new planet warmed by a stable sun?’

“It' s not that dmple”

“If it were,” agreed Lhar, “we would just set up Accesses, fill the natives with ecstasan, and transport
them to Seytd-Lith. We'll do that if we have to.”

“Shock. You'd lose the culture, most of the people, and any hope of a representative gene pool.”

Nevin was slent for along moment, obvioudy troubled. “Does Diri know how absolutely vitd she



is?’

“I hope nat,” said Lhar grimly. “If she gets too arrogant I'll have to make Syza bring her back to
redity again.”

Digagte twisted Nevin's usudly smooth face. He exhded naidly. “It's a good thing Diri’s brains are
in her genitds”

Lhar laughed softly. “We counted on that.”

They continued the ride in a slence broken only by occasional comments on recent rockfals and
apparent faultlines. As the sun arced across the sky toward evening, the land gradudly changed. Wild
plants were replaced by orderly orange rows of ssan shrubs, green pools of reeds, red fodder fidds and
long stretches of stubby lavender grain. These were khaner holdings, harvested by people made tiny by
distance. Irrigation ditches turned gSlver, then bronze, then molten red-gold in the waning sun. The trall
avoided the fidds, threaded up rocky ridges, clawed through yet another narrow notch where the river
thundered and breathed icy migt over tired riders.

When everyone had safdly passed through the dippery pass, Lhar urged his taman close to Kaffi's.

“How much further to Ta-Senet?”

“Three days, if Jyll hasn't begun his harvest.” At Lhar's quizzicd look she added, “Jyll would be
furiousif we trampled through his ripe reedhearts. He tends those reeds like the children he's never had.”

“Is he of your khaner?’

“No. Didn't you keep your fertile landsin common, dl khaners working together?”

“We had no fertile lands”

“Forgive me. | should have guessed by the smal number in your khaner.”

“How many arein your khaner?’

“I'm not sure. People drift into different khaners, find other lovers. Probably one thousand.”

Lhar remembered Feylin and wanted to ask if Feyl was the only child among one thousand adults.
Evenif only one quarter of the adults were women of child-bearing age, there must be more than just one
child.

“That mugt seem like a lot of people to you,” said Kaffi, misaking the reason for his slence. “Only
eighty-four of us follow the herds. The rest work the fidds”

“May | ask questions about khaner rdaionships?’

“Nevin has asked so many questions I'm beyond offense,” said Kaffi drily.

“Then perhaps | should ask him.”

“His questions concerned ity power structures and rdligion. Miran matters. Y ou, naturdly, would be
more interested in khaners.”

“Does your whole khaner livein the same compound? Are you equdly familiar with each member?’

“That would be impassible. Of course we dl act as if we love every khaner member egudly. As for
living together, only in the frozen season. The khaners, and the guilds as wdl, are dmogt separate cities.
We care for our own and trade the surplus of our work to the merchant guild. The khaners feed the
guilds afact that the guilds would like to ignore”

“It mugt be very difficult to live with one thousand people.”

Kaffi laughed suddenly. “I wasn't clear, Lhar. Normaly we live in smdl groups, i’ khaners, within the
khaner compound. A sngle khaner islike a ssan shrub; the i’ khaners are sems and leaves and roots and
buds. All different, but dl part of the same whole. My i’ khaner has deven membersin the mdting season,
twenty-three in the dhrinking, and thirty-one in the frozen.”

“Are khaners entered by birth or choice?’

“Khaner membership is usudly determined by birth, i’khaners are chosen fathers, mothers, brothers,
ggers and friends. But nothing is fixed. Khaner born or raised may prefer the guild life The same for
quild people. Nor are i’khaners carved out of rock. Anyone is free to join another i’ khaner, a separate
khaner, or any of the quild levels”

Lhar rode in dlence, corrdating the new information with the information he had been given by
Contact. The concept of i’khaners had not been part of that information. The automatic monitors had
seen the compounds, dissected the language, and concluded that khaners were endogamous clans. The



living groups within the khaners were assumed to be based solely on genetic rdaionship. Perhaps it had
been that way in the past, but cusoms had changed. Khaners were actudly more a socdly than a
gendticdly determined dructure. The i’khaner was the basic unit of living, and was determined by
persona, mutud choice. His extrgpolations about Td-Lithen society must be changed on the basis of
new information. He studied the ramifications from dl angles, riding slent and relaxed while his mind
performed intricate caculaions. Fndly he asked, “Are mirans separate from their khaners and guilds?’

“Only during the training period.”

“How are mirans chosen?’

Then, fearing that he might have trespassed on a socid taboo, he lightly touched Kaffi’s mind. But dl
he sensed was her patient willingness to educate the remnants of a former culture into the complexities of
anew one.

“Sx cycles from the day of birth, dl children are taken to the g’'mirans. After three days the khaner or
quild is told whether the child has the qudities necessary for miran training. And no, | don't know what
the g'mirans look for.”

Lhar dlently wondered if ps was the essentid qudity the g mirans sought, but Kaffi’'s mind was as
empty of knowledge on that point as his own.

“Do khaners and guilds ever war?’

“They used to. Then the g mirans decreed that every fourth child born to ether khaner or guild must
be exchanged. When the child is twelve, the exchange is made.”

The monitor had missed that, too; rituad hostages to peace. Lhar rode slently, making rapid
correlations.

“Feyl isyour i’khaner’s only child? he asked findly.

“He is my i’khaner’s only child,” said Kéfi in a thin voice, “and the only living child born to my
khaner in three years”

Even as his hand covered hersin slent comfort, Lhar’s mind was reding a the ramifications of her
gatement. That was less, far less, than the monitor's extrapolated birth rate. Machines had watched and
gathered information for Sx cycles, a highly risky process in Td-Lith's clear skies. The lagt three cycles
hed been used for finding and preparing a planet for the exodus from Ta-Lith. Survelllance had been
reduced to a Sngle moon-based monitor capable only of detecting gross deviations from the norm as
perceived in the last Six cycles, changes such as wars or extreme famine or violent solar flares. Sx cycles
of machine-gathered information, with al its inherent lack of subtlety. Two cycles with virtudly no
informetion gathered. Eight cycles in dl. Not enough. Not nearly enough. The Contact team knew
Td-Lith's language, had an outline of gross culturd and geographic redlities, a thorough familiarity with
taman and drifs, and little ese. Eight cycles. Most planets were monitored by machines for a least one
hundred cycles, and by living intelligence for fifty more, before Contact was attempted. If Contact was
attempted at dl.

Lhar fingered the conceadled psitran and wondered if his Contact superior knew that Td-Lith's sun
hed defied the odds in the last two cycles and taken a quantum legp in indtability, shifting its radiation
patterns so that the intricate dance of gestation and birth became aborted travesty.

One childin three years.

“When does the Festiva begin?’ he asked abruptly.

“When the lagt khaner returns”

“How long?’ he demanded.

When he saw the sudden fright on Kaffi’'s face he eased his grip on her hand and softened his
question with asmile

“Seven weeks. But the river has been erratic. It may take longer.”

Erratic river. A warming sun softening more of the massve icefidds at both poles of Td-Lith and

water flowing, river growing, plants reaching, sun growing and flowing and
reaching out.

“Lhar, what's wrong? What's wrong!”



Abruptly Lhar remembered Kaffi's ps. Before he released her hand he shoved back his vison of
flaing sun and substituted a kaleidoscope of plateaus and strange customs and fatigue. Though Kaffi
received only hints of emotions, they were emotions she could understand. When he was certain that she
was no longer frightened he pulled his hand away.

“Nothing’swrong,” he said, letting tiredness roughen his voice. “My khaner has traveled far, we have
further to go and we have to wait until after Festival to know whether your people will accept us”

“Isit only that?’ said Kaffi.

“lan't that enough?’

Kafi did not answer. Lhar cursed his carelessness in touching her when his mind was undisciplined.
His own control decreased every day. He knew that he needed time, slent time to integrate personal and
professond imperatives. Two weeks, one week, even a few days. Yet time was the one thing he no
longer had. He would have to go on waking up and working with his mind in the quiet hours before
dawn, knowing as he worked that slf-integration cannot be accomplished in scattered hours by a tired
mind. But he had no other choice.

He wondered how Syza was deeping, what her dreams were.

JI's reedhearts had not yet been harvested. The weary riders made a long circuit of the flooded
area. The ar fdt unusudly moist, dmost humid, as the taman scrambled over the rough tral. When the
tamen walked instead of cantered, Lhar rode beside each member of his khaner, trading innuendos with
Diri and measuring possible dangers with T"Mero. Nevin, refreshed by sx hours of unbroken deep, was
quedioning Kaffi about miran powers while Tokor listened with a bemused expresson. Syza, as usud,
rode done. Lhar hesitated, then fdl back to the end of the line where Syza and the drifsen oversaw the
fractious taman.

“Sorry,” said Lhar diffly, “but it would look odd if I continued to avoid you.”

Syza's face remained expressonless, her mind impenetrable. He fdt unreasoning anger a her
composure, then told himsdf he was afool for expecting anything e'se. She, at least, was able to stand by
her pragmatic appraisal of the imposshility of ther rdationship. If the impasse upset her she kept it well
hidden. But then, hiding was her specidty. Nothing ventured, nothing lost. Maybe she was right; the less
he saw her, the less he was close to her, the easier it would be to accept the necessity of being apart. If
only he could excise the memories from his mind.

“Tokor told me the crops were mauring oddly,” said Syza.

“Kaffi mentioned it too. That, plus the extremdy low hirth rate, means trouble. The sun is closer to
burn-off than Contact thought.”

Syza drew in an uneven breath. “How long?’

“We should make it through Festival. Seventy-nine percent chance. Are Diri’ s rhythms consistent?”

“For her age, yes. Theride has been hard on her. And T'Mero.”

“T'"Mero?’ sad Lhar, surprise meking him look directly into her clear green eyes. For a moment his
atention scattered, then with an effort he focused on her words.

“I’ve been checking Diri every night. Last night T'"Mero woke when | touched her.”

“Y ou mean that he hasn't been waking up when you approached? He's our guardian!”

“He dept dl but last night. When he woke up he grabbed me hard enough to leave bruises. | fdt fear
and anger from him before he recognized me. Everything faded but a deep tiredness, a sense of
disspating rhythms. He concentrated, evened out his rhythms and fdl adeep again.”

Lhar remembered the song that had triggered T'Mero's vidlent attachment to Diri, the incident with
Nevin and the yefa leaves, the guardian’s subtle disregard of his duties in favor of Diri’s presence. And
Diri hersdlf, suddenly content to be exdusively with T'Mero. He wondered what they symbolized to each
other, why their sudden and tota intimecy had occurred. It could hardly be a mentd bond, for neither
one had the ps potentid to redlize, much less accomplish, ardationship of complements. Nor could it be
purdy physica; according to Syza, neither one had the Samina to sustain such a bonding.

“Why?" he mused doud. “Why T'Mero, who hasn't had an excdusve bond with a woman since his
fird maturity? And Diri. Her promiscuity islegend.”



“Doesit matter?” said Syza, her voice tight. “They’ re not harming anyone.”

“Unlike me?’ shot back Lhar. “But maybe you're right. It doesn't matter why. Maybe I'm just
jedlous of two people who found a means of enriching duty with pleasure. Obvioudy | need integrating
more than anyone else. Question:.” he said coldly, “who will integrate the integrator?’

“Do you think | enjoy this?’

“You choseit over integration.”

“Asyou chose Td-Lith. Will cutting at each other make our choices easier to live with?’

“Syza” sad Lhar hestantly, “if | opened my mind to you, let you know the detalls of my life and
essence, but did not touch your mind at dl, would you trust me then? Would you let me integrate your
past and present?”’

“l trugt you. | don't trust mysdf. | know now that if my integration fals, it can be no worse for me
then it was. But for you, for Ta-Lith—too much to lose. That's hdf of my fear. The other hdf is my fear
of knowing what | have been. And another hdf,” she laughed raggedly, “—if there can be such a
thing—ismy fear that | will destroy you as | have every person whose mind | touched.”

“The lagt two are dmogt the same fear, Syza,” he said carefully, keeping the sudden hope out of his
voice. She had begun to ped back the layers of amnesa, begun to remember what had happened on
Bjmsk. Perhaps integration would be possible after dl.

“Are they the same? Yes, | see tha they could be. In my dreams | destroy faceess people. And
laugh. My laughter isworse than Zomd’s. | can't trust mysdf.”

“You can't trust nightmares.”

“They fed like truth.”

“Hdf-truth.”

“Maybe. Can we risk Td-Lith to find out?’

Lhar remembered the wrenching joy of sharing just an ingant of her mind. “Ta-Lith may dready be
logt to her sun.”

“Then what we do or don’'t do no longer matters?’

“It matters more than ever,” said Lhar tiredly. “We have to convince the natives to leave a the end of
Fedtival.”

Syzawas slent for along moment. Then, “Diri.”

“Yes. A messenger is not good enough. WE I have to let her be Lith. A commanding god, in effect.”

“Sell like that. She didn't come here for a few short hours of adoration. Don't trust her. Or
T Mero.”

“T'Mero? He' s spent Sx maurities as a Contact agent.”

“Din seems to be the beneficiary of his ills”

“That will change. If the Td-Lithensturn againgt us” said Lhar, touching his rough belt, “T" Mero will
be our best chance to make it to the emergency pickup point.

“I might,” Lhar hesitated, “I might have to use you again. With Diri.”

“I know.”

“Why don't you trust T'Mero?’

“l don’t know. Something about how he fdt when he touched me”

“Have you been in hismind?’

“No!”

Lhar wished he could mesh with her, know directly the source of her vague unease over T'Mero. But
that was impossible.

“If T"Mero shouldn’t be trusted, | have to know why. I'd rather be controlled Diri than you. We
don’'t have much time dl of Contact’s cdculations have to be changed. Help me”

“How?”

“Touch people. Become part of them. Let them react with you in ways they never would with me.
Monitor Td-Lithen minds. All our minds, for that matter. Make your own theories, measure them againgt
mine You have auniqgue mind. | respect it evenif you don’t. Useiit.

“And then maybe, if we're lucky, we'll get off this zarfsucking planet before either one of us cracks.”



“Not you,” said Syza certainly. “You'll never crack.”

Lher laughed without humor. “Before Td-Lith | might have agreed with you.”

He urged his taman into a canter and rode up toward the head of the line of taman. Through the long
cold hours of afternoon and wind the animds cantered and walked, walked and cantered past the
iridescent rustling reeds. At sunset Kaffi kicked her taman into the lead, heading toward a digtant jumble
of rocks that was the only path up onto the highest plateau. Two of the three moons rose, ydlow and
slver pouring over the black land. And dill the taman cantered.

In ahollow near the base of the pass, Kéffi Sgnded a hdt. When Lhar caught up with her, Tokor's
taman was dready at the base of the ragged notch. Hooves rang againg cryddline rocks, there was a
tumble of pebbles, and then Tokor disappeared among the huge boulders.

“WEIl rest here” sad Kaffi. “When the third moon rises, the light will be too dangerous for
dimbing.”

Lher looked into the distance where Tokor had gone.

“Tokor knows Ta-Senet’s Gate,” said Kéffi. “Hdl be as safe as anyone in sunlight.”

“He stired.”

Kefi spread her fingersin a gesture which indicated both agreement and disagreement. “ Someone
has to reach g'miran Firn. If | went it would be noticed. Tokor can be as inconspicuous as a drop in the
river.”

“Then what happens?’

“If word of you has aready reached Ta-Senet, g’'miran Firn will meet us at my compound. If you're
dill our secret, €l ride out to meet us”

“If we aren’'t accepted what will happen to us?’

Kafi paused hdfway through unsaddling her taman. The belly strap flapped avkwardly in a newly
born wind. She caught the strap and coiled it carefully before turning to face Lhar.

“l don’t know. There are no rituds or rules for dedling with your khaner. The worst punishment we
have is to be sent out to die in n'Lith, but you have dready survived that. Who are we to punish or
dispose?’

“And those who are our friends?’

“N’Lith.”

“No one who helps uswill diein n'Lith.”

“Who would want to live there, or beyond?’ asked Kaffi camly.

“There are other choices”

“Tdl me one” But when Lhar hesitated, Kaffi’s hands opened in a gesture of resgnation. “1 know,”
she said wearily. “I mug trust you fully though you trust me incompletely. An uneven bargain, but I’'m too
tired to protest it.”

“Keffi—"

“Well tak when you have something new to tdl me”

Lhar watched her as she went through the mations of caring for her taman. Once she sumbled and
would have fdlen if he had not steadied her. When his hand touched her he caught a confuson of
emotion-images blurred by fatigue

Tokor gone, cold brittle suspicions, Tokor, tired and alone and a dry wind
blowing.

“Like us, you're tired and cold and dmost frightened. For once let us take care of you.” He led her
unressingly toward a pile of bedding.

*T'Mero.*

*Recaiving.*

*When you' re finished with Diri, bring some food and hot ssan for Kaffi.*

*Diri’s adeep. Smdl fire?

*Very andl. Kaffi wants us to remain a secret.*

A amdl flare of orange appeared a the base of arock pile. Kaffi started to protest, but Lhar pushed
her gently onto the warm hides.



“No one but uswill see thefire”

The flare became a amdl glow overshadowed by the scent of ssan brewing. Soon everyone except
Diri was stting and Spping at scading ssan. Kaffi ate lightly, then dragged her hides over to a place that
was dmog levd and free of rocks. Lhar waited a few moments before he followed.

“Do you prefer degping done?’

“I’'m too tired to do more than deep. But | would enjoy a warm body or two nearby. Nights a the
Géete are dways bitter.”

Lhar returned to the aready dead fire and began picking up bedding. Only Syza and Nevin
remained;, T'Mero and Diri were adeep together. Lhar quickly laced three hides together, beckoned to
Syza and Nevin, and returned to Kaffi.

*She shouldn't be done tonight,* thought Lhar to Syza. *She's cald, tired, londy, and more than a
bit afraid.*

He began aranging bedding on ether sde of Kaffi. When the biggest rocks were out of the way, he
shook out the laced-together hides and crawled in next to Kaffi. He was debating whether or not to curl
up with her when Syzd s ddlicate thought brushed his mind.

* She needs to hold and be held.*

Behind Syza' s cdm thought was a restless universe of Smilar needs.

In the pae light of the moons Lhar lay next to Kaffi. Her body shifted, inviting him to move hisarm so
that his shoulder would become a pillow. With a murmured Sgh of appreciation, she turned on her sde
and curled up againg his warmth. When Nevin burrowed in beside her, she automdticaly drew hisam
across her body. He adbligingly turned on his sde and shuggled againgt her back, giving and recelving
warmth.

Lhar touched her mind lightly; londliness and cold were receding.

There was arudle of hides and Lhar fdt the sweet pressure of Syza dong his back and legs, her am
across his chest, her quick gpology in his mind. He brushed his lips across her hand and willed himsdf
adeep.

When he awoke it was with a sense of danger. Only the third moon remained, golden, balanced on
the brooding rim of the plateau. His mind searched outward until he remembered Kaffi's latent pg, and
the search faded to a thread of awareness-seeking. He had an ingant of surprise when Syza's mind
joined his, then he accepted her piercing clarity, guided ther joined minds with dl the subtlety of his
training.

They discovered three people slently waking, descending the lowest portion of the Gate. Syza
whispered in his mind without disturbing the delicate search.

*Tokor’sin front, the rainbow with the core of gold. He tastes of reedhearts and dawn.*

*One of the others must be g miran Firn.*

*Which one woke us?

Lhar probed with incredible ddlicacy, retreated in puzzlement. *Neither one feds dangerous to me.
Thar ps is greater than Kaffi's but dill untrained.*

And then two of the minds blended with surging power. Immediatdly Lhar clamped a shidd around
Syza and himsdf. His warning trickled through her surprise.

*They’ re complements. Untrained, unknowing. Complements. When they touch each other.*

*Like our minds when we cdled T'Mero?’

*Like ours when we' re unaware and touch casudly.*

*Can they see/sense us?>

*Only if | let them.*

He held the shield and quickly sorted through possibilities, probabilities, hopes and difficulties He
reached out for T"Mero, found him deep in deep. He smothered a flash of irritation that the guardian
dept while three people walked closer to them each second. He woke T'Mero, told hm the new
problem, and turned hismind back to Syza.

*Can you touch my mind so that no one would suspect?*

*Even you?



Lhar laughed slently. * That would be too much to hope.* But before he had finished the thought, his
awareness of Syza vanished. With growing surprise he searched his mind for her presence. A long time
passed before he findly sensed a digtant flash of emerdd, cryddline yet warm, dive with potentid.

*Beautifully done, Syza. Now stay there.*

*How long?

*|sit adrain for you? I’d go into your mind, but—*

*| know. I’'m sorry. Better this way.*

*Stay there until you can't hold. Tel me when you leave so I'll know to go back to the old way of
mincd-touch. It's harder to shidd that way, but it can be doneif thisis too uncomfortable for you.*

A feding diginctly like a drifsen’s satisfied murmur spread through Lhar, emerdd-tinged and dive.
He laughed dlently and told Syza to deep. The am that had unconscioudy tightened across his chest
relaxed and the breath warming his back dowed and deepened.

*T'Mero?*

*Recaiving.*

*Don't try mindgpeech unlessit's an emergency. | can shidd my contacts with you, but | can’'t shidd
acontact | don't know iscoming. I'll check with you when | believe it's safe.*

Kafi dirred. Lhar eased carefully onto his back, trying not to disturb either of the women. Both
women shifted, unconscioudy seeking their lost warmth. Nevin dso moved. When everyone was quiet
agan, Kaffi's and Syza's hair tickled Lhar's neck, and Nevin's long aam stretched amost across dl of
them.

Lhar moved hislegs cautioudy, then gave up. He could avoid more rocks if he dept done, but it was
not nearly as pleasant. He gently worked his fingers into Syza's long hair and was rewarded by a subtle
increase in the pressure of her body againg his. He difled a flash of desire by concentrating on Tokor’s
advance. Lhar opened his eyes but remained utterly ill, hoping Tokor would not be fool enough to
approach without the ritud greeting to the khaner’s hunter.

“It's Tokor, hunter. May my two friends and | pass?’

Tokor’s voice was barely awhisper.

“Your friends are ours,” came T'Mero’ s soft answe.

Lher fdt the subtle tightening of Syza's body and knew she was awake again.

“Tokor,” whispered Lhar, “you're as slent as arockfal.”

Tokor’s quiet laugh came from no more than an arm’s length away. His robes rustled as he sat near
Lhar's head. In the waning light of the golden moon, he saw Tokor's eyes flash as he counted heads
among the tangle of bodies and hides. A hand squeezed Lhar’s shoulder.

“Good,” murmured Tokor. “Kéffi told me she would not be done”

“But dill missng you.”

Tokor chuckled. “That's good, too.”

“Isg'miran Frn with you?’

“Yes. And g miran Dadl.”

The satisfaction in Tokor’s low voice was unmistakable. “Dadl is a leader, too,” sad Tokor. “Heis
aways finding ways of keeping Tal-Senet from fracturing into warring guilds”

“Does g miran Frn trust him?’

“They are as closg, closer, than Kaffi and 1.

“Then I"d better get untangled and greet them properly.”

Tokor's hand pressed lightly. “Wait. 1t would be good if they saw ther daughter degping among
friends”

Lhar wondered what Kaffi had told Tokor, then redlized she had probably told him everything she
knew or suspected or hoped. He listened to two people gpproaching very quietly.

“Lhar wanted to get up, but | told him that Kaffi’'s degp was more important to you than ritud,”
explained Tokor softly.

“She's never learned her limits” said awoman's low voice, hdf laughing, haf concerned, reserved.

“She' s your daughter,” answered a man's voice, wry and admiring, reserved.



Soft as the whispers were, Kaffi stirred. Her hand dipped beneath Lhar's skindrape. As though
reassured by the smooth resilience of chest muscles, her fingers curled and relaxed, and she dipped more
deeply into deep.

“Forgive my informdity,” said Lhar very softly. “I intend no disrespect.”

Robes rustled, brushing his cheek as g miran Firn reached down to her degping daughter. He sensed
aflare of pg asfingers touched Kaffi’s forehead. After a moment the older woman's breath came out in
asoft 9gh.

“Sheiswdl and free, Dad.”

“Would | leave her otherwise?” said Tokor sharply.

“Not if you had a choice,” murmured Dadl. “We just weren't sure you had that choice”

“If you can tdl dl that just by touching,” said Lhar casudly, “touch me”

G miran FHn heditated, reached for Lhar’s hand. Orange and dlver burned in Lhar's senses. He
braced himsdf for the inevitable roughness of untrained mindtouch. Through his shidds he sent a mixture
of anticipation and friendship. He barely sensed Syza's deft maneuvers, his shidds opening further to
reved depths of slence and heights of immense power. Had there been time or opportunity, he would
have argued with Syza He was not that powerful, and even if he were, this might not be the time to
announce it.

A long 9gh and Firn’sfingers lifted.

“Dad?’ she said oftly.

“Yes” he answered. “He could have crossed n'Lith.”

“Yet he belongs to the Ramparts.”

“Her Ramparts.”

“The symbol of Her anger,” countered Firn.

“And the source of Her water.”

“You trust him, then?’

“He could have killed usif he had wanted to,” said Dadl.

Lher waited, outwardly relaxed, while the g’ mirans discussed him.

“Could you kill us?” said Firn, as casudly asif they were discussng the wesether.

“Why would | want your deaths?’

“But you do have the ability,” said Dadl.

“Yes” sad Lhar, knowing that the time for evason was over, had been over since Syza opened his
shidds

“Could wekill you?" asked Firn.

“Yes”

Tokor muttered that he would hate to be the one to try. Dadl laughed softly.

“Kdfi trugts you,” Firn said musingly. “Why?’

“A her.”

“Later. Why does she trust you?’

*The truth,* urged Syza deep in hismind.

*Xanthal What isthe truth? he shot back. Kaffi’s body tensed, and he knew she had awakened.

G'mirans FHrn and Dad waited.

“Kdfi ... to Kaffi | symbolize change. She hopes the change will be good.”

“Andif it is't?’ said Dadl.

“She said she would rather diein arockfal than be smothered in dugt.”

“That's Kaffi,” said Tokor with grim amusement.

“You trust Lhar?” Firn said, turning on Tokor and examining him with luminous amber eyes.

“I left Keffi with him.”

“Why do you trust hm?’

Tokor mumbled random curses; being interrogated by a g miran was unpleasant. Kaffi opened her
eyes, abandoning dl pretense of deep.

“Tdl her, Tokor,” said Kaffi.



Tokor opened his hands, flexed hisfingers. “So many things. Lhar—forgive me Kaffi—he's the best
leader I’ ve ever known, yet he treats dl of us as honored equals. He and Syza both risked their lives to
save me from a salt-crazy taman.”

“Asyou risked yours for Syza,” said Lhar.

“l am Frst Herder.”

Tokor’s tone left no doubt that it was his unquestioned duty to protect khaner members from vicious
animds

“You killed the taman, Tokor?' said Dad. “Where were your hunters?’

“Too far away,” snapped Tokor. “Lhar killed the taman. He broke its neck with his hands” There
was a very long slence. “And when the taman was dead,” continued Tokor, “Syza and Lhar heded a
crushed drifsen. With ther hands.”

“You're aheder?’ demanded Firn.

“Syzaheds” Lhar said, trying to keep the irritation out of his tone. Firn was needlesdy unpleasant. “I
hep when | can. Thegiftis erratic.”

“Feylin,” whispered Kaffi.

“Ahhh,” said Firn. “Of course. If we accept this meager khaner, Feylin will be healed.”

Lhar fdt anger uncailing in his mind despite Syza s efforts to soothe him. As he spoke he saw himsdf
through Syza's eyes, and it warned him: his face looked dark and harsh, his gray eyes were hard with
anger, and power surged around him like dark lightning.

“Beieve whatever comforts your fright,” said Lhar coldly. “I won't lick your sdlt and cdl it sweet.”

Kdfi reached toward him with an inarticulate sound. He looked at her face, pde and tight, and he
took her hand, saying only for her ears, “WeIl do what we can for Feylin, unless g’ miran Firn forbidsiit.”

Kafi regained her tongue; she turned on her mother with tumbling words of anger and inault.

“No,” sad Lhar, muffling Kaffi's tirade againg his chest. “Don’'t. G'miran Firn has made her peace
with the future. Y ou can't force your hopes on her. You can only hurt yoursdf.”

Keffi's ams closed around him convulsvely. He held her in return, not knowing whether the
frudration and despair he fdt was hers or his or Syza's. G'miran Frn hogtile, g miran Dad neutrd at
best. So tired, so much to do, so litle time,

He fdt sudden pain as Dad/Firn touched him. In the indant before his shidds closed, agony
exploded in hismind and his face ran with sweat. Immediaidy Syza was there, damping the pain. Even as
he drew along breath, her hands ripped the g mirans fingers off his forehead. He sensed the lethd flash
of her fury and gathered hismind to stop her, but there was no need.

“They didn't want your death,” she said coldly. “They’'re merdy dumsy.”

Lher fet Tokor’s bewilderment and Kaffi’s sudden horror.

“You forced g mak on him!”

“We had to know.” Firn’s voice trembled. “He s miran, g'miran, more. Our gpology, Lhar. We have
never caused such pain, never known such pan.”

Frnand Dad sat down suddenly on the cold earth.

“Y ou need training more than | need gpologies,” Lhar said.

