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Prologue

The mountains rose on every sde, dark and londy in the night. A steady wind blew from the west,
ghredding the few clouds that dung to the sky and flinging them east-ward. Asde from the numbing light
of the stars, the night sky was empty.

They sat inacircle, in the center of aplain, in the middle of the mountains. They were nine in number,
cladin black, ther long gray hair whipping in the wind. Full robes draped and obscured their figures, and
deep cowls hid ther faces from sght. They sat cross-legged, the skirts of their robes fanning out to cover
the ground. There was nothing to indicate who or what manner of cresature they might be.

For many minutes, the only thing that could be heard was the moaning of the wind as it swept across
the plain and swirled around therr circle. Then, as though born of the wind itsalf, a dightly different sound
began to separate itsdf from the background. It started as the merest whisper. Gradudly it grew in
intengty, one moment sinking back into the wind, the next rigng triumphantly above it. As it rose higher
and higher, a light grew on the horizon to the east. Sowly, a moon pushed up between two peaks.
Almogt immediatdly it was followed by two more in quick succession. After a short pause, a fourth joined
the other three and together they began their march across the sky.

Now the sound was louder and more intense than the wind. Its cadence was wild and irregular, yet
seemed to hint at an internd logic that transcended any ordinary concept of order. When softer, it had
seemed to come from the very ground itsdf. Now, as it grew in strength, it could clearly be traced to the
crcle of figures.

Thelignt of dl four moons was surprisngly bright, and revealed something new about the figures.
Deep within the cowls were human faces. They were of various forms, but dl had the same severe frown
of concentration, and the same hard, bright eyes that stared out at things that were not visble. The lips
moved dightly, forming the words of the chant that rose to intertwine with the moaning of the wind and
awirl off toward the moons dowly dimbing in the eastern sky.

The words of the chant were amost recognizable, yet somehow they resisted understanding, twisting
from the mind's grasp at the last moment. Higher and higher rose the droning sound urttil it dominated the
night, pulling the wind with it, forcing the clouds to flee, pushing the moons up, up, ever up. The plain, the



mountains, and eventudly the world began to move around ther circdle as though around an axis. They
were the center.

As the firg of the four moons reached the highest point in the heavens, the wordless, flowing chant
stopped suddenly and the world was slent in surprise and anticipation. One of the dark figures spokein a
husky whisper that rang out againg the mountain peaks. "Seel Seel It lies there in space, o serene, s0
beautiful. What shdl we cdl it? What shdl its name be?"

"Degth," another answered in a dry, rasping voice. "Life" suggested a second.

"Beginning," came athird answer.

"End," was the fourth.

"Kengho," sad afifth, firmly, commandingly.

Nine heads nodded in agreement. "Yes, Yes. Kensho. For it shdl be Degth and Life It shdl be
Beginning and End. 1t shdl be Kensho. And it shdl be Satori.”

From the depths of one of the hoods came a cry of pain and horror. "Ahhhhhh! Madness! See how
they kill each other!"

"Yesss" came the group's reply. "The Mushin gtrike, the mind killers, the leeches, the eaters of
emotions”

"l am annoyed,” one said, awhining complaint in the night.

"Mushin make annoyance into anger,”" came the muttered answer.

"l am angry," another continued, his voice hard and brittle.

"Mushin make anger into fury,” the response hissed. "I am furious” shouted a third, the very ar
quivering. "Mushin make fury into rage.”

"I rage, | ragel" shrieked a fourth, his cry splitting the night and causing tiny crestures to huddle in
terror in thelr burrows.

"Now Mushin drike," the chant camly continued. "Now the killers push the tottering mind over the
brink to fdl in endless insanity. And now they feed!"”

A hideous slence followed, one heavy with dread and degth. It was findly broken by a londy wall.
"Dead! Dead, dl dead! Bodies everywherel Twisted, bloody, eyes gouged out, throats torn out. Dead."

"Some live A few. Those who control the emotions. Those who can dill the mind. Nakamura
knows. He will save them."

Now a chant rose, soft at first, dowly ganing force urtil it filled the world with its power. "Moons,
moons, shining down on waters, waters moving dowly, moons moving dowly, yet being ill. Sll the
waters, dill the moons. Movement, drife, dl longing is but a reflection, passing to dillness when the mind
iscamed.”

The chant ran out into the night, Roning dong, smoothing the world. A cam settled over and around
the circle. The nine figures were ill.

As the second moon reached the height of the Sky one of them spoke. "A man comes. And then
another. They bring away."

"Not a wegpon, but a Way," the others answered. "Jerome, to save us from the Mushin.”

"Edwyr, to save us from oursdves."

"Way-Farer. He who treads the Way that dl may walk it."

"Thereis Judgment. Those who change survive. The race changes. The race survives.”

"Kengho is true to its name. Mushin become Mind Brothers. The ends amos meet, the circle is
amog full."

Now the third moon rose to its apex in the night sky. In one mighty cry the circle shouted, "They
come! They come”

The chant ran around the circle again. "With might beyond compare, they come.”

"With space-spanning ships, they come.”

"With mind twisting mechines, they come.”

"One comes to Kensho, one goes from Kensho."

"The bdance is kept."

"The one who comes, stays, un-whole."



"The one who goes, returns, whole™

"The bdance is kept."

"They go." Thefind words were whispered in tense unison.

For the fourth time, a watchful dlence fdl over the circle of forms. Though none looked up into the
sky, dl were watching and waiting for the fourth moon to reach the point dready reached by the three
others. When it climbed to that place, a great 9gh went up from the nine. The Sgh changed into a moan
that the wind took up and whipped againg the mountains until the very air vibrated with it and the ground
of the plain trembled and shook.

"Agan they come. Many more."

"Yes, yes, they come agan.”

"Who will stay and who will go?’

"Who will keep the balance?’

"Who will close the circle?"

Eight hooded heads turned to the form at the eastern point of the circle. The cowl dipped dightly and
avoice issued forth from its depths. "The past is eedly traveled. One road leads back from here. The rest
have withered through lack of use. What was is determined by what is What is contains what must be.
Thisway of seeing can tdl no more.”

The heads turned then to the figure at the western point. The cowl bowed in acknowledgment and
sorrow. "The futureis not as open and clear as the padt. It is infinite and multitudinous. From this ingant
the paths of possbility flare off indl directions.

"Once we looked and paid a heavy price. We saw many ends. And some beginnings. Now that
which is mogt probable will be shared. And that which is hoped for as wdl. Open and receive, for the
fourth moon is high and soon will be sdtting.”

The circle breathed deep and drew gently into a dillness that seemed to stop the very flow of time
and being. Nothing moved. The wind hated and hung suspended in the frozen moons light.

Then it was over. The stars went once more on their way, the fourth moon began to set, the wind
scurried on eastward in its journey as if to make up for logt time. One of the figures sghed and
murmured, "l have seen an end.”

"Yes" camethereply, "an end.”

"And ye, it was a beginning.”

"Yes, abeginning.”

"Thet which has been is dways becoming that which will be."

"Through the narrow indant of now the infinite future becomes the sngular past. All ends are
beginnings, dl beginnings ends."

"The moons are setting as soon asthey rise”

"The fate of Kensho has risen.”

"Now it is setting.”

"Torise agan?'

"To close the circle?!

A pause followed, one filled dmost to bursting with conjecture and wondering. Then with one voice,
the nine cried out, "They come, they come, they come!™

Hours later, when the last of the four moons had set, the plan was empty except for the hiss and
swirl of the wind. The mountains looked down on darkness. Nothing looked back.

Chapter |

The two men seated across the table from each other were a sudy in contrasts. One was dark of
skin, hair, and eye. The other was fair, blond, with eyes of a blue so pae they dmost appeared white.
The dark one wore a midnight-hued robe, its folds hiding his shape in shadow. His garb was a sgn of the



high office he held within the Power. It bore no badge or indgnia, yet dl knew it declared him a Cardind
and one of the Adepts in the faith.

The pae man was dressed in the uniform of a Fleet Admird of the Home Guard, a Smple affar of
light blue cut to conform to the figure. The color was in honor of Earth, the incredible water planet that
even now looked blue and lovely asit hung in space.

Admird Knecht watched the man in black with neutral but careful eyes. Cardind Unduri, he thought,
was just possbly the mogt inteligent, most devious, most dangerous man ever to serve the Power.
Everyone knew his story, and he himsdf relished reminding them of it. Unlike most of those in the
Hierarchy, Unduri had not been born into the upper classes on Earth. Instead, he had come from the
lowest of dums the vast, orawling shantytown that lined both sdes of the turgid, foul Congo River.
Abandoned by his own parents at an early age, he had fought his way out of the dums and into a minor
post in alocd chapd of the Power. From that moment on, his rise had been swift, brutal, and nothing
short of incredible. His gppointment as representative of the Power on this misson was a clear indication
of the importance attached to it by the Hierarchy.

As my agppointment as military head shows how important we think it is, he reminded himsdf. The
whole thing was incredible. He had viewed the tapes himsdf, many times, and il they made no sense.
He had even gained illiat access to the full report of the mind probe the Hierarchy had conducted of
Bishop Thwait. The full report, not merdy the "offidd” summary the Power had submitted to the
Investigating Commisson. He shuddered inwardly. They had put one of ther own on ther damn
mechines and torn his mind into tiny pieces, searching, searching for the key to what had taken place
aboard that scout ship. The results were astounding manly because they literdly made no sense. The
whole thing was inexplicable.

No sense, no sense. The phrase echoed in his mind. The ship's tapes made no sense. The memories
in Thwait's mind made no sense.

And yet it had happened. The condition of the scout, the crew, and the Bishop dl gave grim evidence
to that fact. Theinterior of the ship was blasted and hdf destroyed. It had bardy managed to limp home
on its auxiliary systems. But, agtonishingly enough, there was no indication of any external damage!
Whatever had taken place had not been the result of an attack from the outside followed by a boarding.

Which brought up the condition of the crew. More then hdf had been killed or wounded during the
fretricidd conflict that had raged between Admird Thomas Yamadas men and those who served the
Power. Or s0 it seemed. But such athing had never happened in the history of the Power or of the Fleet.
What in the name of Kuvaz could have caused such athing? It just didn't make sense. Faling on each
other in the face of the enemy? Not one of those questioned could give a satisfactory answer as to what
had happened or why they had acted as they did. Severd had died under the interrogation, so there was
no question of their having held back information.

And then there was the condition of the Bishop himsdf. The drooling, moaning, crying, terrified shell
of Andrew Thwait. What could have plunged a man as tough as Thwait into raving insanity? What kind of
enemy had that scout ship faced?

Which brought him to the strangest part of dl. From what held seen on the ship's tapes, the enemy
was totaly unarmed; the planet was inhabited by a culture which was a best a Class Three.

A planet with no weapons, and a girl. The gil Thwait and Y amada had kidnapped to hdp with the
preparation of the spy and for the purpose of "questioning” under the Bishop's machines.

The"spy" had been one Dunn Jameson, an Acolyte Third, Drive Engineer, who had been wiped for
heresy againg the Power. There had been no detalls as to the nature of his heresy or about the man
himsdf. These had been erased from the computer's memory when the man's mind had been wiped.
After baing put on the Power's machines, a person smply ceased exiding for dl intents and purposes.
The Power generdly reprogrammed the wiped individud to serve some limited and expendable purpose.
Inthis case he had been turned into a spy. The girl's memories had been used to help program the spy, to
give him background on the planet. His misson had been smple Gather information on the state of
military preparedness, and find and kill a person known as the Way-Farer, who was apparently the
planet's leader. As interesting as the Stuation was, Knecht could see no way in which it could have



caused the misson's falure. From what the files indicated, the spy had done his job and then had been
detonated as usud. No, he thought, Dunn Jameson was an irrdevant factor.

But the girl, the one lone girl. He had watched the tapes of her, the few they had, severd times He
hed viewed her as she was brought aboard the scout, unconscious and totaly vulnerable. He had seen
her under the machines. Watched while she had killed four men with her bare hands. Gazed in
amazement as she ran through the baitling ship, laser rifle spitting death everywhere she went, until findly
she reached the communications room and blasted it into molten metd. And then, as an incredible finde,
he had seen her disappear into thin air!

What in the name of Kuvaz were they getting them-selves into? He looked across the table at the
Cardind. Would he be as much an enamy as the planet toward which they were heading? Would the
same thing that had happened to Thwait and Yamada, whatever tha was, happen between him and
Unduri?

The Admird cleared his throat dightly and spoke, his voice unusudly soft and gentle for a military
man. "I, uh, suppose youve familiarized yoursdf with dl the data on the previous misson, your
Worship?'

The dark man nodded. "Of course, Admird, of course” For afew moments, the Cardind let his gaze
rest on the face of the man on the other side of the table. Then he amiled dightly, his eyes dlittering coldly
in the bluish light that bathed the amdl room. "I rather imegine we are thinking quite Smilar thoughts,
Admird. Yes, quite dmilar.” His voice was deep and smooth, soft and totdly devoid of emotion.
"Thoughts about Thwait and Y amada, about what happened to them above this planet that the girl caled
Kensho.

"l wonder, Admird, do you know what that name means, that Kensho? | found it curious thet it was
nowhere in the report. Apparently, no one found it interesting enough to ask. And that in itdf is
interesting, Nn0?

"Wdl, Admird, my own curiosity compelled me to find out whether it does, indeed, mean anything.
And not surprisngly, it does. Mogt of these Rilgrimage planets are named after the leader of the misson,
or perhaps after the group that composed the misson. Quarnon, for example, was so named after the
Admird of the flagship that escorted the Filgrimage and helped get it established. He died in the process,
the victim of a particularly nasty life form the colonists found themsdves confronted with. Asahem, on the
other hand, was named &fter the rather bizarre group that founded it, a group which daimed direct
descent from the ancient Norse gods. Strange conceit for a group of mixed northern African stock,
wouldn't you say?

"But Kensho? What, in the world, kind of name is that? A true mystery, until | remembered that
Nakamura, their leader, was of Japanese descent and a High Master of the Universd Way of Zen, a
minor sect of some fifteen million or so people that regrettably had to be wiped out during the
Readjustment.

"Japanese, then, was the due. Kensho, it seems, was one of the stages of what these primitives called
Enlightenment or Satori. It appears—"

"Let's stop the sparring, Unduri," the Admird interrupted, his voice fla and hard. "Yes, were both
thinking the same thoughts. One of the most disturbing isthat | don't think | can trust you and you fed the
same about me”

"Ah, Admird, | admire the directness of your approach. Yes, indeed | do. So military, so forceful.
And what you say istrue, so true. For, you see, | an aware that you are a member of, as you people put
it, the Committee."

The pae man tried hard not to show his surprise. So the bastard knows! But that means the
Hierarchy knows! He checked his mind before it went any further in such speculation. There would be
time for that later. Right now he had to dedl with the man across the table from him.

Before he could reply, however, Unduri lifted his hand to halt him. "Please, Admird, do not utter a
word, either of denid or admisson. It is unnecessary, redly, and matters not a bit under current
circumstances. Let it just stand as concrete evidence of the fact that | fully redize there can be no red
trust between the two of us.



"Bethat as it may, we find oursdves here together on this flagship, leading a fleet of some seven
ships, dl destined to envelope and conguer or destroy one tiny planet with a primitive Class Three culture
of unknown, but presumably quite dangerous, character. | am here, quite Smply, because | am the very
best the Power has to offer. And | am sure you are here for amilar reasons. Together, we mugt face this
enamy and defeat them.

"| say together because neither of us can do it done. Now | am quite sure you are intdligent and
subtle enough to know precisdy wha | mean by that, Admird. And that you are capable of
undergtanding how completdy to our mutud benfit it is to cooperate. Not trust each other, by Kuvaz,
not for a second. But to cooperate despite our mutud suspicion. To do anything less, | fear, would make
us vulnerable to the very fate which befdl poor Thomas and Andrew. A fate I, for one, do not wishin the
dightest to share.”

Unduri watched as the Admird sat back, stroking his chinin a contemplative mation so typicd of the
men. | know you, Knecht, know you dmost as wel as you know yoursdf. Y ears ago, when the Coundil
of Adepts had discovered the existence of the Committee, each member of the Councdil had studied two
members of the Committee in great depth, trying to learn dl they could in the event it became necessary
to control or destroy this infartile plot to seize power from the Hierarchy and transfer it to the military.
Unduri had drawn Knecht and one other who had died a Quarnon. He had been as rdentless in his
sudy as he had been in everything he had ever undertaken for the Power.

The odd thing about Knecht, though, was how little there had been to learn. His past had been totdly
typicd, bland, and rather uninterestingly norma. Unduri had probed and prodded, trying to find strengths,
weaknesses, secret ans, awthing a dl that would give hm a handle on the man, a way to intimidete or
corrupt him. Most frudratingly, there had been nothing. He had no skeletons in any closats; in fact, he
seemed to have no closetsl He had no vices and few virtues. Y et somehow he had risen quite high within
the military, was considered a hrilliant tactician, a competent officer, and one of the most dangerous
members of the Committee.

Wha he's doing right now is a perfect example of how the man operates, the Cardind mused. He's
gtting there asif consdering whet | have said. Yet | would swear there isnt a thought going through his
mind. Somehow, he decided ingantly on my offer and now he's just pretending to consider it because he
knows it will look better if he does. | wonder if there redly is a man behind those eyes? Could it be
nothing but an animate machine?

The Admird cleared his throat, dropped his hand back to the top of the table, and said gently, "Yes,
Cardind, | agree. It would be best if we cooperate completely. | am even prepared to trust you. | will tel
you what you aready know, but in greater detail. | an a member of the Committee. Thet is one of the
reasons | was chosen for this misson. But the drict orders of the Committee are to forget about the
potential conflict between us and the Power and to concentrate on the more immediate danger, that is,
upon this strange planet and its quite evidently dangerous inhabitants.

"And now | will show my trust further by tdling you the orders | have received from the High
Command regarding how they wish me to conduct this misson." He paused for a moment as if trying to
remember the exact wording of the orders. Unduri sat, leaning dightly forward in anticipation, surprised
by what the Admird was doing and not quite sure why he was doing it. "Mind you, Cardind, these
orders are not the written ones we both have copies of. These are the persond ones given to me directly
and ordly by the High Commander hersdlf.

" 'Knecht,' she said, 'I'm giving you seven battleships. We had five a Quarnon. The bastards
destroyed two of them. The three left wiped the entire planet from the face of the universe. Youll have
seven. Seven. That's how important | consider this misson. Now, Knecht," she continued, "you could go
in there shooting. Or you could lay off and play it like Yamada did. | don't like either option. So here's
what | want you to do. Go in shoating, but only at that old flagship they have. Blast one of the moons,
maybe two. Knock out the biggest population center you can find. Let 'em know you mean business.
Land a couple of battaions of Marines and have them kill everything in sight for about fifty miles around
ther landing points. Then demand the unconditiona surrender of the planet. If a any time you meet
anything resembling sgnificant resstance, destroy the whole place. Make Quarnon look like a charity



bdl. Do you understand? | said, 'Yes, gr." and |eft.”

"The written orders read rather differently, Admird."

"They do indeed, Cardind, they do indeed. They outline standard contact policy. But | tdl you this to
show you that | do intend not only to work with you, but to trust you and share dl the knowledge |
pOSSess.

"You see, Cardind, 1 am fully convinced that this Kensho represents a deadly threat to our mutud
empire. | am further convinced that the planet and every human on it mugt be ether totaly subjugated and
endaved or utterly destroyed. There can be no contact, no diplomatic inter-change, no mutud trade for
mutud benefit, or any of the rest of the verbiage in the standard contact procedures. There can only be
totd victory for us, and totd defeat for them. They must be smashed.

"I share this with you openly now, Cardinal, because when the moment comes to act, there will no
longer be time to maneuver and negotiate between us. We mug dtrike swiftly and hard, leaving them no
opportunity to react. | will not St out behind some moon as Yamada did and give them any opportunity
to do to me what they did to him." Knecht stopped spesking for a moment and gazed a Unduri with his
cold stare. "Do you agree, Cardind? With no reservations, tricks, evasons, second thoughts, or anything
a dl, do you agree?"

Unduri settled back into his chair, a dight amile turning up the corners of his mouth. "I think we have
more to fear from the Committee than we thought. And | dso understand completely now why the High
Command picked you for this misson.

"Yes yes, | understand a greet ded now. A greet ded that needed underdanding. Admird, | thank
you for your openness. And | will be as open and as direct mysdf. My secret orders are quite Smilar to
your own. Kensho must be subjugated or destroyed. And as far as the Power is concerned, destroyed is
better. It's so much neater, you know.

"Yes, Admird, | agree. We sl destroy Kensho. One way or another, we shdl destroy it. But now
| think we must plan exactly how we intend to go about this task.”

For the next two hours, the two men sat in the cold blue light and plotted the desth of a world.

Chapter 2

Cardind Unduri turned off the machine and leaned back into his chair, sdtling into its comfortable
depths and gently rubbing his forehead and temples. He had been going over the files on the Kensho
afar once more. How many times did that make? he idy wondered. Two hundred?

Possbly. Perhaps more.

The result, though, was the same as dways. Confusion, frugtration, and a vague, gnawing fear that he
was missng something of critical importance. Something that could mean the difference between the
success of thismisson and afailure that would be even more spectacular than thet of Bishop Thwait.

Cardind Unduri had known Thwait. Known hmwell. A competent man, if a bit fanatica and overly
impressed with the importance and power of his pogtion. He was bright, but vicious and dy; so
obvioudy so that it was impossible for him to catch an enemy off guard. All one had to do was look at
him to know how dangerous he was.

Ye someone, or something, had been vagtly more dangerous than Andrew. More dangerous even
than Andrew and an entire scout ship. Could it have been that Sngle girl?

Somehow he doubted it. The gil had obvioudy been clever, resourceful, tough, and uniqudy
resgant to the operation of the machines. But it wasn't possible for one girl to defeat ... or was it?
Damnit! That was the whole problem. He smply didn't have enough data to go on!

What about that spy, the one Thwait had sent down to the planet's surface to kill the Way-Farer?
Dunn Jameson. He cursed the Bishop slently. Too damned efficient. Held erased dl record of Jameson
when he'd wiped the man for his heresy. By the book, of course, but annoying. Unduri would have liked
to know more about this heretic. There was something strange and disturbing about the files on the spy's
misson on Kensho. Odd, unexplained discrepancies existed. And there was no firm evidence that the



atempt to assassnate the Way-Farer had succeeded. Naturdly, the implanted bomb had been
exploded, so there was nathing Ieft of the spy, was there? Another unknown. There hadn't been time
enough to follow up and be sure. The end of the misson had come too swiftly, too brutdly, too findly.

He sghed deeply. So many loose ends, so many unanswered questions. There was Smply no way to
find out precisely what had happened. Perhaps the Kenshites did have some sort of secret weapon. Who
knew?

Even then, he admitted, the physicad danger from some secret weapon was not what ether he or the
Coundl redly feared. No. It wasn't even the whole planet full of people they were speeding toward. The
phydca force one little, primitive planet could exert made little difference to the vast empire of the
Power. Nine planets, hillions of people, uncountable wedth. No. It wasn't the physcd fact of Kensho
that was so threatening.

It was Nakamura. The damned Admird who had led that misson so many years ago. Led it to
Kensho before the Power had achieved its ascendancy on Earth and destroyed dl those who refused to
accept the holy word of Kuvaz.

Nakamura. A High Magter of the Universd Way of Zen. Unduri had indicated to Admird Knecht
thet he could find little out about the Zenists. But that was hardly the case. Unduri tapped the console in
front of him. With a mere touch on certain keys, he could cal up page after page of information on the
Zenigs. They had been one of the most stubborn and dangerous groups of heretics Kuvaz had been
faced with. It had taken years to root them dl out and destroy them. Unitil they had been utterly
annihilated, the Power had been insecure.

Oh, there had been other heretics, to be sure. Those who believed that science should be free to
explore the universe on its own had rebelled again and again. But they had hardly been dangerous. Their
message was too esoteric for the masses and they themsdves had seddom been numerous or wdl
organized. All the Power had had to do was catch a few ringleaders, put them under the machines, wipe
their minds, and mold new creatures as they would.

But the Zenidts, ah, they were a different matter. They bdieved in things that the Power smply could
not alow. Ther view of redity left no room for the monopolization of power and knowledge by a sngle
authority. They refused to even recognize authority, daiming that each man mug achieve his god on his
own. And worst of dl, they claimed thet thet god, they called it Buddhahood, could be sought only within
the individud because it was dready there. The Zenigs actudly believed that each human being was
dready perfect and that dl he or she had to do was to redize that perfection to achieveit!

Unduri shook his head in angry wonder. Such rubbish! Man was inherently evil, imperfect, weak. It
took a strong, centra, unquestioned authority to keep him civilized. Without authority, men turned into
ravening wolves —raping, pillaging, destroying. Look what they had done on Earth! They had not only
destroyed each other again and again throughout history, but had very nearly destroyed ther entire
planet. Only now, more than a thousand years after the holocaudts of the twentieth century, was the
planet beginning to blossom again. Trees, yes, trees were growing once more! At times, the sky was
amog blue. And here and there, the waters were actudly clear. That was what the Power had
accomplished! That was what authority had achieved!

Most human beings were like children. They had to be watched over and protected, not only from
the hazards of life, but from the hazards of each other and of themsalves. Too much freedom, too much
knowledge was dangerous, even deadly. Hisory had proven that agan and agan, ad nauseam.
Authority, absolute, unquestioned authority was the only way to protect mankind from itsef. And that
was precisely what the Power, so aptly named by the holy Kuvaz, provided. And had provided for
admog a thousand years.

But what did the damnable Zenigts think of authority? One of their own Stories told it dl. He leaned
forward and touched the keys of the console, cdling it up from the computer's memory. His eyes ran
quickly over the lines. There was no rea need to read it. He knew it by heart. Two Zen monks were
waking down a dusty road. One asked the other what he would do if the Buddha suddenly appeared in
front of them. The other replied tha he would indantly prostrate himsdf and worship the Enlightened
One, hoping to be taken on as a disciple. They waked on in slence for a few moments. Findly, the



second monk asked the firg what he would do if the Buddha appeared. The firs monk replied that he
would spit on him and kick himin the ass.

Or take this example. His fingers flew again and a new story replaced the firsd. Two monks were
waking down a road and in the distance saw severd older monks waking in the same direction, away
from them. Look, the first one cried, there are some Zen masters The second monk looked for a
moment, then replied, no, those are not Zen masters. How can you tell? demanded the firg. The second
shrugged and caled out, "Magters Masters! Wait for ud" Those ahead of them stopped and turned
around. See, the second monk said, | told you they weren't masters.

Unduri dapped the console and the screen went blank. Heresy! Damnable heresy! To spit on and
kick the highest authority! To refuse to accept the authority of acknowledged masterst This was the
nonsense that gave hirth to chaos!

How could they dam such idiocy? Because they believed that men were inherently perfect, that dl
they had to do was to discover the perfection within them, that knowledge came from within, through the
effort of the individud. And what was the role of the Zen magter, or of their own haly literature? Smply
to point the way, to bring the individud to the place where he could make the discovery for himsdf. The
Zen master struck the pupil with his staff not to besat the truth into him, but to make him see the truth that
was dready there. The master, even the Buddha, had nothing to offer that was not dready there. The
individua brought everything to the party.

Where, then, was room for authority? Where was room for a force to guide and control the evil in
men? Where was room for the Power and the word of holy Kuvaz?

Y et even that was not the red crux of the matter. At thar very core, the Universd Way of Zen and
the word of the holy Kuvaz were utterly antagonigtic. The Zenigts saw the universe as basicdly perfect
and man's role as that of finding that perfection by peding away the appearance of imperfection. The holy
Kuvaz, on the other hand, had redized the ultimate truth thet the universe was basicaly flawed and that
dl man could hope to do was sdvage what he could from the maw of incipient chaos. It was man's duty
to impose as much pefection as possble on an imperfect world. At ther very base, then, the two
philosophies were totaly incompatible and mutudly contradictory.

But the Zenigs had persisted in their mistaken beliefs. And the Power had shown the superiority of its
truth by destroying them, by pulling them up, root and dl, and casting them on the fire of utter annihilation
known as the Readjustment. The Power had purified the race of mankind; rid it of fools like Nakamura
Now the Zenigs lived only in the files in the computer. They were no longer even a memory to the
masses of Earth or the other planets of the empire the Power had founded. So what did that have to do
with this miserable little planet cadled Kensho?

Because Nakamura had escaped! He had Ieft before the Readjustment! Because there were other
Zenigs on that Flgrimege! Because it was horribly possible, even likdly, that the ultimate heresy of dl ill
survived on that accursed planet! Such blagphemy could not be alowed to live on.

Of course, no one knew for sure that the Zenist heresy dill existed on Kensho. But some of the things
the girl, Mydi, had said, and the mind control she had displayed, indicated the possibility was there. The
computer had given odds in the neighborhood of a thirty-five percent chance. And that was enough for
the Council of Adepts. Kensho had to be destroyed. The danger was Smply too great that the evil, if
there, might spread.

He wondered what could possbly bring men to believe in such nonsense. He had seen the vileness of
humenity at first hand in the dums of Africa. At an early age, his own parents had sold him as a dave to
feed themsdlves and ther other children. He had killed his master and his whole family. The tiny fortune
he had stolen had launched him on his career. That career itsdf had been further proof of the evil that
lurked ingde every human being.

What could bring men to believe there was good in the human soul? History proved jus the
opposite. Violence, horror, depravity had dways been the lot of mankind. Life had been nasty, brutish,
and short for the vast mgority since the very beginning of time. For that reason, and no other was redly
necessary, men throughout hisory had joined together in setting up an authority to rule over them, to
force them to be good, to force them to enough peace and security that they might live out their livesin



some semblance of safety. Even a despotic authority was better than anarchy. Freedom was anathema to
the race, and could only lead to extinction. Nothing but authority could assure the future and make the
present livable.

Y e the Zenigs denied this. Goodness and truth lie within, they claimed. It is every man's duty to find
it within himsdf and in so doing redize his place in the scheme of things Only thus can mankind find
peace and come to terms with the universe.

What would they have men do? Give up security for knowledge? Give up full somachs for wisdom?
Give up aroof and four wals for goodness? How little they under-stood human nature!

And dill, he knew, they were a danger, and a very grave one. For there were, even now, many who
would heed their cdl, many who would leave the comfort of life under the Power and wander in the
wildernessin search of some vague truth, some promise of perfection or unity with the universe. The call
of the Zenigts reached deep into the human soul and touched something there, something he Smply didn't
understand. For that reason he hated and feared them. And was determined to destroy them. There was
no room in the universe for both the Power and the Zenigs. Therefore the blagphemers must be
removed. For the good of mankind. And the greater glory of the Power.

Raigng his hands, he made the symbal of the Power. "In the name of Redlity, in the name of the
Cirdle, in the name of the Power, in the name of Humanity," he intoned with ritua solemnity, "so be it and
it sdl be"

Admird Knecht sat and stared into the empty air of his stark stateroom. He had not told the Cardind
evarything the High Commander had said to him. After her firgd statements, the ones he had related to
Unduri, she had gone on, her voice softer, lower, and more confidentid. "Knecht," she had sad, "the
Power is very worried about this Kensho. We don't quite understand why. Despite the falure of the
scout mission, it is plain that the planet is afarly primitive one. It seems unlikely thet they represent a very
large or very red military threat. All this talk of secret weapons is just so much bullshit and subterfuge.
That misson falled from the ingde, and the Power knowsit."

She had paused for a moment, looking off into the distance. "No, what the Power fears is not
something physicd,” she continued. "They have a very red physica threet right here a home. Us. They
know it and take the necessary steps to counteract our power. Quite effectively, | might add. So damned
effectivdy we're helpless to act unlessthey dip and fdl very badly.

"Which mugt be what makes them fear Kensho. Something about that planet and the people on it
bothers them. A lot. Find out what, Knecht. In any way possible. But find out."

For months now he had been working on it, but was no nearer understanding. Through surreptitious
means, he had tapped into the Cardind's data banks and had followed every bit of research the men had
done. He now knew as much about Nakamura and the Zenigts as Unduri did. None of it made any
sense. He smply could not seethe threat the Council of Adepts saw. Nakamura had been dead for
centuries, and the Zenigts extinct for nearly as long. What possible danger could there be in a dead man
and abunch of dead ideas?

Suppose, jud for the sake of argument, that the Universd Way of Zen had survived, intact, on
Kensho after dl these centuries. So what? Surdly the Power had infinitdly more strength then an extinct
reigion. It could crush the Zenigts, even a whole planetful of them, with ease. Put the whole damn lot
under the machines and zap! no more Zenigts. Just a bunch of nice, docile daves. Perfect for working the
mines on Sardon 1.

No, it wasn't just the survivd of atiny, hereticd rdigion that had the Power frightened. It had to be
what that religion represented. He had read the texts in the Cardind's computer. They seemed utter
foolishness to him. "This is the sound of two hands clapping. What is the sound of one hand dapping?'
"All existences return to the One. Where does the One itf return to?' "The master asked "Does the
dog have the Buddha nature? The monk replied, "Mu!" " "After you have discovered your true nature,
then you are able to escape from the cycle of life and death. But when you are about to die, how will you
escape?’ Nonsense. Sheer, utter trash. What could the Power possibly fear in such drive?

Yet fear it they did. And grestly. Which meant that perhaps he would have to change his origind



plans somewhat.

The High Commander had given him two orders. First, destroy Kensho. Second, find out why the
Power feared Kensho so much. Clearly the second order was meant to guide the first. He had been told
to carry it out in any way possible. That meant even contravening the firs order. Not totaly, of course.
But partidly. The firs order to destroy Kensho did not specify a time limit. Obvioudy the second order
would determine the time frame of the fird. Therefore, he could afford to put off the destruction of the
planet urtil he had had an opportunity to discover why the Power was so frightened. Perhaps when the
Cardind was presented with the planet and its people in the flesh, so to speak, he would et something
dip that would give Knecht the due he needed. In any case, it was worth taking the chance. He would
not come in blasing away, raning down destruction indiscriminatdy. He would camly and carefully
follow the occupation plan, giving Kensho a few hours to capitulate before he attacked or landed troops.
During that time he would have Unduri on the bridge with him, and would be gble to observe the man's
evey reaction. It wasn't much, but it was the best he could hope for. A Sngle dip was dl he needed.

In the meantime, he would watch the man closdly, monitor his every use of his data bank, and try to
find out dl he could. Perhaps he would discover the answer before they got to Kensho. It would be best
that way. Held much rather just blast the planet and have done with it. The idea of Stting out there for
even afew hours made him uneasy. He remembered the condition of the scout ship.

The Admird sghed and stood up. Whatever, he decided. Kensho mugt be destroyed. Hopefully, its
destruction would help the Committee destroy the Power.

Chapter 3

A lone, brown-robed figure kndt in the dust of the empty yard. The head was bent as if weary, the
eyeshdf shut and garing fixedly at a point about three feet in front of the knees. The right hand rested,
pelm open and down, on the right thigh. The left arm hung loosdly, the deeve of the robe bardy brushing
the ground. For long minutes the figure knelt there, the harsh sun of midday turning it into a complex play
of light and shadow.

Without warning the head snapped up, eyes sharp and focused. The right foot shot out and dapped
fimy on the ground, bringing the figure into a haf standing position. At the same ingant, the right hand
flew to the hilt of the sword that was thrust forward on the left sde. With a sngle sweep, the sword
hissed out in an overhand arc. As though it had struck something solid in the midgt of the empty air, it
stopped short. With adight pull and atwigt, the blade swegpt free to the right, then around to the front, its
point homing in unerringly on the opening of the scabbard. With a decisve snap, it did home.

The figure returned to its kneding posture with a Sgh and a dight shake of the head. Motionless
dlence settled over the dusty yard once more.

A hooded form appeared in the opening between the buildings that surrounded the yard. It stopped
and gazed toward the kneding figure, its eyes dark and conddering. After a few moments, another
amilarly draped figure joined the first. The two stood slently watching as the kneding figure once more
drew its sword and dashed a the empty ar. The action finished, the two exchanged looks, then turned
and walked away together.

"What do you think?" Josh asked the SwordMaster.

The older men looked down a the ground. "Hes a very good sudent. He's drong, fad,
wdll-coordinated, determined. Despite his handicap, he's never once complained or given up." He
paused ever so dightly.

"But," Josh prompted.

"But helll never be a swordsman. At least not in our sense of the word. A technician of the sword,
yes. Hisform is excellent. But a true swordsman, no. He lacks dl sense of the sword as anything but an
object.”

"Have you told him yet?'

The SwordMaster shook his head. "No. It's not something you can tdl someone. He has to redize it



on hisown. That's the only way hell ever be able to accept it and live with it. It's a pity, redly. He has a
good ded of tdent.”

"Sill, he's just not one of us" Josh replied.

"No, he's not one of us” the SwordMaster agreed. The two men waked a few steps in slence.
"Have we redly changed that much, then, Josh? Are we redly so different from our ancestors back on
Eath?'

Josh nodded. "I'm afraid so. At least that's what the biologists among the Keepers say, after having
watched and studied him for the last five years™ He motioned with his head to indicate the man they had
just left behind. "Oh, nothing visble or obvious. The changes are subtle, primarily in the way our minds
function. That's how the species has been evalving here on Kensho." He looked up at the sun, which
burned dightly blue in the sky. "Our sun has a higher leved of radiation then Earth's and weve had
environmenta chalenges that are radicaly different.”

They waked without spesking urtil they were dmost to the gate of the Brotherhood. The
SwordMaster heaved a huge sSgh, stopped, and turned to face Josh. "They redly are coming, then?
There's no posshility that what happened to the scout will scare them off, is there?' Josh's slence was
answer enough. "No, | guess not. Widhful thinking, | guess. But ill, how many years do we have left?"

"W, Dunn figured about eight maximum, our time. Five have passed since Thwait and the ship l€ft.
They should have arrived a Fleet Headquarters about a year and a hdf ago. | imagine it took them at
least 9x months to figure out exactly what happened.” Josh chuckled humorlesdy. "I'm afraid that ship
wasin pretty bad shape when it left. They would have had to conduct a full inquiry into what took place;
egpecidly as to how the Admird was killed, and how Thwait got in such terrible condition. They
undoubtedly had a hard time putting it dl together, snce they're missng a mgor piece of the puzzle”

"The Mushin," interjected the SwordM aster.

"Exadtly," Josh agreed. "They don't know about the Mushin, don't even suspect their existence. In a
veary red sense, the Mind Brothers are our secret wegpon.”

"Inavery red sense, Josh," the older men said, "they're our only weapon. If the Fleet comes in here
with their guns blazing, we don't have a hope.”

"Ah, but that's exactly what they won't do," Josh replied. "The military is highly unlikdy to come in
blind and fighting after what happened to that scout ship. No, | rather imagine they'll show a great ded of
caution. Lay off in degp space and give the whole thing a careful once-over."

"Which is exactly what the scout ship did. Admird Y amada was no foal."

"Foadl or not, there was no way for him to know what he was up agains. Any more than our
ancestors knew when they firg landed here. The Mushin can't be detected by any of the instruments the
Heet carries. The Feet will be coming in just as blind as Y amada and Thwait did," Josh declared.

"Not quite, my Son. They dready know something went wrong the firs time. If they can't find any
indication of whet that something could be, they'll be even more dert and ready for surprises. Theyll be
nervous and ready to shoot a anything.” He shook his head sadly. "I'm worried, Josh. Worried tha
theyll shoot firs and ask questions later ... of the cinders.”

Josh frowned. "That's possible, | admit, but—"

"And even if they don'," the older men interrupted, "even if they St out there like the scout did, hiding
behind one of the moons, just waiting and watching, what can we do againg them? We have no weapons
to match theirs™ He touched the hilt of the sword that was thrust through the sash tied around his wais.
"The sword is a wonderful weapon. It trains the body, the mind, the spirit. But againg a laser blagter,
wall..." He shook his head again. "The most we can hope for isa noble, if fruitless desth.”

The younger man looked deeply into the eyes of the older. There was no fear there, only a soft and
sad acceptance of fate. This man would literaly charge a laser cannon with his sword if he had to. And
die without a murmur of complaint. "I don't think it's as hopeess as dl that, Master,” Josh said quietly.
"We may have a great ded more going for us than afew swords."

The SwordMaster shrugged. "We defeated one scout ship. But we had total surprise on our Side,
and avirtud insurrection aboard the ship. Thistime we won't have either."

"True"" Josh replied. "But lagt time we didn't know anything about our enemy. And we do have the



Mind Brothers"

"You would use the Mushin againg the Fleet?' the older man asked.

"It's a posshility,” Josh said defensively.

The SwordMaster amiled. "True. A possibility. Except that we have to get the Mushin to the Fleet.
Last time we had Mydi aboard, Josh. | doubt they'll make that error again.

"And even if we did get the Mind Brothers aboard the ships of the Fleet, my Son, how could we be
aure that the result of the ensuing insanity wouldn't merdy be an indant and devadtding attack against
Kensho rather than mutual daughter?”

Josh looked thoughtful. "Hmmmmmm. We couldn't. Still, | fed the Mushin are an important factor in.
our favor. Somehow ... somehow ..."

"Perhaps, perhaps” nodded the older man. "I'm just glad you're worrying about it and not me. I've
enough problems with this new crop of students. Ah, dl they talk about is the FHeet coming from Earth
and how well fight them from tree to tree and door to door dl across the face of Kensho. Huh. As if
theréll even be a Kensho left to fight over once they're through." With a find wave, the SwordMaster
turned and walked off.

For saveral moments Josh stood and watched him go. His mind poked and prodded at the question
that had occupied him for the last five years. How could they meet the might of Earth's fleet when it burst
out of Aspect-Sarfatti drive and into Kensho's sysem? There had to be a way! In one fashion or
another, dmog everyone on the planet had been working on that problem. Some had been seeking to
copy the Earth weapons, especidly the laser wand which Dunn had tried to use to assassnate the
Way-Farer. Others had been busy searching for new weapons, weapons different from those of Earth.

The progress had been astounding. In afew short years, they had mimicked an incredible amount of
Earth's wegpon technology. If they had, say, ten more years and unlimited resources, they might be able
to equd the force of the FHeet they knew was on its way. Of course, they didn't have that much time. And
to develop the resources meant doing things to Kensho that made him shudder with horror.

So much accomplished. So much yet to do. The worst thing about it dl was that Josh wasn't even
aure they were on the right track. Despite dl the progress, he had the nagging feding they were
overlooking something criticaly important. And he was convinced it had something to do with the Mind
Brothers, the Mushin, the mind leeches that had dmost destroyed the people of Kensho. Nakamura had
managed to use them to save humanity from its firg criss. All he had to do was follow Nakamuras
example. He chuckled slently. That's al. Just follow the example of one of the greatest geniuses of dl
time! Nothing to it!

Thinking about Nakamura reminded him of the koan the man had left behind. Every generation since
then had wrestled with its meaning, giving it new and different interpretations according to the problems
they faced. Could it hold an answer for us, too? he wondered. Let's seg, it goes:

To be free, a man must follow the Way that leads to the place where he dwelt before he was
born.

He let it roll around in his mind for a few moments. Must give it more thought, he decided. There's
something there ... something .. .

Then another koan came to him, equdly enigmdic, equdly puzzled over in the higory of
Kensho—Jerome's koan:

As the Ronin strikes, oh, how beautiful the constant stars.

Was there a hint there, too? A resonance that siruck something deep ingde him?

Y es, ddfinitdy. But what? And how could he trandate it into something useful, something that would
hep Kensho defeat a heavily armed fleet from Earth? His mind went round and round the problem as it
hed for the last five years. There seemed no way out. But, he knew, that was precisdy the purpose of
koans. There was no way out of them. They were supposed to drive you to the edge of despair, to the
point where you gave up dl hope of figuring them out. There was no logic in them. They were a device
used to force the mind beyond the logical, beyond the sane. They twisted and turned the mind, exhausting
it, besting it down until it was ready to open to new and greater meaning, meaning that lay beyond logic,
sanity, common sense. That meaning was known as Enlightenment, or Satori.



Y e Satori, he knew, was not problem specific. It did not provide answers. 1t Smply changed utterly
the way one saw the problem. Perhaps that is what | need, he thought. Perhaps I'm not seeing the
problem from the right angle. His mind spun with confusing, conflicting thoughts. How can | get where |
want to go? | mugt do something drastic. But what?

He waked dowly through the gate of the Brotherhood. In the distance he could see the hills rigng
blue-green toward the horizon. So beautiful, he thought, so beautiful. Aimlesdy, deep in thought, he
began to wander generdly westward.

Josh, avoice sad in hismind. The Council's meeting. We're going to Shatch you. Ready? He sent
back an afirmative reply and disappeared with adight pop.

Chapter 4

The sword hissed from its scabbard and diced the air. Hafway through its arc another blade met it
with aringing clash. Cautioudy, the two weapons parted and the men widding them looked appraisngly
a each other over the intervening space.

"Good," the gray-haired one grunted. "Fast and precise. Perfect form. Now well see if you have
more than form." With a sudden move his sword flicked out toward the other man's throat. Sted rang on
ded agan as the firg man parried and dashed back a the other man's wridts. The gray head nodded in
satisfaction. "Huh. Not bad.”

The firg man took a step back, his sword in mid-on-guard position, his blue-green eyes wary. His
sx-foot, well-muscled body was relaxed, yet ready for indant action. Swest trickled down his face from
under an unruly bush of curly, reddish-blond hair. He said nothing as the gray-haired man dowly moved
to the left, looking for an opening.

"I think," the older man said as he stepped, soft and careful as a cat, "that you are doing better today
then you ever havein your life. Still, | wonder. | wonder if you redly are letting yoursdf go. We sl see.
Wegndl ..."