“The green-eyed one,” said Dad hoarsdly. “ She wanted to kill us”

Firn'slips shaped a hdf-amile. “Not unreasonable. I’d want to kill anyone who hurt you that much.”

Hrn breathed deeply until the trembling in her body was gone and her mind no longer echoed Lhar's
agony. When Dad glanced at her she gestured agreement. Dadl spoke dowly, carefully.

“When Tokor came to us, we sensed so much potentid. We wanted to believe that change, good
change, was possible. We wanted it so much that we were frightened. We couldn’t trust ourselves. So
we goaded and insulted and used g’ mak. Y ou were angry and in violent pain and yet you didn't destroy.
We know you could, know you can. Perhaps you will. But ... may we begin agan?’

“It couldn’t be worse than the first time. Y ou have met me and Syza and T'Mero. Diri is dill adeep;
there' s little point in waking her. The fourth body under the hides is Nevin. He's an unusud miran; he
knows how to be quiet as wel as how to argue.”

Nevin sat up and made formd greetings to the g’ mirans. They returned with equaly forma speech,



then Firn asked yet another question. Thistime her tone was without maice.

“Your khaner has no g miran?’

“There was only one g’ miran left anong our people,” sad Nevin. “He did not believe your people
exised. He believed only that life ended in the st desert.”

“Yet you came,” Frn said wonderingly.

Nevin glanced quickly at Lhar. Though he was not sure what point Nevin wanted to make, Lhar
gestured for Nevin to continue.

“Kylith could be no worse then our livesthere,” said Nevin.

Then Lhar redized what Nevin was doing; kylith to the natives was the rest of the universe. Nevin
had begun his work of undermining the natives pathologicd fear of space.

“Td-Lith is heaven, fulfillment,” said Dadl firmly.

“You can afford to believe tha,” Nevin answered, his voice an odd mixture of anger and
compassion. “Your people are many and they dill bear children. Sometimes. Our portion of Td-Lith was
an ugly death with no chance of rebirth.”

Firn's hand lightly touched Dad’s wrist. Whatever Dad was going to say died on hislips.

“Your words are heresy.” Frn's voice was cool, controlled.

“And the punishment for heresy is never to be reborn,” said Nevin wearily. “How many true and
fathful believers cry ther betrayd from the Ramparts?’

“That's a jagged truth,” said Lhar to Nevin. “We ve had cycles to explore its cutting edges. Don't
expect—"

“Don’t expect the g mirans here to be any wiser than the ones we left gagping for Lith?" said Nevin
bitterly. “When my mother was a child there was water and food and a city. When | was a man there
was no water and no food and no city. And not one child.”

Slence dtretched into darkness and waiting and at cold wind scratching on the rocks.

“Like Lhar,” sad Dad findly, “we can't lick your sdt and cdl it sweet. Without our illusons we
would die”

Nevin looked at Firn curioudy. “You will die because of your illusons”

“What can you give us to replace them?’

Lhar gestured Nevin into slence. “What we give will seem like heresy to you. You would reect it
without thought. Wait, know us, let uslive among you until Festival is over. Then we will talk again about
choices and children.”

“And if we don't like your choices?’

Dad’s voice was dmog lazy, but Lhar sensed the menace impliat iniit.

“Well leave,” sad Lhar, “more quickly than you would believe possible”

ViI

AFTER A LONG RIDE THROUGH DARKNESS AND CRUMBLING rocks, Lhar sensed again
the presence of the river. He stood high in the stirrups, looking left. The firs moon rose, spilling thin gold
light over the land. Y dlow light lay sullenly on the distant, heaving water. Though the river was narrower
here, narrower with each successive plateau, the water was dill an immense expanse of turgid power. He
looked away, relieved that no khaner would have to face the crossing on an ungtable collection of inflated
skins and dender reeds; ritud suicide had no gpped for him.

The stone smdl faded as though overpowered by the second risng moon. In the ungtable shadows
he thought he saw vague patterns, suggestions of roads and streets and compounds; but the shadows did
and regrouped like black flames, defying knowledge. He closed his eyes and turned inward, baancing
flaved certainties with perfect unknowns. Naothing disturbed him until the third moon rose, bright and
dow, deep gold.

“Theriver isbehind us” said Nevin's voice, soft and dry and perhaps frightened. “I can't see the ity
ahead.”

“WE re cantering over the bones of a dty right now.”



Nevin's teeth shone in a vague blur of white, then vanished. “No bones, just rocks in empty dyn
fidds”

“More than fodder grew here once,” said Lhar indifferently, ill half-withdrawn into himsdf.

Nevin stared intently but the triple shadows defeated him. “Our eyes see differently. Is it my
imagination or are those black humps the outline of granaries?’

“Granaries. And thisis as close as wéell come to them on thistrall. It seems we're to be the g mirans
secret for a bit longer.”

Nether Lhar nor Nevin said anything more. The fird moon, its brief hours of glory past, sank into
blackness, taking a pale gold vel of light with it. Lamayryll, the naives caled it, the one that runs, it
would rise again before dawn, sending vague light over the forgotten ruins of acity.

The ruins weighed oppressvely on Lhar’'s mind. Not thelr age, not the inexorable pressure of time,
but the opposite. Ta-Senet was not ancient; nor were these crumbled, unremembered ruins. The city
was young, no more than afew thousand cycles, but it was fading nearly as fast as Lamayryll’ sthin light.

*Syza..*

He fdt her sudden presence, but had nothing to exchange with her, nothing but the sight of rocks and
dusgt and the dreams of men long dead. When he redized that what he fdt was like a distant tremor of her
own nightmare, he started to close the link between them. But the link remained open, blossomed into
humming strength. He drank thirdily, Ietting her pour into his emptiness an emerdd rain so perfect that he
forgot the dry land, the sullen river, the dead ruins and the dying city. And when he could drink no more,
the song remained. His thanks were soundless, as her song had been.

*Smdl return for dl the nightmares you eased.*

Syza's thought was warm with pleasure at having heped him. He fdt vagudy ashamed of his
undisciplined shadow fears.

*Not dl yours* corrected Syza. *Dad’s. Y our minds were ill-matched. He cut hmsdf and bled his
fearsinto you. | didn’t redizeit until you caled me. I'm sorry. | should have known immediatdy.*

*I’m the one who is supposed to be trained in the mentd arts.*

A breath of Syza's laughter curled in hismind.

*|t happened to me, too many times, before Zomd taught me to hed without joining minds*

*In that, at least, Zomd was worthy of your love*

Syzawas slent and Lhar cursed himsdf. Aslong as Syza believed in her dead lover Lhar would only
drive her further away by pointing out the truth.

*I'm human, Syza. Jedous.*

It was a hdf truth, but she accepted it.

*He' s dead.*

*He livesin your mind.*

*|s that wrong?*

*Y our mind, your choice*

Because the words fdt cold in hismind, he warmed them as best he could. It was a poor effort. He
found himsdf done again. The two dow moons crawled across the night, chill and remote. Dawn brought
acold med, adirty wind, and restless deep. At sunset they rose and resumed thar distant drding of the
unseen city. When the pace findly dowed to awak, Lhar brought his taman up next to Kaffi’s.

“The g'mirans mug have ridden on the wind to reach us in one night. But then, the city was not
closed to them.”

“They rode fast and draight,” agreed Kaffi. “The city sprawls like a man with too much yefa in his
blood. But we Il deegp tomorrow in my compound.”

“And then?’

“Hrn hasn't told me”

Lher pulled his taman back, held it firmly until the last rider passed by him. As he followed he tried to
recongtruct Ta-Senet in hismind. Since they had passed the Gate they had walked on ruins, young ruins
for dl thar battered invishility. Crops grew on the forgotten memory of the city, and taman grazed.
Nevin had told him it was a no-man's land pre-empted by the resdue of formerly large khaners, by



people unaffiliated with guilds, and by the random poor.

They dl lived in crude, temporary shelters during the shrinking season, worked the hodtile land, then
returned to the city for the long, frozen season. It was an uneasy compromise of alife if the mdt delayed,
garvation did not. The further the land was from the river, the closer the people lived to hunger.

Tal-Senet itsdf was little better off. In the frozen season, water was scarce. The river, Slent beneath
atreacherous lid of ice, was a two- or three-day ride from the edge of the city. The water guilds labored
to keep the high flumes ice free, the agueducts repaired, the ancient underground cigerns ful and
unfrozen. lce haulers and water carriers hawked their cargos in the streets and the wind became a
blessing, for it removed ar fouled by thousands of dung fires. Khaners sold crops and frozen mesat to
hungry guilds mirans gave food to those who were too old or ill to work. And when the brief sunlit hours
drained into Long Night, people abandoned the dark streets and huddied around little fires fuded by
braided straw or reeds or dung.

Lhar shivered and drew his worn robes closer, wishing that he were as wdl prepared for the high
plaieau as his taman. He thought longingly of other desert planets he had known, hot deserts under
molten skies, alavender oasis where water neither froze nor faled, rare rivers that were sweet and bright
and samd| enough to be understood.

With an inner Sgh he pulled hismind back to Td-Lith, This planet, too, had known beauty. Before a
neighboring star had gone nova, the land had been warm, fertile, and blessed with rain. But the star had
exploded, disrupting Td-Lith's atmosphere. Cosmic storms and savage winds had come, with Ta-Lith's
oceans evaporating and descending as polar ice, ice which reflected back the heat of the sun to an
atmosphere too thinned out to retain it. Caught between drought and ice, the surviving ndtives lived on a
narrow grip of land at the base of the Ramparts. Below the city, on Namaylith's vadt, sdt-crusted plains,
the river disappeared. Above the dity, on the shoulders of the Ramparts, ice sublimated into an
atmosphere barely more dense than space itsdf. Drought and ice owned the planet now, but not for long.
A few mgor sun flares, a vast surge of stripped aoms blowing off, and Ta-Lith would become a serile
rock wobbling around adightly diminished sun.

Haf desping, filled with unessy dreams, Lhar swayed on the taman’'s narrow back. When he awoke
enough to notice his surroundings, the sky was empty of dl but the piercing eyes of scattered stars. It was
the time that Td-Lithens feared most, when their guardian moons dept and kylith crept closer.

The taman snorted and stopped. When Lhar urged it forward, the taman refused. Before he could
urgeit further he sensed the ground trembling. The taman’s ears fanned, flattened; the beast rippled with
nervousness. He heard the hoarse sound of distant rockfals before the taman snorted again and moved
forward dowly. He let it choose its own pace. Another taman condensed out of the darkness, black on
black. Nevin's voice came to Lhar, too soft to be overheard by the riders ahead.

“I'm glad we weren't in the Gate.”

Lhar grunted agreement. “How did the others react?’

“Kdfi cdled it sela, ababy. She said it was the season for them.”

“Temblors don't have seasons.”

“Td-Lithens believe they do. A reminder of Lith's displeasure. Helps everyone to approach the
Fedtivd of Union with proper humiliation.”

Lhar suddenly thought of the river, the immense dlver weight of metwater diding down the
Ramparts, anking deep into a crust riddled by faults, a crust dill adjusting to the sudden redigtribution of
the weight of oceans. Perhaps quakes were more common after water lubricated the faults. Perhaps not.
He said as much to Nevin.

“Then maybe we won't get any more big ones for awhile” said Nevin.

“Comforting. But | wouldn't depend on it.”

“l won't.”

The sound of taman hooves changed from the muted clicks of rocky land to the dry crackle of dead
vegetation. Lhar bent low over his taman’s neck and grabbed blindly in the darkness. His fingers curled
around fragments of dyn straw. A pae scent of stored sunlight and dust tickled his nose. He suddenly
wished for light to see the land and the hidden city that grew somewhere in the darkness. But there was



no light. He heard Nevin's taman trotting ahead, and his own taman responded. He adjusted to the
uncomfortable gait, trusting to the taman’s superior night senses.

Just when Lhar had decided that he could endure the trotting no longer, his taman dowed to a walk,
sumbled, steadied itsdf and walked briskly. He guessed they had just reached the fird of many dry
irrigation ditches. Hooves driking stone benegth a thin layer of dirt confirmed his guess. Kaffi's voice
drifted out of the darkness ahead. He returned her cdl and urged his taman to a faster pace. Soon Kaffi's
mount joined his

“We'rein Tal-Senet’s high fields. There will be many ditches and afew cands, so ride dert.”

“I'm glad the firg one was dry. | nearly fdl into it.”

“All the high fidds are dry. Theriver has shrunk below the water guilds highest irrigation trough.”

Lhar made a puzzled sound.

“Didn’'t you water your crops?’ she asked.

“Irrigation lives only in our legends. Tdl me about it.”

“After break-up, when theriver isfree of itsice top, thereisa great flood. In the foothills high above
the city there are troughs hammered out of solid rock. As the river rises, the troughs fill. All the troughs
run down to canas which empty into ditches that water the fidds. All but the highest troughs and cands
and ditches and fidds are buried benegath the great flood. As the high crops grow, the river shrinks. The
firg trough dries up, but by then the high crops are ripe and the lower fidds are ready to plant.”

“But what do you do for water when the river freezes and dl troughs are dry?’

“Only the top of the river freezes,” said Kaffi absently. “The drinking troughs, four of them, are a a
place where the river moves S0 fast that the top can't freeze. This place is very high; getting there requires
many days of riding and scrambling. I've only seen it once. The troughs stand on stone legs and wind
down canyons to the city. Most of the time water remains water. When it freezes the guild begins to earn
its very high fees” She laughed shortly. “No khaner pays for ice”

“The water guilds must be powerful.”

“They are. They used to be separate and quarrdsome but Dad united them, even down to the stone
masons who repair the troughs.”

“What do you think of Dad?’ said Lhar casudly.

“Asmy mother’'s lover, | think he is a good man; they water each other’s deserts and fine crops
grow. As a khaner leader | fear Dad’s power. | would rather ration water because of quarrding guilds
than see the guilds become united and powerful. But as a miran | understand the necessity of power.
Twelve dhrinking seasons past, there was a great quake. | was a child, but | remember sucking ice and
shivering while the water guilds argued over who would be paid what fee for repairing which trough. Dadl
ended the arguments, rebuilt the damaged troughs, wept prayers for the dead—and brought water to
Ta-Senet. Firn hdped hminways | don't understand.”

Lhar remembered the sudden power which had wrenched his unprepared mind, but said nothing. He
doubted that Firn or Dad understood ether.

“Will Firn and Dad be neutrd toward my khaner?’

“l hope for more than that,” said Kaffi tightly.

“And you fear less”

Kafi was slent.

“How much do they love power?’ asked Lhar.

“Wdl enough. It's the only way to get results”

“Are they narrowly devout?’

“Are you planning further hereses?’

Lhar waited. Kaffi swore.

“I've met more garrulous rocks,” she said acidly. “Frn and Dad are g’ mirans. They are required to
be devout.”

“If the requirements of survival changed?’

“How?”

Lher did not answer.



“Lith’'sdlver ass,” hissed Kaffi. “You cover my eyes and demand thet | see!”

“Kaffi,” sad Lhar softly touching her arm. “Do Firn and Dad have the courage to cross n'Lith, and
beyond? Would they dare even kylith so that their people would have children, a future?’

“Kylith has no future” said K&ffi, her tone every bit asinflexible as Firn's.

Lhar removed his hand and fought a rigng tide of irrationd fury. “I see” he said, his voice cold.
“Youll make afine g miran some day—ignorant, devout and doomed.”

Slence seethed between them. At lagt Kaffi spoke, her voice thick with the effort to restrain her
emotions. “What you are saying isthat | cover my ears and demand that you make me hear.”

“Y ou're not the only person who would rather not hear unpleasant truths. It is easier to writhe in fear
of kylith than to redize that kylith exigts only in your mind.”

The bitternessin Lhar’ s voice made Kaffi wince.

“My apologies, Kaffi. When | can’'t make my own khaner fed secure | shouldn’t ask for your trust.”

He pulled his taman away from hers, back into the night.

“Giveustime, Lhar.”

“lwish | could.”

Lhar hed his taman until he could no longer hear hoofbeats. Then he loosened the reins and let
fatigue settle over him like a heavy robe. His body demanded deep but the taman sumbled often, forcing
him to concentrate on making out obstacles before his weary taman blundered into them.

Gradudly the dyn filds gave way to lower fidds of ssan bushes. Their scent was like a knife in his
nodtrils. The bushes bent beneath his stirrups, releasing sharpness into the night. The leaves and sems
hed either been harvested or shed as the plants prepared for cold and drought. Only the leasthery man
branches remained, shrunken yet reslient, impervious, waiting for water and a new cycle. He fdt an
irraiond pity for the patient plants; there would be no more cycles for Td-Lith'slife

Night hung interminably around him, punctuated by the dithering of ssan branches and an occasiond
hoof scraping over dry stone ditches. The wind coiled, colder than before. Scents rode dry eddies, amdls
of burning dung and dyn straw, dust and old hides, smoke thinned by distance, afant promise of warmth.
Then the wind shifted and only the penetrating odor of ssan branches remained.

Lher stared into the darkness where the wind had been, but Tal-Senet was ill invisble Ssan bushes
gave way to dumps of loh, wast-high limber wands whipping in the wind, black by night and scarlet by
day. From loh fibers cloth was woven; ol was pressed from its seeds, and a protein-rich flour ground
from its tubers. As vadudble as the quantities of water it drank, as tenacious as the wind, Ioh was the
deple of Ta-Senet.

Lhar's taman fanned its ears suddenly. Expecting another quake, Lhar settled more firmly into the
dirrups. The taman whuffed severd times, but then the wind shifted yet again. The vagrant scent the
tamen had picked up now faded, and the animd subsided into indifference. Lhar wondered if the taman
had smdled others of its own kind, or drifs, or drifsen—any of the multitude of animas which ranged the
outskirts of Tal-Senet.

He dtrained into the darkness, trying to spot animas moving. He saw-nothing but night. He inhded
deeply, smelled nothing but the vague spice of |oh.

After along time of haf deeping, Lhar was brought fully dert by his senses. Though his eyes saw
nothing, he knew that the city must be near. Bardly sensed shapes dipped by, low walls and outbuildings,
granaries and loh presses; the piercing scent of crushed ssan was everywhere. Dyn straw rustled in the
gentle breeze; somewhere close by, amound of straw waited to be twisted into mats and used as fud for
winter fires.

He heard faint sounds of confuson ahead: taman milling, drifsen coughing, Syza's low whistled
commands. He urged his taman forward. Its heavy trot shook Lha’s cold body. Tokor's voice
momentarily rose above the whidles, then dl was ill except for the snorts of uneasy taman. Keffi
appeared suddenly beside him.

“We Il leave everything here”

“Where are we?’

“A fidd near my compound. It has food and water. The drifsen will guard the taman.”



Lhar dismounted diffly, shivering as the bitter cold of night swept through legs accustomed to the
relative warmth of saddle and taman. He tied a waking hobble with numb fingers, stripped everything off
the taman, and turned the animd over to the drifsen. Though the saddle was little more than an dlipse of
tanned hide and various flapping straps, it fdt as heavy as stone. He staggered dightly until feding
returned to his feet.

T'Mero's broad-shouldered form loomed suddenly ahead. Lhar saw tha he was carying two
saddles. He paused, surprised that he could see a dl, then redized that Lamayryll mugt be risng again.

“IsDiri dl right?" asked Lhar softly.

“Too tired. We should have waited for light.”

“Td-Lith doesn't wait for Diri’s convenience.”

“Not yet,” muttered T'Mero.

In the faint light of the unseen moon Lhar quickly counted the group. Two missing. He walked back
toward the taman.

“Syza? Tokor?’

His whisper carried across the sound of milling animas. A figure walked toward him, loaded down
with saddles. He picked off the top two.

“Lith be loved,” said Keffi bresthlesdy. “I sent Tokor and the g mirans ahead.”

“Where' s Syza?’

“Sell come when the taman settle down. Tokor will—"

“What about me?’ said Tokor’s voice.

“Y ou're supposed to be getting the tamare rooms ready.”

“They were ready yesterday.”

“Good,” sad Kaffi, dumping saddles into Tokor's arms. “I’ll get Syza. Those taman are too tired to
fight. And the moon will be up soon.”

Lher turned and followed Tokor out of the fidd.

“Watch the ropes,” said Tokor.

Lhar looked down and bardly made out the shapes of ropes folded on ether sde of the gap in the
chest-high stone fence. It had been too dark to see the fence on the way in, much less the woven rope
mesh which served as gate. He shifted the saddles and walked carefully. Tokor turned into a low stone
shed.

“Hand the saddlesin to me”

Gratefully Lhar passed the saddles into the black opening. When Tokor emerged, Lhar fdl into step
behind him. He followed Tokor over ditches and past more smal stone buildings, through smdll fidds and
around stone fences. He tried to memorize landmarks in the vague light. After a time everything looked
dike—angular or curved shapes that were buildings, low fences of piled stone, darkness. Ahead, the
night was a cold impenetrable black that defied knowledge, then Lhar redized that it was high walls
rather than night that he was trying to see through.

A fant creak, a wash of ar redolent of smoke and people, and Lhar was indde the compound. As
he passed through the gate he ran hisfingertips lightly over it. With a muffled exdamation he stopped and
touched the gate more dowly while Tokor disappeared into the darkness. The gate was made of wood,
dense and nearly as heavy as stone. His fingers traced whorls and bumps, fine-grained irregularities that
spoke of dow growth and difficult life. Suddenly he hungered to see trees again, strong and thick, lifting
to the sky with wind snging through their crowns, huge forests heavy with time, dive. He pressed his
pams and forehead againg the wood as though he could feed his hunger with mere touch. In his mind
grew the towering forests of his childhood, awesome and serene and perfect above the dark head of a
smdl laughing boy.

A hand lightly touched his cheek. There was a hiss of indrawn breath and he fdt his memories shared
inthe second before his defenses closed.

“Where?" said Frn's voice wonderingly.

Lamayryll rose as Lhar pulled his hands away from the ancient wood, saying nothing. Firn stepped
backwards when she saw hisface.



“We—it was an accident,” said Dadl. “We thought you were ill. We meant no wrong.”

Lhar heditated, sruggling with a beffling rage. Not a Dad or Frn or even himsdf; just a shattering
blind anger that Ta-Lith's forests were dead, never to be reborn, never to hear laughter and the running
feet of young children. Never.

“We're sorry,” sad Dadl.

“I know,” said Lhar thickly. “My error.”

“Those trees,” breathed Firn. “Where are they?’

“Nowhere. A dream.”

“Not a dream ... they're dive” said Dad, his voice a blend of apology and anger and yearning. ““I
know that you can’t share ther place; they are mur-Lith. But don't lie to us. Those trees are divel”

“They must grow beyond n'Lith,” said Firn dowly. “Why did you leave them?’

“Why does anyone cross n'Lith?” sad Dad with sudden coldness. “What hideous act did your
khaner commit?’

Lhar looked up and saw Dad’s expresson change from contempt to something close to fear. Lhar
sensed what he mugt look like, gray eyes dlittering obscurdly in the flat light of the racing moon. He
laughed; the sound made them flinch.

“The truth will be unpleasant,” said Lhar softly. “Do you redly want to know where those trees
grow?’

“Any truth isworth those trees,” said Firn quickly.

“Kylith.”

“What?’

The negation and contempt in the g’ mirans made Lhar's anger writhe. He took ther clasped hands
between his own with panful force.

“The trees grow in kylith.”

“No!”

Lher hdd thar gruggling hands and his voice was as inexorable as night.

“Does your training fal you, g mirans? Can you no longer find truth with touch? The trees grow in
kylith.”

“You have eaten too much sdt,” said Dadl.

The conviction in his voice brought forth Lhar’ s terrible soft laughter again.

“Of course” sad Lhar, rdeasing their hands aoruptly. “Of course. The trees were a dream of
madness.”

“No,” snapped Firn. “Memories”

“Then,” said Lhar, leening againgt the ancient wood gate, “you have a problem worthy of a g miran's
mettle: can madmen have sane memories?’

Silence spread and stretched like light from the racing moon. He straightened and moved away from
the gate. “I'm sureyou're astired as | am,” he sad quietly. “Where ismy khaner’ s degping place?’

Wordlessdy Firn and Dadl gestured toward alarge stone building.

He entered the building and followed the muted flickering of candles until he came to a large room.
The loh fiber wicks in the candles burned afine bright gold. Fresh mats of dyn straw filled the room with
asmdl reminiscent of sunshine. Piles of supple hides and loh blankets were piled dong one curving wall.

With a deep breath he waked dowly toward the hides, measuring his tiredness in his heavy
movements. He sorted through the hides. Neither T'Mero nor Diri moved as he shook hides over rudling
mats. Nevin woke, mumbled something unintdligible, and dept again. Lhar went back to the bedding pile
and dragged out more hides. By the time he had finished making a second warm nest he heard Syza's
footstepsin the hdlway. He fdl adeep before Syza entered the room and found her bed waiting.

Lhar awoke to a subdued play of rainbows across his face. On the wdl to his left a smdl prismatic
window divided light into a clear fdl of colors. He stood, ignoring the chilly ar penetrating his skindrape,
and tapped the window lightly. A fault crysdline sound shimmered in the room.

Nevin stirred, awoke with a harsh rustle of reeds. When he saw Lhar at the window he whispered



Softly.

“Careful. Some of that dlicaguff isbrittle”

“Not this” sad Lhar quietly. “Crystd. Thick enough for a—" He stopped &bruptly. The carved
crysa pane was indeed thick enough for the viewport of a primitive spaceship, but it was hardly the type
of comparison he should think about, much less say.

Nevin smiled knowingly as he pulled on his heavy robes. “It is ign't it? he said, yanking the robes
into place.

Lhar hurriedly put on his robes. “My tongue wakes up sooner than my mind.”

“Doesit, now?’ said Kaffi’s voice from the hdlway. “Remind me to wake you up some day. | may
learn interesting things about trees and kylith.”

At Nevin's gartled look, Lhar sgnded him to follow. The tapestry dividing the room from the
halway rustled as he pushed it aside. Nevin looked from Lhar to Keffi, a questioning look on his face.
Wordlesdy Kéffi led them to asmdl room where another crysta window shattered light into colors.

“Wdl, miran,” said Kaffi. “Do trees grow in kylith?’

Nevin's face became caefully expressonless. He drew a dow breath and his eyes glowed like
brown amber in the shifting colors.

“Is your tongue adeep, miran?’

Kaffi’s taunting voice echoed in the stone room.

“Many trees grow in kylith,” Nevin said. “More trees in more colors than you can imagine”

Lhar fdt tight muscles relax; though young, Nevin was as professiondly quick as anyone he had ever
worked with.

“You are as mad as your leader.”

“Perhgps,” said Nevin, spreading his hands in a graceful, neutrd gesture. “In that case, only the
insane survived. The rest died gasping dogmeas through withered lips”

“If you aren’t mad, you're demons. Either way we would be fools to ligen to you.”

“Isthat you taking, or Arn?’ sad Lhar.

“Me”

“Then you are afool.” Lhar ignored Nevin's dismayed expression. “Tel me how many children your
people have. Tdl me about your sweet future. Tdl me about death.”

K&fi aged as he watched; her yellow eyes became dull, her skin dry and lifdess as stone.

“No ..

“Ves”

Silence and rainbows filled the room. Kaffi’s eyes closed, then opened dowly, clear again.

“Wha do you want of me?’ she whispered.

“Nothing. Everything. Your trust.”

“But you don't trust me”

“Treesin kylith. Such asmdl heresy,” Lhar said, his voice soft and inflexible

“l ... see. Then thereis worse to come?’

“What could be worse than your future?’

“Y ours. While you dept, the g mirans met.”

“And when do we meet with them?’

“You don't.”

“Oh? No questions that need answers?’

“l told them where | met your khaner. It's obvious you aren't from Tal-Senet. You aren't
Wanderers;, we haven't had any of them for over two hundred cycles. Where dse could you be from
except the Forgotten Lands?’

Lhar ignored Kaffi’s probing eyes and said blandly, “Where dse indeed?’

Kaffi's mouth twisted. “So the g miranswill whisper and weigh whatever Firn and Dadl tdl them. I'd
bet my khaner’s water that it won't be trees and kylith. That would shame me, ruin Firn. So the g'mirans
will mumble heavy words and trade stupidities and decide how to use you for ther greater power. | wish
them luck; I'd sooner try to ride a sdt-crazy tamen. Untl they have divided your prestige—or



shame—among themsdlves, you will be our honored guests”

“And what are your rules for such guests?’

“You will not leave the compound unless | or a gmiran dlow it. Your hunter will not leave this
building. Y our miran will be avalable to discuss ... heresy. Syzais free to tend your animds. Diri,” Kéffi
made a digmissng motion with her hand, “will stay with T'Mero.”

“Canwejoininthe Fegtivad?”

“Youwill be required to participate. Pray to Lith that you do well. You will be judged after Festivd,
when dl khaner, guild or miran disputes are resolved.”

“Diri will need room to practice her dance.”

“This building is the First Khaner’s talmare. There is a room set asde for large khaner meetings it
should be big enough for your purposes.”

“And does this magnificent gethering place have a cooking room and alatrine?’ sad Lhar. At Kaffi's
sudden change of expression, he laughed. “What? Aren't demons supposed to need such things?’

“I'll have to conault the Enigmatic Scrolls” said Kaffi drily. “I'm sure that some g miran has solved
the difficulty. Until then, I’'ll show you through the tamare.”

Kéfi led Lhar through fourteen rooms lit by restive candle flames and crysta windows. The rooms
were dl curves and domed calings built of rocks so carefully shaped that no mortar was required to hold
them together. On the walls hung tapestries which outshone the colors sailling through the windows. The
floors were reslient with fresh reed mats and lush rugs woven of soft hairs from a drif s middle coat.

“Beautiful,” breathed Lhar.

“Useful, too. Our place of honor. Living here will raise your prestige. Or lower ours.”

“I'm surprised Dadl and Firn dlowed it.”

“Thisismy khaner; | am miran and leader.”

Lher glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes.

“Surprised?’ said Kaffi. “Whatever my own doubts might be, I'll keep them private.”

“Except when Frn touches you.”

Kafi stopped, turned to face him. “1 am what | am. What seemed possible in Namaylith seems
incredible now.”

“Namaylith isthe truth.”

“Your truth.”

“Why are you fighting us, Kaffi?’

Kafi said nothing.

“Is heresy worse than unborn children?’

“Liar,” sad Kaffi, her voice shockingly soft.

“What is it?" said Lhar, senang the agonized feding of betrayd that radiated from Kaffi's untrained
mind. His hand reached for her taut face, hesitated, dropped back to his sde.

“Keffi, what iswrong?’ he asked gently.

“Treesin kylith! Firn touched you, knew you thought it truth, said you were mad. | know you are not
med. You are aclever liar”

Lhar sghed wearily. “Or ese I’'m stupid but truthful.”

“Supid?’ Kaffi's derisve laughter raked over him. “Don’t play your games with me. You are the
Ramparts to our dust. | know that, know it as surdy as | know that water freezes in the Long Night.
Why do you play with us? Does it anuse you to see our pitiful hopes? To laugh at our ragged illusons?
And when we are stripped of our bdiefs will you smile as we freeze and die?—No! Don’t touch mel
Don't force your mind on mine and give truth to lying dreams!”

“I've never forced my mind on yours.”

“Thenwhy do | believe what can’t be true?’ said Kéffi fiercdly.

“Because you want to.”

“Or you've made me want to.”

“If 1 did that, why would | leave doubts?’

Lhar waited while Kaffi fought againgt hersdf with an intengty that was painful. The sound of Tokor



cdling her seemed loud in the silence.

“Feylin ...” Kaffi’'s whisper was prayer and fear and a glent mentd scream.

Lhar noticed for the first time the fatigue that thickened Kaffi’s movements and thoughts.

Tokor’s voice, urgent, came again. “Hurry, Kaffi.”

Kéffi’s robes flared as she turned and fled. Lhar followed, summoning Syza as he ran out of the
tamare. The sun was a hard white light. He sumbled, yanked up the traling edges of his robes and ran
after Kaffi. Behind him he heard Syza s light running footsteps.

They followed Keffi's flying robes past low stone markers and down narrow paths that twisted
among crowded i’khaner homes. A stone arch, a stone-paved courtyard, sudden darkness. Lhar dowed
to match Kaffi’s wak. Though she had not acknowledged his presence by so much as a glance, Kaffi
began speaking in the colorless tones of exhaustion.

“She was very weak when Firn left. When we arrived lagt night | went to her. She did not know me.
She cdled my name again and again. | could not make her see me. | could not reach her. | lay down next
to her and held her and listened to her cdl my name. | watched the window, watched every color cdl my
namein her voice. When | thought | could take no more, she dept. | Ieft her to go to you.” She laughed
hallowly. “Thet’'s when Firn told me, and | knew.”

“What did you know?’

“It does’t matter. Feylinis dying.”

Lhar heard Syza's hissing breath, but said nothing. He could not force her to hed. He followed Kaffi
through a hdlway hung with ancient tapestries. At the end of the hal was a smdl curved room filled with
ranbows. Feylin lay on a pdlet piled high with soft rugs and softer blankets. The glowing colors in the
room emphasized her shrunken flesh. She had been beautiful once. He vagudy heard angry words, Frn
and Dad demanding, Kaffi repeeting that it did not matter; Feylin was dying.

And Syza was paralyzed by fear.

*I'm not asking you to hed her. Just touch her, try to find what's wrong. If nothing else, ease her
death. Can you do that?

Syzawaked dowly toward the bed, kndlt, and touched Feylin's wasted hand. Lhar saw Syza's hand
shake, then it Seadied as she drew a scarlet blanket aside. Her fingers moved dowly down Feylin's
body; Lhar sensed digtant pain and negation, heard Syza's clear surprise.

“She's garving. She needs food.”

“She can't eat,” sad Kaffi, tondesdy. “It was the same with the other pregnancies. No, not the
same. Each time was worse.”

Lher fdt Syza's puzzlement. “But there' s nathing wrong, no physcal reason. Except for lack of food,
sheiswhole”

“And the child?’ said Lhar.

“Sheisdso whole. Starved, but better off than Feylin.”

“She?” demanded Dad. “How do you know?’

Syza's hand dropped. “1 know.”

Kaffi’s unasked question burned between them.

*Lhar.* Fear cold and naked. *1 can't.*

*Won't.*

*Feylin wants death. Her choice. | have no right, eveniif | could!™*

*You're sure?

In an ingant he fet Feylin as Syza had, a deep river of negation draining life

*Can you give her strength

*I'm no longer a healer!™

Syza s denid exploded in his mind, echoed with a dead man's laughter. He knelt by her, contralling
her fear and his own. When she no longer fought againg her nightmare he murmured wordless apologies
into her hair and fdt her relief that he did not despise her for her weakness. Fingers laced through his hair
like fire, then she stood and faced Kaffi.

“Feylin has chosen desth.”



Kafi offered no denid to Syza's words; she seemed to shrink into her robes, barely noticing Tokor’s
supporting arm. Lhar saw Firn and Dad touch, sensed their joined minds comforting each other.

“You don't question this? said Lhar, then knew as he spoke that they had sensed Feylin's choice
long ago.

“Why? Why!”

“We don't know.”

“You've used g mak.”

“Too late. She was beyond even our ... us”

Lhar turned and looked at Feylin, motionless, gaunt, ugly, the random casudty of a restless dar.

Rage wdled up in him. He worked with the irrationd surge until it became a profound source of
power controlled by acam mind.

“See that no one touches me, Syza. Not even you. I'll try to integrate her.”

He sensed Syza s lurch of fear a the mention of integration, dismissed it as irrdevant. Gently he took
between his fingers the emaciated claw that had once been Feylin's graceful hand. As his fingers lightly
stroked her lifdess pam, hismind ddicately sought to know hers. Petiently, skillfully, he probed beyond
the supeficd levds of her mind. It was like walking through empty rooms. She had withdrawn, was
absorbed inward, hoarding herself so that her will to die would outlast her body’ swill to live,

He paused to flex himsdf gently againg the abandoned structures of her senses. He had never
integrated any but a trained, willing mind. If she were grosdy incompetible as wel as unwilling, he might
eadly kill her.

Pain coursed through him. He withdrew quickly, hearing himsdf moan as though at a great distance.
He breathed dowly, deeply, until the pain faded. In control once more, he filtered back into the slent
gpaces of her mind. Pain returned, thrust, was deflected by his will. He hed pain a bay and studied her
with infinite patience, time suspended, turning. Gradudly he inferred the strengths and dangers,
impossihilities and invitations of her mind. With a caution exceeded only by gentleness he sfted more
deeply into her. Pain again, but different. Hers. Starvation’s howl reduced to a feeble whimper, ignored
asthe erratic beating heart, the thin shadlow breaths were ignored; indifference waiting for death.

He cdled to her.

A flicker, no more. He cdled again, sweet and compeling. He sensed her confuson and soothed it
tenderly.

*Only a dream, Feylin. A dream ... dream.*

She did not resst him He spoke soft words into her mind, familiar words, water and dust and sun.
She accepted each one indifferently, dreamed smdl dreams of river and windsong and dawn. He took
the dreams and gave her warmth, spoke a sngle word.

Child.

He rode the storm of negation easily; he had expected it. When she was quiet agan he murmured
into her exhausted slence. Sowly her dream coadesced, Ta-Senet and a Slver river shrinking, gone,
people crumbling into dust blown by dry winds over stone plateaus, a child's despairing cry, Feyl londy
and logt and innocent as the stars reached down to consume him, the lagt life on Td-Lith.

Feylin's scream tore through his mind. He shook as her conflicting desires fought for supremacy;
anful guilt that she should dlow a child to be born, determination that she would bear no more, cold
emptiness that she should ad in her peopl€'s extinction, aching desire to hold another child in her arms.

He took her nightmare and gave her warmth. And a dream. Water and wind and rock, Feyl’'s
despairing cry transmuted to delight as stars reached down snging of a universe of life. The child blinked
and found a new planet beneath his feet, water flowing through fieds heavy with harvest, a sweet clean
wind lifting through his hair, the sound of his mother as she crooned to the baby amiling in her arms.

The dream repeated itsdf, waves upon the shore of an ocean she had never seen, each wave a
Separate thing of beauty flowing from an immense sea of assurance. Waves became the steady beeting of
her heart, rengthening and demanding life Her mind stirred, unfolded, expanded to redlam what had
been abandoned. He melted away before her advance.

Feylin's eyes opened, pae lavender glowing with dreams. With utmost care he dissolved the link. No



sooner was he free than an irresdible darkness clamed him. He was unconscious before his body sank
into the soft rugs.

“... dill desping.” ..
Syza s low whisper became part of Lhar’ s dream, candles flickering, voices fading.
“... five daydl”

Nevin's voice, harsh with concern; a dream?

“... reasonable” Syza's voice. “Firg n'Lith ... nearly died ... salt-crazy ... riding riding riding ... and
me”

Lhar gathered his concentration, managed to keep Syza s voice from fading.

“He has limits like anyone dse. He reached them. I'm doing dl | can. He's exhaugted; ith just
makes him deep and eat; hismind has shut down.”

Points of bright gold burned in the darkness. Candles. Night.

“Then get out. Let me stay with him. Kaffi says you're on the edge yoursdlf.”

“No.”

Lhar tried to reach her with mindtouch, but found himsdf dipping into darkness. The pattern—or was
it a dream—repeated itsdf each time with people drifting through, concerned voices fading, Syza's voice
harsh with tiredness and worry.

“I'vehdf amind to cdl T"Mero ... carry you out.” Nevin angry.

“...hdf amind ... let T"Mero touch mel”

The menace in Syza's low voice frightened Lhar. He forced his eyes to open and saw rainbow light.
He tried to speak but could not. Soft and limitless, deep invited him. He fought and fdt pan like white
light lancing through his mind. He fought and findlly managed to form her name in his mind. As he fdl into
darkness he fdt his name called softly againg his har and cheek and lips, another dream?

Candles golden and warm, ssan and sdith, deep. Colors fdling across his eyes, the warmth of
another body next to his

*Syza ... ?*

*Lhar? Lhar, isit you? | logt you ... couldn’t find you. Empty. So empty.*

Her thought was chaotic with remembered horror. Siding deeper and deeper into Feylin's mind,
Syza s subtle link with him stretching, thinning, snapping soundlessy. And he was so dill but for

his fingers stroking Feylin’s palm, his eyes like silver
pools focused on infinity, candles glittering into day and rainbows into night and day, and ill he
and Feylin writhed and laughed and sighed and screamed and she could not reach him, could not.

*| didn’'t know.* Pain surged in his mind, then subsided, tolerable now. *Y ou kept our link?*

*You said | wasto say in your mind until | had to leave. But | didn’t leave. You did.*

Lher fdt the salt-sweet warmth of tears. *I’'m sorry; didn’'t know. Should have ... you're so killful
thet | forget ... no training.* Hismind cleared a little, making communication possible though ill difficult.
*| had to be her, not mysdf. We fit badly, sted and dough. | had to dissolve ....*

A tidd wave of darkness daimed him, tumbled him, cast him up on a shore of candidight, smdl
flames, eyes watching him.

“Praise to Lith,” breathed Kaffi.

Lher attempted a amile, then decided speech would be easier.

“Feylin?’ The word came out more croak than name.

“Recovering rapidly,” said Syza. “ She' s dill very weak, but both she and Seytd will live”

“Seytd?’ Better, but gill more dry cough then speech.

“Drink this” Syza said, handing him a bowl.

Lhar sipped cautioudy while he listened.

“Seytd isFeylin's unborn child,” sad Syza “When | told her the baby would be—was—a girl, she
named it Seytd.”

“Seytd, Where the Sun Rises After Long Night,” murmured Kaffi. “What did you do, Lhar? What



did you tdl her?’

“Not now,” Syza said. “He needs more rest.”

Lhar set the bowl aside, having taken only enough to wet his throat. “I'd like to be awake for
awhile” he said, answering Syza's questioning eyes.

“It's not a soporific, unless you need deep,” sad Syza.

“I’ve had enough deep for three men.”

“Then dith will keep you awake,” said Kaffi. “You've certainly eaten enough for three men.”

Lher tried to remember edting, but could not. He had very few memories of the time since Feylin.
Syza put her hand on the curve of his neck. He vagudy sensed her awareness searching through his
body.
“Hnish the dith,” she said, removing her hand. “You're too exhausted for true deep; your mind
won't permit it.”

“Later. Asfor your question, Kaffi, | can no more tdl you what | did than Syza could explan how
she hedled the drifsen.”

“l expected as much,” said Kaffi without rancor. Firn may not be so eedly satisfied.”

“About what?’ said Frn’s voice.

Kafi turned quickly, meking candle flames bend. “Y ou’re very quiet tonight, FHrn.”

“Why don't you just say that I'm snesking about like a hungry drifsen?’ Fn laughed lightly. “No
meatter, daughter. I'll not touch Lhar unless he requests it. Ever.” She turned to Lhar, amiling a his
puzzlement. “When you were ... with ... Feylin, she moaned and screamed. But your pain was worse.
Y our face was terrible to see. We thought that Feylin was beyond help, tha there could be no purpose
to your suffering. But when we would have stopped you, Syza—" Firn's hands moved in an abrupt
gesture of tota negation. “We could not move. Not one step. All we could do was watch your agony
and ligen to your screams. If | had known what it would cost you | would never have permitted you to
touch Feylin, even to save her life. Are you truly wel? Could any mind survive such g mak and ill be
sane?’

Lhar's eyes sought and held Syza's. “Thank you. If even you had touched me at the wrong moment

“l wanted to,” she whispered. “I could bear the agony because | shared it. But when you no longer
screamed, you were so dill, so empty.”

FHrn waited, then eased a diffident question into the silence.

“Do you know why my daughter desired deeth?’

Lhar hestated, tongue working in a dry mouth. Syza handed him the bowl of ssan and sdith. He
sipped, though he wanted to gulp; when he handed the bowl back to her it was less than hdf full.

“Feylin was fighting againgt hersdlf. We dl do sometimes” He glanced quickly at Kaffi. “But Feylin's
fight was at the deepest leve of her being. Her mind had no hope for the future; she saw that Feyl could
be the lagt of your people, done and crying on a barren world, and it would be her fault for dlowing him
to be born. Yet she wanted children; she hungered for them as you hunger for sun after the Long Night.”

The memory of Feylin's impasse condensed in hismind like a moving shadow of agony.

“As long as she wasn't pregnant she could endure hopelessness; there was enough good in her life
that she lived willingly. But when she became pregnant she couldn’t tolerate the quilt of bringing another
child into life, knowing that the child would die done, the lagt of itsrace.”

Absently Lhar rubbed his cheek and beard againg Syza's hand, accepting the comfort that flowed
from her.

“You'retired,” sad Firn. “You don't have to remember your pan for an old woman's curiosity.”

Lhar amiled, samdl and weary. “It's important. Feylin isn't the only woman suffering and refusing to
bear futile children. Ask Kaffi. But Feylin's will done couldn’t prevent conception. During each
pregnancy, the battle with hersdf became worse. Her mind won dl battles but one, Feyl. This was to be
the last. Without conscioudy knowing it, Feylin decided that the only way to end the battle was to die.
But because her mind and body were divided, she couldn’t die quickly. Starvation was dow; so dow, o
panful, yet she endured it. All | did was show her—"



Syza handed him the bowl again. He drank.
“... gave her adream ... truth,” he said, letting himsdf drift. “She ... chose.”
Hislast thought was surprise that he had not tasted the drug that was sending him o irresigtibly into

deep.

VIl

LHAR SAT BENEATH THE WAVERING GOLD LIGHT OF A done lamp set high in a wdl
niche. A bowl of ssan laced with sdith smoked between his hands. “What did the g’ mirans say then?’ he
asked, his breath along cloud of slver in the cold room.

Nevin warmed his numbed fingers over the ssan brazier before he answered.

“They didn’t like it. But they haven't liked much thet I’ ve said in the last tenth-cycle”

Lhar grunted. “Did they beieve you?’

“They didn't want to. Who could blame them? My words were their degth carved in stone.”

“G'miran Urai?’

Nevin flexed his iff fingers. “About what you'd guess. He loathes dl tak of decline. If he were
powerful enough he would have killed rather than ligen to our story. When | tak about no children he
ydls and curses ... but he ligens. He isn't stupid. He has to act as though I'm lying, but he can count
children aswdl as1.”

“Is he trying to bring his cult around to redlity?”

Nevin laughed soundlesdy and his face looked old. “That would be a miracle. And G'miran RiK's
people dill roam the city destroying unused buildings, hiding the dead, and saying Lith has answered thar
prayers” Nevin swore tondesdy. “Some cultiss even tried to get into the Ninth Khaner’s compound.
They were turned back at the inner gate, but it was an ugly brawl. They got what they came for in the

“Which was?”’

“A corpse. But they had to wait the full term.”

Lher grimaced. “ Degth-guild rights?’

“No corpse can be buried or burned or otherwise disposed of within a day’s ride of the city, and dl
corpses mus—"

“—be given to the guild within two days. | know. A sensble sysem uniil Rik made it a cult of
hysteria and stupidity. Go on, wheat did Rik do to you?’

“Nothing new. He's 4ill trying to have us exiled, of course. G'miran Urari won't hear of it Snce |
pointed out that our story fits very neetly with his cult of Sn and punishment and penance. And while
Urari’s followers are the uneffiliated poor of Ta-Senet, he rules them with a stone fig. Not tha he likes
us ether. He just didikes Rik more.”

“The other g’ mirans?’

“Like the river—firgt expanding, then dhrinking, then frozen. If it were just a matter of accepting or
regecting us it would have been resolved after afew mestings. But until each g’ miran decides what will be
gained or logt or unchanged by our arriva, there will be no resolution.”

“Fedtiva.”

“Ves”

Lhar swore. “Kaffi was right. But I'd hoped to a least get the locd equivdent of a vote of
confidence before then.”

“| could try to force a decison.”

“No. | trugt your ingincts. We I try something else. Have you talked with Syza about this?’

Nevin's face assumed alook of distaste. “1 haven't spent much time here since Feylin ... you weren't
wdl and there was alot to do.”

“And,” added Lhar, “you might have met Syza if you came here.”

Nevin was Slent.

“Diri and T'"Mero?’ asked Lhar.



“They’re too busy for palitics. When he isn't guarding the practice room for her, she's sting up
targets for him. | doubt that they would be much hep anyway. Ther underdanding of paliticsis zero.”

“Syzdsig't”

“Oh? Then if compassion failed her,” said Nevin bitterly, “why didn’'t her political acuity demand
Feylin's heding?’

Lhar waited and fdt the chill in hismind congedl into ice.

“The tdmare is too large” Lhar said dowly. “In a tent or around a fire we were forced to live with
esch other. But now ... T'"Mero and Diri ignore everyone ese. They have ills they must perfect for the
Fegtivd; in any case, they prefer to be done. Syza deeps in a room, aone. Her choice. You degp with
Kaffi’si’khaner. Your choice, and perhaps paliticaly motivated.”

Lhar stopped and watched Nevin, obvioudy expecting some comment. There was none.

“l could,” continued Lhar, “require us to deep in a sngle room. Diri wouldn't notice; she's too tired
to worry about such details. T'Mero prefers to keep Diri done with him. | see little to gain by objecting;
hisjob isto ensure that no native sees her skin before Fedtival. Syza might object, but not forcefully.”

“Why should she? No one would disturb her deep. Not after Feylin.”

“Do you love as eeslly as you hate?’

“Doesit matter?” said Nevin iffly.

“Yes. Unless we forget our preferences and begin to work together, Td-Lithislogt.”

“But Diri and T'Mero are doing what they prefer.”

“And what they prefer dso helps Td-Lith.”

“I'mdoingdl I can.”

“No.”

“Jugt how would my coping with Syza hdp Td-Lith?’

“Did | suggest that?”

“No. All right. But the thought of touching Syza is impossible. I'd sooner cope with a river in ful
flood.”

Lhar hoped that the emotions twiding through him did not reach his face. “Have you considered
something like smple ahility to exchange information with her?’

“Jug 9t down and chat with a force of nature?” Nevin was hdf laughing, hdf incredulous. * Sweet
Lith! Syza can control me as eesly as wind controls dust. What under seventy-six suns could | talk
about!”

“You talk to me easly enough,” said Lhar drily.

“But you can't control me” said Nevin. Then, weskly, “Y ou wouldn't?’

Lher finished the lagt of his ssan and carefully set the bowl aside. “And if | would?’

“I wouldn't likeit.”

“Naturdly. That's why I’ ve done nothing about your fear of Syza. | could have. | will if | must. I'd
rather give you information and let you make your own decisons.” Lhar absently ran hisfinger around the
rim of the ssan bowl. “Within the parameters of your own culture, you've had africtionless life. Agreed?’

“What does that ... yes, | suppose s0.”

“Have you ever been absolutdy without Smple touch, Smple laughter, a mutua bond of affection and
respect with other intdligent life?”

“No.”

“Were you ever told, repeatedly and smugly, that you were hopeesdy evil? Urfit to live?”

“No.”

“Then it's no surprise that you don’'t understland Syza She was told dl that, and worse, yet she
refused ether to whally beieve or whally become what everyone told her she was. Nor did she destroy
them, which she could have done easily. She even tried to love them, and not to hate hersdf.”

Lher fdt his eyes narrowing as he looked at Nevin. Lhar raised his eyes and murmured meaningless
words in his own mind; his control was very ragged since Feylin. When his heart once again beat dowly
he opened his eyes. Nevin was watching him with an uneasy mixture of compassion and fear. Lhar took
Nevin's hand between his own.



“Sorry, my friend. Syza means more to .... But that’s no reason to frighten you. Or to force you to be
kind to her. | had hoped, though, that if you understood what Syza's life has been you might find it more
difficult to hate her.”

“l don't think | hate her,” said Nevin dowly. “Not redly. | am afraid of her. And she condemned
Feylin so coldly. If it weren't for you Feylin would be dead. And you dmogt killed yourself saving her.
Syzadid nothing for ether of you. That's hard to forgive”

“Does Keffi fed as you do?’

“Kdfi istoo kind.”

Lhar laughed shortly. “Kaffi can be as mean as a taman. But that’ s irrdlevant. Would you force life on
someone who wanted death?’

“Anyone who wants desth is not competent to have an opinion.”

“Y ou condemn Syza or me for interfering with other minds, but proclaim that some minds need to be
controlled. Now | suppose you'll plead mords to explain your difficulty.”

Nevin sudied his hands. “You don't believe in moras?’

“Whose yours? Mine? We could st and argue mords until the lagt star in the universe froze without
stling anything. You work for Contact. If the time comes when you fed that Contact does more wrong
then it does right, then you leave and find work or a culture you're comfortable with. You'll discover
there are few cultures that demand life at any cost.”

“Are you saying that you forced Feylin to live because it would help us with Ta-Lith?’

“| forced nothing. | Smply told her that there was a future worth having children for. She decided to
live Her choice, not mine”

“If she hadn’t chosen your way?’

“She would have died. Desire for lifeis the one aspect of mind that cannot be indirectly controlled. |
can kill, but | cannot create. I'm not a polished glass god.”

“Could Syza?

“Syza could have kept Feylin's body dive for a time the body wanted life | could have kept her
body dive for atime by desiroying her mind. Satisfied?’

Nevin shuddered. “Why are you doing this? Why does it matter thet | like Syza?’

“Because a broken team is dangerous. | expected to have problems holding us together. This has
been a snarl from the beginning. Diri isn't even Contact trained; her services were bought. T"Mero isin
his sxth maturity, experienced, yet his actions do not fit the profile I was given of him. For now that
doesn’'t matter; it could be crucid under certain circumstances. Syza is Contact trained, but remembers
little of the experience. Thisis your fird assgnment. Incredible. If there hadn’t been such a long-nailed
rush to make up a team, you would have been sent to a nice placid planet not dissmilar from your own.

“But we're here. Our chances would be much better if we were a team rather than—if, if, ift We
should be living together, discussing possibilities, offering ideas, resolving difficulties Instead, | have to
summon you for a conversation because you have been avoiding me out of fear you might meet Syzain
the hall. That will end. Today. Now!”

Lhar examined Nevin in slence, wondering whether he had penetrated Nevin's innocence. It was
important to shake him up without making him lose dl confidence in himsdif.

“l didn't know | was s0 obvious” said Nevin findly.

“You weren't, until Feylin. And it's not just Syza. Part of it isinexperience. The deeper you get into a
netive culture the less red any other life seems. It becomes easier to drift away then to mantan the
connection between off-world and netive thinking.

“There are times when you hardly believe a Concord of planets exigts out there.”

Nevin's expression told Lhar he was right.

“It's a common problem of fird assgnments” Lhar sad cdmly. “Usudly there is only one
inexperienced team member. Usudly the team understands and helps a person learning to live a double
life But we haven't got a team. All we've got is a collection of kills held together by habit. And our habit
it very grong, isit?’

Nevin sat motionlesdy, his face bathed in the white-gold glow of burning ail. “No, it isn't. And |



haven't helped much.”

“Don't take dl the blame yoursdf,” sad Lhar wearily. “Since Feylin, | haven't been much help
ather.” Lhar’slips twisted over the sour understatement. He had not been worth a zarf’s dirty ear. Only
inthe lagt eght days had he been able to wak across the compound without getting dizzy. And while he
was recovering, the team was quietly disntegrating. “It does no good walling over yesterday’s water,”
sad Lhar softly. “I'm reasonably whole again. And I'm tired of being caged. With Kaffi’s gracious
permission, you and Syza and | are going to ride up to Miran Ridge. By the time we get back I'll know
whether to cdl in the ecstasan experts.”

“But why? The g mirans have accepted us no matter how they argue. Feylin's recovery is not lost on
them. It will—"

“It was a misteke! A cdculated action that came out on the short end of the probabilities. It cost
whét little the team had.”

Nevin sad nothing, but his expresson said he refused to accept Lhar’'s words. Reflexivey Lhar
checked again that no natives had entered the tdmare. The congtant checks were habit now, and
required as little attention as breathing.

“Nevin,” he sad patiently. “When | accepted this assgnment, Contact’ s ca culations—and mine—for
the probability of success were mainly based on three things. Time Culture. Team. Not Diri done, or
Syza, or you. Team. We are much more than our totd of individud skills, just as the Access is more than
the sum of its machinery.”

“l just can't believe that we ve faled,” said Nevin.

“We haven't, quite. But we're close. If | hadn't been adeep for the last tenth-cycle, if we had
functioned as ateam, we' d be walking Tal-Senet with the g'mirans blessngs. Mingrels would be snging
of our heroic conquest of n'Lith, nurturing the idea that if you dare, dl things are possible—even treesin
kylith. People would trample each other to touch the ground where we waked. We would be living
symboals of hope. Your hereses would be eagerly accepted by a population whose women are barren
because fetility is a tragedy.

“But there are no new songs, are there? We're treated with suspicion when we aren’'t ignored.
Instead of new heresies, new songs of hope, you're compeled to argue the pitiful notes of a dillborn

“Diri will convince them.”

“By the Nameless Goddl” exploded Lhar. “You can't just drop Diri on them without preparation.
The people have to suspect that sdvation is possble or there will be utter chaos”

Nevin's fingers laced together, then separated into figts.

“Then Td-Lith is doomed,” whispered Nevin. “The g mirans will never release us or our story in
time”

“It's hard to control asong,” said Lhar flatly. “ Syza says that rumor of us has seeped through the city.
With her fed for musc, your knowledge of key rdigious phrases, and my estimate of what the people
mug know, we might manage to plow up fertile ground.”

“Greater than the parts.”

“Exactly. Ready for that ride?”

Without answering, Nevin rose rind followed Lhar out of the compound to where Syza waited with
the taman. The drifsen slently led the taman dong the trall Syza had chosen. Wordlesdy, Sngly, the riders
pushed into the formless night. When hdf the trall had gone by, Syza ventured a question into Lhar’'s
brooding mentd silence.

*Why Miran Ridge? Now, in darkness?>

“Nevin needs distance from the city before he can think. Maybe sunrise over a dying Tal-Senet will
gdvanize him. And we need privacy to make the song.”

* Are you going to trip the Sgnd?

Lhar touched his belt, fdt the reassuring strength of concealed wires. *Y ou guessed?>

*|t wasn't hard. Ten days to Festival and we've made no progress. And while you dept the river
rose.*



*| know. The water cdlers were puzzling and chanting.*

*The lower fidds are under water again. Asfar as |’ ve been able to find out, this has never happened
before. I'd useitif | knew how, but | don’t.*

*Does Nevin know?*

*| don’'t see how he could avoid it. It's the talk of the marketplace. But then, he's been manly with
the g’ mirans. They tdl him only what they want him to hear.*

*And you?*

*Since Feylin, he has spoken to me less than before.*

Syza's thought was totdly disnterested; he could sense none of her emotions. The contact was as
clear and colorless as an information cube. He probed lightly, discovered a vague whisper of tenson
humming and tightening, contact thinning. He stopped. Contact renewed. He accepted her boundaries
sadly. When he was sck, there had been neither fear nor boundaries. For an ingant he longed to be
week agan.