Hafway through the sentence, he struck with an over-hand sweep toward the head. As the younger
men raised his sword to block, however, he changed his attack, stepping suddenly to the sde and aming
ablow a the hand that held the sword. The move caught the other by surprise and he tried to step back
out of the way. The older man again changed his assault in midair, ignoring the origind target and driving
athrug for the throat. The blade darted out like a driking snake and lightly touched the young man's
adam'’s apple, drawing a dight trickle of blood.

"You're dead, Dunn," the SwordMaster said solemnly.

Hisface blank with surprise, Dunn sheathed his sword and reached up to touch his throat. He looked
a the tiny smear of blood on his fingertips. "Huh," he grunted. "Yeh. | see. Damn! That's the way it
adways id No matter what | do you kill me. I'll never get this" he muttered, looking down at the dusty
earth of the practice yard in disgudt. "I practice for hours and 4ill it comes out the same. | can block two
or three of your attacks, but then you do some fancy combination, | can't keep up, and | get killed."

The SwordMaster stood dlent, watching him carefully. Dunn looked up and their eyes met. For
severa moments they stood thus, neither one spesking. Then Dunn nodded. "So," he said, "that's the way
itis | guess. | never will get it, will 1?7 Don't bother with formdities. Just say it."

The old man sghed. "Never is along time, Dunn. But, no, | don't think you ever will "get it,’ as you
say. You seg, it's not just a matter of practice, though the Gods only know we dl practice enough for it to
seem 0. It's more ... well, practice is just a way to learn the technique until we know it so well we can
forget it. And go beyond it."

Dunn shook his head. "And that takes something | don't have doesn't it? And | don't mean my
missing hand, ether,” he said, lifting up hisleft aam so that the deeve fdl back to reved the sump where
hishand had once been. "No, it's not jugt that. It's something you here on Kensho are born with. Oh, |
know, Master, | know." He pointed toward his head. "Don't forget thet I've got part of one of you right
ingde here, tdling me what I'm doing wrong. Only problem is, she can't tdl me how to do it right. Or a



least not in any way that makes sense to me.

"Wdl," he continued, looking vagudly around the empty practice yard, "Power knows I've tried. For
fiveyears, I've tried." He fixed his gaze on the SwordMaster again. "But I'm not going to make it, am 17?7
he asked one more time, as if hoping that somehow the answer might change.

The older man looked him firmly in the eye. There was a sadness in his glance, but there was no
quedtion as to the findity of what he said. "No, Dunn. You're not going to make it. Youll never be
anything but a technician of the sword. Never a swordsman.”

"Never one of you," Dunn countered, a dight edge of bitterness entering his voice. "Just an Earthman
light-years from home on a planet where he doesn't belong.”

"You belong here, my Son," the SwordMaster protested. "We dl—"

"Youredl honored to have me. I know, | know. But then you redly haven't much choice, have you?
Admird Y amada and Bishop Thwait dumped me here to spy on you and kill the Way-Farer. | faled in
those two—"

"Dunn,” the older man interrupted sternly, "you didn't fal. You succeeded in bresking away from a
servitude more tota, more bruta than anything any of us have ever experienced. By the Gods, man, they
wiped your mind! But you fought back! You cut off your own hand to beat them! Your humenity won
out over their brute, inhuman power and you ... Wdl, | would hardly cdl wha you accomplished a
falure my Son."

The younger man looked down at the ground. "Oh, yes, with the help of Myai and the other things
that crowded in my mind | won that victory." He lifted his eyes and gazed directly into those of the
SwordMaster. Sowly he lifted the sump of his left wrist until it was between them. "I won that victory
and pad a very dear price for it. And dl of you won, too. | bought time for you, made the Bishop and
the Admird think that their plans were going wel. But they weren't, were they? Not even from the start.

"You knew | was here. Knew | was here and why from the very beginning. No, don't deny it. Don't
bother. It doesn't matter. 1've thought about it alot. You see, | was landed in a dearing, | know that. But
| didnt wake up in a dearing. You people moved me. You were there right from the beginning and
probably kept a watch on me the whole time"

He barked a short, harsh laugh. "Thwait and Y amada sent me down here for purposes of their own.
Y ou people outthought them and used me for purposes of your own, dl the time letting them think it was
going their way. Y ou bought time so Myadi could find out what was going on aboard the scout and find
some way to disrupt the misson. The whole time | was gruggling to break free of the Spy and my
conditioning | was just a pawn in someone else's game!”

"But you did break free, Dunn," the old man said gently. "You defeated them and found your way
back to yoursdf."

Dunn shook his head in doubt. "I don't even know about that. It wasn't just me. Mydi was there in
my mind, Mydi and that other thing. | don't redly know who or what gave me the strength to break
Thwait's control. In any case, the result was exactly what you dl wanted. | ..." He took a deep bresth
and let it out dowly. "Ahhhh, look, Magter, I'm ... I'm afraid it's dl a bit too much for me right now. | ... |
need to think. Oh, hdl, | guess I've known deep ingde | wasn't going to make it for some time now. B,
wadl, now that it's out in the open it's not quite as easy to live with as | thought it might be. | ... | need time
to think."

The SwordMaster put his hand on Dunn's shoulder. "I understand, my Son." He dropped his hand,
bowed dightly and walked dowly away.

Dunn remained motionless and wordless, saring after the old man until he disappeared between the
buildings that surrounded the practice yard. Then he turned and walked a a weary pace in the opposite
direction. As he approached the open shed where the practice gear was stored, he hdted. He looked
down at the sword that was thrugt through the sash that cirdled his waist. After a moment of quiet
contemplation, he drew it out, scabbard and dl, and hdd it up to eye levd. It was about two inches
shorter than aregular sword and dightly lighter, as befitted a weagpon to be wielded with one hand. Most
of the Kenshites used the longer two-handed sword, though a few preferred the smdler wegpon
combined with an even shorter and lighter one in the other hand. He didn't have another hand.



Should | leave it here? he wondered. It was made especidly for me, but I've no red right to it. He
stepped forward, about to hang it on the pegs in the shed. At the last moment, though, he stopped and
drew back, garing at the sword. No, damnit, he thought. 1've sweated over this sword for five years. It's
asmuch a part of me as anything is. It's mine. I've earned it. | may not be able to use it as well as the rest
of them, but it's legitimatdy mine and I'll keep it.

Wherever | go.

For the firg time he redlized that he intended to go. Where? he asked himsdf. Does it redly matter?
he replied. He snorted. Huh! Siill holding digloguesin my head. Only at least now there's only one voice
and | contral it. Sort of.

I'm going, he told himsdlf again. Not back home, of course. Earth is a bit far to wak. Not anywhere
inparticular, in fact. I'm just going to go. Like the Kenshites do at times when things get to be too much.
Like Mydi did.

Yeh. When things get to be too much. They're too much dl right. And it's high time | went off
someplace nice and far away to think them over for a while. Hell, I've got a good two or three years to
think before the Fleet comes back. After that, wdl, by the Power, thinking won't be much in demand
anyway. Nether will anything ese, for that matter.

He tucked the sheathed sword back into his waistband, squared his shoulders and looked around as
if he had just woken from a long deep. The yard looked different somehow, now that he was leaving. |
never redly looked t it, he redized. | was dways so busy doing something thet | never redly saw what
was around me. | wonder how many other things I've faled to seein the last five years?

Wedl, he sad slently to the practice yard, s0 long. | never redly got to know you. Have to say
good-bye to some other folks, though, so | won't have time now and | kind of doubt I'll be back. Spent a
long time here. Maybe alittle too long. He turned and strode out of the yard.

Hisfird stop was with Father Johnston, the head of the Brotherhood where he had spent the last five
years. He found the ancient little man seated in full lotus posture in the middle of the floor of his cell.
Johngton had been meditating, but he looked up as Dunn approached.

"So, leavin', eh?' the tiny man piped in his birdlike voice. He cocked his head to one side and gave
Dunn a quick smile. "Thought you'd be, one of these days. Yep, time you was off on your Wanderin'.
Need it, Dunn. We dl do, some time or other. Things just seem to pile up and the only answer is to take
to Wanderin'. Damn if I'm not thinkin' of doin' it mysdf. Gettin' just a wee bit weary, | am, of sickin'
round this 'hood taking care of dl these Fathers and Brothers and Novices. Damn nuisance, the whole lot
of 'em.”

Dunn turned his head to hide his smile. The old man dways complained about his duties as head of
the Brotherhood, but Dunn knew he loved them. And every one of the Fathers and Brothers and
Novices as well. Me, too, he suddenly redized. He loves me, too. That's what dl this banter is abouit.
He's upset because I'm leaving, because | have to go.

He raised his eyes to meet those of the old men. Behind the hard, birdlike luster of the sharp Stare
was a softness he had never noticed before. He fet suddenly ashamed. | never redly understood.

He gstarted to speak, but the little man hed up a thin hand to forestdl him. "Hush, now, lad. | know
whet you're thinkin' even before you think it. No need to say athing.”

"It's been hard on you, it has, Dunn. Y ou're not one of us and yet in SO many ways you're more like
usthan you are like your own kind. Y ou've tried, lad. Gods know, you've tried. I've watched you ‘il I've

"I'm not one of you," Dunn repeated dowly and softly. “I'm not redly one of anything.”

"That's where you're wrong, lad. Dead wrong. You're one of yoursdf, that you are for sure. Only
trouble is, dthough you've broken free of the controls they put on you, you've ill not redly found out
who you are. So, though you're part of yoursdf, you don't reglly know what you're part of. "

"Centuries ago, lad, a very wise man on Earth sad that the most important thing was to know
yoursdlf. His race even wrote that as a motto over the entrance to one of their most sacred temples.
'‘Course, he couldn't have had your precise dilemmain mind, but your problem is much more common
than you might think on firg thinkin'."



"One way or other, Dunn, we dl have it. Not as that offers much comfort, | know. But the thing
you're sufferin’ from is something we dl agonize over a sometime or other. Thet is, we do if were worth
anything! Aren't any standard answers, ether. Just have to live through the pain of findin' your own.
Some make it. Some try and fall, but learn to live with the pain of not knowin'. Others just give up. Those
are the ones to be sorry for. "

"But you, now, lad, youll not be givin' up, that I'm sure of. Thwait and dl his fancy machinery
couldn't beat you. Youll ether find your answer or learn to live with the pain of not knowin'. "

"Hmmmmm," he looked down &t the mat he sat on. "Blatherin' like a dotard, that'sdl I'm doin'. Lad's
made up his own mind. Knows what the problem is. And | St here and blather a him. Whew! Must be
gettin' old, loan' my grip." He looked up at the young man who stood towering over him, a dight amile
creadng his old face. "'Course thered be others youll be wantin' to say good-bye to, so Il not be
keepin' you any longer, lad. Jerome wak with you, my boy. And may your Way be smooth.” He nodded
and turned away, immediatdy returning to his meditation.

OthersI'll be wanting to say good-bye to, Dunn thought. Oh yes, there are others. Those good-byes
would not be as easy to say as the ones to the practice yard and Father Johnston.

Chapter 5

"I'm worried about him."

Josh glanced up at his sgter. The afternoon light danted across her face, emphasizing the frown that
knit her forehead and the lines at the corners of her eyes. She's aged in the ladt five years, he redized
suddenly. Aged more than five years worth.

He looked into her eyes. More than her face had aged. The things that Bishop Thwat and his
meachines had done to her on that scout ship had dearly affected her to the very core of her being. What
have they done to you, little Sster? he wondered.

He remembered the morming five years ago just before she had left on her misson. He had looked
into her eyes then, too, and had seen doubt, confuson, and barely repressed fear. Plus a firmness of
purpose that had made his plea to her not to go seem a foolish, shdlow thing. He hadn't been surprised
when it hed fdlen on desf ears.

So she had gone, dl done, to the scout ship that lurked behind one of the moons of Kensho. And
there Bishop Thwait had battered and twisted her mind with his machines.

Somehow she had survived. No, more than survived. She had triumphed. His little sister had beaten
the Admird, the Bishop, the machines, the whole ship, and sent the lot limping back home.

Whatever had happened, however it had taken place, it had changed Mydi. In place of the old
confuson and fear, there was a new camness and firmness. Clearly, she had made the legp into the awful
Void and fdling, had found her wings.

But there was more. There was a depth, a depth that made him uncomfortable if he stared into it for
vay long. He shuddered suddenly. She has gone places none of us on this planet have ever been. And
suffered things none of us have ever fdt.

She was not the Myai who had left that morning more than five years ago, the frightened girl who
hed gone, totaly done, to fight for her whole planet aboard an dien spaceship. And yet, she was the
samein so many ways. The dight frown, the serious way of looking a him, the intengty with which she
tackled things. It was Mydi. But Mydi broader and deeper than he could reach or even comprehend.

His mind turned back to what she had just sad. "Worried?' he murmured. "About Dunn?' She
nodded slently and continued looking at him. Josh moved uncomfortably under her stare. "Uh, well, what
are you worried about?'

She sghed. "Josh, you know very wel what I'm worried about. 1'd be willing to bet you've aready
discussed it with the SwordM aster.”

"Hmmmm. Y ou know too much, little sister, for someone who hasn't even been here for a good two
months. How are preparations going?'



"They aren't. And don't try to change the subject. What about Dunn?'

"Dumn. Yes" He looked down at the ground, then back up a his sgter. "He won't make it, Mydli.
Hell never be a swordsman. No matter how hard he tries, he's just not one of us”

She stared a him for a moment before answering. "I know he's not one of us in the genetic sense,
Josh, but | don't for a moment believe he can't become one of us in the soiritud sense. After dl,
Nakamura wasn't one of us geneticdly, either. | hardly think you'd judge him incapable of entering and
passing through the Void as eadly and adeptly as any of us"

"Certainly our genes make it easer for us, dmogt inevitable in fact. For generations, we've used the
Judgment to weed out those without the proper genes before they even have a chance to grow up and
pass dong thair defects.”

"But we shouldn't let that blind us to the fact that ours isn't the only way to achieve Satori. We should
never forget that, Josh. Oursisnt the only way."

"Mydi," he said softly, gently, "hell never be a swordsman. Maybe he can find some other path, but
hewill never be able to walk the Way of the Sword." He shook his head sadly. "Do you have any idea of
the mess his mind is in? He managed to break through his conditioning and find himsdf. At least part of
himsdf. A good portion of the origind Dunn was Smply destroyed by Thwait and his mechines”

"That isn't enough, Mydi. Youre dill ingde him. You, and some other things even he doesn't
understand.”

"Dont you see? Dunn can't become a swordsman, can't reach Satori, because there is no Dunn.
There's only a collection of things more or less under the control of something that currently calls itsalf
Dunn. Nothing that fragmentary, that confused, can generate the kind of concentration and centeredness
it takes to make a swordsman, much less to break through to Satori.”

"Hes tried, Mydi, tried and tried and tried. It's enough to make you weep. I've watched him out in
the practice yard drawing and cutting for hours. I've seen him doing his kata over and over, repeating
blocks and cuts until my body aches to even think of the effort he's putting forth.”

"None of that changes the fact that he never goes beyond a certain point. Oh, he's a good technician.
I'd wager he could handle most Ronin. But ..." he shrugged in conclusion.

A slence fdl between them. Josh watched Mydi as she stared off into the afternoon sky. Eventudly,
she spoke in a soft, dmogt whispery voice. "Has anyone told him?'

"No. The SwordMaster is hoping hell redize it on his own.”

"Will he?"

"I think s0."

"What will happen to him then?"

Josh met her eyes. "I don't know." He turned away, looking back toward the Brotherhood which
stood below them in the valey. It had been there, dmost unchanged, ever since the time of Jerome.
Many of the 'hoods had been destroyed when the Kenshites had broken free of the Grandfathers and the
control of the Mushin, shattered by the very Brothers and Sisters who had lived within therr walls. They
had been driven mad by the Mind Leeches and, like thar ancestors so many years before, had
daughtered each other indiscriminately. The survivors had abandoned the Way of Passivity and followed
the new Way that Jerome had brought. Now the Mushin were under control, so much so that they were
referred to as the Mind Brothers. Mankind had spread across the face of Kensho.

As he mused, he noticed a figure leaving the gate of the 'hood and coming in ther direction. He
moationed to Myali, and she looked too. He cocked a quizzicd eyebrow in her direction and she nodded.
It was Dunn. Josh turned asif to leave, but his Sster touched his deeve bidding him stay.

Long before he could see Dunn's face, he knew. The question as to what the Earthman would do
once he redlized he would never be a swordsman was about to be answered. He glanced over at his
sder and saw that she had seen what he had noticed. A look of concern and pity passed briefly over her
face, then melted away to be replaced by that bottomless cadm he had noticed before.

Dunn hated about ten feet from them and stood quietly for severa moments. Josh could sense the
agitation just beneath the glent surface, and knew the man was sruggling for control.

"I'm leaving," he said abruptly.



"Where are you going?' Myadi asked softly.

He shrugged. "No place in particular. Home is too far to wak. I'm just going.”

"Wandering?' Josh suggested.

"Sure. Why not? That's as good a name for it as anything dse” Dunn replied, a dight edge of
bitterness creeping into his voice. "Look, what do you say we cut through dl this and just say it out
graight? I'm leaving because ther€'s no reason to stay anymore. I'll never be a swordsman no matter how
long | swest inthat practice yard. | know I'm welcome to say aslong as | want. I'm a naiond hero. The
oy who didnt kill the Way-Farer. But | don't belong here at this 'hood, here where everybody is
fallowing the Way and getting somewhere. So ... so I'm leaving." Dunn raised his eyes to meet Myadi's.
Thar gazes touched and locked. Suddenly, they were taking only to each other and no one ese existed.

"Fve years, Mydi. I've tried for five years. This lagt one has been hdl. Just as it dl seemed to be
coming together, it fel apart again. | ... I've gotten very confused at times. I've logt my direction so often.
It's hard to explain. I've wanted things | can't even define, had yearnings | can't express, experienced
fears | don't understand. Nothing seems to fit anymore. Me least of dl.”

"You never told me, Dunn.”

"It's not exactly the kind of thing you can share, Myali."

"But I've sensed it and watched the secret pain grow in your eyes, even when you looked a me”

Dunn's eyes wavered and dropped to gaze at the grass that grew on the hillsde. "Yes" he replied, his
voice a husky whisper, "even when | look at you. Or especidly when | look at you."

His head came back up dowly, and he looked deeply into her eyes. "I love you, Mydi," he sad
softly. "You know that. You're part of mein away no woman has ever been part of a man before. For a
long time, your love was the only thing that kept me going here on Kensho. | was determined to be
worthy of you, to make you proud of me, to become a swordsman and one of you.”

"But | can't, you see. | know that now. | can't be one of you and no amount of love or pity or
anything dse can change that. And | fear what will happen to our love, what it will become. | know it
can't say the way it was, know it was changing alreaedy. | ... | ..."

"Can't | just love Dunn as heisrather than as he would be?* Myali asked.

Dunn's lips twigted in a hdf amile He barked a harsh laugh. "As | am? What am |, Mydi? What is
this Dunn that stands before you? A good part of me is you. Here and there are pieces of the man who
grew up in the service of the Power. There are other things too. Things lurking in the dark spaces and
the gaps. Isit any wonder | can't be one of you? | can't even be one with mysdf! "

"No. Don't tak of loving me as | am, Mydi. At best, you'd be loving something only haf formed.
Good-bye, Mydi. Thank you." He turned suddenly to Josh and held out his hand. "Good-bye to you,
too, Josh." With that, he turned and walked off, awvay from them and away from the 'hood in the vdley.
For the firg time, Josh noticed that he had a knapsack on his back. Dunn was leaving. He was leaving
NOW.

Josh looked at his Sgter. Her gaze was leve and cdm. "Should we ... ?" he began.

She waved him to slence. They stood and watched the figure of Dunn disappear over one hill, then
rise up the sde of another, then disappear again urtil findly he was gone. The Earthman was heading
south-southwest.

Myadi turned back to him. "It's right. He must go. Alone. His bitterness is naturd. Until he works
through it on hisown it will stand in hisway. He must find out who and what he is before he can reach the
end of his path."

"Can he do it, Mydi? | mean, the Mushin and the Ronin and—"

"He has to try. We dl run tha risk, Josh. Remember the Judgment. As tiny children we must show
our ability to survive here on Kensho. If we are deficient, we die. Dunn has the right to prove his own
fitness in his own way. And he's had five years of the best training there is. | suspect his control is
probably better than ether of us think. No, | don't believe hell become a feast for the firs passng
Mushin. Nor the victim of the firg Ronin he meats.”

Josh shook his head doubtfully. "Traning in a 'hood is one thing, little Sster, and red experience is
another. The Mind Brothers in the 'hood are firmly under the control of the Fathers and Brothers. A



mistake in the practice yard may be a source of embarrassment, but it's not likely to be fatd. HE's outina
vay red world now, one tha doesn't tolerate even little mistakes. What if he dies?’

"Then he dies knowing that he tried.”

"Myadi, you're asking him to do what Jerome did! But without Jerome's naturd abilities™

She looked a her brother for a few moments before replying. "We dl go to the place where we
dwelt before we were born, Josh. Some go while dive. Some die to get there. Do you think that those
babies who fal in the Judgment achieve it any less than you and | do?"

He turned away and looked off toward the point on the horizon where Dunn had findly disappeared.
When he looked at her again his face was ill, but there was a gleam of wonder and curiosty in his eyes.
"Y ou've changed even more than | thought, little Sster. Perhaps more than | can even understand. Can |
ask you a question?' She nodded. "Did you ever love him, Myali?'

A dow gmile spread over her face. "I'm part of imin away no woman has ever been part of a man
before" she said gently. Then she turned and started off down into the valey where the 'hood lay in the
growing shadows of late afternoon.

Josh stood and watched her go. Did she answer me? he wondered.

Chapter 6

With a sharp hiss and a whoosh, the bush burdt into flame and disappeared. No one seemed
surprised.

"Ah" said the Way-Farer softly, dmogt asif breething the word. "It works.”

"Yes, Father, it works. We based the mechaniam on the laser wand Dunn used to atempt his
assassination of you."

"Y ou mean the one with which he cut off his own hand."

"Yes, Father. That's what | meant. Sorry."

Father Kadir, the Way-Farer, waved his hand to dismiss the entire thing. "No matter. How many of
these can we make and what will the cost be to our planet?’

The young man thought for a few moments. "Wadl, the fird question is easlly answered. We have
about three years, and | edimate we could manufacture, oh, say, severd thousand hand lasers and
maybe a hundred or so cannonsin thet time."

"Hmmmm," commented one of the other members of the Council. "Hardly enough to do battle with a
Fleet."

"Hardly," the young man agreed. "And even then, we could only fight once the Flegt has landed. We
have absolutdly no capacity to mount off-planet defenses, even if we revive the flagship.”

A short, round woman from the southern continent spoke up. "And what would the cost be? In terms
of tearing up Kensho and filling the skies with foulness?'

The young man looked at Josh and received a nod. "Wdl," he began, "the price would be pretty
heavy. We'd need to mine metd and severd other things. And—"

Kadir held up his hand to hdt the recitd. "There's no need to go into detall. Weve dl studied your
report. | think what Mother Cathe had in mind by her question was more whether you thought the cost
worth it."

"Wdl, | ... | mean, I'm not redly in any postion to pass judgment. | mean, I'm only a technician, a
kind of Artisan-Keeper. I'm not even one of the Council.”

"This is your planet, too, my Son. Any decison made will affect everyone on Kensho. Bang
members of the Council doesn't give us any edge in wisdom.”

The young man shifted uncomfortably. "Wl ... | of course I'd like to fight the Fleet. | mean, we can't
just let them walk in here and take over. This project,” he held up the laser pistal, "I've spent the last five
years of my life working on it, trying to find a way to help us match, even dightly, the power that Earth
will bring againg us. | ... | want to fight" He looked a the pistal in his hand, then up a the Roning hills
that stretched off in dl directions from the hilltop where they sat in council. here and there, groves of
datdy trees filled the hollows between the hills occasondly running up the sides and even covering the



crowns. Overhead, the sky arched clear and blue, the color even more intense given the bluish cast of
Kensho's sun.

Fndly, his eyes came to rest on those of Father Kadir. The Way-Farer's eyes were black, deep, and
cam. The hooked nose and the thin lips betrayed no hint of emation. His black hair, dightly graying at the
temples, gave hm a reserved and disinguished arr. Both his hands, usudly mobile and dive when he
talked, lay quietly in hislap as he waited to hear the young man's opinion.

"I want to fight," he repeated. "But at what cost?' His voice dropped and became husky. "At what
cost, Father? Must we rape our Kensho to make weagpons? Must a fourth of our people die in battle? A
haf? All?"

"Yet | can't hdp but wonder what choice we have. Surdy the Fleet won't come back and peacefully
negotiate with us, offering us equa place with honor in ther empire? Theyll come to endave us, or
destroy us utterly. ™

"What are we to do? Submit without fighting? Arm and tear Kensho apart with our aming, then fight
and lose anyway? | ... I've thought about it for the last five years while I've worked on the project. Oh, |
admit that at first | was dl for fighting to the last man. That seems o futile now." He looked down at the
wesgpon in his hands. "It dl seems so futile"

A dender man from the Plain spoke out, anger edging his voice. "Futile? How can it be futile to fight?
Would you have us gt back and let them do as they wish?' He turned to the rest of the Council. "Didnt
their last misson show us what kind of people they are? They will annihilate usif we cannot fight back.”

"No one's saying we shouldn't fight back, Judah,” Josh replied. "We dl want to fight back. | just
wonder if the best way to fight them is on their own terms.”

"What do you mean?' Judah asked.

"Whdl, this laser pigtal, for ingance. This is fighting them the way they expect to be fought. It's the
way they fight. They're experts at it. At best, we're beginners. What's more, we can't even begin to match
their fire-power. The outcome is, youll pardon me, Judah, inevitable and not in our favor. We might
manage to die grandly, but we would die. All of us. And to be honest about it, | doubt we would even
die grandly. | rather imegine that at the firg Sgn of resistance, theyll just St off-planet, where we can't
reach them with our limited weapons, and blast us with missles and whatnot until there isnt a thing left
dive on the face of Kensho. Not only will we die, but so will our planet.

"No, | redly don't think we can afford to fight them on ther own terms. We have to think like
Nakamura did when faced with the Mushin a First Touch. He couldn' fight the Mind Leeches on ther
own terms, and he couldn't run away ether. So he found another way. We mugt do the same thing.”

Judah snorted. "Hal Wonderful ideal And just what incredible defense have you thought up for us?
Perhaps some kind of Mushin missle? Or a mind bomb?' He laughed shortly and harshly. "It turns out
that Mitsuyama was right after dl. We should have developed Kensho dong the lines of Earth. Then at
leest we'd be able to defend ourselves!”

"But would the thing we were defending be us?' Myai asked oftly, "Or just a pde copy of Eath?
By fighting them on their terms would we just become like them? | would rather die a Kenshite under the
cean skies and on the clean hills" She turned to Josh. "Do you have a weapon in mind, Josh? | know
you've been experimenting. Have you found anything?'

"Wdl, yes and no," her brother admitted somewhat rdluctantly. "I'm redly not ready to show much
yet. |—"

"If you have something,” Judah said diffly, "'something the Council should know about—"

Josh sghed. "Wdl, dl right. | warn you dl, thisis not as impressive as a laser pigol.” He took his
smoothstone from his pocket and hdd it out to show everyone. "Well use this as an example. What
Judah suggested is not too far from the truth. Judah, let me see your right hand.”" The man from the Plan
hdd it up so Josh could see it. "Hmmmm. All right. Now walk over there to the side of the hill. Further. A
litle more. Right."

He turned to the rest of the Council and held up the smoothstone. "Here is the smoothstone. Waitch it
cdosdy." He stared at it and his brow furrowed with concentration.

Suddenly there was adight pop and it was gone. Judah let out a startled yelp. They dl turned in his



direction and |ooked with amazement as he held up Josh's smoothstone.

Judah came griding up to Josh. "How in the name of Jerome did you do that? Weve never been able
to send things that way by Snatching. Snatching requires both ends to be nailed down by people carrying
Mushin. You sent that smoothstone even though | wasn't receiving.”

"That's right. I've discovered you can send without someone there to receive. At leest amdl things
over short distances.”

A tiny, white-haired man spoke up. "We used to think you could only Snatch over short distances.
Then Myadi's rescue from the scout proved that wrong. With enough power correctly channeled, we
know we can Snatch anywhere on the planet. Weve worked that out in the lagt five years and use it dl
the time now."

"Which means” Judah interrupted, "that we can probably use Josh's method to send things long
distances without having to have anyone there to nal down the other end! By the Gods, Josh, you may
actudly have discovered aMushin misslel”

"I wish that was the case, Judah, but I'm afraid it's not. Remember how | asked to look at your
hand? | have to have a good mentd image of the place I'm sending to before the Mind Brothers can
move things there. For example, |1 have a good image of my cdl in the 'hood, so | can send my
smoothgtone there. Or ... wat a minute ..." Again he furrowed his brow. With a pop, his food bowl
appeared on the ground in front of him. "I can do the reverse, too. Aslong as | can give the Mind
Brothers a clear image of where I'm Snatching from and to, | can move things around pretty fredy.”

"But ..." Judah interrupted.

Josh hdd up his hand. "Wait," he sad, "let me finish. If | can't picture the place dearly, @ther the
Mind Brothers do nothing and the thing just dts there, or worse, the thing disappears and goes in
between and never comes back. Also, | can't send anything live yet. | tried with alizard and it died.”

"But, damnit, it's a possibility! We've got to do more research on this, Father Kadir! Weve got to
turn dl our resources to it immediady!" Judah was as excited as anyone had ever seen the generdly
taciturn man from the Plan.

The Way-Farer nodded, a dight amile on hislips. "Of course, my Son, of course.” He turned to Josh.
"Wha you have discovered is quite remarkable. It makes one wonder if perhaps we have been
overlooking our greatest asset dl the time we were investigating the meking of lasers™

Josh nodded. "I've dways held that somehow the Mushin are the key to our surviva. Still, I'm not as
sanguine as Judah about what I've just discovered. Sending in two-dimensiond space is not too tricky,
you only have to know two spatia coordinates, say X and Y, and atime coordinate.

"Three-space is a little trickier. You have to add a third spatid coordinate. But we can handle that.
We do every time we walk.

"Wha we're taking about here, though, is not smple three-space. We're deding with whatever
space the Mushin dwell in. Cdl it N-space. How many coordinates are involved? What are they? Color?
Radiation dengty? If we hold down both ends of the journey with Mind Brothers, that problem
disappears. If we can give them a good idea of one end while we're at the other, it can be done. But how
can they pick those other coordinates on their own? How can they locate the position among dl the
infinite possibilities?

"To ddiver missles, or anything else, to the Fleet, we would at least have to see it. From down here,
we can't do that."

"What about from the flagship? We could have men posted up there and—"

"Theflagship is the firg thing they'll blast when they come out of Aspect-Sarfatti drive. 1'd thought of
that. It won't work."

"Wadl, then,” Judah said, exasperation filling his voice, "what about the guidance sysem on the
flagship? | mean, that ship jumps from point to point by passng through some kind of N-space. Surdly if
the whole ship can be guided, we can guide things the same way."

"True, the ship goes through N-space. But which N-space? How do we know it's the same N-space
the Mushin dwell in? It might only need two more coordinates. Theirs might need seven, or amillion.”

"Damnit, it's worth sudying! It's the only thing I've heard worth doing in the lagt five years It's a



hope!*”

The Way-Farer looked cdmly at the excited Plaingman. "Yes, it is a hope. | agree with Judah, Josh.
We should put more people on this project immediately. More than one mind will give more than one
answer. | suggest we put Judah in charge and have him get a group together to invedtigete it. Then you
can mind-share with them dl a the same time to bring them up to speed. They can take it from there"

Josh bowed his head in acceptance. "Yes, Father, | agree. | will be happy to turn this project over to
Judah." He looked up at Judah and caught the man's triumphant amile.

For a few more minutes, the meseting continued, discussng what the Council dways discussed. Life
on Kensho had to continue even though it might end. There were things to be done.

Hndly it broke up, and one by one the members had themsdves Snatched back to their various
homes. Soon only Josh and Father Kadir were left sanding on the hill. The Way-Farer turned to the
other man and raised one eyebrow in query.

"Father, Dunn has become a Wanderer."

"Ah," the older man responded with anod. "Yes. | understand.”

"He's headed southwest, more or less back the way he came origindly. Father, he's ... wdl ... he's
disturbed. I'm afraid for him. I—"

"Josh, you watched over him once. Y ou've helped himin every way you could since he came among
us There is nathing more you can do for him. Nothing but to love him and try to understand his anguish.”

"He seeks what we dl seek, Josh. Himsdf. His journey is an unusudly difficult one, of course. Most
of us merdly have to find what is aready there. He has to discover what is not there and build something
inits place. Let im be, Josh."

Josh nodded. "That's more or less what Mydi said." The Way-Farer amiled. "She spoke from love
as deep asyours.”

For saverd moments, the two stood in companionable slence, each wrapped in his own thoughts.
Fndly, the older man spoke. "Judah won't discover anything useful, will he?"

The younger man sghed and shook his head. "No, he won't. Oh, no doubt hell refine the process,
perhaps even discover how to send living things. But the problem I've outlined is insoluble” He sghed
agan. "Asit should be. Asit should be"

Father Kadir cocked an eyebrow quizzicdly. "How s0?"

"Sending Mushin missilesis dill doing it their way, Father. It's fighting the battle on their terms instead
of our own. Oh, itll dlow us to kill a few more Earthmen. But wed 4ill lose, if not to this Fleet, then to
the next. No, we can't defeat them by becoming like them. I'm convinced of that. Nakamura would have
found a different way. Something no one has thought of yet. A way of changing the whole question so he
could create a new answer for it. That's what we redly have to do ... change the question.”

Father Kadir watched as Josh walked dowly away, deep in his own thoughts. He caled out softly,
"Treet it like a koan, Josh. Don't look for the answer. Let the answer look for you. Keep it dways on the
tip of your tongue but never ask it. Keep your eyes on it but never see it. It cannot escape you if you do
not grasp it."

Josh turned back and nodded once. Then he disappeared with a pop, returning to the 'hood where
he was currently living. Father Kadir looked down and saw Josh's food bowl lying on the ground where
the younger man had left it. He picked it up, concentrated on the table he knew stood in Josh's cell. With
adight sound, the bowl disappeared from his hands.

For amoment, he stood there, looking at his empty hands. Josh is right, he thought. That doesn't fed
right. It won't do what Judah hopes it will. The problem isinsoluble.

Is there any answer? he wondered. Or is Kensho actudly doomed?

Chapter 7

Dunn was tired of running. It was time to turn and fight.
The gloom of the late afternoon forest depressed him. He needed light and open space. Got to find a



clearing, he thought. If I'm going to die, | want it to be under the open sky.

Almod asif in response to his wish, he saw a brightness up ahead, to his left. The falling rays of the
aun were thruding downward a an angle through the canopy of the forest. It must be a cdearing. He
began to run toward it.

In a few moments, he sumbled out of the underbrush into the pae afternoon light. The night was
gpproaching from the east and the sun fled before it. He looked quickly around. In the center of the
dearing stood one of the strange round hills that dotted the landscape of the northern continent of
Kensho. Everyone assumed they had been constructed by the avilization that had brought the Mushin to
the planet, but no one had ever been able to fathom their meaning or purpose. It was at the foot of a hill
identicd to this one that he had found the smooth-stone he dill carried with him.

He walked swiftly to the base of the hill and then turned to face the forest, his hand on the pommd of
his sword. Somewhere, not too far behind, was the Ronin that had picked up histrall a day and a hdf
ago. The creature had been falowing him ever since. At firgt the Ronin had hung back, just out of Sght.
Only twice had he been able to catch a glimpse of the pursuer. Ealy this afternoon, however, the
black-clad killer had become bolder and had closed the distance between them until he was no more
then afew yards behind.

The close proximity had bothered him. He fdt fairly confident that he would stand a pretty good
chance againg the Ronin in a fight. But he sensed the creature had a large number of Mushin with him,
and he was not too sure he could handle both the Ronin and the Mind Leeches & the same time. Not for
ny fird try, anyway, he thought. Perhaps later when I've had more practice. Not quite yet. Since the
Ronin had made no atempt to close the gap, and didn't seem to be in any hurry to catch up and attack,
he had decided to try to outdistance it.

The result had been a foot race that had gone on for most of the afternoon. He had pulled away
eadly a the beginning, but dowly and surdly, he had logt his lead. He was in excdlent condition, but the
Ronin weas literdly a creature of the wild, a naturd killing beast. His endurance was superior.

As the afternoon had begun to fade, held redized something had to be done to resolve the issue one
way or another. The idea of the Ronin gaking him in the dark wasn't exactly appeding. He'd dready
experienced that, many years ago.

The black-clad creature wasn't long in ariving. Suddenly one of the shadows under the trees
solidified and stepped out into the pale light of the clearing. The Ronin was shorter than he was and rather
thin. No, wiry was a better description. Hair a shockingly light blond stuck out from under the black
hood. Eyes of an equaly light blue, a blue that dmost seemed to glow from the indde, peered out of the
shadow cast by the hood. The face was dill and hawk-like, the nose sharp like a beak. A sword was
thrugt through the left Side of a sash that circled the waist.

Unmoving, the Ronin stood and gazed at him. For his part, Dunn gazed back, fascinated in spite of
himsdf. Here was the mogt fearsome killer on the face of Kensho, a creature that was in leegue with the
Mushin, the Mind Leeches that could drive an unprepared man insanein an indant. The Ronin carried the
Mushin and when he killed, the invishle creatures fed on the horror and anguish of the dying prey. They
probably aso helped himin the fight, Dunn thought. They're bound to have an effect on any-body fighting
him. The Ronin himsdf must be immune, he redlized.

"You are grange,” the black-clad figure said suddenly. "Yes, yes. Very drange. Totdity has never
sensed such a one as you. No. Ah. Except once, years ago. Yes. One who was three. Or three who
were one. You are like that. Yes. But different.”

Dunn was surprised. There appeared to be no hodility in this creature. 1t seemed to wish to tak. The
last Ronin he had met had been full of menace. "Once, five years ago, one of your brothers followed me”
Dumn said. "He was killed by another man." He saw no reason not to continue the didogue for as long as
possible. He could fed the presence of the Mushin like a growing heet pressing againg his head. If | get it
to talk for awhile, perhaps I'll get used to the Mushin, he hoped.

The Ronin kndt carefully, pushing back the skirt of his black robe so that it didn't get in the way of
hisfeet. He hitched his sword around so that the hilt was indantly accessible. Ready for anything, Dunn
noticed. A predator & rest, but on guard. He copied the Ronin's motion.



Thetwo sat slently, 9zing each other up. | wonder what his mind is like, Dunn thought. Basicdly, he
knew that Ronin had no sense of sdf-identity. They were part of Totdity, or the sum totd of dl the
Mushin on Kensho, but never more than a part of that whole. The whole dominated every thought and
action. Edwyr, he had been told, had been the firg to discover this relationship between the Mushin and
the Ronin. Edwyr had aso redized that it was possible for humans to carry and control groups of Mughin
and to use the creatures strange powers to achieve severd things. Snatching, for example, was possibly
only because of the Mind Brothers, as the Mushin were now caled. A form of direct mind-to-mind
communication was aso possible between those carrying Mind Brothers. Josh had explained it to him,
but he wasn't at dl sure he redly understood it.

The Ronin gave a deep 9gh. "Yessss" it said in a near whisper, asif gpeaking within itsdf, "yesss, this
oneis srange. Thereis Structure, but it is fragmentary and disorganized. There are things that could feed
the Mind Brothers, but the feeding would be pitiful at best. Oh, yes, pain and anguish and fear, dl hed
behind wdls. But within the walls, yeesss, nothing coherent enough to yidd the ultimate horror of a unit in
disolution.”

"Does ... does that mean you don't intend to attack me?' Dunn asked in surprise.

The Ronin shrugged. "This unit does not intend anything. Totality does not consider the effort and the
danger associated with attack comparable to the potentid gain. This unit merdy carries out the
commeands of Totdity."

There was a moment's slence as Dunn absorbed this information. The Ronin wasn't going to attack!
Then why had the creature been following him for a day and a hdf? It didn't make sense. The black-clad
killer mply wasn't behaving the way everyone knew they behaved.

He shook his head in wonder. The Ronin was Stting there as cdmly as any Brother in a 'hood, staring
a himinamildy quizzicd manner. The whole situation was incredible!

The sun had dmost reached the treetops on the western edge of the clearing. In another hour or <o,
night would creep from the east and smother the dearing in darkness. Would the strange truce with the
Ronin hold through the hours of blackness? He shuddered in memory of another time when he had sat in
the dark forest with one of the killers. The memory brought a quedtion to his lips. "Ronin, you sad
Totdity recdls another like me" The creature nodded. "I ... | am that one. | am Dunn.”

The Ronin cocked his head at an angle asif ligening for a soft, far-off voice. "Totdity," hefindly sad,
"recognizes certain corrdations in structure. But dso many differences. The other unit did not designate
itsdf Dunn. It was a triple being with two partsin the light and one deep, deep in darkness.”

Dunn nodded, a dightly bitter expression playing across his face in the degpening twilight. "Totdity
remembers well. | am, or was, that triple one. The part buried in the dark was the Dunn part, the torn
remnant of what had been a whole man." He sghed. "Totdlity is right agan when it says there is dill no
coherent organization, no true saf behind thewadls | build to keep away the Mushin. That's why I'm here.
I'm ... I'm Wandering, trying to find my sdf."

The Ronin considered what Dunn had said. "This unit can find no meening in this term self. What is
thisthing you search for?'

Dunn's surprise showed dearly on his face. "Self? You don't understand what self means? Bt ...
wdl ... it's ... it's that part of you that endures even though everything ese changes. It's what remains
constant throughout everything you experience. | mean, sdlf is sort of the underlying, unifying foundation
in which dl we see and fed and experience inheres. It ... it's what you are. Youre a sdf. You're a
Separate entity, you've got memories and—"

"No," the creature cdmly denied. "It is true that this unit is a didtinct physica entity. But this mere
physca non-congruity with Totdity is not ggnificant. This unit is not separately organized in any
meaningful sense. It is part of Totdity. The unit is meaningless except as a part of Totdity. Only Totdity
has dgnificance. What meaning can sdlf have?'

"But," the Earthman protested, "you mugt know what self means. You referred to me as a triple one.
Totdity must have caled me that because | had three selves ingteed of one.”

"Totdity meant only tha there was no dngulaly organized or coherent Structure to your
bio-gravitationa energy fidd. This does not imply a sdf or alack of one”



"Yet just now you sad | wasnt worth atacking and killing because there wasn't anything to
experience the ultimate horror of dissolution. I'm too fragmented. Surdly that implies a lack of sdf. What
is it the Mushin seek in other men if not a sHf to destroy and feed on? Isn't the sAf what the Mind
L eeches eat?'

"Totdity seeks bio-gravitationa energy fields Interndly organized ones are the richest source of food
because they release more energy when disrupted. When afidd isfound, Totdity forces the energy into a
feedback loop to intendfy it. When the intendty reaches a certain levd, the fidd is incgpable of
mantaining its organization and ruptures, freaing the energy from its structure and making it available for
induson within Totality's fid.

"This unit's task is to locate coherent bio-gravitational energy fidds and asss in the dissolution of
their organization by destroying the physical locus in which they inhere. That is why Totdity is interested
in humans™

Dumn stared at the form of the Ronin, now vague and uncertain in the gathering dusk. "Isnt the
internd organization of the energy fidd proof that a sdf exigs?"

The creature hesitated, then replied. "No. |Is the organization of a crystd proof that the crystd has a
Hf? Is the way atoms organize themsdves in a molecule proof thet the atoms have sdlves or that the
molecule is a self? Organization is organization. The concept of salf is unnecessary to it and transcends it
in a meaningless fashion. It offers nathing in the way of explanation.”

"Damnit," Dunn cursed softly, feding his frudiration rise. "There's more to it than that. Look, there's a
difference between a person and a crystd. A person has awill, motivetion, and a sense of consciousness.
Yes, that'sit. A person has a sense of consciousness. And what the person is conscious of is the sdif.”

"The difference between the person and the crysd is merdy one of the degree of sructurd
complexity,” the Ronin responded, its voice cam and lacking in any emation. "What you refer to as
consciousness is Imply a higher degree of organization. An amoeba has a higher degree of complexity
then a crysta and hence is capable of diginguishing between the boundaries of its own bio-gravitationa
fidd and those of other entities. This dlows it to incorporate those other fidds into its own to mantan
and extend its own dructurd integrity. This ability to disinguish might be caled consciousness, but it in no
way implies df."

"Therés more to it then that," Dunn complained. "Damnit, it's hard to explainl What about emotions?
What about love and dtruism and pride and—"

"These things prove nothing about any sdf. They are merdy forms of energy within the fidd. There is
no way to diginguish one from the other. All are merdly the result of the firing of nerve synapses within
the nervous systems of the entities involved.”

Night had descended fully now. Dunn could only see the Ronin as one dightly heavier shadow among
many. He imagined the creature's view of him was smilar. "Don't you ... don't you fed any emotions?!
the Earthman asked in a wondering tone.

"Thisunit does not understand the meaning of emotion.”

"But the Mushin use emoations to drive people insane” Dunn replied. "They take things like fear or
anger and make them stronger and stronger until a person goes mad. Then they feed. You must know
whet emotions arel”

"Tatdity knows nothing of emotions. It feeds on bio-gravitationa energy without differentiating the
formsit comesin. This unit's knowledge comes from Totdity. This unit knows nothing of emotions.™

Dunn shook his head, exasperated. "I know you and Totdity are wrong. | admit | can't argue
successtully againgt what you say, but that doesn't shake my belief in the existence of a sdf. | know such
athing exigs. | fed it as deeply as | fed my own existence." He sghed. "I may not have atrue sf. | may
be a fragmented thing at best. Still sHf can't be just a figment of humen imagination. Too many people
bdieveinit."

Anidea occurred to him. "What does Totdity consider itsdf? Isn't it a sdf?'