Cold penetrated his robes, but the wind was no more than a 9gh. The Long Night was bresthing
over the land; two tenth-cycles of nothing more than pale moons and candles to hold againgt the stars.
And when the treacherous sun did behind the Ramparts for the last time the Fegtivd would
begin—frightened voices Snging in the icy twilight, reassuring each other of Lith's abiding love.

When the taman could scramble no further, Lhar dismounted and went on foot across the last
obstacle, a steep talus dope. As he dimbed, the black night faded into date, then light gray, then vague
tranducence. At the top of Miran Ridge he eased himsdf onto a rock cushioned by a closdy knit, hairlike
growth. He waited for Nevin and Syza to complete the climb, waited and watched Ta-Senet emergeinto
the truncated day. Shapes dowly condensed out of the dlver light. The Firs Khaner's compound
became a large, irregular lump of buildings surrounded by atwigting rock wal. Height and distance made
the huge compound trivid, no larger than hisfig.

Other lumps emerged, guild compounds where potters and tanners and weavers and masons and
water magters lived. The edges of the compounds sprouted straggling growths of thatched and hide huts
laced together by footpaths, the huts of the unaffiliated city dwellers. Many of the huts were empty, their
inhabitants hired to help the khaners harvest and store crops. And when the harvest ended, the people
would go back to ther huts, back to overflow guild jobs, sruggling gardens and miran doles.

Lhar drew his robes closer as the chill wind moaned into life. The river legped out of the darkened
land, buning slver in the risng sun. Lhar blinked, then peered past his breath condensing in the dry
dawn. On the far gde of the river a shadow dty rose, snuous lines surrounding shapeless lumps, vague
roads and blurs that could once have been river gardens.

“Eerie, it it?” sad Lhar as Nevin sat nearby. “Even though | knew Ta-Senet mug have been on
both sides of the river once, it’s like mesting a dream. How long do you suppose it's been abandoned?’

“l don’'t know,” said Nevin, pulling up his feet to let Syza pass. Three, maybe five hundred cycles.
Maybe much less. Earthquakes and winds don’t leave monuments.”

“There was a bridge once,” sad Syza softly.

“Where?’ sad Lhar.

“When?' said Nevin.

Syzatucked the hem of her robe away from the reaching wind. “I don’'t know how long ago. But just
above the Gate, where the river drops into a deep, narrow gorge, | thought | saw crumbled piers. |
pointed them out to Tokor, and he said there were legends of men crossing the gorge as eadly as the
wind. At one time each notch was fortified againg invason. But that was long before the bridge was
built.”

“They don’t have enough people for war now,” Nevin mused. “No ‘other’ to fight againg.”

“Td-Lith isdl the enemy they need.”

A cold exhdation of wind did down the talus dope. They studied the ruins until the dimbing sun
flattened shadows.

“What about the Wanderers scattered over what's left of Td-Lith?” sad Syzainto the sllence.

“Contact’s doing what it can,” Lhar said. “As tribes or dans or families are found they're given a



knockout dose of ecstasan, lifted to the second moon and loaded into the Access. They wake up on
Seytd-Lith. Crude, but we don't have alot of time”

Syza's expression was rueful. “1 wonder how many have died, will die”

“With subsistence groups like the Wanderers, the usud desath rate is less than two percent,” Lhar
sad tondesdy. “Another three percent never fully recover from ecstasan. The rest are helped by specid
teamsin native disguise. There will be arash of new rdigions for the fird thirty or forty cycles, but by the
time the Wanderers discover the new city, Seytal-Lith’'s mgor culture should be stable enough to absorb
them.”

Lhar glanced a Nevin, subtly urging him to participate. But the urging was not necessary; the vague
ruins had made Nevin forget Syza's presence.

“What are thelr chances?” said Nevin, sudying the dity far below.

“Thesame as ours,” Lhar said. “Poor to fair. The khaner leaders are neutrd; they don’t have time for
their own problems now, much less ours. The g mirans are uneasy about us in spite of Firn's and Dad’s
efforts. The rest of the people who know about us are more interested in Festival preparations than in
srangers”

“What's your mimax for getting this culture off Ta-Lith?" said Syza quietly.

Lhar controlled his impulse to stare a her. Mimax was a rather unusud term used manly by
synthes ts—the minmum and maximum probability, within given parameters, of achieving a god. The
only synthesst Syza had ever met before him was on Bjmsk. He wondered what other scraps of memory
were surfacing, and what effect they would have on her and him and Td-Lith.

“Parameters?’ he said casudly.

“Only the obvious ones; g’ mirans, Diri, Festivd, time”

“Can | indude you?’

“As| am, not as heder. | couldn't even hed ... you.”

Lhar sensed the effort it cost her to speak neutrdly. With a amilar effort he matched her tone.
“Between thirteen and thirty-one percent.”

“So littled Why?’

“Dini.”

It was only hdf the truth; he wondered if Syza knew it.

“Shel swel enough to dance. I"ve checked her every night.”

“But ill-trained for anything else. If she could just dance, announce us as messengers and vanish as
we had planned, the mimax would be thirty-x and seventy. But the population isn't prepared for that.
Unfortunately, the sun won't wait for us we don’'t have nineteen or twelve or even two cycles. Diri will
have to stay and do a bit of godlike persuasion. She has neither the training nor the persondity for it.”

“Then let’s go back to dance and venish,” said Syza.

“Hve and twelve”

“Why?

Lhar waited for Nevin to answer her question.

Nevin shifted his position on the cold rocks and sighed; “Same reason—no preparation. If Diri
disappeared and we told them that they had to live in kylith because ther planet will be destroyed, we'd
aurvive just aslong asit took the mob to catch us. Like a lot of religions, Td-Lith's is rooted in fear and
guilt. When Lith appeared for the fird time, she was taken away to kylith because her followers hadn’t
the power or courage to rescue her. Ta-Lithens would see us as god steders”

“Andif | could hed?” said Syzatightly. “If I could be awaking miradle for dl to wonder a?’

“You can't,” sad Lhar in atone that |eft no surface for questions.

“If | could hedl,” repeated Syza.

“No.”

Syza s hood fdl back, and her bronze hair fanned out in the wind as she siwung around to face him.

“Tdl me”

“Why? What good could it do? Y ou're too pressured asit is”

“Then hedling could be crucd,” said Syza dully.



“You're no longer aheder.”

“But she heded the drifsen,” Nevin sad. “And your face”

“In both casesit cost her too much.”

“Too much? Too much!” Nevin swore. “Just how much is Ta-Lith worth to you?’

Syza pulled her hood into place and huddled againg the merciless wind. She looked a Lhar; her
green eyes shone in the shadow of the dark hood.

“Tdl him the truth,” she said. “ After what | did to him with my song, | owe him at least that much.”

Lhar hesitated, then opened his hands, fingers wide. “Ever heard of averson traning?

“It' sthe basis for most culturd conditioning,” said Nevin impatiently.

“Of course. I'm not thinking.” Lhar struggled with the emotions twiding in his mind—Syzd's,
Nevin's, hisown rage a Syza's pain. When he heard his own voice it was too cold, too angry. “Heding
isagift, aprizein the gendtic sweepstakes. It’sinvoluntary, like breathing, yet it can be trained to an art,
the highest art known to us. And the people who raised Syza did their best to destroy her. They used her
gift, then abused her for having it.”

Lhar stopped, fighting the sweeping anger that threatened his control. Then he dismissed Nevin's
growing fear and as he spoke, his rage unfolded, uncontrolled.

“Then Syzamet Zomd. They entered into an exdusive lifeime marriage. Zomd was a Contact agent;
he should have known how to help her. But Zomd was entering Decline. He cared for his hedth more
then he cared for a friend, a lover, a brilliant mind, more then dl that was Syza. But as cold as Zomd
was, he was better than anything she had known before. She loved him. She hedled him urtil she was
beyond exhaugtion.

“She reversed Dedine”

Lhar turned toward Nevin for the firg time and his rage legped with frightening force.

“You can't possbly understand what thet means. No one, ever, has reversed Dedline. Ever! If Syza
brought down the Ramparts with a whispered word it could be no more astonishing.”

Lhar noticed his own clenched hands, hard and heavy and powerful. He breathed deeply and put his
hands ingde his deeves.

“I would have enjoyed killing him. I don’t know what he did to Syza. | can guess, though. | hope the
zarfsucker died as horribly as he made her live”

“Don't,” whispered Syza.

Lhar ignored her. “Whatever happened was s0 dedtructive to Syza that she will not, cannat,
remember it. It had something to do with hedling, for with annesa came aloss of her gift. Her amnesa is
asurvivd reflex; the only time she can drive hersdlf to hed isduring or just after the moment she believes
her lifeis threatened, when her mind isfully awake and willing to do what it mugt to survive”

Lhar's burning gray eyes focused on Nevin; the younger man's face was drawn, and he did not
notice the icy wind combing through his dark hair.

“Quedtions?’ said Lhar, usng what remained of his control to make his voice pleasant.

“Why can’t she 9ng to the natives? Force them like she forced Diri and T'Mero. And me”

“She doesn't fit their god myths. What would happen if we forced a conflicting reigion on ther
culture?’

“Shock.”

“A ddicate word used to describe culturd murder. I'll cal for ecstasan drugs before I'll ask Syzato
ang”

“Bu—"

“Stop it” Syza turned dowly toward Nevin. “I forced no one. All my song did was didill what
dready exiged in Diri and T"Mero and you.” She looked away, out over the darkened city. “Both you
and Lhar are assuming that if | sang and offered Td-Lith Feylin's choice, they dl would choose as she
did. Life. They would not. Many of them would rather die than change.”

“If you believe that,” began Nevin coldly.

“I know it.”

“Then why did you come here—to watch them die?’



“l was given a choice: Td-Lith or forced integration. Death.”

Nevin let out his breath explosively. “So you get revenge by refusng to hed.”

“You weren't ligening,” said Lhar coldly.

Nevin scooped up arock and threw it toward the city with force enough to split a skull. “You sad it
yourself. She can hed when she redly wantsto.”

*Could you fight what she fights and win even once?

As Nevin reded with the power of Lhar's question, Lhar forced a direct link between Syza and
Nevin, and her fear went through his mind like an explosion of

blackness and desiccating laughter, crumbling, supports dissolving, feet
diding, hands clawing, spinning, falling in laughter more terrible than unwanted death

NO

Lhar hdd ther minds together with a ruthlessness he did not know he possessed, held them urtil
Nevin screamed, the deathcry of a mind bregking. Lhar released Syza aoruptly, hed Nevin's body,
which was drawn up in fetd travesty. Syza s fury raked Lhar.

*You dmog killed him! He can't survive my past!*

*Then he can stop judging you.*

Lhar worked with Nevin's mind, coaxing, draning away terror until Nevin's body relaxed, trusting.
When Lhar was finished, Nevin fdt nothing worse than a vague dinking memory—and a shame which he
fought to keep intact.

“That'sming” Nevin gasped. “I earned it. Syza...”

Even as Nevin tried to apologize, Syza was spesking over his words, her voice tight and strained.
“And | earned what you thought of me. You areright. | could hed if—"

“And taman could fly if they had wings” Lhar said harshly. “Stop punishing yourself. Or do you
enjoy it?’

“No more!” said Nevin. He drew a deep shuddering breath. “Ther€'s been enough crudty.” He
leaned over to Syza, pulled her hands out of her deeves. “I'm sorry, Syza. Such a futile word. But |
meen it. Touch—touch my mind.”

Lhar's senses legped; he knew how deeply Nevin feared mindtouch.

“Please”

Lhar sensed afant breath of contact diding deeper. He waited and hoped and waited while shadows
shortened and wind moaned. Sowly Nevin's body relaxed; shame receded into wonder. When Syza
withdrew as lightly as a breath, Lhar fdt ardief so great that it was panful.

“Kaffi understands too,” said Nevin. “Somehow she knew.”

Syza's ams went around Nevin, holding hm as he held her. Nevin's untraned mind radiated
sensations—surprise that he had never noticed her beauty, pleasure in the bresth againg his neck and the
suggestion of strength and heat and softness beneath the muffling robes.

Lhar shut Nevin's sensations out, but it was too late. Desperately he closed his mind so that Syza
would not know what it cost him to be dways close to her, dways far away. He fed his mind numbers
and egtimates for success and failure, trying to bury needs and pain beneath numbers. After afrighteningly
long time, the numbers won. When he became aware of Syza again, she was watching him and he fdt
himsdf diding into her eyes, sensed depths of hunger as great as his own. Syza moaned softly and hid her
eyes behind her hands.

Nevin looked from one to the other, afraid without redizing it. “It's too soon after Feylin,” he sad
urgently. “You're not wel enough to be up here”

Lhar closed his eyes. “I'm fine A little tired, but it was worth it. The new mimax for Td-Lith is
twenty-four and forty.”

Syzalifted her head suddenly. “Is that why you forced a mesh?’

“l waan't thinking about Ta-Lith when | forced the mesh. | shouldn't have done it. The odds weren't
encouraging.” Lhar laughed shortly. “If Contact knew, 1’d be shoved through the nearest Access. And
they’d be right. My decisions should be pragmatic, not persond,”

“But you're an integrator. Can’t you hep Syza? Or would it be like Feylin dl over agan?



“Worse. I’d be deding with awill to live. Syza forgot in order to survive. She'll fight integration with
the same ferocity you'd use to save your life Her mind is too powerful for me to force integration. One
or both of uswould break.”

Nevin looked unhgppily at Syza. “Ian't there anything?’

“Nothing,” she said, her voice thin and brittle. “I’ ve got to want integration. | don’t. | can live with my
fear, but | don't know whether | could live with what I’ ve forgotten.”

Nevin groped for sharp pebbles and threw them down the dope. His aam whipped forward and the
pebbles flew. When the last pebble a his feet was gathered, launched, gone, he rubbed his cold hands
together.

“Let’'smakeasong,” sad Nevin grimly.

Syzaleaped upon the new subject with an eagerness born of relief.

“Tokor isvague about the details of Lith's arrivd, life, and leaving. What have you learned from the
g mirans?’

Nevin answered mechanicdly, then became involved as he spoke. “ Stripped of rdigious rhetoric, the
dory is rather short. Just before, during, or after some naturd cataclysm—yprobably just before—Lith
arrived on the planet riding either *a piece of the sun’ or *afdling star.” The fird records cdl it a gar; the
later ones cdl it the sun.”

“Meaning that after the Stars came to symbolize kylith, g mirans thought the sun would be a more
suiteble vehicle?”

“Exactly.” Nevin looked at Syza approvingly. “Took me a hit of time to figure that one out.”

“I'm not buried in rhetoric.”

Nevin amiled flegtingly. “When She came to Td-Lith—then cdled jugt Td, or Place—this was a
rather ordinary planet, about center on the Concord scae of habitable worlds. Lith traveled from city to
dty ingoiring the people with Her beauty and Her dance. In turn, they gave Her the treasures of their
world.”

“Was dance aform of worship before Lith?’ asked Lhar.

“The g'mirans say yes, the Scrolls and Stones don't mention it either way. They do mention Lith's
difficulty. Apparently she was having a problem with Her entourage. The Scrolls say firg that She was
accompanied by strange people creating beautiful sounds. Then She traveled adone, danced with only
naive singers for music. Then Her people reappeared, but they are described as mongers this time.
Demons. They overpowered Her native protectors and carried Her off to a high valey. A star reached
down, took Lith and the demons, and withdrew. A short time later Ta was racked by a cataclysm that
resulted in dried up oceans, devadtating crustdl adjustments and huge ice fidds growing out of the poles.
All caused, say the Stones, by a gar that grew until it *ate the fdling day,” whatever that means. After that
the story ismanly composed of chanted dirges and prayers and penances and desth.”

“How much of Lith'svigt do you think istrue?’ asked Syza.

Nevin's hands moved uncertanly. “There have been lightships for eeven thousand Centrex years.
It's possible that one orbited, sent down alanding party, looked around, and left. Put that event next to a
naturd cataclysm and at least one new rdigion is inevitable—epecidly when the naives don’t have even
intrasystem flight. I'm no synthess, but | don't think the coincidence of contact and cataclysm is
impossible”

Syza and Nevin looked a Lhar.

“Nothing’simpossble” said Lhar, “but some things are more probable than others. That's one thing
Contact was redly interested in; they hinted that they would be very grateful if we could explain the
circumgtances of Lith'svist.” Lhar sat quietly for along moment. “Do the Scrolls describe more than one
Lith?" he said findly.

“Yes..”

“BUL?"

“Two problems. name and description. | can think of at least three other planets that have the word
‘Lith" in their native vocabulary.” He looked at Lhar.

“Eighty-one planets” said Lhar. “1 punched it up before we left. Also, Diri’s home world is spelled



gx different ways, depending on the source you happen to use. Lythe and Lith are the two favorites.”

“So the dmilarity of nameisjust a coincidence?’ sad Syza.

Lhar spread hisfingers. “Could be. How do they describe Her?”

“That's the other problem,” said Nevin. “She's described as wearing siver dothing. Only the Third
Enigma hints that perhaps the clothes might have been something other than fabric. But even that isn't
definitive. How many races have skin that could be described as siver?’

“Between e@ghteen and twenty-Sx, depending on the eyes of the seer,” sad Lhar. “And sx other
races commonly wear tight Slver clothing.”

“How many of them dance? How many of them had lightships thousands of cycles ago?’

Lher amiled at Syza. “Exactly what Contact asked.”

“And?’

“Three. Of them, the Lythens are the best dancers. That's why we persuaded Diri to come with us,
But whatever happened was a long time ago. The monitoring mechines saw the Fedtival, the ceremonid
slver daothing, the dancers, and decided that a Lythen would be the best gdactic andog to Lith. More
effective than, say, a Semerd contortionist.”

“Do the Scrolls describe more than one Lith?" asked Syza

Nevin looked confused.

“More than one glver skin or cloth or whatever,” explained Lhar.

“Yes. That's the Ninth Enigma A bare hint,” said Nevin drily, “but dl that's needed for Sxteen
religions. It's only mentioned once, vagudy. The Scrolls only describe one Lith.”

“How is She described?’ asked Lhar.

“*Cloth of glver divewith Her flowing grace, and shining.’””

“Eyes? Hair? Ears? Number of digits?’

“Four digits on each hand. That's why the most devout dancers cut off their smdler fingers. Eyes as
blue as ice caves. No discernible hair or ears.”

“Diri,” whispered Syza.

“Or a Semerd, or Nvam, or a few others | could name” said Lhar. “But Contact chose well. They
could have given us a green-eyed, blue-skinned Lythen. At any rate, Lythe was among the firg planets to
have lightships”

“Then you think the legend actudly tdls of a First Contact?’ said Nevin.

“That'swhat Contact wants to know.”

“Almogt dl cultures see thar godsin their own image, or in fantagtic images of the mind,” said Nevin
dowly. “Origindly, Lith fit neither category. But the g’ mirans have been working on it.”

“Slver doth for &kin?’ said Lhar.

“Yes. And atight hood to explain lack of hair, ears, et cetera”

“Do the Scrolls describe Her dancing?’ said Lhar.

“Yes, in great detal. The movements would be difficult or impossble for a race with Td-Lith's
skeetd dructure”

Lhar sat motionlesdy while the wind hummed down from the Ramparts, icy and powerful. “Do the
Stones say why She came here?’

“She came to dance for a doomed planet,” said Nevin.

“You're sure?’ demanded Lhar.

“The symbol for impending desth is unique; there's no possibility of error. But | can't accept that as
literd truth,” said Nevin. “It could eedly be a rdigious flourish; Td-Lith didn't have the scientific
undergtanding to know that a nearby nova could doom their planet. In retrospect, added to Lith's
disappearance, it would be an inevitable association to make. The Stones mention that Lith's coming was
preceded by a huge gar that ‘ ate the sky.’”

“How much of this does Diri know?’

“None.”

“Good. We have enough problems with her arrogance.”

Nevin looked startled, then said, “1 see. If she started to believe that a Lythen redly came here once



... But that's insane. Why would a Lythen come here, epecidly with a nova nearby?’ He waved his
hand abruptly, cutting off Lhar before he could speak. “All right, assume that they saw the nova and
came for alook. That gill means nothing. No one would stay around for a few cycles and take a chance
on being caught in the backlash.”

“A Lythen would,” said Lhar. “Thear arrogance is the despair of the Concord. A Lythen does what
he or she kerden wel wants to.” He turned to Syza. “Have you talked with Diri?’

“A few times. | check her every day. Once when | was watching her practice | told her how very
beautifully she danced. We taked together while T"Mero used the throwing stones. She told me her
cultureis ancient, uninterrupted by wars for thousands and thousands of cycles”

“How do they control thelr arrogance?’ asked Nevin.

“Lightships and colonization,” said Lhar briefly. “Go on, Syza”

“Lythens worship the body; dance is considered the highest Lythen art. Diri told me that even before
the Concord, Lythen dancers traveled to dl the avilized planets to perform, and ther greatest dancers

“Yes?' sad Lhar, his voice sharp with interest.

“That'sdl. T'"Mero told her to be quiet so he could concentrate.”

“Sucking zarfs,” muttered Lhar. “Wel, Contact will be glad to know that much.”

“Why?’ said Nevin.

“Lythe was very rductant to join the Concord. They have told us dmost nothing about the years
before Concord. We know they were great explorers and suspect that they have colony worlds they
haven't mentioned and we haven't found. Did you ask more about the early dancers?’

“She seemed indifferent. She talked only about her own life, the days when she was Lythe's greatest
dancer.”

“She was the greatest dancer in the known gdaxy,” said Lhar flatly. “She was younger then, more
reslient.”

Syza s fingers moved in a graceful gesture of disbdief. “I've watched Diri. She's as supple as water.
She makes me fed like a twelve-toed zarf. Have you seen her dance?’

“| recruited her off a backside planet,” sad Lhar. “ She was dancing on a coarse stage as part of a
traveling circus. The planet was wedthy; she had many debts. Contact is paying them now.”

“From worship to that,” said Nevin softly. “ Sad, and somehow unfar.”

“Nothing’s far,” sad Lhar. “Not one zafsucking thing. Look down there and tdl me how they
earned extinction.”

Nevin looked gloomily at Tal-Senet, so smdl beneath the danting sun.

“Would it hep us” said Syza, “if we could prove to them that a Lythen or some other race had come
here and danced and ended up a god? If they could see their history as something other than well-earned
destruction?’

“But if we could convince them of that,” said Nevin, “we could make them believe anything, induding
the fact that there' s another planet waiting for them under a different sun.”

“l agree” Lhar said. “Unravding the various truths out of Td-Lith's legends is useful only up to a
point. We know enough symboals to begin the song: gentle world, catastrophe, ravaged world, long
gruggle againg desth, victory possible for those who dare to grasp it.”

“When Lith returns the ice will mdt, the seas will fill, water and warmth will fal from the sky,” sad
Nevin. “Let's jus cdl it a new world. Vague enough not to panic the g mirans, solid enough for our
purposes.”

“Seytd-Lith,” sad Syza

“Why not? We have to introduce it sooner or later.”

“At the end of the song, then,” said Lhar. “Syza—a mdody for our lovdy hdf truths. Smple but
resonant. How much time do you need?”’

“None. The planet and legend cry out for a song; I’ ve thought about it often Snce we landed.”

Syza s lips parted dightly and a clear note filled the air. The note rose dowly, golden as a stable sun,
became a fdl of light and warmth over fertile land. Rills of water danced, spinning, children laughing



congedling into wind moaning icy notes over crumbling wals, huddled people croaking prayers for water.
Laughter mocked them, horrible laughter rasping dried flesh from wind-blown bones. People dying
childless, done, cold laughter rose, dirring dust, spreading despair’s contagion while people prayed and
died.

The meody shifted subtly, became the rhythm of a taman running, running, low and urgent, dry
laughter howling behind, wind scouring stone troughs, purple Takyer. Demon laughter like a sorm
gathering behind fleang riders, dark and dimbing, devouring light grit rasped living flesh, drying flesh,
dying flesh.

Rhythm fatered, dowed, stopped. A single consuming note of human defiance rose above the storm,
divided sorm into slence and jeweed stars reaching down snging with the distant liquid notes of an dien
river. Taman waking, rhythm blending with the siver water. A joyousflight of notes, hope and children’s
laughter benegath a gentle vell of dien sunlight.

Lhar and Nevin opened their eyes, surprised to find the world unchanged.

“Thet ...” Nevin gestured hepledy. “It doesn’t need words.”

“Not when Syza angsit,” sad Lhar softly. “Thank you, Chanteuse. If we do a tenth as wel with
words, I'll be satisfied. Can you amplify the melody so thet it's within reach of a norma voice? | can't
dng a duet, much less a chorus, with just my natural equipment.”

Syza hummed quietly in a voice that was haunted by subdued echoes. The medody was pdlucid, the
rhythm irresstible; Nevin and Lhar found themsdalves humming.

“The refrain was so subtle when you sang it by yoursdf,” said Nevin. “I didn't notice the repetition
until the second time around. But it's perfect. Smple and addictive.”

“A didillation of experience,” said Lhar reflectivey, his mind andyzing the resonances of the notes.
“Like atoms, capable of infinite variation with only subtle shifts of energy-emphasis. Brilliant.” He looked
wryly a Nevin. “Our turn, miran. | want whoever hears this song to think of the five who refused to die,
who crossed n'Lith to find water, and who would cross kylith rather than give up. By the time the song
ends, | want kylith to be chdlenge rather than horror.”

Nevin sat quietly, dicking more pebbles between hisfingers. A sudden excitement came over him.

“Yes—yed With a song it will work!”

“What will?" asked Lhar.

“Have you noticed how jumbled their language is? Oh, it's smoothed out in common speech, but the
Stones and Scrolls contain what could be amix of severa languages. Obvioudy the languages merged as
the survivors trickled into the only habitable aress |eft on the planet.”

Lhar suppressed his impatience and made encouraging noises.

“Take n'Lith and kylith,” said Nevin. “They origindly meant the same thing in different languages. The
‘nuh’ and *kyl” sound carry the meaning of without or absent or negation. On my native world we would
cdl n'Lith or kylith ‘pimt.””

“Bimt?

“A very unplessant place” explaned Nevin, “where very unplessant people—usudly dead
ones—are punished for very unplessant acts.”

“Shdlitd,” murmured Lhar in his native tongue.

“Hdl,” sad Syzain hers.

Nevin laughed shortly. “The concepts of Sn and punishment are dmost universa. The culturd
variations are immensg, of course, but the themes remain bascally intact.”

“How does that help us here?” said Syza.

“N’Lith is semanticaly equd to kylith. In common usage, they’re interchangesble. Only g mirans and
some mirans make a didinction between the two. As far as mos people are concerned, the land we
crossed to get here is kylith. In the song's refrain we should use both words, often, and blur whatever
diginctions remain.”

“Or start out saying ' Lith, then mix the two, then use only kylith,” said Syza thoughtfully.

Lher ligened while Nevin and Syza exchanged ideas, words, bits of meody. Saidfied, he let them
work with no more than an occasona nudge when they strayed too far from the basic theme he had



outlined. By the time the sun neared the end of its shortened arc, the refrain and Sx verses of the song
were complete. Syza s full, haunting voice began the song. He lisened and watched shadows rise on the
fax gde of theriver, cdling up the ruins of dust and neglect. The lament for the Forgotten Lands keened
through him, tdling of thirs and unanswered prayers and despair. The refrain was a bare whisper of
daring hope, desperate will, a fragile embryo of victory that would grow with each repetition until the
refrain was born into potency and a universe of hope.

The last vivid notes shivered through him, and he prayed that their promise was as true as the lament
which dill keened in hismind.

IX

“YOU’'RE FREE,” SAID KAFFI SIMPLY.

Lhar put aside the harness and ail and wiped his hands carefully.

“Hereses and dl?’ he said, without looking up.

“No dogma can stand againg that song. Every khaner snger dngs it in every pat of the
marketplace.” She waited, but Lhar said nothing. “The g' mirans are searching for the source of the song.
It svery dusve Singers just spread their hands and say they heard the song in the market or outsde a
khaner wal or in the fidds”

Lher finished wiping his hands in slence.

“You do know which song | mean,” said Kaffi, her voice sharp with exasperation.

“I've heard it.”

“And?’

“It's contagious,” he agreed.

“Where did you hear it?’

Lhar spread his hands and smiled. Kaffi hissed her frudtration.

“You created that song,” she sad flaly.

“I lived it.”

“G'miran Urari isfurious. He has turned againg you for your heresies. His people meet and whisper
of pain and penance and death.”

“Tdl me something new. Tdl mewhy you're angry.”

“Confused. And, yes, angry. That song is like the wind, shifting the land here and there, building new
hills and scouring away old ones, changing and confusing what used to be a clear trail.”

“Theold trail clearly led to desth.”

Kaffi’s ydlow eyes flashed and narrowed, then her face relaxed in soft laughter.

“I knew it was your song. | see you riding through it, a man like the Ramparts with eyes of ice. You
have a frightening strength around you. Lith help anyone who tries to change your trail.”

“You didn’'t fear me when we met.”

“l didn't know you then. | hadn’t heard your song.”

“It'snot my song. The song | heard held no fear, only hope.”

“Hope can be terrifying.”

“Why would sngers love a song of fear?’

“They hear only the hope.”

Lhar stood and held Kaffi’ s face between his hands.

“Then ligen to them, Kaffi. If you listen, the song won't betray your hope.”