A long pause ensued. Although Dunn could not see the Ronin, he could hear the creatures
occasond murmuring. It ended with a long 9gh and an answer tha was dmos a whisper. "Totdity
consdersitdf Totdity. It is amply dl the bio-gravitationa energy gathered into its fidd a any indant in



time"

"lan't that a sdf?" Dunn asked triumphantly.

"No." came the fla reply. "The concept of sdf adds nothing to the concept of organized energy. It is
meaningless”

What am | searching for, then? Dunn wondered. Is there no sf for me to find? None even to build?
Am | nothing but an organized fidd of bio-gravitationd energy (whatever in the name of Kuvaz that
was)? Perhaps this whole idea of Wandering to find my sdf is a fodl's errand ... judt like the rest of my
life, he thought bitterly.

No, damnit! It can't be! There has to be more than crydaline logic and meaning to the world and
evaything that happensinit! And if there isnt, then by God, I'll make there be!

He looked over at the vague shape of the Ronin. "What do you plan to do?' he asked.

He could sense the thing's shrug. "This unit does not know. This unit plans nothing. Totdity plans.
Now this unit will rest until daylight. Then Totdity will ingtruct it and Totdlity, not this unit, will act as it
chooses”

Dunn settled back, shrugging out of his knapsack. He reached ingde and found a piece of ken-cow
cheese and a crust of bread. Hed picked up a few ko pods as hed waked through the forest in the
morning. Most of them had served as arunning snack during the afternoon. There were only three left. It
was a frugd med, but a leest he was dive to eat it. He wondered what the Ronin would do in the
morning, and if he would be dive to eat his next med.

Chapter 8

Dunn sat and stared into the dark. Thought after thought raced through hismind as he considered the
things the Ronin had said. The creature had no conception of sdf that matched anything Dunn could
understand. Although it was a physicdly didtinct entity, it consdered itsdf Imply an extenson of Totdlity.
He wondered once more what the mind of the Ronin could be like. Did it have its own thoughts,
memories, ideas? Or did dl that come directly from Totdity? No, he remembered, it congantly referred
back to Totdlity asif ligening to someone or something far away. It mugt be tied in directly with Totdity,
but not congruent to it.

Wha was Tatdity like? Could he even hope to encompass such a concept as a Sngle creature that
hed its true existence in another dimenson and merdly appeared to be plurd because it penetrated this
dimensgond plane? He puzzled over it for awhile and then shook his head, admitting his inability to wrap
hismind around such a strange idea.

Evenif | understood Totality's sngular/plurd multidimensond nature, he thought, how could | explain
itslack of a sense of sdf? It consdersitsdf nothing more than organized energy. Y et, he knew, it sought
food in the form of other energy fidds. So it must have some sense of separateness from the rest of the
universe. Does that imply a primitive concept of something like a sense of sdf? No, he admitted, not
unless you could dam that a virus had a sense of sdif.

Was that the key? he wondered. Was having a sense of sdf the same thing as having a sdf? Could
one be sad to have a Hf if one was conscious of having it? Or did that just beg the question by
subdtituting the phrase sense of self for the word self, without redlly getting any closer to an answer?

The difference, he redized, was that he could easily check on his own sense of sdf by smply looking
into hisown mind. If he couldn't find such a sense, wouldn't that be an indication no such thing existed?
And if he could find and identify such a sense, didn't that at least imply a sdf was possible?

He decided to experiment, to see if he could follow his sense of sdf to the very thing itsdf. | have a
sense of having a sHf, he reasoned, even though | can't define what that sdf is Maybe dl | have to do is
gtin the middle of that sense for awhile until | get a glimpse of what it is I'm sensng.

Caefully, he placed his body in the traditiond |otus posture the Fathers at the 'hood had taught him
for purposes of meditation. His legs crossed on top of each other, he rocked gently back and forth to
find his balance point so he could keep his back straight and relaxed. His hand lay in his lap, pdm up.



His body ready, he took severd long, deep bresths and began to turn inward, seeking in his own
mind that part which was conscious of having a sdf. He rummeaged through the congtant flow of thoughts
and idess that crammed his head, noting each one, then letting it pass on, dinging to none. Sensations,
memories, emations, impressons surged by in an endless, ever shifting stream.

He searched on and on. The further he went, the more he redized that he never came across any
sense of asdf at dl. There was only the sense of having an idea or amemory, a sensation or an emation,
never any sense of what was having the sense. He was never able to catch anything but some sort of
perception, and could never observe anything but the perception.

He decided there was only one thing to do. He had to get rid of the flux, the eterna swirl of
impressions and sensations, ideas and emotions. Then, he hoped, he would find that irreducible core, that
«f he sought. Silently, he repeated the litany of Passvity created by Nakamura back at the very
beginning of mankind's stay on Kensho, when the Admira had created the Way of Passvity so the race
could withstand the danger of the Mushin.

Moons, moons, shining down on waters, waters moving sdowly, moons moving sowly, yet
being ill. Sill the waters, ill the moons. Movement, strife, all longing is but a reflection,
passing to stiliness when the mind is calmed.

Sowly, his mind began to cam, and he sank gradudly down through the layers of perception. One
by one, he gave up his senses, his emoations, his thoughts, and ideas. Softly he let them dip away and let
himsdf dide gently down, down toward the .. .

It wasn't working. The deeper into the cdm he got, the more he discarded dl his thoughts and
sensdtions, the less he found any sense of sdf. Frustrated and confused, he pulled himsdf out of the
meditation and returned to full consciousness,

Should have known it wouldn't work, he landy dibied himsdf. The technique was used by the
Kenshites to get rid of the sense of sdf aswael as the swirl of perception. Its purpose was to bring one to
the point where it was possible to merge with the Universd All, or whatever they caled it. The point was
to reach the edge of the void and then discard the sdf and legp into nothingness. He shuddered. Couldn't
do that. Never get much beyond camness when | meditate. But that much was criticaly important, he
admitted. You had to be able to cdm your mind and keep it cdm here on Kensho. If you couldnt, the
Mushin would attack and drive you insane.

He shook his head gently and stood up to stretch his cramped muscles. Even after five years, | ill
get cramped when | gt in that damn cross-legged postion they dl find so naturd, he grumbled slently.
Wedl, that didn't work either. Meditation doesn't get me any closer to finding mysdf than anything ese.
Damnit! Whenever | enter most closdy and intimetdy into what | think of as my <df, | trip over some
damn sensation or thought. Either | notice my hand is cold or my muscles are sore or my bresath is ragged
or some idea of earth or the ship or Thwait or Mydi or something pops up. | can't ever catch jus me
without some perception, and as soon as | notice the perception, | see only it and not my sdf. When |
meditate and stop dl my perceptions, | lose dl sense of sdf. Same happens when | deep, only there,
dreams make it even worse. Sometimes | become other salves or even witness the death of my own sf.

Damn, damn, damn! Maybe the Ronin'sright. If it is, thiswhole search of mineisslly and futile. But |

know it'swrong! | know there's such athing as a sdf. There hasto be. | just haven't found the right way
to get at it yet. But | will. | have to.

The Ronin moved dightly, and Dunn glanced over at the creature. | can see it, he suddenly redized.
He turned and looked around. | can see the whole clearing. Good Gods, he thought, it's dawn! I've spent
the entire night thinking about this thing!

And what concluson have | come to? None, redly. Except that somehow the Ronin is wrong,
perhaps even about itsdf and its Totdity. And what is right? Don't know.

But I'm working on it, he thought with a thrill of excitement. For the fird time since | came here to
Kensho, I'm working on the problem that's most interesting to me! I'm not doing it to please somebody
ese It'sfor me. Because, he added grimly, unless| solve it, there may never be ame.



Dunn fdt a sudden heat gather around his head. Mushint He dammed his controls into place and
whirled on the Ronin, ripping his sword from its scabbard as he turned.

The black-clad creature was standing, watching him camly. ™Y our wdls are strong, human. And you
are swift with your sword. The blade guards your body and the walls protect your mind. You are not an
eesy prey.”

"Huh," Dunn grunted, his sword dill in mid-on-guard position. "What does this unit intend to do? Has
Totdity decided for you?'

The creature actudly smiled. "Totdity has made no decision. Perhaps the problem of what you are is
not of sufficient importance to merit one. So, this unit will continue to accompany you until some decison
has been made or something of greater interest to Totdity comes dong.”

Dumn returned the amile, pleased in spite of his miggivings about traveing with a Ronin. He fdt a
strange bond of fdlowship with the creature. Neither one of us, he told himsdf slently, has ared sense of
sdf. Could it be that we are both searching for the same thing? If so, the black-clad cresture has an even
heavier burden to carry than | do. Dunn tried to estimate the number of Mind Leeches that swarmed
around the area. How many does this Ronin carry? he wondered.

"Wdl," he said, "that's finewith me, | guess. Umm, have you any food? | mean, | assume you est like
anorma person?'

The Ronin nodded. "Yes. This unit, unlike Totdity, cannot exis on bio-gravitationd energy fidds. It
requires more solid Suff.”

"Hmmm," Dunn responded. "I, uh, only have a little cheese left, and a couple of ko pods. I'd be
happy to share. We could dways gather more as we travel. I—"

"Thereisno problem,” the Ronin interrupted. "The forest is full of things to eat. Wait a moment and
this unit will gather afew." The creature turned abruptly and strode off into the woods.

It was no more than fifteen minutes before the black-clad figure returned, the skirt of its long robe
hitched up to hold an assortment of things gathered in the forest. The Ronin laid them out and pointed to
each in turn. "This unit doubts you have ever sampled any of these. The names this unit gives them will
mean nothing to you. It is sufficient to know that each and every one is both paatable and nourishing.”

Dunn picked up one, a strange gray thing shaped very much like a fat oak ledf. It smdled of earth.
He cautioudy took a nibble. Doesn't taste like much of anything, he decided, and proceeded to chew the
rest of it. The flavor grew as he chewed. Hard to place, he thought. Not bad. Strange, but not bad.

"Those who live together in the Brotherhoods grow ther own food, but they have never tasted these
things”" the Ronin said as he sat opposite Dunn and ate. "Those who serve Totdity do not have time to
grow thingsto eat. Nor to raise ken-cows and other animas. When we hunger, we take whet is a hand.”

The Earthman looked over at the black-clad creature. | wonder if thisisafirg? A norma human and
aRonin bregking fagt together? Surely no one on Kensho has ever done this before.

How much did the Fathers redly know about the Ronin? Very little, from dl he could remember. For
many centuries, they had feared them and considered them the most deadly and dangerous creatures on
the face of the planet. It redly wasn't unil the time of Edwyr that anyone redized that the Ronin were
changing. Even then, the only change noticed was that they weren't quite the vicious killers they had been
before.

How strange, the Earthman thought. The Kenshites have shared their planet with a race of people,
descended from the same amdl number of survivors of the origind ondaught of the Mushin, and have
never redly made any attempt to get to know them. | don't even remember anyone tdling me how the
Ronin came to work with the Mushin instead of fighting them or being destroyed by them. What was it
about those origind Ronin that had made them compatible with the Mind Leeches?

In spite of himsdf, Dunn redlized he was fascinated by the mydery of it dl. Here was something no
one dse on the planet knew anything about. Not the Way-Farer, not Josh, not even Myali.

A thought occurred to him. He turned to face the Ronin. "Why me?' he asked smply.

As if the creature had been following his train of thought, it responded, "You are not like them.
Totaity knows them. They use Totdity, but not for the benefit of Totdity. You are different. You do not
cary Totdity, but you are not an enemy. The others kill Ronin whenever possible. And Ronin kill them. It



isso. It dways has been s0. There is nothing to learn from the others, nothing to teach. But you are
different.”

"Totdity wishes to learn from me?' Dunn asked, surprised.

The Ronin nodded. "Yes. To learn. You are not from this planet. Totdity is not from this planet,
dthough it has long been held prisoner here. Perhaps there is something ... this unit lacks words to match
the concepts. Thisunit is sorry.”

"The Mushin are not from this plangt, that | know. Josh even says they're not from this dimengion.”

"Thisis correct. Totdity isfrom a different place. Thisunit cannot describe it any better then that. But
itisincorrect to speak of Totdity asyou do. Mushinis aplurd term. Totdity issngular. Thereisonly one
Totdity."

"But aren't there individud Mushin? | mean, you carry a group. So does Josh. So do many others at
the "hood."

The Ronin held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. "How many?'

Dunn looked surprised and answered, "Why, five, of course.”

"But five what? Five units?'

"No, not five of you. Five fingers™

"Correct. They are merdy a part of this unit. Without this unit they would persst for a very limited
time They only have meaning as part of thisunit. So it iswith Totdity. The Mind Brothers this unit carries
are like the fingers. They are merdly a part of the whole. They have no meaning without the whole. Nor
do they truly exigt in any sense without the whole. It is difficult to find the words. At the same time, they
are both here with this unit and there with Totdity.”

"Umm, | think | see,” Dunn replied uncertainly.

The Ronin tried again. "Tatdity is a unity on another dimensond levd. That levd transcends and
interpenetrates this lower one. On this leve, Totdity appears primaily as sngularities known as Mushin
which have plurdity because there seem to be more than one of them. But this is only because of the
limitsof perception on thisdimensond levd. In fact, Totdity is dways unitary. On this levd—"

Dunn held up his hand to stop the black-clad creature. "Sorry. | think | get it. More explanation will
only confuse me. | just have one question. If Totdity isfrom another dimenson and totdly interpenetrates
this one, why isit limited only to this planet? It would seem to meit could go anywhere. Why stay here?'

"Totdity is bound here. 1t was brought here under congraint. It is limited to this particular area of
gpace-time.”

"Limited? How? How can something from another dimenson be limited in this one? | don't
understand.”

The Ronin barked a harsh laugh. "Nor does this unit. Totdity has tried to explain it to every unit it has
ever had. None have been able to understand. So it remains bound here where it must sruggle to get
enough energy to maintain its organizaion.”

"I take it Totdity isn't pleased by that. Where would it like to go? Back to its own dimenson?'

"That is not possible. It moves through dl those dimensons which are embedded in its own
gpace-time. It cannot leave here because it was dways here. What it wishes is not to be manifested in
this sngular location. Unrestrained, it could gather energy wherever it wanted. Energy is so common that
it need never run out. It could gather smal amounts everywhere, amounts so minute they would never
even be noticed. But the total would be vast.

"When Totdity was firg brought here, it gathered energy. The supply was limited and soon was used
up. Totdity does not like to completely use up a source, for this destroys the further usefulness of the
source. In this limited area, such misuse of resources was inevitable. There was a long time without
energy. Totdity suffered disorganization. Then a new source appeared. At firg, Totdity heavily drained
the source and nearly destroyed it. Then it saw a way to husband that source and began to follow that
way."

Dunn sat and listened with total fascination as the Ronin retold the history of Kensho from an entirely
different point of view than any he had ever heard. The narration lasted for a good hour. When it was
finished, severd ideas rolled around in his mind. What was it that kept Totdity chained to Kensho? If it



were not tied so thoroughly to the planet, what would it mean for the Kenshites? He fdt excited. Could
he find something that might be of use to Mydi and Josh in the fight againg the Fleet?

The Ronin fdl slent and stared out a the forest. Dunn rose to his feet and looked down at the
creature. "So you're going to stick with me for awhile, huh?"

The question received a slent nod.

"W, then, let's get going. | don't redly know where we're going, but something is bound to turn up.
| guess that's what Wandering isdl about."

"Yes" the Ronin replied, "that iswhat Wandering isdl about.”

Chapter 9

They spent the morning traveling in a generdly south-southwesterly direction. To ther left, some
fifteen miles off, lay the coadtline and the vast swamps that stretched down its length for hundreds of
miles To ther right was a mountain chain that paraleled the coastline. The area through which they
traveled was a band of densdy forested foothills wedged between the swamp and the mountains,
sometimes as much as fifty miles wide, sometimes dmost disappearing entirdy as the wetlands moved
inland to touch the roots of the mountains. Most of the humans had chosen to live just across the
mountains where the land was clearer and communication with the main areas of settlement was easer.
Only afew 'steaders had ever settled in this region, and their farms were widdy scattered.

Nevertheless, as the sun rose to its midpoint in the sky they began to encounter unmistakable signs of
humaen habitation. Once they came across an abandoned farm-stead in the middle of a dearing that the
forest was rapidly taking over once more. Dunn wondered why the family had left their home and where
they had gone. From the corner of his eye, he saw the Ronin saring nervoudy away from the deserted
cabin, its eyes sweeping the forest that surrounded the dearing as if expecting someone to come burgting
out a them from the gloom beneath the trees. Could the 'steaders have been killed by Ronin? the
Eathman wondered. It had been known to happen. Whole families wiped out by a group of the
black-clad killers momentarily joined to cooperate in a mass murder.

Dunn shuddered at the thought. Perhaps the 'steaders bones were right beneath his feet. Perhaps the
very Ronin he was traveling with had committed their murders.

Dunn shook himsdlf. Damn my imagination, he dlently cursed. If I'm not careful, Il work mysdf into
adate of fear and dl those Mushin my companion's carrying will make a mush out of my mind. Control,
he told himsdf. But he couldn't help feding just a little nervous as they I€ft the dearing and entered the
dark forest once more.

They moved at a swift pace for about an hour until the Ronin hadted and spoke. "This unit wishes to
search for thingsto eat. Thisis a good location to find severd foodstuffs, The Dunn unit should find and
gather ko pods. This unit will return to this location in about one hour's time. Then both units will eat.”
Without waiting for Dunn's reply, the creature dipped slently off into the underbrush. It's going west,
Dunn noted. Il go more to the south and east.

About twenty minutes from the point where they had parted, the Earthman found a gigantic ko tree.
The ground around it was littered with ripe pods that had fdlen from the tree. He gathered as many as he
could suff into his sack and the pocket in the front of his robe, then started back.

He came to a place at the top of aridge where severd trees had been uprooted by a sorm, giving
him a clear view to the west. The mountains were closer than he had expected. Must have veered a bit
more westerly than | thought, he estimated. Best head due north from here. Changing his direction to run
pardld to the ridge top, he sat out a a swift, mile-eating walk. The brush dong the summit Was a little
less dense than that in the valeys between the ridges, so he was able to maintain a good pace.

He heard the cry somewhere to hisleft, and perhaps a hdf mile ahead. Could be closer, he thought,
or even much farther. Sound does strange things in these foathills In any case, he began to run in the
direction of the cry. It was human, and was dearly a shout of warning.

Down the side of the ridge he was on, across the narrow valey a fits bottom, and then up a longer,



less steep dope to the top of avery tdl hill he ran, dodging the branches that seemed determined to swat
him at every step. He heard the cry again, raised by more than one voice. Damn, he wondered, what in
the name of Kuvaz isgoing on? Could it be a bunch of Ronin attacking a 'steader family? Could his own
Ronin be with them? If so, was he ready to face afight like that? Grimly he ran on. It didn't redly matter
if he was ready or not. Somebody wasin trouble and he had to help.

He crested the hill and started down the other side. Ahead and to hisleft he saw the light of a dearing
punching a hole in the gloom of the deep woods. At the same indant, he heard severd voices raised in a
shout of mixed triumph, anger, and fear. Three, he estimated. Were they men or Ronin?

Without pausing to think of a plan of attack, he plunged from the underbrush into the clearing. He
pulled himsdf up short and looked around. Those dready in the dearing turned to stare a him. There
were four of them, three 'steaders with swords, and his Ronin. The 'steaders had the black-clad killer
surrounded and were drding warily. The Ronin was watching them carefully, his sword ill in its
scabbard.

When the men saw Dunn they cheered and grinned. "Here, lad,” one of them cdled out, "give us a
hand with thid We've caught the bastard sneskin' around and am to give him what for. With four o' us
the scum ain't got a hope. Well cut 'im down without a danger to nary a one o' us. Com'n. Step sharp
now!"

Dunn stood confused. This was not what he had expected. He blinked at the men and looked & the
Ronin. The cresture stared back at him, its gaze fla and unemotiond. It gave no indication of recognizing
Dunn whatsoever. "Has ... has it killed anyone?' the Earthman asked the man who had spoken to him
fird.

"Killed? Nah, it an't had no time to. We just caught it sneakin' in the woods. Com'n and help us get
rid of this scum.”

Dunn walked to where the four stood. He looked at the three 'steaders, their swords drawn, their
faces hard with hatred. He looked at the Ronin, its face cddm and distant.

For a moment their eyes met. The black-clad figure gave him the barest nod of recognition. And,
Dunn suddenly redlized, of good-bye. The Ronin was doomed. It was going to be killed by the 'steaders.

Thet redization hit the Earthman with a strange force. He had dways known that Kenshites killed
Ronin when they could, but he had never come up againg the actud fact of that killing. Now he was
about to witness it. And the Ronin to be killed was one he had taked with, traveled with, and even
shared food with. But it was a Ronin and had doubtless killed Kenshites, perhaps even women and
children,

With one swift motion, Dunn stepped forward, his sword seeming to legp from its scabbard. He
stood back to back with the Ronin, fadng the 'steaders. "No," he sad Imply to the man who had
ordered him to joinin thelr killing. "No. Thereés no need to kill this one. He's with me. I'll vouch for him.
He won't hurt anyone.”

The three 'steaders gaped a him in utter astonishment and disbdief. Here was a human, sanding
within griking distance of a Ronin, and rather than driking the killer down, he was defending it! For
severa moments the three stared at Dunn in stunned silence, trying to take it dl in. Then the one who had
spoken earlier found his voice. "You ... you filthy bastard!" he sputtered, his tone vicous and disgusted.
"Youfilthy fuckin' bastard! Y ou're sdin’ with a fuckin' Ronin. What kinda scum are you? Are you crazy?
Damn you, man! Get out o' our way!"

Dunn shook his head dowly. "No. Y ou're not going to kill this Ronin. The odds aren't too good now.
Think about that. | only have one hand, but beieve me, | know how to use this sword. One of you will
diefor sure. Mot likdy two. Maybe dl three. Isit redly worth it? Go back to your homes. We're just
passing through and | guarantee there won't be any trouble.”

"Thisunit concurs," the Ronin said softly. "Totdlity isnot in need of energy. You and yours are not in
danger. This unit and the Dunn unit will be gone shortly. This unit and the Dunn unit have only stopped to
gather food."

The outspoken 'steader stared speechlesdy a them for severad moments. Then one of the other two
spoke, hisvoice high and dightly whining. "He's right, he is. Odds aint so damn good no more, Sam. If



they's movin' on fer sure, uslets'em, says |. No sense in us gettin’ killed fer nothin', says |." He stepped
back dowly, keeping his sword up. "See, mider, I'm leavin', | am. Jest like you said, youll leave too. An'
take your Ronin friend with ya, okay?"

The Earthman nodded. "Right."

The one cdled Sam stood his ground for a moment more, then backed off dowly with a growl. "All
right, damn you, dl right. Well let the scum and his bloody killer friend go. But if | ever see you anywhere
agan, miger, I'm gonna kill you. Y ou're the lowest bastard | ever heard of, Sding with a fuckin' Ronin
bastard. Not even human, you an't."