“And you, Lhar. Will you betray me?” At Lhar's surprised look she said, “You are planning
something ... find. | sensed it when | firg touched you. | sense it now. Your khaner is not like others |
have known. Diri and T'"Mero wear secrets like dark robes. Nevin twists our dogmeas as eeslly as | twist
sraw. Syza ... she lives with an ungpeakable private horror. Yet the song promises a reborn world of
light and warmth and children’ s laughter.”

Lhar touched Kaffi’s mind lightly, found explicit the fear and misrust and confusion impliat in her
words.



“l can't promise you a world without pain ... or change without loss. Td-Lith is like the river in
winter, trapped beneath a thick lid of death. The break-up is wrenching, yet without it, life would be
impossible”

He fdt Keffi tremble beneath his hands, her mind responding to his grief as he tasted again the deeth
of Td-Lith.

“But | can promise you anew world,” he said softly. “A world of beginnings”

“New ... not reborn?’ she whispered.

Kaffi's eyes searched Lhar's for a denid. She found none; only compassion was there. He fdt her
mind recoil from his certainty. He held her while hismind helped hers to accept an unknown truth. At last
she took adow breath and looked up a him with surprisng cam.

“Y ou're not from the Forgotten Lands.”

“There are many Forgotten Lands”

She hesitated, wrestling with conflicting needs.

“Lhar, has Nevin been told of the Vile Stone?

Her words tumbled out from some inner urgency he could not fathom.

“No. Isit important?’

“It sthe gmirans greatest secret, and shame. The Vile Stone talks of many lands, worlds like ours
among the staring white eyes of kylith. That surprises you—but the stone is old, very old. It is said that
the Stone taks with Lith's voice. | will show Nevin that Stone, though the cost may be exile. It is the
Stone of dissenson and heresy and curses.”

“Don't rik it,” said Lhar, excitement rigng in him. “Just tdl me what this Stone says.”

“It' snot redly a stone, a least not like the others. If you touch it in the Long Night it burns the skin
off your fingers. Only in sunlight and warmth isit safe. It's bright and silver, not heavy like stone. It was a
gft from Lith. But some ancient g’ mirans were offended by its words. They dared not destroy Lith's gift,
S0 they ignored and later reviled it as containing demon lies The Ston€'s words are like what |
sometimes fed when you touch me. Other worlds, other people, kylith seething with life and suns. But if
that were true, Ta-Lith mug be kylith, and the stars must be mur-Lith, and Td-Lith will die as the Stone
sad it would.”

There was along dlence.

“I'm not surprised the g mirans rejected that Stone” said Lhar dowly. “Its truths are without
comfort.”

“They rgject the Stone and they will rgject what you say. They will cal you demon. Even | didn't
want to believe you, and | saw your agony with Feylin. Must you tdl the g' mirans?’

“What about Firn and Dad?’

“They’'ll trust as | do. But the others—no. 19t there away to tdl without tdling, to hint without—the
song!”

Lhar smiled. “Yes, the song. You're very quick.” He looked at her searchingly. “You're dso very
cam, Kaffi. Too cam. Do you redly understand what we have talked about?’

“Undergand?’ She put her hands lightly over his. “No, | don't understand. | accept. | started
accepting the firg time | touched you and sensed strangeness and distance and change, dways change.
I'm a coward, Lhar; | fought change even while | worked to hep you. And then | fought mysdf. |
thought | believed after Feylin, but it was too good. Too perfect. Everything | had ever longed for given
to me. Like bread with no crugt. A trick.”

“Then why do you accept now?’

“Y ou told me there was no change without loss. You grieved for ... what? No, don't tdl me the price
well pay for our future. Not yet. | want to be able to walk the market streets and laugh like the others. |
want to eat sweet loh and drink ssan laced with yefa. | want to stop and ligten to the old songs and sing
with my people. | want to find Tokor and fed hisfine Strength. | want to forget.”

“Yes” he sad gently. “Tha would be good.”

“Then et this”

Surprised, Lhar looked at Kaffi, then at the moist crumbling cake she had pulled out of a pocket in



her robe.

“Yefg” she sad. “I can't forget or enjoy if you' re Stting longfaced in a cold stone room. Syza sad it
wouldn't hurt you.”

“Has she eaten any?’ he said curioudly. “

Of course. She'swaiting for you. She wants to see the market Streets.”

“Done,” said Lhar suddenly, scooping the cake from her hand.

The cake was a flavorful mixture of fine loh flour, sweetberries, and just enough fa to make the
mixture hold together. He thought he tasted the spicy, dmost agtringent flavor of yefa ail, but he could not
be sure,

By the time he found Syza, he was sure. Yefa was soreading through him like echoes through a
canyon. Pleasure and relaxation loosened him. When he saw Syza, he amiled widdly.

“Yefamay be mild,” he said, “but it's fast and thorough.”

“Ia'tit, though?’ she said, taking his hand.

“What does it do to reflexes?’ he said, savoring the feding of her pam againd his.

“Nothing permanent. Just don’t go dimbing rock-fals. You may fed like you can fly, but the landing
would be sudden.”

“And the mind?’

“Try to think an unhappy thought.”

Lhar tried. The thought dipped away. He stopped walking and concentrated. By summoning dl his
will he could hold the thought of Ta-Lith's destruction.

“How long does it last?’ he said wonderingly. He would have been worried, but the drug made it
amos impossible.

“An hour, maybe more. It breaks down very quickly.”

“An hour,” murmured Lhar. “ So little, and so much.”

Syza looked a him; her eyes flashed green in the late morning dawn. “We're like rope-dancers
balanced over avoid,” she said softly. “Don’'t question the illuson of safety.”

Lhar moved his fingertips dowly over her forehead and cheeks, traced the smooth curve of her lips.

“No questions,” he agreed, abandoning the last of his controls againg the yefa.

They walked dowly to the market area, letting the scents of hot bread and ssan and sweetberries
wash over them. Permesting the food smdls a subtle hint of spicy yefa rode on the light breeze. Lhar
sretched and thanked his private gods for the freedom the g’ mirans had given them. It was good to wak
streets, which were seething with laughter and excitement. It was good to fed the deep current of
pleasure that surged through the crowds. Even therising river and the coming night could not destroy the
Fedtivd gpirit.

Khaner and guild singers, angly and in groups, wandered dowly about. Their melodies wove
together strands of the crowd as people stopped to share a favorite song. Some sngers were
accompanied by musdans, but most sang unaided, confident that the purity of thar voices needed no
embdlishment. The songs were modlly secular, tdling of sand and windstorm and water, brave riders and
sdt-crazy taman, laughter and the pleasures of love.

Lhar and Syza stopped to ligen to a song cdled “The Great Thaw.” The song compared an
indifferent lover to the river in the Long Night. Stanza after stanza detailed the khaner’s intricate and
ingenious efforts to effect a thaw. When the orgiagtic break-up findly came, Lhar whooped his gpproval
asloudly as any Td-Lithen.

“That's the firg time I’ ve heard you redly laugh since you helped Feylin,” said Syza

“Only a stone could resst that song. I'll have to try tha eighth stanza sometime—when | find a taman
good-natured enough to carry three riders.”

Lhar's hands and body moved suggestively, evoking aride that left Syza helpless with laughter.

“Stop,” she gasped. “I can't even walk.”

Lhar smiled down at her and redlized that he fdt very good, like aman seeing light after blindness.

“A bargain,” he said, lifting her off her feet. “You laugh for me and I'll walk for you.”

He ignored her sudden slence as he shifted her weight in his arms and set off through the crowded



streets Snging snatches of “The Great Thaw.” When a passing man offered new verses, Lhar stopped to
debate biologicd improbabilities with him. As the suggestions became more and more outrageous, Lhar
fdt laughter ripple through Syza's body.

“That'simpossble” she sputtered findly.

“Don't bet on it.”

The stranger laughed and melted away as Lhar’'s mouth closed over Syza's. He expected her to
resst, but her lips opened with a hunger that matched his. They held each other as though flesh could
dissolve barriers of mind and circumstance. Sowly he put her down, released her, and let her stand close
to him. He fdt an angry hunger searching through him, then anger was overwhemed by yefa. He dill
wanted Syza, wanted her as he had never wanted any other woman, but there was no room for
bitterness or pain. All he fdt was the memory of her lips, the moving warmth of her tongue. How could
he be angry at that?

“I'd dill like to find that taman,” he said, “but there' s no hurry.”

They walked close together, weaving through the crowds of people. Everywhere they looked they
saw ddls filled with the products of careful labor. Cloth dyed with dl the colors the eye could hold,
lecther tanned to incredible softness, stone carvings of uncanny smplicity.

“Wait,” said Lhar suddenly.

He watched the stone carver work, turning a dark gray ovd of rock in his hands, sheping linesin the
Soft stone. The man worked quickly, expertly. A ghosily face appeared.

“Water rock,” said the man as he examined his work carefully. “It's rare. Not many people can work
with it. It keeps its color when it dries, but it dries very fast. Take this piece, for ingance. The surface is
dready dry. If | had one more lineto make, | couldn’t do it.”

“Can’'t you just get it wet again?’ asked Lhar.

The man laughed shortly. “I could, but I'd leave white marks. Ruin it.” He looked at Lhar, senang
red interest. “Likeit?

“Yes”

“I’ve done better.”

He picked up some stones no bigger than his pam. As the stones moved, lines like running taman
turned and twisted in the thin light. He set the stones down.

“l just finished a head. Best I've ever done.”

The carver turned abruptly and went to a shdlf at the back of the gdl. Lhar glanced at Syza, but her
hood was up and her face hidden as she admired the taman stones. A soft thump brought his attention
back to the carver. With a flourish the man removed aleather covering, reveding a smdl carved head. A
woman's head, proud and strong and beautiful, with hair piled up above high, danting cheekbones, a face
drawn with suffering. In the place of eyes were two tilted ovas of deep-green crystd.

“Syza..” Lhar's word was barely a whisper.

The stone carver grunted his stisfaction. “That’'s what he called her. The woman in the song.”

“He?" sad Syza softly, not looking up.

“G'miran Dad,’ sad the carver with bardly concedled pride. “We re chosen brothers. He told me
about her. HE s abit afraid of her,” he added to himsdlf, but Lhar heard.

“Will you sl that statue?” said Lhar.

“It sfor Dadl.”

“No,” said Dad’ s voice behind Lhar, “it'smy gpology to Lhar. And my thanks for Feylin.”

Lhar turned quickly but before he could speak, Dad bowed to him. When Lhar would have returned
the bow, Dad restrained him.

“Leten,” he sad to the carver, “I came as soon as | heard you were finished. Apparently Lhar and
Syza dso heard, somehow.”

“An accident,” said Lhar. “We were just waking.”

Leten looked quickly at Syza's bowed head. When she looked up and met his eyes they heard his
sharp indrawn breath. Then Leten did the hood off of Syza's head and studied her carefully, turning her
face dowly with a calused hand benegth her chin. At last he Sghed.



“Better than I'll ever do. Dad, you might have told me about her amile”

Syza laughed, a sudden warmth that softened the planes of her face. “He's had little cause to see me
amile”

“My loss” sad Dadl.

Syzaturned and looked at the g’ miran gravely. Dad returned her glance without uneasiness.

“Our loss” sad Syza, amiling suddenly.

Leten covered the head and rductantly handed it to Lhar. Though the carving did not amile, it was a
masterwork of subtle power. Lhar hesitated before returning the head to Leten.

“Keep it for me until after Fedtival,” said Lhar dowly. “Keep it here, uncovered. Let anyone with
eyes admire your artidtry. Let this carving tdl them that only afoadl follows a amiling face through kylith.”

Leten locked his hands together in the 9gn sSgnifying a far bargain made and kept, and bowed to
Lhar. When Leten looked up again, his pae blue eyes were dive with shrewd humor and his voice
carried no further than the three people standing close.

“I've heard the song,” Leten said carefully to Daal. * Remember that a drifsen without fangs is useless
for herding.”

“A thirsty drif doesn’t need to be driven to water,” countered Dadl.

Leten laughed softly and whispered, “No? You never were a herder, were you. Look to your fangs,
Dad. You'll need them dlean and sharp and quick.”

Irritation crossed Dadl’ s face, followed by sudden thoughtfulness.

“Urari?’ said Dad very softly.

Leten snapped hisfingersin agreement.

“Thank you, brother. Anything else?’

Leten’ s fingers snapped again.

Dad’ s fingers responded with a swift Sgn Lhar had never seen. Again fingers snapped.

“The carving,” said Dad in a normd conversationd tone, “is excelent. | would like a gift for Frn,
as0. The drifsen you mentioned would be very nice”

“l haven't found the right stone.”

“Hnd it. The carving should be a Festivd gift.”

“I'll do what | can.”

Lhar knew that more than a carving had been discussed. He considered lifting the details from their
minds, but decided it would do little good; Dadl was in a better postion to understand city intrigues than
Lhar was. He waked with the g miran into the crowd.

*WEe re being followed.*

Syza s thought condensed in his mind with amazing subtlety. She had renewed the slent link that had
broken with Feylin.

*Hodlile, curious, excited?*

*All. The two men behind, one on each Sde, are afraid, hogtile. A third man, ahead of us now, is
excited; he overheard our names. He' s tdling those sngers about us. And ...*

*Yes?>*

*Dad knows someone, expects something, but not ... just ... yet. | can't make out the detalls unless |
use redl mindtouch.*

*Don't. He might sense it. But monitor the hodtile ones*

Lhar and Syza waked dowly through the crowd, following Dad’s lead. The g’ miran moved with the
ease of a powerful man among affectionate subjects. But for dl his confidence, Dad’s eyes moved
ceasdlessly and hismind was fully dert; he, too, sensed the change rippling through the crowd, the slence
followed by murmurs which grew louder with every step. Above the sound of the crowd rose the
opening notes of “The Forgotten Lands.”

“Stand beside me, as equas” said Dad. “Let them see you as they hear your song.”

Lhar and Syza stepped, forward. The crowd withdrew dightly, expanded, and waited expectantly.
The clear keening notes of song fdl across sudden slence. When the chorus came it was a mere whiper,
a subdued breeth tdling of many broken hopes. Severd voices in the crowd echoed each line of the



chorus softly, and the effect was a catechism of desolation.

Lher ligened closdy, hearing new words and nuances, senang currents flowing unknown among
minds As the song progressed, the people around him echoed each line of the chorus, more hopefully
with each repetition. The sngers fdt the current building, skillfully dammed a phrase here, opened a new
verse there, dlowed the crowd to become the leader of a catechism of growing hope.

The weight of massed emotions pressed agangd Lhar and Syza. The feding was a fird
uncomfortable; then it became a force not weighing, but lifting. They were the center of song and hope
and sudden, fierce love. The crowd' s strength became theirs, a thousand hearts pumped their blood, a
thousand minds focused on them like a greet lens.

Thefind chorus was a roar of acclamation.

Before the last notes of the chorus had died, Dad pulled Lhar and Syza through a nearby door
leading into a large stone building.

“It's Lith's own blessng we were on the edge of the crowd,” said Daal when they were safely indde.
“l didn't expect that many people. And there was something else, like faint g'malk. Frightening, yet ... |
paid twenty people to seed a crowd for you. Only one was out there. They weren’t expecting the three
of usuntil tomorrow. When Jle overheard your names he went ahead anyway. The crowd loved it, but
theré's such a thing as too much love. Tha song is like the moment that the river sheds its lid of
ice—necessary, unpredictable, and dangerous. WE I have to plan your appearances very carefully from
now on. We could easly have been trampled into the streets.”

“l hope that doesn’t mean back to the talmare for us” said Syza. “Crystd windows are beautiful, but
I’d rather watch the Games.”

Dad darted to speak, then hesitated. Lhar exchanged glances with him.

“l know, | know,” sghed Syza. “Back to crystd windows. What about T'Mero? Is he safe at the
Games?”’

“The song barely mentionshim,” said Dadl.

“But—" began Syza, then stopped.

Dad laughed softly. “The song has changed since you firg, ah, listened to it. Am | correct?’

“Ves”

“Such things happen,” said Dad smoothly. “Singers like to leave their mark on a song. And Frn
didiked having Diri and T'Mero presented as your equals.”

Lhar's digmay did not show in his face. He thought rapidly, assessng how a changed song would
affect their plans. He sighed.

“Did she say why?’ asked Lhar.

“She digtrugts them.”

Lhar did not press Dad to be more precise; in afew days Firn's distrust would no longer matter.

Dad gestured reassuringly. “Don’t worry, my friend. Kaffi will not exclude Diri and T'Mero from the
Fra Khaner in spite of Firn's distrust. The First Khaner gained much prestige when you became ther
i’khaner. Kéffi is a leader; she knows that you two are necessary if the Firs Khaner does not want to
become Second—or dead.”

“l don't understand,” said Syza.

“No? Of course ... how different your lives must have been in the Forgotten Lands. It's very smple,
Syza Lhar will inevitably be named Fird Leader, just as you will inevitably be named First Herder.”

“Inevitably?’ asked Lhar drily.

Dad looked a him. “Yes. And not because of khaner or city politics Politics may decide who is
named the best tanner or weaver or anger or dancer; the titles of First Leader and Firs Herder are
matters of survival. You brought your khaner through n'Lith dive. Syza brought your animas through
dive If atime comes when the First Khaner mugt cross the river, you will be our best hope of bringing
the Firgt Khaner through dive”

There was along sllence.

“We undergand,” said Syzafindly. “We are honored.”

“Tdl me that when river ice numbs your body.”



Dad’s voice had overtones of immediate concern, as though he anticipated ariver crossing soon.

“Theriver worries you,” said Lhar.

Dad was Slent for a moment. The noise of the crowd faded as he led them toward a room filled with
the sharp smdl of curing hides.

“Yes, the river worries me. It has been as unpredictable as a sdt-crazy animd. The mdting season
was more than a tenth-cycle early. The flood was the greatest in memory. Then the river waned—far too
early. For seven days it dropped. Then there was a roar and a second flood. Then waning and rising,
waning and rigng. And not just smdl changes. The khaner farmers have latdy become very devout,”
added Dad with a short laugh.

“But we heard that the crops were good,” said Lhar.

“We were careful to give that impresson. The crops are barely adequate. What we gained in high
crops we log in the lowlands. Worse, the lowland harvest has been ddlayed by the river. Late-maturing
crops, rigng river, fdling light. They are harvesting by torchlight now. Not that it will do much for us the
last flood washed out even the deep winter roots of the loh.

“If the river islike this next cycle, the First Khaner will have to cross. If we have another flood in this
cydle, the First Khaner mugt attempt a crossing in darkness. That has never been done. But there should
be enough wild harvest on the other side to keep the First Khaner dive through the Long Night. And the
Second. Perhaps even the Third.”

Lhar and Syza looked at each other, memories of the sullen river heavy between them.

“Obligation, not honor,” said Lhar findly.

“I'm afraid s0. You came to us in uncertain seasons. But perhaps the river has purged itsdf and the
next cycleswill be regular.”

“No,” sad Lhar. “The river will never again run smoothly.”

“You're very certain.”

“Ves”

“I wish | could dispute you, First Leader,” said Dad heavily. “But | cannot. Firn and | will cross with
you.”

“But the city—without you,” said Syza.

“Thedity is dying of fear. The next cycle or the one after, the aty will turn on itsdf like a sdt-crazy
beast and tear out its own guts. Urari is dmost beyond my control. With each fluctuation of the river he
grows more potent. If | can take some guild people and severd khaners across the river, we might have
achance to survive” Dad paused. “I've told no one but Firn of my fears”

“Don’'t worry,” said Lhar with afant twiding smile. “Syzaand | know how to keep secrets.”

“Do you dso know how to share them?’

“More important, we know when.”

“Don’'t wait too long, First Leader. Urari hates your song. He istrying to destroy you. If I knew what
you planned, | could help.”

“If I knew what | planned,” Lhar said grimly, “I could help, too.”

Dad spread his hands, padms out. “I’ll take you to the talmare.”

They followed Dadl through storerooms filled with cured hides and rudling reed mats, fabrics worked
with rdligious symbols and pdlets of drying sweet-berries. Between the storerooms ran twiding dleys
filled with glence and darkness. The short day was over; kylith had damed the sky.

“Wait here”

Lhar and Syza stood quietly while Dadl checked the open space they mug cross. Lhar flexed his
aching hands automaticdly, working the tenson out of them, and thought wisfully of the long-disspated
yefa

“Come”

They were hdfway across the dearing when the earthquake came. They threw themsaves down
while the ground quivered, swayed, then settled, only to surge again. Dad lay nearby, praying quietly.
They heard a burst of excited voices, then slence again; only very large quakes were worthy of much
comment. Dadl rose to hisfeet, sheking dust and straw from his robes.



“It's safe to stand now. That one was bardy kanehi-mahn. At mogt a diff-builder. Certainly not
kanehi-n' gat, a cliff-destroyer. The aftershocks will be negligible”

Lhar stood quickly. Syza was much dower, too dow; the slent link between them was full of unease.

*What isit?

Her cold fingers wrapped around his wrists and a Sngle urgent thought came from her.

*Ligen!*

He held his breath and listened as much with hismind as his body. And he heard it, a vague—

“What's wrong?’

Syzd's hand slenced Dad. Lhar strained into the darkness toward the Ramparts. Yes, there it was
agan, pressure waves more fdt than heard: a vague, mdancholy rumble like thunder fant with great
distance. He had fdt something like that only once before, hdfway across the gdaxy when a far
mountaingde had doughed off its burden of soaked earth and vegetation. This was amilar, yet not quite
the same. This sound had more sharp edges.

The noise faded and died.

“Is that sound common?” asked Lhar.

“l heard nothing,” said Dadl.

Lher described the sound.

“I've never heard it,” said Dad, his voice trembling dightly. “But there is a name for what you
described. Ssarrm, the Mourner. The—it isa portent of devastation. Come quickly. If Urari heard it, the
Sreets won't be safe”

“No oneinthe city could have heard it,” said Syza as she followed Dad. “A khaner herdsman might
have, if he were done and ligening for it, but | doubt it.”

“l hope you're right,” said Dad softly. “But how did you heer if it was so very fant?’

“l didn't quite heer it. | fdt it the same way | fed the wind building high on the Ramparts.”

“And you, Lhar? Did you heer it easily?’

“Only after Syzaderted me. And,” he added, “not eesly at dl. Mogtly with my mind.”

Dad stopped and seemed on the point of questioning them further but apparently decided that it was
more important to get them to—the safety of the talmare,

“Well tak about this later.”

In slence they followed him through narrow aleyways. They entered the First Khaner’'s compound
through a hidden stone door. Once indde, Lhar oriented himsdlf.

“Can you find the talmare?’ asked Dad in a whisper.

“Ves”

“Good. I'd rather not be seen just now. Go quickly and tel no one about the—it. I’'m going back to
the city. Someone ese might have noticed it. | must know.”

Dad disappeared through the wal; the only noise was a very dight scrape as the heavy block of
gone turned on its pivot. Even under the clear light of the racing moon the wall looked solid.

“Remember that door,” he murmured. “We may need it.”

They hurried noisdesdy to the talmare. Diri and T'Mero were not there, but Nevin was.

“Swest Lith!” Nevin said, grabbing both of them. 1 thought the crowd had gotten you. Kaffi and Firn
are begting the dleys looking for you.”

“Dad got us safdy back,” sad Syza, amiling dightly, “in spite of crowds and earthquakes.”

“Jugt amedium shaker,” said Nevin offhandedly. “I’d better find Keffi and tdl her you're safe.”

“You'd better stay here. An order, not arequest,” said Lhar. “Dad will tdl her we're safe”

“But—"

“You're in the song, miran. And you're aso the only man | can safdy question about earthquakes
and Ssamn.”

Nevin took a deep breath, but curiosity won over arguments.

“Ssamn?’

“The Mourner.”

“The—Lith's blue eyes! Did someone hear it?’



Syza shivered in the chill room and looked longingly at the dark brazier.

“Ssanfirg,” sad Lhar, deftly filling the brazier with straw braids.

When each had a bowl of ssan sleaming between ther cold hands, Syza quickly told what had
happened.

“Pray to Lith no one s sensed it,” said Nevin grimly. “That’sdl Urari would need.”

“What kind of devastation do the legendstdl of 7" said Lhar. “ Stripped of rdigious flourishes”

“Ummmm. Without rhetoric, it condenses to a fluctuation in the river’s volume”

“But there have been severd changes this cycle, and no one has mentioned Ssamn.”

“A disastrous fluctution,” amended Nevin.

“How much truth to the legends?’ asked Lhar.

“How long is the wind?’ countered Nevin. “Oh | know, | know; you want a trained guess” He
frowned In the wavering gold light, looking suddenly older. “1 can only reason by andogy. Is it safe to
tak?’

“Ves”

“On my home world we have a lot of earthquakes, mountains, plus a few glaciers and icefidds
Sometimes a quake shakes loose mountain ice and rocks, which choke a riverbed and make a naturd
dam. A few of these lakes lagt for along time. But most of the debris ether mdts away or is swept away
when the weight of the water gets too great. The rexult,” he added unnecessaxily, “is a rather totd
devadtation on the downhill sde.”

“Syza?’ sad Lhar.

“What | sensed,” she began, then stopped. “Movement and violence and grinding, a ... a vast
breeking away. Terible, yet somehow beautiful because when slence findly comes, the world is
balanced agan.”

“Yes” whispered Nevin, his eyes unseaing as he remembered something from his past.

“Then you believe there was alanddide or anice fdl or both,” said Lhar. “1 agree. The edges of the
icefidds and glaciers mugt be riddled with weaknesses after the long season of warmth. The question
is—how much damage can we expect?’

“Theriver will tdl us” said Nevin. “If there's a severe drop, then well know that some mgor valey
was thoroughly plugged.”

“When will it break 100se?’

“Not even a guess, Lhar,” said Nevin dowly. “Even if | saw the dam | couldn’'t guess. Too many
variables.”

“At worst?" pressed Lhar.

Nevin moved restledy. “I just don't know. The dity is above even the highest soring floods. If it
were light | would ride the hills and look for ancient flood marks. But it would probably be futile The
wind scours avay everything.”

“Isthe aty safe?’

“l don't know!” snapped Nevin. Then, more cdmly, “You're asking me to give a life-deciding
answer on dmogt no information.”

“Wecome to the red world,” said Lhar with atired amile. “Syza?’

“The dity has lasted this long. That's not an answer, just a feding. I'll risk it. If we I€ft the aty the
people would have no chance a dl.”

“Would you sense aflood coming?’ asked Nevin.

“l don't think so. If we were otherwise safe | might sense a large flood coming, but our life here is
shot through with so many persond hazards that my survival sense is sending out danger sgnds dl the
time”

“Shot through—how many dangers do you sense?’ said Nevin curioudy.

Syza looked a him for along moment, her face drawn and her eyes flickering green in the dhifting
light.

“You don't want to know,” she said findly. “If it would do any good | would tdl you. It won't.”

“The burn-off?" whispered Nevin hoarsdly.



Syza looked puzzled, smiled dightly. “Not the sun. The people are the worst. They are unravding,
becoming animds. They have heaving currents of hate and violence in them that make the river ook tiny.

“They are becoming extinct. They know it. They heer it in every slence. And they have nothing to
blame, nothing to lash out a and destroy. They are a cataclysm waiting for the moment of nihilism.” Syza
shuddered uncontrallably. “I have felt them before, on Bjmsk. Who will be their destroyer this time, their
Zomd?'

When Nevin would have spoken Lhar cut him off with a sharp gesture. He touched her mind
caefully, sought the gathering threads of nightmare which were binding her. Yet he waited, needing to
know if she could help herself—and wanting very much to find out what she had remembered of Bjmsk.

“Itsdl right,” 9ghed Syza at lagt. “Thistimeit'sdl right.”

“I'm sorry,” said Nevin, taking her hands. “1 didn’t mean to bring back your past.”

“Not your fault,” said Syza. “Td-Lith reminds me more of Bjmsk every day.”

“You saved Bjmsk,” sad Lhar evenly.

“Soyoutdl me...”

“You don't believeit?’

“Il'wish | could.”

“Then remember, and believe”

Her body diffened.

She withdrew from both of them and warmed her hands over the brazier’s dying fire. Nevin started
toward her but stopped a a movement of Liar's hand.

“Tdl me more about Ssarrm legends, miran,” said Lhar in anormd voice. “There might be something
we can use, or keep from being used againg us”

Nevin did not take his eyes off Syza, her hands opened over fading warmth.

“Do you like this kerden planet?’ snapped Lhar.

“l—no.”

“Then tak to me, miran. Give me ideas. Only Sx days until Lith's Dance. The more we know, the
better chance we have. All of us”

With an effort Nevin organized his thoughts and began lecturing on the subject of Ssarrm.

X

TORCHES DANCED IN THE MID-MORNING DARKNESS, outlining streets and compounds
in blurred ribbons of gold. Eddies of expectation swirled through the marketplace and excited. Voices
pressed back the darkness. With a last look & the light-shot darkness, Lhar dipped into the compound
through the hidden stone door. Nevin waited nearby, seething with papable tenson.

“WdlI?" asked Nevin impatiently.

“Sill dropping. The natives don’'t seem disturbed, though. The water callers accept it as normd for
the season.”

“It could be,” said Nevin dowly. “The mdting season officdly ended a tenth-cycle past.”

“Tdl that to the sun. | don't like it. Too warm. Even isolated pools haven't formed ice yet.”

“But higher up whereit's colder?’

“Possbly thereisice”

Nevin sghed. “Not probably?’