All three backed away until they were wdl out of attack range, then with sneers and obscene
gestures, they turned and went off into the forest. As they disappeared, Dunn let out a huge 9gh of relief
and tried to put his sword back into its scabbard. His hand was shaking so hard he could barely get the
point into the opening. "Damn,” he muttered, "that's not quite the same thing as being in the practice
yad."

He turned to face the Ronin. The cresture had a strange expression on its face. Its mouth was moving
dightly and its eyes had a far-off look, as if it were gpesking to someone far away. The eyes came
suddenly back into focus and the Ronin said, "Thisunit would like to—"

The words were interrupted by a totaly unexpected sound. From the edge of the dearing nearest to
them came a loud and sustained clgpping. As they turned to stare in that direction, a figure separated
itsdf from the dense growth of underbrush and cdled out, "Bravo! That was wonderful!™

What met their eyes was as unexpected as the sound of dapping in the middle of the dense forest.
The creator of the noise was a dight girl, not more than five feet four inches tal. Her hair was a sandy
color and her skin was pae and heavily freckled. Huge greenish eyes dominated her narrow face. A snub
of a nose rested lightly above a surprisingly full, amiling mouth. She was dressed in a plain beige robe,
dightly dirty around the hem, and wore a sturdy pair of traveling boots. A knapsack was firmly in place
on her back. In her right hand, she held a draight staff, about five feet in length, made from a dark, very
hard wood that was occasondly found in the swvampy area to the east.

Completdly unafraid, the young woman walked right up to the two men. She held out her hand to
Dunn. "Hi. My names Kim. What's yours?'

Dunn took her hand and managed to sammer out, "Uh ... wdl ... Dumn ... I'm Dunn.”

"Terific. And what's your friend's name?’

"Friend?1 ... uh ... he doesn't have aname. | mean it's a Ronin, and they don't have names™

Kim shook her head. "Won't do. Got to have a name. Everybody has a name. By the way," she said,
addressing the black-clad creature directly, "are you redly a Ronin?'

The Ronin looked down at her, adightly bemused expression on hisface. "Yes" he replied, his voice
surprisngly gentle, "this unit isindeed a Ronin."

"I've never met a Ronin before” the young woman said, holding out her hand. The Ronin took it
caefully and clasped it briefly. "And this unit,”" it said softly, "has never shaken hands with a humen
before.” Kim amiled brightly. "Firgt time for lots of things today, 1've got afeding. I'll bet Dunn here never
defended a Ronin before, ether.”

Dumn laughed. "No. | havent. Hdl, I've never defended anyone before You want to know
something? It's damn scary!”

The young woman nodded, then cast a look in the direction taken by the three 'steaders. "Uh, look,
may | make a suggestion? There are a couple of 'steads in this area just to the west. Those guys weren't
too happy about missng out on killing your friend here. 1 kind of got a feding they're thinking of rounding
up some more help and coming back to finish you both off. If | were you, 1'd make tracks for somewhere
esered quick.”

Dunmn and the Ronin exchanged glances. "The Kim unit's advice is good," the Ronin sad. "The
andyssis correct. Thisunit concurs.”

"Swdl. Let's go," the young woman said, stepping into the lead and beckoning to the other two.

"'Us? " questioned Dunn. "What do you mean "us? You don't need to escape the 'steaders. They
didn't even see you. You're not linked with us. Aren't you one of them?"



"Grief, no," Kim said in a disgusted voice. "I'm no mud pusher. I'm not even from around these parts.
Look at my robe and my boots and my knapsack. I'm a Wanderer, Dunn, same as you."

"But," the Earthman protested, "you don't want to come with us. | mean, if the 'steaders are going to
come after us, it could be dangerous to be found with us. Y ou might get hurt.”

"Sure" she agreed. "I might. And a tree might fdl on me, too. So what? Hey, ook, you guys could
use alittle help just in case they do come back. Could be as many as five or Sx. Three to five or Sx is a
lot better odds then two."

"But ..." Dunn protested, looking at the Ronin for support.

The black-clad creature was saring a Kim, athoughtful expression on its face. "The Kim unit makes
sense, Dunn unit. In addition to meking our combined forces greater, traveling with two more swords, is
more secure for her as wdl. Thisis not the best area to be done in. This unit agrees with her assessment,”
the Ronin said decisively.

"Thanks" the young woman said with a smile to the creature. "At least one of you has some brains,
Now let's get going before those 'steaders decide to put our theory that we're one tough fighting unit to
thetest." She shrugged. "We just might fall, you know."

Chapter 10

For about an hour, the three travelers jogged south-southeast to put as much distance as possble
between themsdves and any 'steaders who might take it into their heads to follow. When Dunn fdt they
hed run far enough, he caled a hdt and reminded the Ronin they had never had any lunch. Finding a spot
a the crest of a high ridge which gave them enough of aview back over ther trall to warn them if anyone
was dill following, they settled down to eat. They opened their packs to share what they carried. Dunn
displayed the ko pods he had harvested. Kim had severd chunks of ken-cow cheese she had probably
begged from the wife of one of the 'steaders they had just fled. The Ronin produced al manner of strange
items, every one of which it declared to be both edible and nourishing. They ate hurriedly and washed the
varied fare down with water from the canteens they each carried.

In less than hdf an hour, they were back on the road again. Thistime, however, ther pace was more
lesurdy and they had time to talk and get better acquainted.

Kim started the conversation by demanding that she and Dunn give the Ronin a name. "Even a Ronin
can't go around without aname" she declared postively. "At least not if he's traveing with humans™ The
Ronin protested mildy but seemed dmost pleased when the young woman dubbed him Erik. "That's my
brother's name back home. You don't look athing like him, but | guess you're just about as wild!"

Out of the corner of his eye, Dunn could see the black-clad killer saying the name to himsdf severd
times amiling just dightly, asif the creature were trying to get used to such anove thing as a name.

Clearly pleased with hersdlf, Kim turned her atention to Dunn. "You're a strange one," she said, her
brow furrowing dightly in puzzlement. "I tried to mind-talk with you back there in the dearing to let you
know | was thereif you needed any help. All 1 got was a blank. Now | can't detect any Mind Brothers
anyplace around you. Erik here has a good triple load, and I've got a few. Near as | can tdl, Dunn, you
don't have aone”

"The Dunn unit does not carry Mind Brothers, Kim unit. He is different.”

She looked swiftly at the Ronin, then back to the Earthman. "Yeh, | can tdl he's different. | just can't
figure out how or why. | mean, he had to go through Judgment just like the rest of us, so he mugt be
immune—"

"I didn't go through Judgment like the rest of you,” Dunn interrupted, "because I'm not one of you.
I'm from Earth. I—"

Kim whidled softly, as if impressed. "Whoooeeee. So you're that Dunn. Shoulda figured it out
mysdf. Wow! Direct from the Homeworld. Tak about a Wanderer! "

"I thought you were sudying at one of the 'hoods to be a swordsman. Least that's what | heard.
What are you doing way out here in the middle of this forsaken piece of foret?"



Dunn looked off to the Sde and shrugged. "Wandering."

The young woman nodded sagely. "Ah. Couldn't cut it, huh?"

Dunn stopped dead in his tracks and turned to face her. "How did you know ... | mean ... what
makes you think ..." he stuttered in confusion.

She shrugged nonchdantly. "Hey, why do you think most of us go Wandering? It's 'cause we can't
cut something. Gods, Dunn, do you redly think you're the only one who ever had trouble becoming a
swordsman? Just because a person's immune to the Mushin doesn't mean they automaticaly become a
swordsman. Or even achieve Satori, for that matter. Trouble with you is you've been hanging around
'hoods since you've been here. Everybody there is damn near a Master at something. Out here in the
real world," she gestured grandly with her hand, "things aren't like that. People are more just ... just
people. You know, like those 'steaders. They can't carry Mushin. They aren't much good with a sword.
They hate and fear Ronin because Ronin kill them. So when they get a chance, they kill Ronin. Nobody
ina 'hood would act that way 'cause nobody in a 'hood has to be afraid. Yeh, Dunn, out here were just
people. We gruggle, wefall, and we're afrad.”

The three of them walked dong slently for a moment. The Ronin was looking curioudy at the young
woman. "And why are you Wandering, Kim unit? |s there something you couldn't “cut'?*

She looked down at the ground and sighed. "Yeh, Erik, yeh. There was something | couldn't cut.”
Sowly her head rose and she met their eyes. "Might as wel tdl you. Might as wdl."

"Thereason | know so much about 'hoods, Dunn, is 'cause | was in one for awhile. About five years
or 0."

"I come from a little 'stead just out on the Plain a little way from the mountains. Weve got the only
tree for maybe a hundred miles around. Family tradition says it came from a seed given to my
great-great-grandfather by Edwyr."

"Anyway, | went off to a'hood, determined to be every bit as good as Jerome or Edwyr. | just knew
| could do it. Gods, 1'd be a wizard with the sword! And I'd achieve Satori so often, so eesly ... why,
they'd come and ask me to teach the Way-Farer. Maybe even to be the Way-Farer!"

She hesitated and smiled sadly. "Didn't quite work out thet way, though. And that's how come |
know what the rest of Kensho islike, Dunn. | couldn't cut it. So | left. I've been Wandering ever since”

"How long, Kim unit?'

The young woman gave the Ronin a bemused look. "About four years now. Four years. And you
know what? I'm not any closer to an answer than | was when | started. Maybe I'm even further.”

"Further?' Dunn questioned. "How can you be further?'

"Hey, Dunn, you'rein the real world now. In the 'hoods there dways seem to be answers. That's only
‘caise those like us leave. Out here, there just may not be any answers. Or maybe there are, but we just
can't accept them.”

"What couldn't you cut, Kim unit?' the Ronin repeated, his voice soft and whispery.

She gave the black-clad figure along and searching look. "You may find it alittle hard to understand,
but I couldn't let go of my sdif.”

The surprise showed dearly on the Ronin's features. Immediaely, his gaze turned inward, and he
appeared to be holding a conversation ether with himsdf or with something deep ingde him. After
severa moments he focused his attention outward once more. "Thisterm self appears again. This unit ill
does not comprehend. The Dunn unit dams to be searching for a sAf he cannot find. Yet the Kim unit
dtates she has a Hf she cannot lose. Totdity can find no meaning in this. 1t has no meaning.”

"Erik unit love" Kim said swestly, "just because Totdity can find no meaningin it doesn't mean it has
no meaning. It just means Totdlity hasn't got the conceptua framework to understand it. Let me explain
what my problem is and maybe that will hdp Totdity. But maybe | should do it while we travel. Those
'steaders gill might be on our trall." The other two agreed and picked up their pace.

As they walked through the afternoon woods, Kim spoke, her soft voice strong and sure. "Like dl
good Kenshitesin good 'hoods, | meditated and chanted the koans of Jerome and Edwyr and whoever. |
learned the techniques for cdming the mind and gripping redity down to its component sensations. |
disassociated the universe and let it fal to pieces around me™



"But that was dl that ever happened. The universe fdl to pieces around me. | dways remained. A
hard dump of indissoluble memories, a continuity of consciousness aware of itsdf and its separateness
from everything else, induding the techniques for getting rid of the rest of the universel | was centered, dl
right. But | was centered in mel™

She laughed softly and a little sadly. "Oh, how they tried to hdp me. "Kim," they told me, ‘the
sensation of a perfect and continuing sdf identity is merdy an illuson. There is no such thing." And then
I'd remember the taste of cool water on a hot summer day, or the way my little brother used to ask me
questions about the damnedest things and poof! ther whole argument would vanish like theillusoniit is”

" There is no df, they'd say again and again. "There is nothing but the eternd flux and flow of
perception. You can never catch the sensation of your sdf, but only of a perception.™

"But that's true," Dunn protested. "I've tried to find my sdf by looking inward where it must be. And
dl I've found isthe flux you talk of. It's true.”

"Hogwash, Dunn. Y ou're not thinking. Thereisa unity and a coherency to that flux. Gods, man, you
couldnt survive two minutes in the red world if there wasn't! You wouldn't know how or where to put
down your foot next if there wasn't some kind of structure, some kind of consistent organization to your
perceptions. Maybe when you turn totdly inward things disntegrate, but you know as well as | do that
there are internd connections between experiences and perceptions and that they're clustered, in order,
around a center. The continuity of consciousness is enough to prove that theré's such a thing as the sf.
No matter what the Fathers say!"

"But consciousness isn't continuous,” Dunn argued. "When | deep, | lose the thread of continuity.”

"Oh, nonsense. When you wake up you remember who you were yesterday and even remember that
you logt the thread of consciousness while you were degping. Anyway, the only reason you lose the
continuity while you deep is because youre not aware of the gaps as they happen. Once you wake up
agan, the continuity returns and includes the periods of discontinuity within it."

The Earthman shook his head. "I wish my problem was that Smple, Kim. My continuity redly has
been broken. My strongest and freshest memories are those of another person. The weakest and most
paichy are those from my own past. The only ones that truly belong to me are from the past five years.
And even those have been filtered through the other mind that's in mine™ Then he told her of his own
past.

When Dunn had finished his recitd, the three walked dong in sllence for some time. The Ronin was
the firg to break the quiet. "Kim unit," he began hesitantly. "This unit understands the dilemma of being
uncble to comply with the demands of those in the 'hood to release your sense of sdf, even if this unit
cannot understand the concept of sdlf. But why did this cause you to Wander? Surdy the best place to
overcome this problem iswithin the 'hood under the training and guidance of your leaders.”

"Yeh. Sure. You're dead right. If | wanted to lose my sense of sdf so | could achieve Satori, the best
thing would have been to stay. The only problem was | didn't want to lose my sense of sdf."”

Dunn nodded knowingly. "'l can understand thet.”

"No you can't,” she replied hitterly. "Damn it, | wanted to lose my stupid sense of sdf! | wanted to
achieve Satori! Gods, how | wanted it! Do you redize | couldn't even take up the sword properly
because | couldn't subordinate my sdf to the blade? You think you're the only one who can't be a
swordsman, Dunn? Hah!" She shook the gaff she held in her right hand. "I never got beyond the gtaff.
The sword dways scared meglly!™

"But why, if you wanted these things so badly, were you unable to give up this strange thing cdled a
sdf, Kim unit? Why did you not stay and try?"

The young woman stopped dead in her tracks and oun to face the two men. Tears were just Sarting
to flow from her eyes, and her chest heaved with barely controlled sobs. "Oh Gods, | wanted to," she
sad, her voice tight and trembling a the same time. "Bt ... but ... oh, damnit, I'm afraid to! The very idea
of loang my df terrifies mel All those wonderful memories cut loose, dl those experiences scattered
about like lost seedsfromako pod! | ... | just can't do it. I'm afraid, damn it, I'm afraid! Afraid | might
not be ableto findit dl again. Afrad that once | let go I'll never get it dl back." The tears were pouring
down the young woman's face now. Her voice was husky and shaking. She dropped her eyes from the



two men and her shoulders dumped in defeet. "I'm afraid,” she whispered.

The Ronin took a step to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Fear, Kim unit," he sad, his
voice 0ft, "is something every unit feds. It isnothing to be ashamed of. Only giving in to fear so that the
unit can no longer function is shameful. And this unit knows that you will not givein to your fear. You will
livewith it, contral it, and come through it to find what you seek."

The young woman looked up at the black-clad killer, a amdl amile showing through her tears.
"Thanks. That's ... that's just the kind of thing my brother Erik would have said. Guess | picked the right
name. I'm dl right now. It's just that occasiondly the fear gets the better of me and, well, | lose it She
siffled and wiped her face with her deeve. "Damn, | must redly look grest, huh? Sniveing like a baby
out in the middle of the woodd!"

"Dont worry," Dunn offered. "I know what it's like to lose a sdif, so | don't think your fear is anything
fodish a dl. | couldn't do it éther.” He shuddered involuntarily. "The very idea of purposely losing your
«df givesme achill.”

For an awkward moment the three of them stood and looked & each other in slence. Findly the
Ronin spoke. "W, this unit estimates there are about three more hours to sundown. This unit therefore
suggests that we find a place to make a dry camp for the night." He pointed through an opening in the
branches to some high, thin clouds that were beginning to cover the sky. "This unit suspects thet it may
ran before the night is out. And for one, this unit would prefer to remain dry.”

Kim laughed. "So would this unit! Let's go. There's bound to be an overhang or maybe even a
shdlow cavein that steep ridge up ahead and to theright.”

The two men nodded and dl three of them started off once more.

Chapter 11

Ran had fdlen dl day, but now the clouds were bresking apart just as the sun began to set, and the
pent-up light burst forth in an impetient display of red and pink. For afew moments, the beauty of it took
Josh's mind away from the thing he held in his hands. Then the light faded and the young man looked
down to read the lines of the poem once more.

To surrender isto remain in the hands of barbarians for the rest of my life.
To fight is to leave my bones exposed in the desert waste.

The poem had been written in Chinamany centuries ago, and a Keeper had found it in the flagship's
files among the works Nakamura had brought on the Universal Way of Zen. It was part of one of the
answers to a koan the Admird had read many times before he had disappeared. Josh lad the piece of
paper with the poem written on it on the ground and took a second dip of paper from the pocket in the
front of his robe. He unfolded it carefully, dmog reverently, and read the lines of the koan in the fading
dusk.

Master Obaku said, "You all live on the leftovers others give you to eat! If you wander about
the world and search for truth in such a way, what sort of success can you expect? Do you know
that there are no longer any Zen masters in China?" A monk stepped out and said, "But what
about those who go around and earnestly instruct the masses?"

Obaku said, "1 didn't say there is no longer any Zen, only that there are no great masters.”

The meaning of the koan was clear to Josh. One could not depend on magters for enlightenment.
One had to achieve it on one's own. Those who went around from master to magter seeking Satori were
like beggars going from house to house asking for scraps to keep them dive. As long as there was Zen,
masters were not necessary. The reason Nakamura had read the koan so often before leaving the
flagship to go down to the planet and save his people was probably to remind himsdf that he had to



depend entirdly on his own efforts. And dso to reassure himsdf that as long as the Way of Passvity
contained the basic dements of Zen, the way to eventudly defeat the Mushin was avalable and waiting
for the right person to discover it. As Jerome had done.

But the koan, as wdl as the poem, disturbed Josh, for they both seemed uncannily appropriate for
the current Stuation. The poem, dating as it did two unacceptable choices, mirrored both the problem
Nakamura had faced as wel as the dilemmain which Kensho now found itsdf. One could neither fight
nor not fight because either choice ended in disaster. One bowed to the barbarians and accepted life or
degth at their whim, or one fought and left one's bones as witness to the futility of the Struggle.

Will the Earth Fleet even give us the choice? Josh wondered. Dunn had seemed to fed it just as likdy
the Fleet would come in shooting and ask questions afterward. They had not suffered even a minor
defeat snce Quarnon, and would undoubtedly want to wipe away this insult to ther honor as swiftly and
as completely as possible.

No longer able to read the words on ether piece of paper, Josh folded both and put them back in his
pocket. A dight redness gill hung on the horizon as if the sun, findly able to show its glory o late in the
day, was rdluctant to leave the world to darkness. He waited patiently for it to die out.

Asthe stars slently appeared, he turned toward the east to await the risng of Kensho's moons. Two
would rise together, athird about two hours later, and the fourth just before the fird two set. Josh liked
the moons light. Its soft diffuseness soothed his mind and made the rough edges of day gentle and kind.

It had been a hard day. They dl were laidy. He and the others endlesdy toiled at their impossble
task of readying Kensho for the confrontation with the Earth Fleet. They searched the files and the
memories of the Keepers for some clue, some idea that would give the planet away out. They had found
nothing. There were no longer any Zen magtersin China. They were utterly on their own.

Josh knew the search was hopeless. There was nathing in the computer to help them any more than
there had been anything to help Nakamura or Jerome. They had to be their own Zen masters. But how?

Perhaps we're just not smart enough, Josh thought. No one ever said that achieving Satori makes you
smarter. And have we redly achieved Satori? Weve developed an hereditary immunity to the Mushin,
but is thet redly the same as Satori?

The question was one held never asked before and it troubled him deeply. Have we just assumed
thet we have achieved Satori because so much of our culturd context is from the mind of Nakamura and
Satori was ahig part of hisway of thinking? Or have we redly achieved it? Or have some of us achieved
it while others are merdy immune to the Mushin?

That last thought made him stop. All my life, he suddenly redlized, I've lived in the 'hoods. I've been
around people who are dedicated to the Way and the seeking of Satori. | know how they behave, what
they want, how they get it., Many of them have attained Satori, I'm sure of it. Others are il trying, or
ganit and then lose it again.

But what about the rest of Kensho? What about dl those people who don't live in the ‘hoods? The
'steaders, the Artisans, the Keepers, the traders, and the rest? Do they reach Satori? Do they even try?
They were mogly immune to the Mind Leeches by now, but did that immunity autometicdly give them
access to Satori?

The answer was obvious. No. Of course not. Even those who entered the 'hoods had to study long
and hard to achieve Satori. How could anyone on the outside reach that god? Certainly they could
defend themsdves againg the Mushin, some might even be able to use the Mind Brothers to speak
mind-to-mind or Snatch things. But none of those abilities automaticaly implied Satori.

And what about the Ronin? They certainly knew how to handle the Mushin. It was through them that
Edwyr learned about spesking mind-to-mind and discovered that men could carry the Mind Brothers.
Y et there could be little doubt thet the black-clad killers were not enlightened. Or were they?

He shook his head. He was getting dl confused and away from the topic. Then again, perhaps he
wasn't. For at the center of dl these speculaions lay the Mushin, the Sngle most important fact of life on
Kensho. A fact, he admitted, which | know a lot less about than | thought. All 1 know is wha I've
learned in the 'hoods and what I've noticed on a few trips, like the one tralling Dunn. I've got to know
more, he redlized, much, much more.



I've got to be my own madter, just like the koan saysl Up to now I've been living on scraps gleaned
from the tables of thosein the 'hoods. Now | need more. To get it, | mugt go off on my own to seek it.
There are no magters. There is only the Way. As long as there is the Way every man mus be his own
master. | know virtudly nothing of Kensho outside the 'hoods, and amost nothing about the Mushin but
what I've been told. So far, everything | know hasn't been enough to help me solve my problem. | have
to learn more. Perhaps in the learning | may come across something that will help me resolve the
dilemma

It's worth atry, he redized. I'm not making any headway now. I've got nothing to lose and everything
to gan. Becauseif | don't do something, there are only two choices open to me To live the rest of my life
beneeth the hed of the barbarian, or to leave my bones bleaching in the desert. | mugt find my own
answers. As Nakamura did. As Jerome did. As Edwyr did.

Josh rose to hisfeet just as the rim of the third moon lifted over the eastern horizon. From the light of
the three, he could make out many of the features of the landscape that spread out beneath him. It
seemed to be made of a momentarily solidified, glowing liquid that might dissolve and flow a any
moment. Gathering the force of his Mind Brothers, he reached out and cdled the Way-Farer.

Father Kadir?

Yes, my Son? came the ingant answer.

| am going Wandering.

There was a brief moment of slence, then a short reply. Ah, yes. Jerome be with you.