“No.”

“At least Urari’s group isn't as active now that the river appears normd.”

Lhar grunted noncommittaly.

“Only three murders yesterday,” added Nevin.

Lhar sworein a hard, low voice.

“That's three more than occurred in the last three Festivals combined! Worse, these were ritud
murders, committed by rdigious fanatics, witnessed by davering—" Lhar broke off in disgust. “When
degth is taken as proof of rdigious guilt, the trid isugly.”



Nevin said nothing; unlike Lhar, he had not witnessed any of Urari’s impromptu street trids.

“Is there any danger to the dancers?’ asked Nevin after along slence.

“No. Even Urari isnot that stupid. Offidaly he disclams violence, of course. Unoffiddly he incites it.
We d better pray that he has as much control over his followers as he thinks he does; otherwise ...”

“Bloody mess” finished Nevin. “Do you know who the killers are?’

“Everyone” said Lhar bluntly. “Some come to it eagerly, others very reluctantly, but everyone has
the same need for a scapegoat, for revenging tomorrow’ s extinction.”’

“Hope Diri can handle them,” muttered Nevin.

“Shewill They're ready for her. God is just another word for scapegoat.”

Nevin winced. “One Urari is enough.”

“Degpairr is the other face of hope. Most of the people would hope, given a choice. Diri will give
them that choice”

Nevin and Lhar waked slently into the tamare. When they were insde, Nevin looked quickly
around. No one was near.

“When are you going to tdl Kaffi?’ whispered Nevin urgently.

Lhar was glent.

“You've got to tdl her!”

A dight changein Lhar’s expression told Nevin that someone had just entered the room.

“G'miran Armn,” said Lhar into the sllence. “We are honored.”

“More than you know,” said Firn. “Y our dancer has been assgned the sunrise time”

“Doubly honored,” said Lhar, bowing.

“See that she usesit to our advantage.”

“Sheisthe fines dancer Td-Lith has ever known,” Lhar assured her.

“Blagphemy,” said Firn, but there was no censure in her voice; She moved around the room quickly,
restlesdy. “Is her costume satisfactory?’

“Very. We're grateful for your gift; the art of weaving slvercdoth was lost to our people long ago.”

“She refused the eye jewds” said Firn suddenly.

“Gracioudy, | hope. If not, my gpologies, her mind isfixed on the dance.”

“Asit should be.” Firn hestated, then continued. “I mean no insult. | know that a dancer’s costume is
unique, an object of near-reverence to its wearer, but are you sure that her eye jewels are suitable? The
g mirans are quite human; costume flaws might dim the brilliance of her dance for them.”

Lher took Firn's restless hands between his.

“We know how much of your prestige dances with Diri today. We will not shame you. The eyes Diri
will use have been passed down to her from a long line of dancers. They are deep and round and
flawless, utterly blue, and they do not baffle Sght as your eyes do.”

“I'd fed better if she had shown them to me”

“Asyou sad, adancer’s costume is very persond Diri’s eyes can only be reveded on occasions of
utmost rdigious importance.”

“Yes, yes” Frn said impeatiently, “but—oh, I'll be glad when this day is over!”

“Well dl be glad,” said Nevin fervently.

Lhar amiled at Nevin and released Firn's hands. “Do you have any specid indructions for me?’ he
sad, dill amiling. “I’ve never attended a Feast of Firsts, much lessasaFirs.”

“Eat wdl and ignore the favning idiots” said Firn. “And wear your best robes.”

“l am.”

“Not quite,” said Firn, waving Nevin out of the room. “Kaffi said you had no suiteble robes for the
Feast. She wanted to surprise you, but | wanted to be sure of the fit. Your costume is as important as
Diri’s. A shabby First Leader would be an insult.”

“Ready?’ said Nevin, returning with Kaffi. “The rest of us have dready gone through this. Now Lhar
canjoin us”

With a flourish Keffi shook out a bundle of dothing. Light ran like liquid over a long fur cape, and
struck red sparks from jeweled fagtenings. Lhar stroked the dark cape wonderingly; he had never seen a



finer, more lustrous fur. It flowed like black water between his hands.

Kaffi amiled “That's just the beginning. Take off those worn-out robes.”

Obediently Lhar untied his belt and stripped to his skindrape, then looked questioningly at Kaffi.

“All of it. Weren't your winter clothes cut to fit around legs?’

“In the Forgotten Lands” said Lhar, pulling off his skindrape, “we were pleased to have any clothes
adl”

Unhurriedly he put on a findy woven undershirt and pants. The materid was very soft and dightly
eladtic, dtogether more comfortable than he had expected. He pretended to fumble with the laces, not
wanting to reved his familiarity with pants. With an impatient gesture Firn brushed his hands aside and
laced up the pants for him. When she was finished, she looked criticdly at the result.

“Say it, daughter. You were right.”

Kafi smiled. “The tailor will be pleased.”

“They're dmod too tight,” Firn said admiringly. “I wouldn't have believed it.”

Lhar waited, outwardly patient and inwardly laughing. Nevin, he noticed, had disappeared.

“Perhgps,” said Kaffi, “he would make the greatest impression if we |eft off the outer clothes.”

“Why don't you rebuild the fire while you decide?’ said Lhar.

Kafi relented and handed Lhar the rest of his clothes. The fabric of both the pants and the shirt was
like a rainbow tapestry. It was heavy, yet supple enough to fit tightly. Best of dl, it was warm. Fur socks,
long gloves and mid-thigh soft-soled boots completed his finery. Jewels winked as he walked around the
room.

“A fine Firg Leader,” sad Firn. “The women will weep, Urari will et drif cakes tonight. Excdlent.
You'll be invited onto his hides before the Feast begins”

“Urari will have to wait,” said Kaffi with a Sdeways glance a Lhar.

“The Feast would be long over before | got unlaced,” said Lhar reassuringly.

“Oh, but the laces are very easy,” laughed Kaffi. “Let me show—"

“Kafi,” sad the g miran firmly, “wait until after the Feast.”

Kafi bowed to her mother while a amile twitched over the g miran’s lips. Kaffi bent more deeply; her
humble gesture was spoiled by barely difled laughter. But when she straightened, she was no longer
amiling.

“Isit ime to share secrets, Lhar?’

“Thank you for the Fedtivd gift,” said Lhar gently. “1’ve never worn such beauty.”

Kaffi’'s ydlow eyes hdd hisfor along moment before she bowed briefly.

“Asyou wish, Firg Leader.”

Lhar watched them leave, then wearily unfastened his new gloves and cape. There was little time left
before the dance, and much to do, beginning with Diri. He had seen too little of her for too long atime.
Thear few conversations had been crowded into even fewer minutes Today he mug tak with her,
rehearse again the ways she would respond to the various possibilities that the day could bring.

Diri was in the largest room of the tdmare. As dways, T'Mero stood near the doorway, ready to
prevent any native from entering.

“Congratulaions, First Hunter,” said Lhar. “To best a native a his lifetime kill is more than | had
hoped for.”

T'Mero moved redtively; his vivid orange eyes reflected the wavering candlidight. “Birdl is a better
hunter,” he said flaly. “The contest was a gift.”

“Did Birdl tdl you that?’

“No.”

“Keffi?’

“No one. It's just something | know. Biradl is trained to have a light touch as wdl as a killing blow.
I’'m trained only to kill.”

Lhar fdt uneasiness gir deep within himsdf. He sent out a very fant thread of mindtouch but
discovered nothing more than impatience in the hunter’ s surface thoughts. Lhar stepped up the power of
the touch. Just benegth the impatience, dark energy seethed. Something had shaken T'Mero’s certainties,



he was in need of integration.

Lhar withdrew and found T"Mero waiting, his face expressionless.

“Hnd anything? said T'Mero, his voice neutrdl.

“Nothing you don’t dready know. You need integration.”

T'Mero seemed on the point of disagreement, then he made a digmissve gesture. “Well only have a
few more days here. Or don't you think it can wait for a better time and place for integration?

Lhar thought of the tak he needed to have with Diri about the coming dance and feast and the
explandions that must precede exodus. He had neither the time nor the energy to spend on integration.
He difled his unease; T'"Mero had many maturities of training behind him. More important, T'"Mero’s job
was no longer crucid. It was Diri Lhar should be concerned with now.

“Well wait, T'Mero. But be careful. Y ou know you can't trust your emotions now.”

“If you want to see Diri you'd better go in. She'll begin her mentd exercises soon, and shouldn’t be
disturbed.”

Lhar pushed aside the heavy tapestry and went into the stone room. Diri sat wrapped in a fur robe.
The room was chilly in spite of severa braziers that were scattered about. As usud, Diri radiated an
unfocused defiance.

“Syza tdls me your hedth is excdlent,” said Lhar. Not exactly the truth, but there was no point in
antagonizing Diri by emphasizing the years that had leached flexibility and vigor from her slver body.
“And your eyes, as dways, are more beautiful then lifsan jewels”

Her aura of defiance faded into a husky murmur of pleasure, and she invited him to share her fur
robe. Lhar sat close, so close that her faint musk odor was warm in his nodtrils. After the Lythen custom
he leaned even nearer, bathing her face in his own bresth, Sgnding a conversation between intimates. Diri

returned the compliment; dl residue of defiance vanished before Lhar’ s knowledge of Lythen etiquette.

“I've spent too little ime with you,” said Lhar softly. “You are kind to share your bresth with such a
wretched friend.”

“I would be angry, but your breath istoo sweet.” The ritud satisfied, Diri smiled, a mischievous curve
of the lips that could have been consdered crud. “You're smat to flater the hidden God of Td-Lith.
Tomorrow | wouldn't have heard your voice anong My million worshipers.”

Lher lisgened closdly but heard neither humor nor irony in her voice. He touched her mind carefully;
she was quite serious. He muffled a 9gh and began to ddicatdy approach the subject of her pending
divinity. He did not want to shake her confidence, but neither did he want her to be inflexible

“People are unpredictable, Diri. They might not name you God.”

Diri leaned back sharply, and her voice became harsh with anger.

“You are the one who doesn’'t recognize Me. You and Kaffi and that dried-up Syza. But you will
learn. All of you. Y ou will know Lith!”

Lhar's probe was swift and conclusive. What he found was Diri’s mind focused on a sngle god: to
dance and be proclamed God. No matter how deeply he probed, the focus did not waver. He
abandoned any thought of discussng dternatives with her. She was wound tight with anticipation,
completely obsessed with her role. He could break her but he could not change her. And if he broke her,
who would dance?

“You are the greatest dancer inthe gdaxy,” he said, coaxing her closer to him, whispering the words
agang her lips. “Tadgte the truth.”

Diri held hersdlf doof for afew moments, then relented. “| taste the truth.”

“Y ou will dance with dl the beauty of your body. And when they worship you, you will reward them
with a new world, aworld as sweet as your own breath.”

“I will be their God ...” agreed Diri dowly.

“What will you say to them?’

Dini sat slently. Her large eyes were unfocused, fixed on an event that had not yet occurred.

“Long ago you loved Mg, prompted Lhar softly, giving her the firg phrase of the speech she had
memorized.

“... you loved Me” sad Diri, her voice husky in the twilight room, “but not wel enough. You



worshiped me, but not wel enough. You measured your falure in barren women, barren land. You
measured your falurein the unborn dead.

“| have come to you in your need. Because you loved me. | have come to you with ... love ... and a

Lhar waited mationlesdy in spite of hisimpatience; surdy she could not have forgotten the speech he
hed made for her?

“*...anew world,” coaxed Lhar, “‘aworld as fertile as your love for Me.

Diri’s eyes focused for an indant, then became vague agan.

“Leaveme” she said absently. “1 must prepare mysdf.”

Though the words were a dismissd, her tone was not hodtile,

“How will you tdl them of therr second world?’ said Lhar softly.

Diri did not answer; she had gone ingde hersdlf. When he used mindtouch al he found was a Lythen
chant spreading through her mind. All Lythens were trained in the focusng ritud; the greastest artists
mestered it.

With a sgh he did not bother to muffle, Lhar did out of Diri’s robe, wrapped it securdly about the
dancer and moved away. She did not natice his actions then, nor did she notice the sudden flares of light
as Lher filled the braziers. He watched her for a long time, uneasy about her inflexibility, wishing that
arrogance and greatness were not so inextricably mixed in the Lythen race. With a last glance a her
lambent blue eyes, Lhar left the room.

“She's deep in her ritud,” he said to T'Mero.

T'Mero grunted. “Syza was here. She' s waiting in the degping room.”

Lhar walked quickly through the stone hdlways, pulled the tapestry aside, and nearly knocked Syza
off her feet.

“Sorry,” he said, steadying her. “I was thinking about Diri.”

“Sowas |. How did she treat you?" At Lhar's puzzled expression, Syza explained. “ She was rather
vidous to me when | touched her. Among other things she told me that her hedth was no longer my
busness”

“She'sjust worried about the dance.”

“If yousay s0...”

“What's wrong?’

“I'm afraid Diri isinsane,” said Syza bluntly. “She believes she is Lith. She bardly restrained hersdf
when | wasn't suitebly abject.”

“Sheis a Lythen who was worshiped and then humiliated. She sees her chance to be vindicated.
Lythen pride and arrogance are legend; it's no surprise that her nerves are tightly drawn.”

“Did you touch her mind?’

“Ves”

“And?’

“There was nothing in her mind but dancing and being God.”

“No gdhrieking triumph?’

Lher laughed. “Of course there was. A foretaste of victory after long humiligtion.”

“Qur victory—or hers?’

“They are the same”

“Arethey? What if Diri likes being God so much she doesn’'t want to giveit up?”

“Thet was the firg problem Contact considered,” said Lhar reassuringly. “Of course Diri won't want
to give up being Lith. She jus won't have any choice. When she leads her worshipers through the
Access, €l be picked off and sent to Centrex.”

“What if she refuses to lead them off Td-Lith?’

Lhar touched Syza s mind lightly, and fdt red fear.

“Has she entered Decline?” said Lhar quickly.

“No ..

“You're certan?’



“Her body rhythms are strong and harmonized. | don’t know how much longer they’ll stay that way,
though.”

“Does Diri believe she has entered Decline?”

“No.” Syza s voice was postive. “She can fed her own strength.”

“Then there isamost no chance that she will choose Td-Lith and suicide over leading the fathful off
this deathtrap they cdl home.”

“Y ou mean she won't be another Zomd, wanting a whole planet to die with him?’

“There’'s no reason for her to be aZomd. She doesn't anticipate death. She knows shé ll outlive this
plane—if she gets off itintime”

Syza frowned and absently brushed a shining ribbon of har away from her face.

“Is something ese worrying you?” said Lhar gently, taking her hand. “Y our dreams? Memories?’

“l hope you're right about Diri,” she said uncertainly.

“Do you know something you haven't told me?’

“l ... no. My dreams. Diri is mixed up with Zomd in them. | can't say whether my distrust of her is
judtified, or merdly a residue from the past. | don't trugt her, Lhar. I'm &frad of her, afraid of what she
could do.” Syza hestated, sghed. “But that doesn’t count for much, does it? I'm afrad of too many
things Induding mysdf.”

“Syza” sad Lhar with quiet urgency, “if you have reason to bdieve that Diri will betray Td-Lith, tdl
me Now. | can stop her.”

“You can control her mind without ruining her dance?’ said Syza, rdief meking her eyes shine like
clear green pools.

“l can break her. And | will if there's reason to.”

Syza's eyes clouded and her hands painfully gripped his

“You know everything that | know about her, about Zomd, about me. | don’t know if Diri will betray
us. | only know she can.”

“Yes, she could,” agreed Lhar. “But she has more to gain with us than againg us. The probakility is
very muchin our favor.”

“Yes ... numbers. Rationd. Sorry, Lhar. | guess I’m more nervous than anyone.”

“Itsnaturd,” said Lhar, holding her againgt him. “The closer you come to your god, the more you
fear something will go wrong. I'm the same way. | know it and dlow for it. You'll be dl right, Syza, You
are sronger than you believe”

“I'll be glad when it's over,” she sad fiercdy agangt his chest, “when everything is ether right or
wrong. Settled.”

“Sowill I, Syza. Sowill I.”

The doorway tapestry billowed suddenly and Nevin rushed into the room.

“Hrm wants to see us as soon as We're dressed. Apparently there's a certain etiquette involved in the
beginning of the Feast of Firsts. She wants to rehearse us”

Syza frowned. “What about T'Mero and Diri?’

“I'll cue T'Mero with mindtouch,” Lhar said. “As for Diri, after she dances | doubt that anyone will
care which knife she eats with. Or about us, for that matter. | doubt that the Feast will be as they
expected. But we mugt act as though it will.”

“I hope the feast goes as scheduled,” said Syza with feding. “I’'m hungry.”

“You'll get hungrier,” predicted Lhar with asmile. “And so will I.”

Shifting his position unobtrusively, Lhar tried to find a way to maich his anatomy to the unforgiving
block of stone which served as a seat. It was usdess. He envied the many thousands of natives whose
datus was inaufficient to dlow them a seat in the naturd amphithester; he was certain that the surrounding
rocky hills were more comfortable. The seven best khaner dancers performed in the amphitheater. And
Diri, of course. That made eight. Sx had dready danced, some adequately, some wel, and one with
unusud grace. None of the dancers were as good as even an untrained Lythen; dl were imitating moves
thet were possible only for the naturdly flexible Lythen body.



*What a sad waste* Syza's thought was in poignant pardld to his own musings. *All their pain and
effort, dl ther credtivity poured into copying the moves of what is probably a long-dead Lythen dance. It
makes me ache to watch ther helpless futility repeated and repested and repeated ...*

*Only one more, Syza.*

He turned and saw her tears golden in the blaze of the torches that ringed the nearby stage. Her
sadness was aSghin hismind, an echo of his own mdancholy sense of Td-Lith's history.

The seventh dancer, Bhenne of the First Khaner, appeared during the pause for aritud prayer asking
Lith's guidance in the coming dance. The privileged two thousand within the amphithester and the
countless others gathered on the hillades slently repeated the prayer. Lhar tried to watch the dance as
though he had never seen a Lythen perform.

Bhenne was tdl, thin, more fluid in her movements than anyone could reasonably expect. Her spins
and leaps bespoke endless hours of effort as she told Lith's story through dance. As the story progressed
the moves became increasingly complex, and dien; the effort of driving after what her genes denied her
showed in Bhenne's face. Her breething quickened, deepened, could be heard above the singers  chants.

Yet there was an undeniable wholeness to her dance. She was so accustomed to the multifaceted
world seen through her blue crystd eyeplates that she nather fatered nor appeared disoriented. Her
legps were smooth and her body, disciplined; only someone who had seen a Lythen dance would have
known Bhenn€e s performance for the inevitably flawed imitation thet it was.

Asthe lagt chants of the Sngers died, hillsde spectators took up the cry of “Lith! Lith!” Bhenne was
their Firs Dancer, their living incarnation of Lith. When Bhenne did not respond, the cries gradudly
faded. In a moment the prayer would be repeated. In a moment Diri would dance.

*Ready, Syza?>

*YS.*

Thar minds flowed together. Kaffi was the first one they sought. While Syza prevented Kaffi’s body
from making any move that might betray her fedings, Lhar spoke quietly into the Ta-Lithen’'s mind.

*The time has come for sharing, Kaffi. Diri’s dance is the fird step. As you have trusted us, | trust
you to keep slence. Diri is not what she will appear to be. She is no more than a symbol, a message of
hope from the place you migtakenly cdl kylith.*

Lhar sensed Kaffi'sinitid fear. When she redized who had spoken so dlearly into her mind, her fear
dissolved into wonder and curiosity and excitement.

*When Syza and | leave your mind, make no move. You must appear normd. Syza will give you
control of your body ... now.*

Other than feding an involuntary tremor, Kaffi handled the unprecedented trangtion well. Lhar
praised her before moving on to Firn and Dad. Both g’ mirans responded as wdl as Kaffi had, though
Frn's incoherent questions were dmogt painful in their intengty.

*As Diri dances you will know more,* Lhar assured her. *But remember: Diri is symbol only.*

With his warning echoing in their minds the g mirans 9gnded an end to prayer. Diri, completely
covered by along, hooded cape of slver-blue fur, glided dowly to the center of the stone floor of the
amphitheater. Torches hissed in the spreading silence. With an experienced performer’s sense of timing,
Diri gathered attention to hersdf while torchlight ran like honey over her cape. In the ingant before
slence would become an intolerable burden on the audience, Diri faced the Sngers. Ten voices rose in
intricate chanted harmony.

Diri’s cape shimmered with light as she spun dowly, increasing her speed by increments until the eye
perceived only a gpinning mass of light; sweet voices chanted the story of Lith's arrival on a piece of the
aun, inaspird of sound that descended until voices and dancer hummed and Diri melted within the cape
to a bondess hegp which smoldered with barely perceptible movements. The audience sghed
invaluntarily in the slence between chants ... and the weatching native dancers knew they were seeing
greatness, knew it from the first moment of Da’s impassibly fluid spin.

Thesngers chant was like a heart, beating, and Diri’s cape flared into a slver-blue cone conceding
her as she rose from the ground A supple twist, a blur of light as Diri threw the cape offsage, and she
stood revesdled as the Dancing God.



*She's not wearing her costume! *

Even as Syza's thought began, Lhar had redized Diri’s nakedness. He quickly touched minds a
random in the crowd, but sensed only pleasure and concentration upon atruly great dancer.

*It's dl right,* returned Lhar with rdief. *They see only what they expected to see; a dancer in
glver-cloth.*

*Damn her arrogance! She could have ruined everything.*

“Lythens are dso actors,* commented Lhar camly. *Y ou must admit it was a riveting gesture.*

Syza grumbled wordlessly in his mind. Both returned therr full attention to the stage.

Diri danced lightly, soundiesdy, her movements essantidly netive rather than Lythen as the singers
chanted about the firg days of Lith. It was a Smple expostion in dance and song, yet the consummeate
ease with which Diri moved made the old story fresh and vivid. As in a dream the audience saw Lith
move from dity to city of a vanished world, saw accolades for Lith become adulaion and findly become
worship.

Diri seemed to grow in height and grace as the dance gradudly became more Lythen than native.
Even the drident sweep of arms, the tumbling rushing moves as she fought the demons, were Al
incredibly controlled.

The walling arrhythmic dissonance of the sngers became a rhythmic triumph as Lith appeared to
exorcise the demons who would remove her from her worshipers. Diri burned with sensud heat as she
rippled and strutted, celebrating victory. Every step, every bregath, the least curve of her fourth finger told
of erotic ddight. Life had vanquished evil; and life for the Lythens was celebrated in only one way.

Syza's wordless amazement a the spectacle was in counterpoint with the crowd's deep response.
When Lhar commented to her through mindtouch, Syza did not answer. He redlized then that she was
totally focused on the performance. He amiled to himsdf, and Ieft her done. A dancer such as Diri was
born once in amillennium.

A low moan, mingling ecstasy and sadness, swept over the crowd as Diri quivered in the aftermath of
consummation. A wordless song was born in Lhar’s mind, memories of the textures and liquid riches and
ecstasy of love. But she did not know she was Snging to him. She did not even know that she sang.

The sngers chant became a ragged Sgh echoed by the audience. Before the singers could draw
another breath, Diri changed her dance. Victory had been illusory; the demons had returned. No longer a
burning slver passion, Diri was now surrounded by prophesies of despair.

Thefind passage of Lith's Dance began just as the firg vague promise of dawn faded the stars.

Diri folded in on hersdf as though exhausted by her battle. Her collgpse was dow, intricate, with the
breath of life 9ghing out into darkness, leaving only an impossble boneless lump of slver flesh. The
audience groaned and the sngers fdtered, fumbled over the ritud chant of love and encouragement to
thar stricken God. Diri’s fingers opened into a fan above her hidden head, a Sngle ligening ear. The
chant steadied, found its rhythm. A slver leg eased out and each toe sraightened individudly to form a
second fan. The leg was a an angle impossible for a native; the resulting posture should have been
grotesque. Instead, it was a moving representation of agony ligening to hope.

Lhar's mind reached out and flicked invishly through the entranced audience, sampling emotions.
Agtonishment, dishdlief, vague fear ... and awave of awe. The people had seen ther God unfolding. The
sngers chant became ragged indrawn breaths, and silence.

The color of the sky thinned out to a tranducent rose. Torches guttered and died in the unnaturd
dlence, slence that coiled tightly around each mind, tighter and tighter until only a violent emotiona
explosion could release the consuming tenson. Lhar fdt insanity flex and strengthen, sensed person after
person surrender his mind to group madness and the humming silence. He knew that the Sngers mugt
chant; the dance mugt continue; some reassurance must be given, or the metamorphosis from crowd to
raving Unity would be complete and Td-Lith would be lost.

A sngle flawless note dispersed the gathering panic. The note twinned, became a diding harmony of
love and hope. There were no words, nor was there need of them; the voice was the essence of
Td-Lith's dreams, its own soul anging. The crowd’s long Sgh was an inarticulate cry of rdief as Unity
faltered and dissolved. Syza stood dowly and her arms reached out toward the huddled slver figure on



the stage. Her matchless voice coaxed Lith to abandon despair.

Overhead, in haunting counterpoint, the sun overwhelmed the night.

Lith's limbs trembled at the sweetness of Syza's plea. With painful deliberation, an am rose and
swayed like river grass in a dow current. A cascade of mdodic praise washed Her siver kin, yet dill
She hid Her eyes. Song pulsed visbly in Her body, strengthening Her. A rhythmic melody of hope tugged
a Her, persuading Her of Td-Lith's urgent need.

With a mdting slver movement Lith rose to a crouch in center stage, dl the improbable curves of Her
body baanced on asngle toe. Her round eyes burned like blue codsin the firg light of dawn.

A low, involuntary cry was wrung from the audience.

As though released from great tenson, Lith legped to meet the rigng sun. Syza's song followed Her
snuous flight, a rainbow of sound supporting Her Siver legps. Meody soared, lifting Lith to breathless
heights until no one could say whether dance or song had originated the flashing slver arcs that consumed
the stage. Music and dance rose in pedling grace, hung poised in the center of triumph with a beauty that
made the watchers weep. Gradudly, imperceptibly, iridescent movement condensed into the motionless
grace of the Dancing God.

For the fird time Syza s song had words, ancient words transformed by new hope:

My River was as long as your memories
As sweet as your worship

As deep as your love.

You drank of Me

And you lived you danced with Me

And you rejoiced

You loved Me

AND | WAS REBORN.

With a low tidd murmur, Td-Lith prostrated itsdf before the living God. Syza sank dowly into her
stone seat, exhausted by the effort of controlling a massed emotiond response that came as close as Lhar
had ever known to the awesome power of Unity. He stood and looked directly into Diri’s blazing eyes
her husky voice rang in the Sllence.

“You have loved Me, but not wel enough. Y ou have worshiped Me, but not wel enough.”

Lhar moved uneesily; the speech was subtly changed. Diri’s tone was wrong, more forbidding then
forgiving.

“You measure your falure in barren women, barren land. You measure your falure in the unborn
dead. | have come to you in your need.”

The crowd moaned softly, hope and agony and guilt. Lhar fought the tensgon dawing at his mind.
Though changed, the speech could be saved. He tried to speak gently, very gently, in Diri’s mind, but she
was impervious to his ddicate prompting. As he watched, her siver lips curved in a crud, triumphant
amile

“l have come to you in anger.”

Diri’s laughter rasped across the sretching silence.

*Stop herl*

*|t's too late. | can only break her. Andif | did ....* His grim vison of chaos and daughter made
Syzared.

*I'll ang.*

*No! One wrong response and Ta-Lith dies; you're too tired to control them. Wait.*

*But she'sinsane*

*YSI*

Diri’s husky voice continued relentlesdy. “I know what you think, what you fed, what you dream.
You do not dream of Me.”

A long “no” flowed down from the hills, more in anguish than dissent.



“You have earned My anger. You can earn My love. Worship Me. Dream only of your living God.
Love naothing better than you love Me. When each one of you lives only for Me, then will | give you
fertile fidlds and fertile women. Thenwill I give you children. Then will you be reborn.

“Do not think you can deceive Lith with fase worship. Your crippled souls scream your every sn. |
know you. | will dways know you. Love nothing better than Me.

“Or die”

Diri measured the wretched silence and found it good. At last she addressed their terrible fear.

“There will be no Feast of Firds,” she said scornfully. “There is only one Firgt Lith! Now crawl to
your homes and count your sins and pray. Tak to no one! Each spoken word is a sn againg your living
God. A an! Anyone who speaks threatens dl your hopes, your very souls.

“Lith has spoken. Obey.”

Sowly, very dowly, the people of Td-Lith crawled out of sght, the words of ther vengeful God
echoing in the dlence.

Lhar waited until the last subdued native had dunk over the rocky hills. As he and Syza walked onto
the stone stage, T'Mero appeared and stood next to Diri.

“So, guardian,” said Lhar softly, “thisis how you repay our trust.”

“No,” sad T'Mero, pulling his crystd knife, “Thisis how | repay you!”

T'Mero legped toward Lhar, but Lhar redized T'Mero’'s intent wdl before that. With the supple
ease of a drifsen, Lhar evaded the knife. Before T"Mero could spring again, he made an odd srangling
noise and sprawled across the stones. Lhar looked at the orange eyes it with helpless hatred; ddiberately
he crushed the crysd knife underneeth his boot.

“Enough, Syza,” said Lhar tondesdy. “Let him breathe.”

With a hoarse gasp, breeth returned to T'Mero. Wisdy, he did not try to get up. Diri said nothing,
though hatred licked out from her like black flames.