Thank you, Father. And with you, too.

Josh gazed a the moons while he tried to make up his mind. Which direction sdl | go? he
wondered. I'm not at dl prepared for ajourney. No knapsack, no food, nothing. | haven't said good-bye
to Mydi or any of my friends. | havent .. .

He laughed out loud a himsdf. Always so damned organized! Thisis Wandering! Nothing goes as
planned because nothing is planned. You just do it. So. | go south. That's the way Dunn went and that
makes it as good as any. I'll pick up the things | need at the firg 'hood | come across. He touched the
pommd of his sword. Everything | redly need isright here.

With another laugh he turned to hisright and stepped off down the hill, heading south into the night.

Father Kadir's cdl door opened to the east. The moonslight was sreaming through it, meking fuzzy
triple shadows around the things it touched. Severa shapes loomed in the darkness.

Kadir looked dowly at their hidden faces and amiled gently. "Josh,” he sad softly, "has gone
Wandering.”

"What of histask?' one of the shapes asked.

The Way-Farer amiled again, asif a a private joke, then said, "The way that leads to the light often
appears the darkest, the way that goes ahead mog directly often appears to curve back, the shortest
journey may be to trave the longest path. Josh is working on his task, never fear."

"Success is not sure” another voice sad from the dark.

Father Kadir shrugged. "When was it ever?”

"Butif he fals, what then?'

"Ancther will try."

"And if they dI fail?'

The shapes were slent. Fndly a third voice whispered its question. "Will you not act then?'

Kadir said softly, "The Way never acts, yet through it, dl things are done.”

"What have you seen, Father?' The voice had an eerie, angsong qudlity to it now, as if repegting the
fird words of some ritud.

The Way-Farer let out along Sgh. "I have seen water flowing over rock."

A long, drawn out "Ahhhh" sounded from the other shapes. It seemed to suffuse the entire cdl,
mixing with the moons-light. Another of the shapes spoke, its question the barest hiss. "What have you
seen, Father?!

"I have seen wave crash againd rocky shore.”



The"Ahhhhh" now grew into a congtant undercurrent, a deep droning that reverberated through the
darkness. A new voice, soft and femining took up the question. "What have you seen, Father?'

"I have seen raindrop strike mountaintop.”

The very moonsight seemed to be pulsing in time with the sweling of the sound in Father Kadir's
cdl. A tenson that was amogt papable could be fet in the darkness, drawing tight the fabric of the night.

"What have you seen, Father?'

"I have seen mountain leveled, shordine tumble, rock become valey. | have seen that act which does
not act. Share with me"

All the voices came from the dark together. "We will share.”

The blackness rolled back and light spread through their minds. They saw a great orb hanging in
emptiness surrounded by a glare brighter than a thousand sunny days. The glare grew, as though it fed on
the orb, and consumed everything in its path. As the light waxed brighter and reached a point beyond
pain, it suddenly flared in a massive exploson that ripped the fabric of the emptiness and swalowed the
whole vison. Suddenly, findly, it was dark once more, but dark in a way beyond blackness. They
redized they were garing into the ultimate void, that something formlesdy fashioned that existed before
heaven and earth. It was without sound or substance, undifferentisted, unchanging, dl pervasive,
unending.

Yet it was not emptiness or death. On the contrary, it was the source of dl being, dl existence.
Within its undifferentistion were dl the myriad things of the universe. Within its inaction lay dl movement
and change. It was the fountainhead of everything. And as they watched, it formed a great egg which split
in two, light and dark, then split again and again, mixing, intermingling with itsalf, growing in complexity
and variety until the whole universe lay spread out beneath them.

Sowly the vison dimmed, and the shapes found them-selves once morein the Way-Farer's cdl. The
light of the fourth moon shone from the east. Two had set and one was about to. The night was nearly
over.

"Does this mean Kensho will be destroyed?' one of them asked.

"Thevidon was not clear,” another answered. "We have seen, but perhaps do not understand.”

"Thevoid is source of dl life. Surely that means Kensho will triumph,” suggested another.

"But the void came after. Before the void, dl things burned and fdl into the void. That means
destruction with the assurance of arebirth in the universe as part of the whole.”

"Perhaps,”" said another, "it means just what it showed. Destruction. The void was merdy a statement
of a basic truth somewhat irrdevant in the current Stuation.”

Father Kadir spoke. "It has been said that such things are very easy to understand and very easy to
act on, yet no one in the world understands them or puts them into action. It has dso been sad tha
draightforward words are often the most paradoxicd.”

"Thisisthe lagt part of the vison | saw a the time Mother llla died. It lay at the end of the road we
took at that time. And at the end of most others. | do not know whet it means™

"Somehow, though, | do not think it means what it appears to on the surface. Cdl it the hunch of a
foolish old man, or the intuition of a lifdong follower of the Way, it comes to much the same thing."

"You don't know what it means, Father. What do you think it means?'

The Way-Farer Sghed. "'l was afrad you'd get around to that question.” He paused for a moment as
if gathering his thoughts or his courage. "I think it means that Kensho will be destroyed. But that a the
same time, it will not be destroyed.”

He paused again, then added thoughtfully and quietly, "I just wish | knew what in the names of the
Gods | meant by that!"

Chapter 12

Therain came toward morning and awakened Dunn. Kim and the Ronin dept on, and the Earthman
decided not to awaken them until it became alittle lighter. He sat up, resting againgt the back of the amdl



cave they had taken shelter in for the night, and stared out at the fdling rain.

After a fev moments of mindless gazing, he turned his eyes to the two who 4ill dept soundly,
oblivious of the rain and the dowly growing light. What a strange trio we are, he thought. An Earthman,
hillions of miles from home, searching for a sdf that no longer exigts. A young Kenshite woman who is
afrad to lose her sense of sf, and therefore can't accomplish the thing she wants most. And a Ronin, a
cresture without human emotions who can't even understand what sef means.

However strange the combination, he had to admit he enjoyed having someone to trave with. It was
far more pleasant and probably a good ded safer. Just yesterday they had run across traces of a
good-sized party of what Kim thought were Ronin. The Ronin had looked at the tracks and had agreed.
There could have been as many as 9x or seven. Dunn shuddered. A lone man wouldn't stand a chance
agang a group that large. Unless, of course, he was some kind of incredible master. And I'm hardly in
that category, he conceded.

He looked at the Ronin, dill soundly deeping. The strange creature had seemed agitated when they
discovered the traces of the Ronin band. | wonder whose sde hed be on if it ever came to a
confrontation, the Earth-man thought uneesily. Just hope it never happens. Kim didn't even carry a
sword. Only a gtaff, and a rather wicked-looking dagger in a shesth strapped to the cdf of her right leg.
He had caught a glimpse of it the other day and she had showed it to him, tdling him she had learned the
trick from a Plainswoman she had met in her 'hood. "Watch," she had said. With one quick mation, she
hed bent over and straightened up suddenly. There had been a brief flash and a hiss as the knife had
whipped from the sheath and through the air. With a solid thunk, the double-edged blade had sunk
severd inches deep into a tree trunk some fifteen feet away. Dunn had gone and stood next to it. The
knife had hit dmost exactly at the leve of his solar plexus.

The rain seemed to be letting up. He peered out into the lightening woods. Water dripped from
everything. Dunn stood and stretched, moving to the entrance of the cave. The other two continued to
dumber. Might as wel gather some ko pods for breakfast, he decided. If | wait until these two wake up,
itll be time for lunch! He looked out, trying to Sght the diginctive bark and trunk shape of the ko in the
dense, sopping woods. None were in view, so he decided to search farther.

The cave was near the top of a sharp ridge that ran more or less north and south. Dunn came to its
foot and started out heading directly east. The ground was fla here and gently doping downward. In a
vay few moments, the Earthman came to a marshy area. He began to skirt it, heading further south.
After no more than a quarter mile, the firm ground turned east again and Dunn followed it. Before he had
gone even a few hundred yards, he redlized he was on a sort of peninsula extending out into the marsh.
Through the trees and underbrush he could see pae pools of dill water and tufts of marsh grass.

He was about to turn back when he noticed the digtinctive trunk of a ko directly ahead, perhaps
another five hundred yards or so to the east. Being surrounded by the marsh on three sdes made him
vagudy uneasy. It was so dill. No wind dtirred the trees, and he couldn't hear the sounds of any animd
movement. He shrugged. Must be too early and too wet for them. The ko was near and he was hungry.
He could eat afew pods and gather more to take back to the others.

The tree stood on a dight rise, right at the very edge of the marsh. He gazed across it in surprise.
He'd never seen such a large expanse of marsh a one time. Or was anything this big redly a marsh?
Maybe it should be caled a swamp. He thought about the geography of the area for a second. These
marshes were vast, he knew. They extended southward down the whole coast of the Northern Continent
of Kensho. From what he had heard, the entire area was dowly subsiding, dipping gradudly benesth the
waves as the ridges to the west dowly grew tdler and tdler. In many places, the marshes opened
eventudly into the sea, and the water in them was generdly a bitter mixture of st and fresh. Here and
there, though, were fresh-water marshes that were cut off from the ocean by strips of higher land that had
not yet been drowned. The area was virtudly unexplored.

As he stood and gazed at the pools of stagnant water and clumps of coarse grass that spread off east
as far as he could see in the mig of the rainy morning, he wondered if this particular expanse of marsh
ever reached the sea. Scattered on occasona humps of dightly higher land were gnarled masses of
soindly trees and dense bushes. The water itsdf was dark and looked viscous. He was sure the sun never



sparkled off its motionless surface or probed very far beneeth it. He shuddered dightly. This was
undoubtedly the dreariest place he had ever seen. No wonder the Kenshites avoided the area.

He was about to turn away from the dismd vista when he noticed something odd nearer by. It wasin
apool over to hisright, a pool that connected with the one directly in front of the Ko. He looked harder,
gaing through the dight migt that rose in turgid wisps from the surface of the water. 1t could have been
nothing more than amud bar or a tree trunk, but he could have sworn it had moved ever so dightly and
that the movement was what had attracted his attention. For severa moments he stood garing at the long
shape, awash inthe dill, dark water of the swamp.

Fndly, seeing no further motion, he decided he had been mistaken and turned to look at the ground
around the ko.

There were plenty of pods scattered about. He picked up one, cracked it open and began to eet the
mest that filled the ingde. Finished with one, he ate two more. Then, the edge of his hunger dulled, he
bent to pick others off the ground and put them in a pile. His sword made it awkward to bend over, so
he dipped it from his sash and leaned it againgt the base of the tree. He had picked up most of the pods
close to the trunk and now began awider sweep to get the rest. As he came down near the water's edge,
he chanced to glance back in the direction of the strange shape in the nearby pool. To his astonishment, it
was gone! He looked around carefully, making sure he had the right pool. He had it right, he decided, but
the thing was amply not there any longer. For a moment it worried him. Then he wondered how close to
the sea they actudly were. If this was a st marsh, the tide would probably be pretty good, especidly
given four moons. Perhaps the tide was smply coming in and had covered over the mud bar.

Curious, he went right to the edge of the water and looked for some indication that there was a tidd
vaiaion, some kind of rings or waterlines. He could see nothing. A chill passed over him. Perhaps that
hed been something dive. Something large, dive, and now somewhere else.

The thought frightened him and he began to take a step back away from the swamp edge. Before he
could move, however, a huge form shot out of the murky water and lunged for hisleg. He legpt back and
sumbled. Down on dl fours, he began to scramble as swiftly as possible back to the ko and his sword,
which leaned casudly, invitingly, againg the trunk.

Suddenly, he fdt a horrible pain in hisleft leg. He twisted and looked back. Ten feet of muddy brown
thing were up on the land. Two huge eyes glared at im with afera hunger that chilled his soul. Below the
eyes a huge gaping mouth was firmly clamped to hisleg. He could see the blood oozing from between the
thing's lips and knew it came from him.

He screamed and began to scramble even more franticaly toward the tree and his sword. If | can get
weapon, he thought wildly, | can dice the creature to ribbons.. He fet another seering pain. It had shifted
to gan afirmer hold. He screamed again and fdt a horrible blackness swirl about the edge of his mind.

Dont fant! he shrieked a& himsdf. Fight! Pull! Get the sword! He grabbed a smdl bush and tried
puling himsdf forward. At the same time, the creature, confident that its grip was secure, began dragging
him dong with it. He dung desperately to the bush, but the creature was stronger and the plant ripped
from his grasp. He bellowed in pain and fear as the thing dowly pulled him toward the dark water of the
swamp. Desperately, he grabbed at every blade of coarse grass, every plant, trying to stop the thing's
progress. The pain in his leg was throbbing horribly now, and he was bardy able to mantan
consciousness. Grimly, he fought in any way he could. But he knew he was losing. In just afew moments
the dark water of the swamp would close over hm and he would be dragged dong the bottom to the
cregture's lar.

There, heredized, it would est him.

With a bellow of rage and frudiration, he made one find effort to break free of the thing's grip.

He started kicking it with his free foot, hoping to hurt it in some way. Impassvely, it moved deeper
and deeper into the water. Dunn made a desperate lunge and fdt the flesh on his leg ripping and tearing.
A wave of incredible pain crashed over him and he fainted.

Dunn's movement in getting up and sretching had woken Kim. She had hdf opened one eye and
looked back a the dackening rain, then closed it and tried to get to deep. The Earthman's leaving had



brought her out of her doze. Where in the world was he going? she wondered. Out into the rain? She had
sat up but he was dready gone.
Huh, she thought, well, if he wants to get wet, no sense stopping him.

Sowly, she came awake. How drange it is, she thought, peeping between dightly closed eyes at
Erik's ill form.

Lying herein a cave just afew feet from a Ronin. With an Earthman nearby wandering around in the
wet woods. Must be tending to his bodily functions she decided. Sure, that's it. It bothered her, though.
They were very near the swamp and there were some dangerous bogs there. And dthough that Ronin
band hadn't been headed in this direction, they could dways double back. Nothing to worry about,
though, he's just gone to take a piss. Be back in aminute

But he wasn't back. And more than a minute had passed. She sat up, trying to decide whether or not
to wake the Ronin and ask his advice. She leaned over to touch him and redlized his eyes were open and
looking up & her.

"Good morning, Kim unit," the black-clad creature said softly. "Where has Dunn unit gone?'

"I don't know, Erik. He left afew minutes ago and hasn't come back yet. | don't see him, ether.”

"These are not good woods to wander about in, Kim unit.”

"You sad it. And | wonder if he knows—"

Thefirg scream brought them both to their feet. "Godd" Kim gasped, her face drained of dl color.
"Comn!" she cried and dashed out of the cave without even looking back to see if the Ronin was
following.

"There" the Ronin said as they ran, "his tracks go thisway. The ground is wet and marks eeslly.”

"Oh, shit,”" Kim moaned, "he's heading right for the swamp! Damnit! | should have warned him!"

At the second scream they had hit the water a the place Dunn had firs come across it and headed
south on histrail. Kim ran with her robe skirt tucked up under her belt and her g&ff in her right hand. The
Ronin moved swiftly and dlently, more like an animd than a person. His left hand rested lightly on the
pommd of his sword.

Thethird cry, one they both redlized was closer and weaker, came as they reached the land sde of
the peninsula that thrust out into the swamp. The find cry came just moments before they rounded the ko
tree and saw Dunn, unconscious, hdf in the water, moving deeper.

With a shriek of horror and rage, Kim threw hersdf a Dunn and grabbed his arms, holding him back.
With a sob, she called to the Ronin who stood in confusion, his sword drawn, but no enemy in Sght. "It's
down there!” she cried, "Down in the water! It's got him by the leg! Hurry! It's stronger than | am!”

The Ronin legpt into the water and blindly stabbed downward a few feet behind where Dunn's feet
hed to be. He connected with something and ingtantly jabbed twice more.

The result was immediate and agtonishing. A fountain of water spewed up and the creature, blood
spurting from its back, literdly exploded from the swamp, its mouth ggping and reeching for the Ronin.
Hampered by the waist-deep water and his surprise, the black-clad killer nearly sumbled. He swung his
sword up to protect himsdf and the creature bardy missed hisarm.

Before the Ronin could recover his balance, the thing lunged a him again. He fdl backward, but a
grdl form flung itsdf between him and the creature, a flashing knife in its hand. "The eyesl Go for the
eyed" he heard Kim scream. The woman dammed into the thing and knocked it Sdeways as her knife
jabbed out and home, snking deep into one of its eyes. The Ronin swung his sword and dashed
downward, deaving the creature's head and another eye in one powerful stroke. With a below, it
disappeared beneath the murky surface of the swamp. Only athin trall of red marked its passage.

Kim was sobbing for bresth. "Damn near impossible to kill one of those things. Jugt avoid 'em. Move
alot fagter than you'd think."

The Ronin grabbed her arm and helped her out of the water. "Thank you, Kim unit. | think you saved
mefromit."

"Ah, no. You would have cut it up with your sword. Here, let's get Dunn out of the water and
see—oh, sweet shit! Oh, Gods," she said in a hoarse whisper. "Oh, Gods, look at thet leg!”



The Ronin kndt and pulled back Dunn's robe to get a better view. "It is badly mangled, Kim unit.
And it isfilthy. Dunn unit has lost a good ded of blood. Help me stop the flow. Then we mugt clean the
wound thoroughly. Thereis grave danger of infection.”

They worked quickly, putting a tourniquet around the mangled leg and deaning the jagged wound as
best they could. "So far as | know," the young woman said, "the thing's not poisonous. But weve got to
get him back to the cave so we can get this mess as clean as possble”

"Thisunit agrees, Kim. This unit knows of medicind plants which grow in the forest. They will help.
But ..." The Ronin shook his head worriedly, gazing a the mangled leg. "It may be beyond the ability of
thisunit to do much. This unit fears for Dunn.”

"Damn," she muttered, brushing the deeve of her robe across her face. "He can't die now. He's got to
find himsdf firg. He can't—"

"Let us take him back to the cave, Kim." the Ronin said softly, his hand reassuringly on her shoulder.
"There we will do what we can for him. Help me lift him. Put him on my back. This unit will carry him.
And, Kim, pick up his sword and the pods he gathered. He would want you to."

Chapter 13

The thing had huge eyes and came roaring a him with tremendous speed to hit im and knock him
reding back down into the dark water that closed over his head and turned hot and black enfolding him
in warm viscous mud flowing into his mouth and nose and smathering his breath which fled to the sky,
him following in its wake to where it burst in pain againg the dismd mids that rose and reveded the dead
trees of the swamp waking toward him arms outstretched to grab and rend the flesh from his bones
tearing and ripping and pain shooting up hisleg hot so hot it throbbed and the eyes came a him with the
mouth open and streaming blood on everything, death gleaming from those hot little eyes dragging him
back into the dime and the horror and pain and horror and pain and horror and pain .. .

To break the cycle he struggled to open his eyes. The light crashed into his head and made him cry
out in anguish. He fdl back a the impact, back down and down spirding into the darkness, wave on
wave of blackness beating at his soul and mind. He fought back, yearning toward the light that shone just
on the other sde of the surface. With alunge, he broke through.

"He's awake," the Ronin said. The man's face was hanging over his own, dightly out of focus. It was
joined by another, the woman, Kim, her expresson worried and drawn. He tried to reassure her but
didnt have the strength. With a sigh, he closed his eyes and began to fdl again. "Hang on, Dunn." He
heard her voice dimly, coming from so far so far so far ... The universe began to roll and tilt crazily and he
sounwithit ...

"He's burning up,” Kim said. "It's been like this for two days."

"Thisunit fears thet the herbs gathered in the forest are not sufficient. This unit has examined the leg
and fears the infection is getting worse." The Ronin hesitated. "This unit fears that the only way to save the
integrity of the Dunn unit may be to amputate the infected member.”

Kim looked at himin horror. "Gods, Erik! There's no way we could amputate his whole leg from the
knee down! That's crazy! We'd kill him for sure. We ... we don't have any of the necessary equipment or
drugs or anything."

The Ronin sighed and shrugged. "Thisis true, Kim unit. But it is o true that the Dunn unit may die if
the infection is not stopped.”

"Damn," the young woman muttered dispiritedly, "damn damn damn damn. | fed so helpless. Isnt
there anything we can do?'

"Thisunit will ask," the black-clad man said. He moved to the back of the shdlow cave in which they
hed lad the injured man. Carefully, he kndlt and arranged his robe and sword. His back was absolutely
upright, his head erect, his eyes gazing dightly down at a spot on the ground about five feet in front of his
knees. Both hands rested lightly, pams up, on his knees. As Kim watched, the Ronin took severa long,
deep breaths, bringing the ar into his lungs and then forcing it out in a dow, deliberate manner. After



about five of these, his eyes glazed over, and the woman had the feding he was no longer there with her.

For a while she watched the 4ill figure in black, but when nothing happened, she turned to Dunn,
who lay on the bed of grass and leaves they had made for him. Softly, the injured man moaned and
moved about asif vanly trying to escape something close and dinging. She moved to his leg and pulled
back the doth they were usng as a dressng to hold the leaves the Ronin had gathered in place. The leg
looked horrible, svollen and purple, oozing a ydlow pus that smelled dreadful. She winced and
re-covered the wound. The Ronin was right, she redized. Dunn would die if they couldn't think of
something pretty quickly.

She heard a dight sound and turned toward the kneding man. His mouth was moving as though he
were arguing with someone. Or something. It was an angry argument, she could tell, because of the harsh
st of the man's lips. Who or what was he taking to, she wondered. Could it be Totdity? The thought
made her cold. And what if Totdity decided the Ronin should kill them both and gather their life force?
After dl, Dunn was dying anyway and was gving off a great ded of emotive energy. She was amogt
exhausted judt from trying to shield him. And she would be easy prey for the black-clad killer. Two easy
feadts for the Mushin. She shivered. Would Erik actudly do it? Why not? He was a Ronin. Merely giving
him her brother's name didn't change anything.

The knediing man's voice had become a low growl. His chest was heaving as if he were physcaly
gruggling with an opponent. With an explosve grunt, his eyes suddenly flew open. Kim caught a quick
glimpse of them. They were wild and filled with fury.

In one fluid motion, the Ronin was on his feet, his hand flying to the hilt of his sword. With a swift
jerk, he pulled it out and stepped toward Kim and the prone, helpless body of Dunn. Without even
thinking, the girl threw hersdf across the ddirious man's form to take the blow for him. She heard the
swish of the sword and then a surprisng moment of slence followed by a thump and the ring of sted
agang rock.

Looking up in wonder, she saw the Ronin stlanding over her, a strange grin twigting his features, his
whole body shaking as if in the dutches of a terrible fever. His hands were empty and his fingers were
twitching and grasping empty air. He tried to answer her questioning stare severd times before the words
came. "Thisunit," he began, his voice tight and dry, "has learned that there is a human who lives near here
inisolaion. This human is very wise and very talented. Perhaps this humen will be able to save Dunn.
Thisunit will now go to find this human.”

The young womean said nothing, but Smply let her eyes drift to the Ronin's empty hands. The creature
followed her look and grinned his twisted grin anew. With a sudden swirl of black, he stepped past her
and out of the cave. She turned to watch his progress. Some fifteen feet down the dope he bent over and
picked up his sword. He looked back up the dope at her as he shoved it roughly back into its scabbard.
Then he turned and strode swiftly off toward the south.