“Stalemate, Diri,” Lhar said. “Do you hear me, you slly glass god?’ His tone narrowed to a ripping
lash. “Without Syza' s song you now would be nothing more than scraps of bloody dSlver smeared across
sone”

Diri said nothing.

“If any harm comes to us or our native friends,” continued Lhar, “1 will break you as eedly as| broke
T 'Mero's knife”

To reinforce his promise, he reached into her mind ... twisted it. Diri reeled and cried out. When she
could speak agan her voice shook with hatred.

“Not salemate. The natives will say here, where they belong, worshiping their Dancing God.” She
laughed coldly. “You may leave. And Syza. And that child Nevin. You are not of My people.”

“The Td-Lithens are not yours,” said Syza. “They have their own destiny.”

“They belong to the planet Lythe. My ancestor discovered them, danced for them, possessed them.
And then Sidarami’ s treacherous lovers dragged her screaming from this planet.”

“That's a piece of higory your race never shared with the Concord,” said Lhar skepticaly.

“Why should we share our secrets with awkward children? Lythens lived and died in lightships when
your ancestors squatted in their own dung. Y ou could never understand the grandeur of our traditions.”

“Try me” said Lhar, his cdculated indifference a direct chalenge.

Dir’s gas-blue eyes glared a him as though by will done she could know what he was thinking. But
ghe could not. With an imperious gesture she accepted his chalenge.

“Long ago, so long ago that even we have forgotten the time, Lythens developed the art of dance, of
life, to its highest perfection. Each year the best dancer was sent out into the unknown galaxy. We cdled
these dancers Lith. Where they found intdligent life, they danced. They were worshiped, for they were
the essence of dl souls.

“Until my birth, Sidarami was the greatest dancer Lythe had ever produced. To her was given the
greatest chdlenge: to dance so that a whole race of people would die perfectly. For she had discovered
Td in the shadow of anova. Sdarami’s lightship outran the exploding star. Less than a year of life was
et to this planet.



“She danced for them. Through the racing days she danced and her movements opened dl the rivers
of life to them. They worshiped her.” Diri’s husky voice dropped to a dreamy whisper as she rdived the
legend of Sidara-mi. “She loved them as no god ever loved its worshipers. She could not leave them to
die done and afraid. She created a dance for them, Lith’'s dance, and each move whispered to their souls
about degth and love.

“She planned afind dance, its end timed for the arriva of the nova's holocaust. She would die with
her worshipersin an ecstasy of perfection.

“But Sdara-mi’ s lovers betrayed her.”

Diri’s husky voice became harsh as she told of Lith's abduction.

“Her lovers lied about the nova's time She danced one day too soon. She danced for her
people—and then her lovers dragged her to the shuttle. The natives fought, but not wel enough. Td
faced the nova done,

“Sdarami fought her lovers on board the lightship. She killed dl but one of them, Yanin-dy. He was
locked in the control room beyond her reach. When the lightship returned to Lythe, Sdarami was dead.
Yanin-dy killed himsdf, but it was not enough to erase Lythe's shame. Our grestest dancer, our soul,
died imperfectly, done and unworshiped among enemies; a race died without its God.”

Slence and darkness seemed to gather around the stone amphitheater. Unnoticed, the lagt light hed
faded while Diri talked. She shivered in the cutting chill; T"Mero got to his feet under Syza's watchful
eyes and brought Diri the heavy Slver-blue cape. Hardly aware that she did o, Diri drew the rich furs
around her body.

“Now you understand,” she said with unnaturd quietness.

Lhar paused for a long moment before answering, waiting for the spdl of Sidarami’s legend to
disspate into the cold air.

“l understand,” he said carefully, “that Sidara-mi loved Ta’s people enough to die with them. It was
the mogt she could do; there was no means of saving their lives. That was long ago, Skandiri-li. Thistime
Lith can save her worshipers. Thistime—’

“No!”

Diri’s near-scream shattered the aura of dignity and rationdity that had transformed her as she retold
the legend. Her lips writhed and her eyes burned with an unsattling light. Barely coherent obscenities
tumbled out of her mouth; then she spoke afind sentence that Lhar understood only too well.

“Wewill die as we should have died three thousand years ago!”

Suddenly she swayed, dazed with emation and exhaugtion. T'Mero gently lifted her into his arms,
With along sgh she dipped into deep. As T'Mero turned to leave, Lhar spoke softly.

“You know sheisinsane, T'Mero.”

“You're afool,” said T'Mero indifferently, dl his rage burned out by his aborted attempt on Lhar’'s
life “Diri understands the beauty of the right death at the right time. We will die perfectly, and you will
only live” T'Mero turned away and waked into the darkness. His matter-of-fact voice floated back to
them. “Don’'t expect off-planet help. | destroyed your pstran.”

Automaticaly Lhar's hand went to his bdlt; his fingers touched smooth leather. Too late he redized
thet he had left his soiled fiber belt in the tmare with his old clothes. The belt could be replaced, but the
reslient hairlike wires concedled within the fibers could not, With a horrible faling feding he redized that
they were cut off from the rest of the gdaxy, done and lost on a doomed planet.

*Lhar?

Syza's concern forced him to control the animd panic that thrashed at the edges of his mind.

*| need time to think,* he responded. He knew that overtones of desperation colored his
mindspeech to the point of distortion, but he did not care.

Syzaknew better than to try to cheer im with optimism. Her carefully neutrd thought moved him as
no platitude could have. * Come with me to the talmare. We Il need food before we can think.*

Although the idea of food was repugnant to Lhar, he did not resst her. They waked through the
degpening night, the only sound that of occasond pebbles crunching beneath thar feet. The khaner
compound was unnaturdly dark and slent. Though they both noticed it, neither one commented. When



they entered the degping room they found Nevin squetting over a brazier, deftly grilling meat and grain
cakes. Wordlessly he handed them steaming bowls of drif broth.

“Thank you,” said Syza. At Nevin's sartled look, Syza added digtinctly. “I'll talk when | please. Diri
can suck zarfs”

Nevin amiled flegtingly. “Just don't let a native hear you. Urari’s men killed seven people that | know
of. One victim's only 9n was to groan doud when he cut his hand on a rock.” Nevin chewed a cake
dowly. “| redly underestimated that Slver disaster. The no-taking command was brilliant. She won't let
the women become pregnant until everyone is perfect, and everyone can't be perfect because speech is
as naturd as breathing. So nothing changes and her god-hood is reinforced. Brilliant.”

“Sheign't,” sad Lhar, surveying his broth with distaste. “That mugt have been T'"Mero’s contribution.
Not only does it reinforce her spiritud authority; it makes opposition impossble. How can we tdl the
ndives the truth when they are forbidden to talk to us? And our song ...” He swore and set the bowl
adde.

“They're ligening to it ill,” she said softly. “It Sngsin their slences”

“The ban could work againgt her,” said Nevin. “People have to sart taking sooner or later, or the
aty services will fdl apart and the people will starve. When they tak and nothing happens, maybe they’ll
redize that Diri is no more God than they are.”

“I doubt it,” said Lhar grimly. “T"Mero knows dmost as much as you do about how societies work.
After afew days hell tdl Diri to lift the taboo for basics like trade. Shell be safe then; hysteria burns out
quickly.”

“Do you see any way to defeat her?’

“None that are fast enough. We' re entering the indeterminate zone.”

Nevin looked confused.

“The sun,” snapped Lhar. “Remember? Contact’s figures were off by three years. Not much,
conddering the limited time they had to study Td-Lith's sun. Too much, consdering the mess I've made
of this assgnment.”

“You mean,” said Nevin tightly, “that the burn-off could come at any time?’

“Of course that'swhet | mean!”

“Then you'd better put a cdl through to the Access and ecstasan boys,” said Nevin with feigned
lightness.

Lhar swore savagdy, shocking Nevin.

“T'Mero destroyed Lhar’s pstran,” said Syza

“How—" Nevin stopped himsdf abruptly. How it had happened was unimportant; the accomplished
fact was overwhdming. “When you don’t make contact won't they know something is wrong and come
in anyway?”

“There's a less than two percent chance of that. You forget that Contact’s emergency section is
probably working on not less than four hundred problems right now. There is an eighty percent chance
that they don’t even know how close we are to burn-off. The only monitoring station gill working is on
the middle moon. | don’'t know what its data-rel ease interva is. Probably no more than every hdf-cycle”

“What about the shuttle?” asked Nevinin a strained voice.

“If the sun heats up dowly enough, the shuttle will land automaicaly a the edge of the cty just
before burn-off. If we get to the shuttle in time, and if the shuttle gets to the moon Access in time, we can
waich in safety while the natives fry.”

“l can't believe)” said Nevin, “that Contact won't try to get the natives off even if you don’t report
in”

“What you can or can't believe doesn't maiter,” said Lhar brutaly. “Contact will never intervene
while there is the least probability that the team is dive. Ther philosophy is ample the misson is like a
bell sent ralling dong a groove chosen for having the grestest mathematica probability of success. The
team’s job is to see that the bdl doesn’t jump the groove at the first rough spot. If we can’t hold the bl
in the groove we ydl| for hep. But we can't ydl for hdp and the bal is bounding out of control.
Understand? Good. Now will you shut up and let me think?’



Nevin flinched and was slent. Syza touched his cheek, wordlesdy tdling him that he had not earned
Lhar’s rough anger. She sat close to Nevin and shared the med he had prepared. Nearby, Lhar sat in
moationless tenson, pouring energy into his mind while he weighed possible dterndives and the
percentages of their success. Numbers and plans raced through his consciousness. Sweat made his body
dammy in the chilly room. Brazier fires flared and died and flared again, tended by Syza while Nevin
dept Lhar sensed her vagudy, distantly, except for the times when she made a lightning survey of his
thoughts.

Fndly fatigue and futility congedled in Lhar’s mind. Further effort was usdess, yet he refused to give
up.

*Y ou're wadting yoursdlf.*

Syza's thought burned through his exhaugtion. He sensed her condensing in his mind, a clear green
presence, sure and swift. Before he could frame an answer she sent himinto deep.

Xl

ON THE SECOND DAY OF LITH'S REIGN LHAR AND SYZA dipped through the secret
gone gate and Slently moved into the mid-morning darkness. A pale twilight stained the sky, dividing the
world into shades of black. At the sound of gpproaching footsteps Lhar and Syza sank down to the
ground and pulled their black robes over ther faces. Unless they were touched by torchlight, they were
effectivey invisble

*Fve*

*Urari’s* added Syza *Ther minds are filled with fear and hate and death.*

Thefive naives passed in a group. Before their footsteps faded there came the sound of one person
running, then sounds of pursuit. The sounds merged, ended with a prolonged scream. Lhar sensed Syza's
shudder and knew she had fdlt the violent desath.

*She didn’'t talk. She hadn't talked since yesterday. She was hungry and looking for food and they
killed her just because she was within their reach.*

Lhar accepted the agony and anger conveyed by Syza's thought and gave her what comfort he
could. Before they could rise they heard more footsteps.

*Eight.*

*The same.*

They were not the same group but Lhar did not argue; the intent of the second group was the same
asthefird. As he had feared, Urari’s terrorists had effectively taken over the streets.

*We have to go back.*

*But the river,* objected Syza.

*No good knowing about the river if we die finding out. I'll try again to get the information out of a
water caler’s mind*

Rductantly Syza agreed. *Firn and Dadl? Kaffi >

*WE Il have to use mindspeech.*

*They don’'t have the training for coherent two-way contact.*

Lhar knew that Syza was not objecting; she was merdy gaing the truth. He slently cursed Diri and
T'Mero with arage that Syza fet like a blow.

*Sorry. But | could quite happily feed them to alary of zarfs*

Theimege that Lhar sent with his thoughts was both amusing and brutdl.

*Ready ?*

*Wait,* answered Syza.

He sensed her fading from contact and redlized that she was atempting to search the immediate area
for hodile groups. It was a technique he had been thoroughly trained in. It was dso usdess at this
moment; the natives were in too much turmail for Lhar and Syza to effectivdy read them. Lhar sensed
that enormous faigue hampered Syza s search as much as lack of training. With a sudden flash of fear he
redized what yesterday’ s song had cost her.



*Save your energy,* he advised gently. *Most of the population is seething with the same kind of
fedings Urari’s terrorists have. If we assume that everyone out on the streets is a murderer we won't be
too far off the mark.*

When they were sure no one was close to them they moved soundlesdy back to the stone gate.
Once ingde they hurried to their room.

“What went wrong?’ said Nevin at their unexpected arrival.

“Urari’s murderers own the city,” said Syza softly, but bitterly. “We couldn’t get more than a short
distance from the compound.”

“Kefi?” he asked worriedly.

“Sill with Firn and Dad as far as we know,” said Lhar, reaching for a gran cake and chewing it
absently.

“Thet breaks theriver plan,” said Nevin.

“Maybe not,” said Lhar between hites. “Let’s assume that Syza was right, that there was an ice fdll
and the river is at least partialy blocked somewhere in the mountains and thet its level has continued to
drop steadily. The weather ign't cold yet,” he continued, ignoring Nevin's unspoken objections. “I doubt
if even individud pools have frozen—which means tha there is Xantha's own lake piling up behind the
dam. Sooner or laer that lake will come down the mountains.”

Lhar waited for comments but there were none.

“Hm and Dad will explain this to the khaner and guild people once Diri lifts the ban. Then the firg
three khaners, plus any volunteers, will cross the river with us.”

“What about Diri?” said Nevin, his brown eyes unreadable in the muted orange light from the brazier.

“WEell explan it to Diri and get her consent,” said Lhar grimly. “Even if we have to bend her mind
into a four-dimensiond spird to do it. Once across the river and away from Diri, Urari, and dl the rest of
the killers, we'll try to make contact with ...” His voice faded; contacting Centrex was the weakest part
of ther plan.

“What's your mimax?’ said Syza, her voice awhisper of fatigue.

Lhar stroked the brazier without looking at her. “A mimax is useful only in weighing dternatives,” he
sad findly. “We don't have an dternative.”

“Kill Diri,” Nevin said succinctly.

“That would guarantee a culturd disaster. You know it. | know it. The people drift near the edges of
Unity ... terrible”

“Unity?’

“A massve ps linkage” said Lhar.

“But they’re not trained. And not dl of them have pd,” said Nevin.

“Enough do.” Lhar hesitated, searching for a way to make Nevin understand. “We have knowledge
of arace that atained Unity. Controlled Unity.”

“The Lavidari?’

“No. They rardy link. The people I'm talking about were called Singers”

“| thought they were alegend.”

Lhar amiled bleskly. “It would have been better for them if they were. But they could control their
own Unity. It's an awesome power to have. Td-Lith can’'t do it. Remember the Dymgta?’

“I"d rather not. The only survivors had less mind Ieft than a stone.”

“That’s what uncontrolled Unity can do.”

“But why?’

“It's the ultimate surviva reflex. A race flowing together, thinking with one mind, Unity, trying to
batter through extinction. I1t's an uncontrolled will to survive that turns into violent destruction if no way to
survive can be found.”

“But Td-Lithens don’t know they're going to die”

“They do,” Lhar said in a gentle voice. “Bdieve me. They know that Lithisa God of desth. Some of
them wedlcome it. Urari’ s terrorists are just the beginning.”

“What good are dead worshipers to Diri? She doesn’t want them dead yet.”



“She doesn’t know what could happen. Ther€' s an eighty-three percent probability that Diri will lose
control within the next tenth-cycle even if the natives never reach Unity. With luck, and if T'"Mero redizes
whet is happening, shell sretch it to two tenth-cycles. If she's very lucky, burn-off will come before the
populaion explodes.”

“Then tdll her beforeit's too latel”

Lhar's body moved in slent, bitter laughter. He looked bleskly at Nevin, wishing that he, too, could
be young and ignorant enough to hope. “The only thing that could deflect the natives is the certainty of a
reason for living. A future. Children. So you go explain to Diri. Tdl her the nativeswon't live to share her
perfect death. And don't turn your back on T’ Mero while you do it.”

“You can't control her mind?” said Nevin without any red hope.

Lhar turned back to the brazier, methodicaly stoking it with braids of straw.

“No, Nevin,” said Syza, her voice barely a whisper. “We can kill her but we can’t cure her insanity.
Or T'"Mero’'s. And perhaps they aren't insane after dl. Perfect death, perfect release.”

“You can't mean that,” said Nevin.

Syza did not answer. Lhar touched her mind swiftly; dl the colors of life were dulled by a dinging
gray exhaudtion. The darity and subtle musc of mindtouch that he had come to expect from her were
totally absent.

*Seep, Syza*

*No.*

Syzd's response was flattened by fatigue but he immediatdy sensed the nightmare saking at the
edges of her control, waiting for exhaustion to reduce her to helplessness,

*Seep. Zomd is dead; he can’'t touch you anymore*

*Zomd is dive. We heard him waking tonight. Bjmsk again.* Her thought fractured into separate
words lit by lurid fragments of memory.

*Laughter.* and pale-skinned pale-eyed people, mouths black circles of mirth surrounded by
scarlet *Screaming® and *Zomd.* hideous in torture, bleeding purple in blue light, countless
circular cuts echoing laughter in duggish blood, frantic efforts to heal at a distance forcing her
deeper and deeper into his mind, knowledge *Hatred.* scraping her raw and frantic, blood purple,
black circles mocking her (I can’'t heal you) purple congealing into *Laughter.* (don't) and he's
telling me (no) telling (NO) tell (NO!) *I won't hear him!* (listen to) *1 won't know know no NO |
WON'T (but it's such a grand joke you stupid child) | WON'T NO*

*SYZA*

Lhar'simperative cut through the clamorous didlog of memory and fear and Syza and Zomd. Manic
laughter subsided into gray slence.

“Do you understand your memories?’ he asked softly, not wanting to risk bresking the fragile, quiet
ba ance by usng mindspeech.

“Not memories” she answered, her voice durred with faigue. “Nightmare”

“Memories distorted by past emotion and present fear,” said Lhar camly. “The seven people had
cassc Bjmsk phenotypes for the middle continent where Zomd’s group worked in secret. They were
the Seven Equals. | recognized at least three of them. QzIt, Mnzn and Sbnl. And Zomd, of course.”

Syza sad nothing, fdt nothing, thought nothing.

“l wonder why they were torturing him,” he mused, but Syzaignored the bait. “A hard way to die”

“Hedidn’'t fed much of it,” said Syzatondesdy. “I blocked the pain for ... along ... until—"

“Until?’” said Lhar softly, more echo than question.

“...days ... deep.” She shuddered and breathed shdlowly.

Lhar waited, carefully conceding his passion to know. She was—they were—so close, S0 close. If
she could just remember. Let hersdf remember. Carefully. Sowly. If he prompted her again she would
flea

“l woke up screaming ... he was screaming, they were laughing ...” Her dull eyes looked around,
seaing a different room, a different world. “He told them ... Centrex, Contact, the Concord ... everything.
He was dying and they heard the truth in his voice. Now he's laughing. They aren't. | ... cdled ... to the



group in the other city and they heard me and they fled and | stayed. He needed me, love ... | tried but
they were so cruel and he, he goaded. Laughing at them while | held the pain. And—"

Jugt before her eyes and mind became opague, a grotesque picture/memory/emotion leaked out:
Zomd and the Seven Equals writhing in erotic ecstasy as they tortured a faceless victim.

“I've remembered enough,” said Syza with toneless findity. She stretched out on the robes and fell
into a deep so0 heavy it was like a coma

Lher covered her and turned back to thefire.

“Isshedl right?’ said Nevin, hisvoice low, frightened.

“l don’'t know.”

“Wha happened?’

“When she's strong she can blot out Bjmsk. When she's exhausted she can't. Earlier tonight she felt
awoman diced to death for no better excuse than blood lug. It triggered a buried memory of Zomd's
death. He was tortured for severa days before he died. With knives”

“Horrible”

“Only for Syza. Zomd apparently enjoyed it.” Lhar measured Nevin's dishdief with a grim amile
“Let metdl you about Zomd and the Seven Equds of Bjmsk. The Equas had absolute control over
sxty-three percent of the population and nearly dl of the planet’s wedth. Hereditary control. They were
naturdly long-lived. Two centuries was common, even for those who were less than Equas. The culturd
taboos were extensve and unusudly irrationd.”

Lhar's expresson conveyed disgudt. “The Seven were taught that any use of the mind was degrading,
asweredl physcd efforts. Except sex, ther specidty. Only ther sblings were dlowed to have children;
sex was viewed as a pasime, not a means to an end for the Equals, But even sex gets dull if that's dl
you're dlowed to do.”

Nevin started to speak, said nothing. Lhar glanced at Syza and resumed talking.

“The Seven, like other Sevens before them, had tasted the Sixty-six Ecstasies before they were fifty
years old. They turned to Transcendence. That was ther name for it; the rest of the gdaxy cdled it
sadism. They—" Lhar paused and his face became totdly expressonless. “I'll just say that they were
unusudly ingenious sadists, even for Equas. Ther purauit of blood and sexud dimax shocked even the
Labdites at Centrex.”

Nevin tried to conceive of an activity which would shock the militant pan-mordity of a Labdite. He
couldn’t imagine one.

“Zoma—" Lhar broke off to check that Syza was indeed adeep. “Zomd was a sadist long before he
met his Equals. Centrex knew it, used it; severd cultures which sickened other agents were perfectly
acceptable to Zomd. In these cultures he functioned as an integrated, very vauable agent. His persona
life was a matter of indifference to Centrex so long asit didn’t interfere with his work.”

“But Syza wouldn't—"

“Exactly. I'm guessing now, but 1'd bet my life on my accuracy—I dready have. Despite her early
traning as avictim, she refused the role to a greet extent. Zomd wasn't stupid. He kept his trestment of
her within the boundaries of conventiona crudty; he needed her taents as a heder. She kept her part of
the tacit bargain by saying out of his mind.

“But one day on Bjmsk she had to enter hismind or let him die. She loved him, believed he loved
her. She entered. And then her carefully constructed emotiona world exploded into a thousand cutting
pieces. Zomd must have laughed then, the same laugh that livesin her nightmares”

Lhar sat very dill, his face lined with ungpoken emotions.

“l don’'t know if you can understand what she saw and fdt and what it did to her,” he sad after a
long time. “I don't even know if | can understand. | tried, and would have gone insane if she hadn't
shoved me out of her mind.”

“l dmogt remember a day on Miran Ridge. You took that memory away, didn't you?’ sad Nevin,
his brown eyes haunted by diding shadows. “And now Syza remembersdl of it.”

“She remembers only up to the moment she entered his mind. She doesn’'t remember the indant
when she discovered that everything she bdieved in and loved was a lie, when she met her careful



blindness and caled it complicity, when she flowed into her lover’s mind and found a Sckening morass
and he degraded her desperate love with his perversons.”

Syza moaned and turned fitfully beneath the robes.

With a stricken look at her Lhar closed his mind completely and stared at his clenched hands. He
opened hisfigs dowly, turning his hands over and examining them as though they belonged to a stranger.
“Why was | denied the pleasure of killing Zomd,” he said musingly, his voice resonant with an emation
that frightened Nevin. “It would have been quick and clean and that would have been it. But Syza killed
hmand so it's not finished.”

Nevin blindly tossed a straw braid into the brazier. Sparks burst forth and burned quickly to ash.
“Wha are we going to do?’ he asked hopdesdy. “What can we do?’

“What Syza did. Sleep. When she wakes up well go to work on Firn and Dad.”

“Theriver plan.”

“Theriver plan,” agreed Lhar.

“Is she strong enough?”

“No. If | could, I'd Access her off-planet so fast she'd think Td-Lith was just another panful
dream.”

“Too much like Bjmsk?’

“Undergatement,” said Lhar, ralling onto his degping hides and dosing his eyes to the outer world.
With surprisng speed he found relief in deep.

On the third day of Lith's reign Lhar walked quigtly into the room where Syza was deegping. Nevin
was braiding dyn straw. The straws squeaked between Nevin'sfingers. Lhar sat next to him and grabbed
a figful of dyn. Though Lhar knew how desperately Syza needed rest, he was impdient to begin
implementing their plan; he sensed that time was dipping from his grasp.

“Can’'t you contact Firn and Dad without Syza?’ said Nevin.

“Eagly. But if | tried to stop their bodies from reacting, they wouldn't wake up before burn-off. |
don't have Syza' s intimate finesse with nervous systems.”

“And one dartled squeak could be a desth sentence” With a dispirited curse Nevin tossed his
finished braid onto a nearby pile of gleaming straw. “And how was the great God Lith this morning? Still
diff and tired?’

“Recovering. Cdled me severa unpleasant names and demanded that Syza attend her divine aches.”

Nevin looked up in darm.

“| told her about severd unpleasant facts” continued Lhar, twiding straw with vicious satisfaction,
“induding Urari’ s terrorigts.”

“What did she ssy?”’

“Nothing ussful. T"Mero understood, though. He asked me when burn-off was due and | told him,
not soon enough for their purposes.” Lhar drew in his breath quickly and straw dropped unnoticed from
his hands.

“What's wrong?’

“Notice anything different?” said Lhar in a strained voice.

Nevin glanced quickly around the room, then back at Lhar. “No.”

“Breethe out and tdl me what you see.”

Nevin exhded, made a sartled sound. He stood quickly and walked away from the open braider.
When he was wdl back from any heet source he exhded again.

“l can't see my breath,” Nevin said, druggling to control the fear which surged through him. He
faled. Panic thinned his voice.

“It's not actudly burn-off,” sad Lhar, his tone drangdy indifferent. “We can expect severd
fluctuations before the main event.”

Nevin Sghed and his body vigbly relaxed. Then he snapped erect as though pulled up by strings” The
river,” he said hoarsdy. He turned and crossed the room with urgent strides and bent over Lhar,
demanding. “How much warmer isit? How long will it stay like this? Will it get any worse?’



Panic made Nevin'svoice rise and fdl, but Lhar heard it as a great distance, like the ululaions of a
mountain wind. “Too long,” he said softly. “Too warm.” He fdt himsdf stretching, humming,.

“We ve got to cross the river now!” ydled Nevin. “Now!”

He turned and yanked a Syza before Lhar could stop him.

*Nevin.*

Lhar's ssemingly gentle cdl swept through Nevin's mind like a knife. The younger man clapped his
hands usdesdy over his ears and moaned. Lhar maintained his hold until the initid explosion of panic
began to ebb from Nevin's mind. When he was released Nevin dumped to the floor, shaken but unhurt.
Lhar murmured a wordless gpology in his mind and would have helped him further, but he suddenly
sensed T'Mero in the room. A quick desire to reach out and destroy things surged in Lhar. Even as he
goun to face the hunter, he sent a harsh command to Syza: do not interfere.

“You lied to me about burn-off,” hissed T'Mero. Fingers spread, he advanced on Lhar.

“Haveit your way, assassn,” smiled Lhar, contempt sharpening every word as he crouched to meet
T'Mero's cautious saking. “Go shake Diri out of her hides and tdl her perfect-death time is near. She
can dance until she drops. The sun won't care. And neither will 1.”

T'Mero hdted, poised on the bdls of his feet, undecided.

“Do you want to help your stupid glass god?’ taunted Lhar, violence in his voice and in his body.
“Then get out and beat the drum and tdl the people they can tak. Even ared Lith couldn't keep thar
mouths shut about the sudden warmth.”

“They’ll plot againg her.”

“| devoutly hope s0,” said Lhar. “I hope they skin her for arug.”

T'Mero did not know whether to kill Lhar or to acknowledge the truth that was as clear as the
violence in his voice. Sweat gleamed on T'Mero's dark face and reaching hands. With a Sgh that was
admog a groan, T'Mero stepped back and his hands dropped. “You have a plan.” It was a statemernt,
not a question.

Lhar waited while the slence grew and T'Mero's ungpoken capitulation hung in the air. Reluctantly,
Lher controlled the violence that burned in his body and made hismind as cold asriver ice.

“Yes” sad Lhar, turning his back on T'Mero, “I have a plan. | can hdp your pitiful attempts to
control Td-Lith.” He bent over the brazier and poured himsdf a bowl of ssan. Every movement, every
gesture reinforced the contempt that made his voice metdlic. “I wonder if it sworth it?” he said as though
to himsdf. “I should let them tear you to scraps a taman would spurn.”

“Why don't you?’

“That’s not the way | choose to die”

“Soyou'll keep everything going until the shuttle gets here”

“The shuttle?’ Lhar finished his ssan in along swallow and tossed the bowl aside. “ There's a zero-six
mimax for escaping in the shuttle. With those odds, dl that’ s left is dying the way | want to.”

T'Mero's body relaxed; that was a sentiment he could understand. “ So?’

“| choose to die on the other sde of the river. Among friends”

T'Mero's laughter was as unpleasant as the orange light reflected in his unblinking eyes. “And how
does thet help Lith?’

“It doesn't. It will help Diri, though.”

T'Mero stopped laughing abruptly, and anger narrowed his eyes.

Indifferently Lhar outlined the plan for the river crossng, omitting only their ridiculous hope of
contacting Centrex. He waited while T'Mero weighed the plan. The waiting was easy, for the plan no
longer mattered. Nothing mattered in the too-warm room on a planet lit by an unstable sun.

“You hope that dl the natives will cross with you,” said T'Mero. “1 know you.”

“l don't give a zarf’s reeking ass what you know.”

“Only the God-haterswill cross. Y ou’ re welcome to them.”

With uncanny speed and slence, T'Mero left the room. Nevin let out his breath in along rush.

“You pushed hm too hard,” said Syza, no trace of deep in her voice. “He amog jumped you.”

“l was hoping he would. He's a dead man waking. And our treacherous Lith is a dead God



dancing.”

The sound of his knife diding out of its sheeth was as sharp as a cry. With the speed and strength of
panic, Nevin surged to hisfeet and rushed at Lhar.

“If she dieswell dl diel”

Lher ddivered aangle swift blow that left Nevin gasping, helpless. He caught Nevin's sagging body
with one hand and eased it onto the cool stone floor.

“We're dready dead,” said Lhar gently.

“The—river—Centrex,” gasped Nevin.

“Fed the warmth,” Lhar said, his gentle tone more terrible than a shout. “Fed warmth and ice
mdting, time mdting, gone. Fed death.”

The tapestry hissed across the stone wadls and Kaffi stood in the doorway, horror on her face. Lhar
glanced at her, then returned his atention to Nevin, whose body was rigid with unthinking fear. He
loosened Nevin's robes to ease his breathing.

“Thefirg time you face the redlity of death is aways the worst,” he continued camly, ignoring Kaffi.
“Accept death. You have too little life remaining to squander it on fear. Can you understand that?’ Lhar
reinforced his words with hedling mindtouch.

Panic drained dowly from Nevin's rigid face. He drew severd shuddering bresths and swallowed
convulavdy. “I'm dl right now,” he said raggedly. “All right,” He amiled wanly. “I'll even hep you. I'll
hold her while you cut her lying throat.” He laughed, choked, began to breathe steadily. “No. Too easy
for her. Even the acid vats are too easy.” He laughed again, aful laugh. “And | thought you were crazy!”

“l am. A sane man would kill Diri. But I'll try the river firs.”

Lher looked up a Syza A strange amile drifted over her beautiful lips. She understood how dender
thar chances were and she smiled. She had met desth before.

“Join us, Keffi,” Lhar said casudly. “Is that your own blood on your hands?’

Kafi looked a her hands and then a his laughing gray eyes. She laughed with them. “Not mine
Theirs” Her hands clenched suddenly. “I'm mad. | came here to kill you and you say you're dready
dead, and | amile and laugh and ligen to you talk of death as though it were merdly another wind blowing
inour direction.” Kaffi visbly struggled to collect her voldile emotions. “Is she—" she stammered, “is
Diri—"

“No.”

Kafi laughed and they heard hysteriain her voice.

Lhar eased into her helpless mind; the shock Nevin had sustained was nothing to what Kaffi had
been through since Diri danced. Smple words would not help her. With gentle care he built a barrier
between her uncontrolled emotions and her reding rationdity. The barrier was not difficult to build—she
hed unknowingly tried to build it herself—but such a divison could be dangerous. For the moment, it was
more dangerous to be withoutt it.

“Aahhh,” sghed Kéffi deep in her throat. “Thank you.”

“It's only temporary,” warned Lhar, “just to give your mind a chance to channd your emotions.
Temporary.”

“Soislife” Kaffi laughed again, but now there was no hyserialurking in her tone. “Tdl me” she sad
smply.

“Hrg,” said Syza, “we should contact Firn and Dad. We don’t have time to go through it twice”

Kaffi’s objections died unspoken as Lhar and Syza reached out to incdlude her in their mesh. They fdt
her wonder as Syza lighly controlled the g'miran’s bodies until she knew they were safe from
obsarvation. Syza held the mesh while Lhar showed Frn and Dad how to receive thoughts without
effort. Very shortly asmple link was set up, with Lhar acting as reay.

*Let go, Syza. They can sudan it now.*

All of them sensed his slent worry about the limits to her strength.

*Now,* Lhar began, part of his mind monitoring the g'mirans, and part of it bringing Nevin into the
mesh. *What you hear will be strange and frightening. I'm sorry. It's too late to soften the truth. Diri is
not Lith. She does not have godlike powers. She can't give you children. She can't give you crops. She



can't know your secret thoughts* Lhar fdt the g'mirans rdief a hislast satement. *Diri can dance. She
isone of the greatest dancersin the gdaxy. She is dso one of the greatest fools*

Kaffi's eyes burned ydlow in her dark face.

“Quedtion, Keffi?" he asked oftly.

“Not yet. Finish.”

Lhar wondered if their emotions could stand knowing the truth of the firg Lith. He hesitated, then
decided it was necessary to undermine whatever hold Diri gill had on them.

*QOut in that night sky you cdl kylith, there are many, many planets that support life. One of those
planetsis caled Lythe. The people of that planet are famous for their flexible bodies, their dedication to
dance, and their enormous arrogance.

*In the past, Lythen dancers used to ride out in—* Lhar groped for a native andog to lightship but
found nothing. He used the gdactic word without explanation. *—lightships. They sought unknown
planets where they could dance and be worshiped as gods for their skill. They found many planets. One
of them was Td, now cdled Td-Lith.*

Emotions legped from the g’ mirans to Lhar. His face lined with pain, he waited for them to subside
before he continued.

*Td was tragicdly unique. A nearby star had exploded. A deedly ... wind ... swept out toward Td.
The Lythen lightship outran the wind. A Lythen dancer came to dance. She knew that many, perhaps dl,
of Td’s people would die in the deadly wind. She could not save them. She could only explain their
tragedy in dance.

*In her own way she loved Td’s people; she wanted to die with them. She knew the time of the
wind' s arrival. She planned a dance, Lith's dance. The dance would raise its watchers to ecstasy. They
would die fulfilled and she would die perfectly.

*The people who came with her did not want her to die. They forced her to leave. The lightship
outran the sorm once again. Td could not.

*The survivors of the sorm remembered the dien dancer. They made her God and blamed
themsdlves for the catastrophe.*

Lhar paused in his ddiberately smple narrative, but the g mirans sent no emations to him. They were
dazed, their fedings suspended. They could not deny the truth of the story spoken so smply in their
minds. Nor could they whally comprehend it.

Deep ingde himsdf, hidden from dl but Syza, Lhar gathered his strength. Lith's story was the least of
what he had to tdl them.

*As terrible as the catastrophe was, its legacy was far more crud. Td-Lith's own sun became ...
diseased. The layer of ar surrounding Td-Lith was thinned. The result was dow death for Td-Lith's
people.*

Lhar thought of trying to explain radiation damage, accelerated mutations, broken genes, and the
vadly subtle animd indinct that recognized its own dow extinction and responded by causing infertility.
There were no concepts, no words in the native tongue for him to use, yet the three Ta-Lithens moaned,
and he knew his own emotions had seeped through to them.

*Fewer children were born in each cycle, but not because of past Sns or a solen God. If the dancer
hed died here it would have been no different. Lith did not cause your dow extinction. Diri cannot cure
it*

“Why did you bring us a usdless God?’ said Kaffi.

Lher fdt Kaffi's pain asif it were his own. The g’ mirans dso heard and fdt; her question was like a
gtone flung into the ill pool of their suspended emations.

*| thought that Diri would help you.*

“How could she hdp usif sheisnot a God?’

*|"ve told you thet there are many planetsin kylith, the gdaxy. There are dso many races of man. All
of us are from separate planets. Just as your i’ khaners are part of the First Khaner, the planets are part of
the Concord. Thefive of us work for the Concord. At least, three of us do; now Diri and T'Mero work
only for themselves.



*One of the things our Concord does is to study unusud stars. Though the star near Td-Lith
exploded long ago, it left agns. Our people followed those 9gns and found TA-Lith. Usudly when a new
race is discovered the Concord spends hundreds of cycles learning about the culture before they tdl the
new race that they are not donein the gdaxy. Usudly the new race is not informed at dl until Concord is
certain that the dominant culture will be able to absorb Contact without being destroyed.

*But nothing concerning Td-Lith was usud. Concord rushed the studies, rushed our training, rushed
us here. Because there was no time for subtlety, they bribed Diri to dance for you. She fit your god
myths you could accept her without destroying your culture and yourselves. Because she was your God
you would follow where she led, even into kylith.

*Y ou would follow her to a new planet, a planet where children would be born, a planet where your
unique race would grow in numbers and knowledge, a planet where your unique culture would evolve
until it had the reslience and complexity to benefit from Contact.* With his smple words Lhar sent
lightning images of a gdaxy gravid with potentiad

of suns in all their radiance pouring every
color of life over teeming planets, of restless singing oceans and the haunting silence between the
stars, of racing clouds that were faces from his own past, barely glimpsed, wholly cherished,
forever lost because
*Diri had her own god myths Instead of leading her
worshipers into life she condemned them to death so that she could die perfectly with Td-Lith as her
funerd pyre*

Lhar stopped the panful narrative and waited; he found only an expectant slence. With an inward
rage he redlized that he would have to hurt them gill more. They did not understand.

*No one on this planet will live to see sunrise. The sun will flicker and legp and the river will turn to
seam, and we will burn like drifcakes in a khaner fire*

The emotiond storm that Lhar had expected did not come. They understood. And fdt nothing. Too
late he knew that he had destroyed ther God, ther planet, their future and therr dreams. Nothing
remained. And they did not hate him. He had guaranteed their annihilation, and they did not turn away in
loathing. There was nothing left.

But Kaffi whigpering about the jeweled colors of the stars, “water moving under different suns. Your
memories are so beautiful, Lhar. You have los so much ...”

Mingled grief and rage tore through him. With an effort that left him trembling he gathered the shreds
of hiswill and faced Kaffi’s compassion for the gaaxy and friends he had lost.

“I'm not doneinmy loss” he said harshly. “I’ve faled your people.”

A mdancholy amile brushed her lips. “We would have died anyway.”

A low, far-off rumble pervaded their bodies, a sound as much fdt as heard. The stone floor vibrated
just below the threshold of awareness, a deep hum that ached in their bones while an explosion of ice and
water and rock smashed through dark canyons toward the land below. Like a curse from a savage god,
the crest of the flood burst down the mountains.

When the tamare lurched in response to the battered earth, Lhar's survivd reflexes overrode dl
emotion. He found himsdf in deep rapport with Syza, one mind, one body, ther hands dragging Nevin
and Kaffi out of the room, pushing them through the stone gate into the high fields as ancient wals
crumbled and the world was subsumed in a primd roar of destruction.

They ran blindly through the darkness, seeking higher ground with the sure indinct of animals, running
until the blood thundering in thelr ears matched the pounding of ice and rock and water. Then the fuson
that was Lhar/Syza shattered as pain poured through it, twisting agonies of violent death, bodies broken,
lungsfilled with icy water, splintered bones, and crushed flesh ghrieking ...

Slence

Lher tasted sand and dirt on histongue, fdt blood hot on his raw hands, fdt stones sharp agang his
cheek and heaving chest, and knew he was dive. In the long shadows of the racing moon he saw the dty
and the cold gleaming flood. He stared, unbdieving, at the distant water, remembering how it had seemed
to close his throat and lungs, the water that he had not tasted, the bones he had not broken, his body



whole and the city below, black stone shapes beyond the reach water. He and the city were dive.

He looked to his Ieft, a Nevin and Kaffi huddled together. To his right lay Syza, a shadow with
dulled eyes reflecting the heedless moon, a face overwhemed by pain, a face that had known inhuman
agony. Separate. Even as he reached out to her mind he redlized what had happened. The maimed and
dying flesh he had fdt was red; the degths were red; the rdentless pan was what a heder fdt when
defenses were forgotten.

* 3/2&*

There was no response. Hesitantly he established minimd contact, braced for a tearing resurgence of
pain. There was none. He fdt a deep rdief that her defenses were working again and that he would not
have to try to separate Syza s mind from the terrible influx of pain and desath.

*%/Z&*

*Hear his laughter?

*| hear ice grinding over rocks.*

*He's down there torturing them. | reversed Decline and he is whole and strong. So strong. Hear
them screaming. He should have died ... | saved him. For this?

She rose dowly and seemed to drift away from him, gliding down to the city where nightmare and
redity fused in aprimd cry of pain.

* 3/23.*

She was gone as though pulled by the racing moon. He staggered to his feet, pursuing her, a darker
black dipping through changing densties of midnight, losing her.

Pain convulsed him, threw him to the ground with careless srength as the taste of blood and dirt
gpread through his mouth. From the blackness ahead he heard Syza's agonized moan. He breathed
shdlowly, tensed againgt another ondaught of pain. Pebbles clicked; Syza was waking. He did not reach
out to her, did not tear again the fragile vel that kept his mind and Td-Lith's pain separate from her.
Such pain could kill.

Numbly he rose and followed her toward the city. Behind him came sumbling sounds, Nevin and
Kafi helping each other through the darkness. He did not wait for them.

Compound walls rose black above the dry ground. He saw Syza in the flickering light of a Sngle
torch. Slently he ran to her, stopped when he was just behind her. She did not notice him. Her pace did
not change as she skirted the wadlls, uneringly choosing the shortest path danting down toward the pool
of night where dl torches were quenched and screams eddied across rapidly faling floodwater.

The river was no longer two days distant. Lhar tried to calculate the mass of water that had raced
down the shdlow bowl of the valey. He could not. He could only be grateful that most of Ta-Senet was
on high ground. The area below, the granaries and fidds and river gardens, were gone benegth the
flood' s sullen mercury gleam. As fagt as the water could batter through the narrow Gate, the next lower
plateau would be inundated, and the next and the next, until the flood findly thinned and expired on the
plains of Namaylith.

Lhar wrenched hismind back to the darkness where the living wept and cursed and screamed at an
impotent God to end therr auffering. Syza turned suddenly, her robes blooming over the rubble of a
house. He saw the pae form of aleg, a hand. He bent and began heaving aside dabs of broken stone.
The bruised outline of a woman was revealed. Syza kndt and touched her; he sensed a soundless fdl of
power from Syza and the woman rose, whole.

Syza turned away, drawn irresstibly to the darkness where no torches glowed. Lhar followed her.
Behind him walked Nevin and Kaffi and the woman Syza had hedled.

They waked beyond the khaner wdls, beyond the maze of paths connecting tiny straw and stone
huts to market streets. People moved amlesdy around the streets, unhurt but for the fear that clawed in
their minds. Syza walked through the doorway of a building where candles guttered over stunned faces,
and a bleeding woman cursed Lith as she hed her broken lover in her ams.

Power flowed, lingered. The woman looked up intime to see aflash of green eyes, a swirl of bronze
hair; then her lover spoke her name. Lhar stood aside as Syza returned to the streets. When he moved to
fallow her, the peoplein the crowded room slently moved after him.



From moonlight to torchlight to blackness she went, pain leading her to the people in grestest need.
She stopped often in the oozing streets and in buildings, touching, heding, her tears slver and orange in
the changing light, the dark drawn lines of pain on her face, unchanging. The slent crowd moved with her
step for step, swdling with each hediing, each life saved. Its members removed rubble that barricaded her
progress, comforted those whose injuries were minor, followed their hedler with gentle, lent tenacity.

Lhar sensed the undercurrents of awe that flowed among minds, unifying them, currents that swelled
in power with each new person, each new slence. The people followed Syza through buried streets and
dripping buildings, followed her until she reached the swollen edge of the river and turned back to thread
through another part of the city. Only Lhar noticed that she walked more dowly now; only he noticed
that her body trembled like grassin awind. With dl the delicacy hismind could command he reached out
to her.

*..Yyza..
*I'll find him please don't scream I'll find him findhim ... I’ll kill him kill him killnim. Noooooo I'll
hed, I'll hed heal .*

He cdled out to her; but she was far away in an dien room talking to a man who was dead. He held
the link, undemanding, and swung like a pendant between Bjmsk and Ta-Lith, Zomd and the flood,
dying and hedling, with Syza's agony the only congtant in the two worlds, her waning strength the only
measure of passng time.

*Can't sop the pain any longer. Zomd ... can't. Unless.*

(why are you laughing?)

(Come into my mind. | have something to)

(No.)

(tell you.)

*| am a healer.*

Lhar watched a dazed man stare up at the eyes and face of the woman whose hands had taken pain
from him as the sun takes darkness from the sky. Arms reached out from the throng behind Syza and
plucked the hedled man out of the rubble; the man and his friends blended without hesitation into the
rippling mass of dlent people. Currents leaped, twined, unity and power growing and Syza's strength
fading inevitably until she had less life than some of those she healed, but gill she walked and touched and
gave life, driven by her own need and a dead man and the Slent massve presence of those who
followed.

Lhar fet the unthinking power of the quiet people filling the streets, minds brushing in partid links, as
undisciplined as sheet lightning and far more powerful. Even now they began to focus, currents of their
power reached through Tal-Senet, awakening ...

“You'rekilling her!”

No one answered his shout, for no one had heard; only he saw death wating in Tal-Senet’s
darkness, waiting for an exhausted hedler. He turned toward the crowd that overflowed the streets and
filled doorways and dleys and paths like a rigng tide suspended in the moment before it broke over the
shore.

*Hep her!*

Lhar fdt a flash of drength, familiar; Fr/Dad/Kaffi grappling, trying to respond, trying to answer
him.

The throng parted, and flowed around him. Syza walked on and he ran to her beyond the edge of the
people, but dill their power flexed like a thing dive ... filaments of potency were reflected in her saring
green eyes.

She staggered and he touched her and the frail link between them blossomed suddenly, resonant with
unexpected power.

*He's close. Hear him?

*Zomd is dead.*

*No. | hear im laughing. He has something he wants to tdl me*

*He told you along time ago.*



*He did? Then why is he dill bothering me?*

Syza s questions hdd a child' s plaintive confusion.

*You're very tired, Syza. You' ve worked very hard. You can rest now.*

*No. Zomd needs me. | can't let him fed pain and the Equds are so crue. He told me that if he
doesn’'t hurt he won't answer their questions.*

*What are they asking him?

*The ’"locubes. He never should have brought them but he did and the Equds found them. He
smashed the ’locubes and they got mad.*

*Holocubes? Off-planet holocubes?

*Yes* Impatience. *Weren't you ligening, Quirl >

Lher kept the knowledge that he was not Quirl from disrupting the contact. * Sorry.*

*But | can't ... hold him much longer.*

*Let go, Syza* Hefdt sorrow and pity. *Let go.*

Contact thinned. He had told her something so at odds with her memory that it had shaken her. He
mug strengthen the contact ... and then he knew what the unknown agent Quirl must have told Syza to
do.

*Kill him.*

*No!*

*Zomd isn't worth a planet. Kill him!*

*| am a healer!*

Syza sagged againgt him, her green eyes blindly searching the city ahead as though she had the power
to see through stone. With a shuddering Sgh she straightened and walked on. The link was il there, but
like Syzait was changed, distant. Td-Lith was sretching her inexorably, stretching her beyond resilience,
thinning her down to a core of survivad stripped of hope and love and song. Only the past remained, a
sore 00zing pestilence.

Thetidd crowd lapped gently at his unmoving body. If he ressted them they would flow around him,
and Syza would be done with her past. He caught up with her and again took her hand. Contact
bloomed. Zomd’ s screams echoed in his mind and she was screaming

(You told them!)
she had to stop the pain before it killed both of them she had to go
into his mind

and she fdl to her knees and the tide pressed softly againgt them, discregtly urging, irresistible.
Something waited ahead in a lake of torches, where black and slver and orange were mingling. Go on,
nudged the tide. Go and see T'Mero crouched over the slver form of Lith. Go and help us decide as you
remember ...

T'Mero looked up and saw them standing together.

“Hed her!” cried T'Mero, hisvoice twiding like the light. “Hedl her or I'll let them kill you too!”

Syza swayed in the sorm of his demands, ther demands, the past. Lhar measured the surge of
people gathered around Diri, fdt the immense currents girring in the facdless mass behind him; he
sweated in sudden fear that the two forces would explode in an orgy of desth.

T'Mero screamed a Syza agan.

“She can't hear you,” said Lhar. “She can't hear anything but a dead man screaming.”

Diri moaned as pain shot through her wounded body. T'Mero looked away from Syza s frightening
eyes and talked softly, as though sound could hurt the bleeding woman at his feet.

“She wanted to wak in the streets and hear the slence of worship. They didn't know it was Lith. |
killed them ... dl of them, but | could not put blood back in Her body. She knew. She shook the
Ramparts and sent death.”

“Urari’s terrorists,” said Lhar, voice hoarse with too many emotions ... and pity for the graceless
huddle of flesh that was Diri.

The people surrounding Diri moaned confirmation and whispered prayers for Lith's forgiveness,
prayed that desth would rise and dance for them again.



“They know that Diri is a god of death ...” His whisper fdl between the slence behind hm and the
prayers ahead of him, until Syza's dimbing scream drowned Slence and prayer in Soreading waves of
fear and hate and he held her as she screamed, and knew that it was too late—it had dways been too
late—past and present fused in screaming as they dl descended into Zomd's

mind seething ghastly faces gruesome death

(They know.)

(Yes. Now let me tell you)

(No I don’'t want to know no)

dry laughter blowing from his face

(Pain is the only friend)

(No)

(Agony is the only lover)

(NO)

(Death is the only consummation)

naked and desiccated and laughing, curling and crackling
(Just one more thing to tell you a grand joke Syza)

curling and rustling and cracking laughter

(A healer helped me kill a planet—unique race will die—healed unto death.)
laughter cracking and spewing deadly dry spores spreading
(thank you little healer you were a faithful tool)

his laughter quiet and deadly growing in me drying me

(I can heal all of you all of you | WMILL HEAL YOU)

and cracking

them.

Lhar closed his eyes as her horrified litany seared through minds and her body shook againg his as
ghe fdt the blows of eight deaths, seven Equds, and Zomd.

*| wanted to hed you; why wouldn't you let me*

*Syza ... Syza. You didn't know that forced heding would kill *

*Meant to hed .*

*YS.*

*Wouldn't let me*

*Ya*

*Forced ...*

Lhar whispered againg her hair, fdt it fdl, cool, across his fingers. He knew he should care whether
ghe had forced Diri’s hedling, killed as she had killed on Bjmsk, but he cared only that Syza would return
and cal hisname.

An exhdation like a soft wind gtirred Diri’s followers. Lhar opened his eyes rductantly ... saw Diri
danding in dl her Slver grace. He hoped that she was sane, hedled in mind as well as body, but the
slvery amile had logt none of its arrogance, none of its cruety. Diri had accepted heding only as a
necessity for the perfect death she desired. She pirouetted before them, torchlight flowing like liquid fire
over her deek srength in aforetaste of the find sunrise.

Lhar closed his eyes, sickened at what he had brought to Td-Lith. A whisper that could have been
his name dowly seeped into his numbed mind. He looked and saw Diri’s lips moving, but he could hear
nothing except the tidd wave girring behind him, its moment of suspenson past, as unknown links
condensed and locked him into seamless Unity while a voice spoke in his mind cdling his name—Syza's
cal—and he knew he mugt find her among the links or both of them would vanish in the linking of the
massed minds.

Lhar/Syza huddled in fuson while dl the futility of Td-Lith swept through them, a dark sea of rage
breeking on the shores of grief, each wave a separate cry for life two minds fused in a surviva reflex



stronger than the remorseless sea of Unity. There was a shattering indant of slence before the inexorable
waves took up a new rhythm, pounding, beating at the two fused minds that were a bubble defying Unity.
There was no escape short of desth, but Lhar/Syza wanted death no more than did the raging Unity.

Escape.

Access.

YES

In desperation Lhar sent the coded thought out to the stars, but without his psitran the thought
expired far short of its god. He tried again and again, strength diminishing, Syza dipping avay, and he
held onto her and himsdf and poured srength into the coded cal to a monitor gone deaf. Unreachable,
like the stars. No psitran, no focus, no strength. Nothing but fallure, waves bresking, cdling, breaking
and cdling hisnamein aradling swell of sound: use us—use us—USE US.

Lhar reded with the mongtrous cal, the talling resonant will to live, and Syza' s haunting song

(use them as| used them).

Sowly, with infinite caution, Lhar eased the barriers he and Syza had erected againg the seething
Unity. Its strength poured through, overpowering him.

He fought againd it; too much too much he needed a drink and they were drowning him; the power
increesed and a terrible question belled in his mind. Shock-waves of power pealed through him,
questioning, searching for the snger/heder who had used a fragment of the avesome Unity, used it
unknowingly to control when her own strength was spent, and to hedl when she had no strength, and then
she was with him, flashing and burning as they fought to channd uncontrolled Unity.

NOW

The coded pulse of thought/energy tripped monitors to Centrex and beyond. A babble of gdactic
minds demanded to know the emergency. Out of chaos, linkages condensed, and dl but one mesh faded.
Twelve minds worked as one to mest the torrentid power of Unity, asking “What are you?’

LINK WITH US

Lhar/Syza sruggled desperately to ride atidd wave of potency gone mad until they felt the trained
mesh of the gdactics touch them. Lhar/Syza snaiched at the contact and dragged themsdlves out of the
meaelstrom of Unity. Lhar absorbed the sensuous beauty of the most superbly balanced group mesh he
had ever experienced; Syza's joyous song shimmered through the linked minds. Surprise and pleasure
radiated as the gaactics recognized the Chanteuse.

Lhar tried to give the mesh dl that had happened, dl that Td-Lith needed, tragedy and hope and
desth and Unity, but it was too much, inchoate. He adjusted the linkage between Syza and himsdf until
they flowed evenly through the mesh; they would have to explain dowly.

*Are any of you Contact?

The desperate urgency of Lhar’s question relayed far more than smple mindspeech.

*Not yet. Tdl uswhat you need.*

* Accesses. They're dready set up. We're on Td-Lith, sector G12-6y. An emergency Contact. |
miscaculated a pivotd factor.* Syza's protest swept through the mesh. He overrode her. *Unless we get
through to Contact a race will die.*

The balance of the mesh shifted, condensed dong new lines Another mind flowed in, a mind Lhar
recognized. Y arle, Contact Supervisor. Lhar did not pause to greet his friend.

*The sun is worse than we caculated. Diri blew on us. Ram the Accesses through a the northeast
edge of the city as planned.*

Lhar sensed the rapid rdlay of orders even as Yarle asked questions. Lhar answered the pouring
questions curtly.

*All we need are continuous flow Accesses.*

*Not enough power.*

*Tap the sun.*

*1t will nova*

Lher performed rapid cdculations that the mesh followed with wordless respect.

* Acceptable risk. Tap it. Get these people off now!* With his demand Lhar relayed the sensory



gorm of an undisciplined mass mesh. The galactic mesh shuddered, and there were no more suggestions,
accidenta Unity was a force more feared than nova

*Y ou're in contact with this Unity?

*Ther choice, not mine*

*Thefirg Access just went through. Relay to Unity: disperse or your individuaswill be destroyed.*

The gdactic mesh gathered itsdf and Lhar/Syza were on the crest of the tidd wave again, screaming
to aforce that might or might not comprehend. In the ingtant before their minds would break, the gdactic
mesh recalled them, examined them, soothed them, released them.

Rductantly Lhar/Syzafdl away from the mesh, braced for the tearing ondaught of Unity. But nothing
came. Unity was there; they could sense its restive power. Silence.

They opened their eyes and saw Diri finish her pirouette and knew that their long struggle with Unity
hed taken only an ingtant.

Din leaped, slver, and the nearby hills were limned in the blue glow of a huge Access. She legped
agan, her flud fingers spesking to the ydlow moon, and another Access bloomed, then another and
another until they made a blue arc around the edge of Td-Senet.

*Don't they know?* thought Lhar, raggedly. * Do we have to touch that seething ...*

*No. Ligen*

With along rusling 9gh Unity dissolved. He could Hill sense the currents of awe and the indomitable
urge to life that was deeply burned into the individud minds. But the geometricd increase of power that
came with mesh was gone. Where Unity had seethed, thousands of people now awoke as from a deep
dream.

Sngly and by twos and threes the people of Td-Lith sfted past Diri’s legoing slver dance. Lhar
watched them and thought of dl that must be done, of supplies and tools to be gathered, theill or injured
or exhaugted to be helped, the herds which had survived that must be driven through an Access, and o
much more ... and he did not even have the strength to move his tongue in his mouth.

*You don't have to, Lhar. Ther Unity went beyond Tal-Senet. It saw and comprehended and
disposed. They don't need us any longer. We're a catalys after the reaction is complete. We're free*

They stood close together while people walked dowly through the darkness toward the blue dawn
pouring down from the hills Many of the people paused, touching Syza or Lhar flegtingly, then walked
on to the beckoning glow. Only a few of them glanced at Diri’s lithe spins fewer ill noticed the
moationless thousands that ill ringed her dance.

*So many.* Anger and sadness and failure were woven together in his mind. *I can't leave them
hereto die*

*Then they will die unwilling on Seytdl. You can't ... force*

Zomd’ s laughter hung between them, an echo that had logt its avful power. He was dead.

Pure blue radiance washed over Ta-Senet as Accesses hummed to ful power. Lhar and Syza
watched dark rivers flow uphill and saill into blue light, fdt time turn dowly around them, turning and
transcendent blue light spinning, liquid dancer legping to welcome desth while life flowed by, ignored.

At lagt Syza and Lhar let the gentle touch of passng people draw them away from Lith's impervious
grace. They walked through Tal-Senet’s dying echoes, through fidds where sand whispered with the
passage of men and animas Dust motes burned blue sparks around them as they stepped into an
Access's potent blaze. Space lanced through them, fdling without motion until a new world condensed
benegth their feet, aworld nine thousand light years removed from Ta-Lith.

Together they looked back, saw only blue radiance dividing two worlds, wondered if any would
remember and mourn Skandiri-Li, torchlight caressng her legping Slver body, torchlight Snuous over
dark worshipers ecdtasy ...

torchlight devoured as naked incandescence answered the prayer of a dead God
dancing.