As night began to fal, Dunn's ddirium became worse. The Earthman began to cry out loud, groaning
out wordless pless for help againg the things that stalked him in his madness. Kim sat and wept while she
bathed his hot brow with water. The men was dying.

No sound warned her, but suddenly she knew she was no longer done. Sowly, she raised her eyes
to the opening of the cave. The light of the day had dmogt falled, but the two hooded forms were dill
clear againd the dark. Cautioudy, she pulled back the bottom of her robe so she could reach the dagger
strapped to her right calf.

For several moments the two figures stood there, garing at her and Dunn. Then one turned away and
the other came forward, pulling back the hood that covered its head and hid its face. "Light a fire, girl,
well need lots of hot water,” said a voice that was a once soft and strong. In the dim light, Kim could
just make out the features of a woman of indeterminate age.

Without even guestioning the woman, Kim moved to do her bidding. She gathered a amdl bundle of
wood shavings and tinder, then took out her fire stick and began a smdl blaze. She fed it dowly with
grdl gticks, occasondly glancing over to see what the woman was doing. Severa times she heard Dunn
moan in pain as the woman probed his wounds with sure fingers. She dso heard the woman's tsking and

hmmmming as she conducted the examingtion.



"Have you a pot?' Kim nodded. "Good. Hest up water. Very hot. And give me that knife you carry.
We have some cutting to do."

The Ronin came back, his robe tucked up to hold the things he had been gathering in the forest. He
lad them down in front of the woman and she rummaged through them. "Hmmmm. Yes. This is the right
root. Ahhhh. Yes. The yelow one. The brown isdeadly you know. This .. . hmmmmm ... may be good.
Not srong enough now. Well use it later if he makes it. You," she indicated Kim, "take these and put
them in the water. Well clean the wounds with the solution. And you," she indicated the Ronin, "cut this
inamd| pieces and begin shoving it down his throat. Hell need it when we cut. Lots of bad flesh to get rid
of."

She paused for a second and sat back, giving both of them an gppraisng look. "Damnedest thing |
ever saw, you three. But you two did a good job consdering everything. Best anybody could. It's dl
that's going to save him. If you hadn't done it, itd be too late for me now." She began to shift her
atention to Dunn again, but stopped hdfway down. "Oh, yes. I'm cdled Kridina If it matters.”

For the next two hours, the woman worked over Dunn. Kim and the Ronin hurried about, doing
evaything she demanded as swiftly as was possible. At one point, they both had to hold the Earthman
down while Krigtina cut his flesh to open and drain the festering infection. Dunn grunted and moaned and
every now and then screamed out in a hoarse, hopeless voice.

When it was over, dl three of them were exhausted. They sat in the flickering firdight and looked
down & the quietly resting man, his lower leg freshly covered with gtrips of bandaging Kridina had
brought with her. "Now it's just a question of time" the woman said. "If he beats the infection, his fever
should break some time tomorrow. If not ... well, then helll be dead in afew days. Well do what we can
to make it easy for im to go."

Kim looked more closdy at the woman. Her firg impression had been regffirmed as she watched the
woman while they had worked over Dunn. The face was virtudly ageless. Somewhere between thirty
and gxty. She had brown hair, cut farly short. Her skin was firm and full, hedlthy looking. But her eyes,
blue and piercing, carried awisdom and a calmness that went many years beyond the apparent age of the
skin. Her nose was of norma sze and shape, her lips ful and ready with smiles. Her chin was firm and
decisve. Her figure appeared trim, athough it was hard to tdl since she wore a robe like Kim's,

"One of the swamp things got him, en?' the woman asked. Kim and the Ronin both nodded.
"Dangerous damn thingsif you don't know about them. Pretty harm-less if you do. Stupid, but fast. And
veary srong. Did you kill it?'

"I don't know. We stabbed it severd times. | think we got its eyes, or at least one of them.”

"Hmmmm. Guess you didn't redly have much choice. Fity, though. It didnt redly mean any harm.”
She sghed. Without missing a beat she asked, "Do you or your friend have any smoothstones?"

Kim was confused by the question. "Why ... yes, | do...l..."

"May | haveit?'

The young woman reached into the pouch on the front of her robe and took the stone out. She
handed it to the woman.

The woman took it gently, dmog reverently, in cupped hands, her head bent over it to sudy it.
"Ahhhh, yes, yes, a corner pogtion. Part of an interstice. Could be a pattern determinate. Hmmm. Y our
friend have one?' she queried, looking up.

The Ronin spoke. "This unit recdls having seen the Dunn unit with such a stone. He placed it in his
robe." The black-clad man leaned forward and thrust his hand into the pouch on Dunn's robe. He handed
the stone to the woman.

Tredting it the same way she had Kim's, she examined it carefully. "Hah! From near herel Clearly
part of thismatrix. | imagineit mugt be from part of the second order intersection. Yes, oh most vauable
for the recongtruction! Thank you both." Without asking, she placed the stonesin her pouch.

"Now," she sad, "I think the two of you should explain yoursalves. It isnt everyday one has vistors
inthis area. Much less viditors as strange as you three. This one" she gestured to Dunn, "is nothing short
of amazing. How he ever got past Judgment is beyond me. And I've never had the privilege of actudly
gpesking with a Ronin before. As for you, my dear, you mus have a rather interesting story to be



traveling in such bizarre company. Please tdl me”

Almog sumbling over each other in thar eagerness, Kim and the Ronin told ther story to the
woman. When they had finished, she sat slently for long moments, looking at each of them in turn. For
some reason, her stare didn't make either of them uncomfortable. They smply returned it and fdt relaxed.

"Wdl," shefindly said, "that's some story. Thank you for sharing it with me. Y ou've given me a greet
ded to think about. Yes, indeed, a great ded." With that, she lad hersdf down next to Dunn and fdl
amog ingantly to deep.

The Ronin looked quizzicaly a Kim. "This unit found her where Totdity indicated she would be. She
is ... different. Not like those in the 'hoods. This unit does not understand her.”

Kim laughed lightly. "Nor does this unit, Erik. Whatever she is, though, I've got a feding she may
have saved Dunn's life He hasn't rested this pescefully for two nights” She yawned. "Gods, I'm dead
tired. | don't think I've dept more than a few moments for the last couple of days™ She lad down and
wiggled around to find a comfortable position. Once she was settled, she looked up to see the Ronin il
gtting up, saring into the fire. "Erik, you've got to be dead on your feet. Why don't you go to deep? If
Dunn gets restless well hear him. Get some rest.”

"Thisunit will rest later, Kim unit. Right now this unit wishes to think over recent events”

"Wha happened, Erik?" she asked oftly.

There was such a long pause she thought maybe the Ronin had not heard her question. She was
about to ask again when he findly spoke, hisvoice so quiet she dmost missed it.

"Thisunit does not know. Does not know."

Chapter 14

They came a her from every sde, thar blades swishing, their eyes glaring, animd screams bubbling
from ther drooling mouths. She knew there was no way to stand and fight so she turned and tried to run.
Eveary step was agony. Her feet were so heavy and her legs just wouldnt move. Her robe kept getting
between them and binding them. Hopelesdy, she turned back to face her attackers. She reached for the
sword at her sde only to discover that it was gone, lost somewhere, sometime. Her attackers howled
with glee and swarmed toward her. She wailed in utter, londly fear.

And woke up to Erik's hand gently shaking her.

"Kim unit," the Ronin said, a dight frown creasing his forehead, "are you dl right? You cried out. This
unit—"

She held up a hand to reassure him and muttered deepily, "Just an old dream. It's nothing." The
Ronin sat back and watched her, clearly not satisfied with her answer. She closed her eyes for a second,
then immediately opened them. Sleep had fled, and the darkness behind her own eyes bothered her. It
was time to be up.

Turning, she looked over a the dill form of Dunn. With a raised eyebrow, she queried Erik. He
shrugged and said, "Dunn unit is resting better. He woke severd times in the night with a high fever. The
Krigina unit and this unit bathed his face to cool hm down. But the fever has not broken. And the
infection has not gotten any better. Thisunit ill thinks..." He let the words trail off as Krigtina entered the
shdlow cave.

The woman in the black robe carried two handfuls of leaves and other plant parts. She nodded to
Kim and spoke to the Ronin. "Here, these are some of the ones | was tdling you about. Come; and I'll
explain them and ther properties to you."

Kim cleared her throat. "Ummm ... Uh ... how is Dunn doing?'

Krigina looked at her with a cdm, open, and frank gaze. "Not well. The fever is dill there. Very
much so. The infection is bad, even worse than | thought at firg ingpection. But worst of dl, we're going
to have to move him."

"Move hm?' both Kim and the Ronin said at the same time. "But helll never survive a move” Kim
continued. "I mean, he's too wesk to walk and—"



"Not much choice," Kridina replied. "This cave is shdlow and damp. There's a big stcorm coming.
Y ou can see the clouds piling up to the west if you go to the top of the ridge. Could rain for severd days.
That kind of cold and damp in his condition,” she gestured to the prone figure of Dunn, "would just about
end it for sure. Moving himisrisky. Not moving hmis worse."

She paused for a moment as if measuring their response. "Besides,”" she continued, "there's another,
perhaps even more compelling reason. | came across Ronin spoor about a hdf hour north of here this
morning. A camp. Maybe five or sx of them." She et her gaze rest lightly on Erik. "l only see one sword
here, other than Dunn's. That makes pretty poor odds againg five, doesn't it?'

The Ronin looked down at the ground, then up to meet her gaze. "Yes" he sad quietly and firmly.
"One agang fiveis very poor odds. Kimis probably good with her gaff, but that helps only a little. This
unit feds it would be best to find a more defensble or less eesly found spot where Dunn has a better
chance of recovering unmolested by rain or Ronin.”

Krigina nodded. "A good decison. Don't you agree, Kim?'

The young woman nodded. "Fve Ronin?' She cast a quick sideways glance at Erik. "Might be the
group whose trail we crossed a couple of days ago. Where can we go, though?'

"WEell go to my cave. It's about three hours from here to the west. There's a sudden up thrust of rock
there. It's pretty isolated and rather rugged, but the cave is large, has its own water supply, is dry and
eedly defensble” She paused and looked down a Dunn. "Three hours, that is, for a hedthy man a a
good pace. With him, it could take a hard eight. Best we get busy and make a stretcher of some kind to
carry him. The sooner we leave the better. | don't like the looks of that sky, and | liked the looks of that
camp even less”

Within an hour, they were on their way. Erik took the lead, halding the front end of the Stretcher they
had made from branches and vines. Kim and Kristina spelled each other on the rear end.

At firg, their progress was farly rapid. But the ground to the west rose quickly and became more
and more broken. Dunn began to move about on the stretcher and occasiondly a moan or soft cry
escaped hislips. It was impossible not to bump and jostle im from time to time.

Kriginafindly caled a hdt at the top of aridge and said it was time to grab a quick bite to eat and to
change Dunn's dressing. She aso told the Ronin to go back over ther path to see if anyone was
following.

The two women worked over the restless body of Dunn. When the bandages were removed, Kim
hed to hold back her gorge. The sght and the amdl of the wound amost made her sick. "It's ... it's bad,
it it?" she asked.

Krigina nodded as she worked. "Very bad. This bumping isnt heping any. Here, hedp me get this
down his throat. Itll cdm him alittle, make the pain more bear-able. Give hm bad dreams, though." She
sgghed. "Can't be helped. Even the worst dreams can't be much worse than wha held have to face if he
was awake. He's strong, Kim. And determined. He's got a chance” She looked up at the dark, grim
clouds, then back dong the way they had come. "He's got a chance if we can only get him—"

Erik suddenly appeared, coming up the dope & ajog. He was frowning and his eyes were hard. He
moationed the older woman to him. She handed Kim the bandage she was wrapping Dunn's wounds with
and went down to talk with the Ronin: The two conversed in low tones, punctuated with gestures amed
toward the north and east. The conversation ended when Kridtina said "No" in a very firm manner and
pointed toward Kim and Dunn.

For a moment longer, the Ronin hesitated, then nodded and trotted up to the top of the ridge. He
squatted next to Kim and helped her finish her task. The young womean tried to catch his eye, but the
black-clad man purposaly kept his head down and his atention riveted to the wrapping and securing of
Dunn's wounds.

Krigina came and stood over them. When Kim looked up at her with a quegtioning glance she Smply
nodded and said, "Yes. The Ronin are out there. Erik came across their tracks. We don't know if they've
discovered our tral yet. They might not. We must hurry." She looked up at the threatening sky. "As much
for that as for them.”

As they started out once again, the wind began to pick up. It was draight out of the west and fdt



heavy with cold and rain. At timesit came in sudden bursts which lashed the trees and ripped leaves from
them and hurled them through the air.

The ground became more rocky and abrupt. Severa times they had to scramble down steep dopes,
bardy able to keep their burden from tumbling into the deep ravines. The dimb up the opposite Sde was
agruding torture. Kriginafindly had them tie Dunn to the stretcher with vine so he wouldn't rall off.

Thewind blew a darkness before it, and it seemed as if night was rgpidly sweeping upon them. The
clouds rolled and twisted above them, reaching down with angry tentacles as if to smash them from the
ridge tops.

Thar exhaugtion grew with each step they trudged. Even Erik's face was drawn and pinched with his
effort. While Kim and the older woman had taken turns at the back end of the stretcher, he had carried
the front end dl the way. And at every rest stop, he had gone back to check ther trail for 9gn of the
Ronin.

The yipping howl was so close that Kim nearly dropped the handles of the stretcher. All three of
them stopped dead in their tracks and listened. A second howl joined the first from farther away. Then,
from an even greater distance came a chorus of eager answering cries.

"Ronin," Kim said, her voice srangled and strange. Erik looked back a her and Kristing, his face
twigted in an unreadable expression. "Fve units™ he said softly. The older woman nodded.

Kim sobbed along shuddering breath of ar into her lungs Her whole body was sheking and her
knees fdt like water. She took a second breath and spoke rapidly. "Ligen, both of you. Krigting, take
my end of the stretcher. Erik, you keep yours. You're the strongest and the only way well get Dunn any
farther isif you bear mogt of the effort. How far isthe cave?’

"About another hour."

"FHne Both of you get going. I'll follow more dowly until | find a good place to dow the Ronin down.
Thatll give you more time and—"

"No!" the Ronin said sharply. "No! You have no sword! They will kill you! There are five of them.
Y ou won't stland a chance. | will say and delay them.”

"Dont be afool, Erik," Kim said sharply. "I can kill with this staff, but | don't intend to try and fight
the whole lot of them. Just hold them off until the storm breaks, then escape in the rain. Damnit, Erik! We
won't be able to get Dunn to the cave without you! Krisinaand | aren't strong enough. Y ou've got to go.
Besdes, once at the cave you could hold off a hundred Ronin with your sword. Y ou're the only one who
can guarantee safety for dl of us Now go, damnit! Before | change my mind!™

"Kim, no! I must fight. | must—"

"Damnyoul" she shouted, tears coming to her eyes. "Damnyou, go! Can't you ... can't you see how
frightened | am? Do you think | want to die? Get going before I'm too afraid to do it! Go! Go!™

Both Kim and the Ronin turned to Kridina as if to ask the older woman to settle the argument. She
looked at them both, then nodded to Kim and took her place at the back end of the Stretcher. "Thereis a
narrow pass a short distance ahead. We mugt go through it. The ridge on ether Sde is very steep and
rocky. The only other ways through are severd miles to the north or again to the southeast. It would
make a good place to delay an army. It should serve quite wel to dday five Ronin." Without another
word she began to move forward, forcing the Ronin to move with her.

As soon as they were out of Sght, Kim began to sob uncontrollably. Fear made her whole body fed
weak and watery. It was impossble to even raise her hand. If she tried to move she knew her knees
would give way and she would collgpse in a heap. Then she began to shake so badly that her teeth
chattered. A howl, followed by a chorus of other yeping screams snapped up her head and dried her
tears indantly. The fear |eft her limbs and settled in a hard knot in her sscomach.

The Ronin were close, she estimated. Probably not more than a mile off to the east. At the rate they
could travel, even in this rough terrain, that meant they'd be upon her in about ten minutes. She turned
and began to fallow after the other three, hoping that the narrow pass would show up soon enough.

Fat, hard drops of rain, driven by the wind like tiny missiles, dammed into her face from time to time,
Could she redlly escape in the confuson when the sorm broke? she wondered. Would it break in time?
Or would the wash of the rain smply clean the blood from her dead body? She shivered, but kept on



moving.

At the top of one ridge, she heard a baying s0 loud and close, she turned and looked over her
shoulder. There, on the opposite ridge, were five figures dressed in black. They saw her and raised a
hideous howl, dancing about and waving their swords. Then they plunged down the opposite dope.

Trying to hold back her riang sense of panic, she began to trot. Where was tha pass? If she didnt
come to it soon, she'd have to fight them in the open. I'd lagt about two minutes, she estimated grimly.

She plowed through a dense growth of brush and saw a dark gap amogt directly ahead in the side of
a steep, rocky ridge. The ridge stretched off to both the right and left as .far as she could see through the
trees. The pass! Jugt intime!

Gasping for breath, as much from fear as from exertion, she sumbled up the dight dope and into the
dash of the narrow pass. Its rock wals were sraight up and down, amog asif the opening had been cut
in the ridge with a sword. An ominous rumble came from the sky and she looked up. The clouds were
low and rushing by a an incredible rate. Fat bumps hung down from them, bulging toward her in a
threstening manner. Off to the north a dull glow lit the sky for an ingant. Another rumble sounded and
another flash of light colored the rocks around her.

The Ronin burst from the trees at the base of the ridge and stopped, taking in the whole scene.
Thunder crashed again and a bright flash of lightning ripped through the air so close by she could dmost
amdl it.

Carefully, Kim backed into the mouth of the pass, making sure she was protected on both sdes and
the rear. She made a couple of practice swings with her gaff to see if she had adequate room to
maneuver. Satisfied with her battleground, she took her knife from its hidden sheath and stuck it in the
back of the sash around her waist. Findly, she tucked her robe up in the front of the sash to keep it out
of the way and stop it from catching on things as she moved.

The Ronin approached cautioudy, unsure how many people held the pass againgt them. Unlike the
killers of the past, the Ronin no longer attacked in mad, mindless fury. Now they fought dmost as coolly
and intdligently as ordinary men. They would assault en masse only if it seemed the best thing to do. Still
they were fearsome fighters, unafraid of anything in combat. One would be a chdlenge for someone with
only a gaff. Five were impossble.

But, Kim reminded hersdf, they could only come at her one a a time through this narrow pass. At
leadt, that's how the combat would begin. Perhaps after a few rebuffs they would rush her dl a once.
Then, she knew, no matter how hard she fought, she would be overwhelmed.

The Ronin were getting ready to try an attack to fed out the Stuation. Take your time, Kim dlently
told them. The longer you wait the farther Dunn, Erik, and Kristinawill get.

A flash of lightning glared, momentarily blinding them dl. Almog indantly, thunder crashed, its roar so
loud it nearly knocked Kim to the ground. The sheer volume of the noise stunned the Ronin and halted
them in mid-stride. Still, though, the rain did not fal. Even the wind had dmost died out. Kim glanced up,
half expecting to see the clouds standing 4ill, but they roiled on eastward in ugly, dark masses.

With a cry, the Ronin charged the pass. One, a tdl, dark-haired creature with sraggly locks and
mead, black eyes threw himsdf into the lead and was the firg to spot Kim. Seeing one lone young woman
amed only with a gaff, he howled in victory and raised his sword on high to strike. Quickly, Kim
stepped in and dammed the end of her daff againgt hisright wrist. The blow was solid and powerful. The
thwack of the wood againg flesh was immediately followed by the crack of bone as the man's wrigt
broke. His sword stroke flew harmlesdy to the right of Kim's shoulder. As he tried to recover his
ba ance, the young womean reached behind her, grabbed her dagger and stepped in once more, the blade
meking a swish as it curved and sunk into his gut with a thud. The Ronin screamed once and then
staggered back, one hand hanging usdless, the other dutching his ssomach. Blood flowed fredy between
hisfingers.

The killer behind him tried to avoid the staggering man but was unsuccessful. They collided and the
wounded man went sprawling while the second Ronin was thrown off balance. Kim took advantage of
the stuation, swiftly stepping in and jabbing the tottering man in the solar plexus with the tip of her gaff.
The blow doubled him over and she spun the daff around its own center, bringing the other end around in



ahurtling arc to smash into the back of his bowed head. He went down like a rock.

Now the third one attacked, in baance and pre-warned that he was facing an opponent who was
anything but a helpless girl. He jabbed at Kim's throat with incredible speed and nicked her shoulder as
she hdf blocked his thrust with the tip of her staff. Then he stepped in, his sword swinging up for a head
dash. Kim threw hersdf a him, her g&ff like a horizonta bar, and dammed into his body, the gaff just
above the man's elbows. For a second they tottered there, raining, locked in a contest of srength the
mean was bound to win. Suddenly Kim rammed her knee up into his crotch and he roared with pain. The
young woman fdl backward, sumbling, and nearly went down.

Her fourth opponent was on her in aflash. She was bardly able to block hisfirst blow. Stepping back
from his second, she desperately tried to regain her baance and equilibrium. The man was pushing her
back to adightly wider part of the pass where two of them could attack her a the same time.

Kim fought with a fury she had never known she had. She blocked, parried, and attacked so strongly
that the Ronin had to stop his advance and retreat. The fifth one took his place and she saw the one she
hed kneed getting up to rejoin the fight. Beyond him, the second man, the one she had knocked out, was
beginning to come to.

Despair filled her heart. Even if she fought them one & a time, she would soon be worn out. They
would wear her down and then it would be a smple matter to kill her. Exhaustion would dow her
reflexes, weaken her blocks and attacks. Her wounded shoulder was dready beginning to ache and
diffen. It was only a matter of time. A short time.

The wind hit her from behind with a rush and a blow that dmost knocked her fla. 1t howled and tore
a the pass and tried to rip the sky and earth to shreds. Thunder crashed and lightning dammed into the
ground again and again asif the heavens were bombarding the earth. Dazed and stunned, she looked up
in awe. The ar was torn with flaring light. Branches and leaves flew like bits of straw. The very rocks
benesth her shook in response to the fury of the storm.

Then the rain hit. Actudly hit, like a fig or a dlub. It drove her to her knees and took her breath
away. She tried to raise her head but could bardly do it againg the weight of the water duidng from the
sky. She couldn't see more than two feet in front of her.

Couldn't see! This was what she had been hoping for! The sorm was here and she could escape.
She turned quickly and staggered westward up the pass, bumping into rocks and the wal of the deft as
she went. Severd times she sumbled and cut her hands againgt the rocks.

She reached the other side of the pass and redized she didn't have the dightest idea where to go.
Doesn't matter, she told hersdlf. Just head west. Put distance between yoursdf and the Ronin. No way
they can falow in this sorm. Couldn't track a Strider in this wesather!

Kim laughed out loud. "I madeit!" she exulted to the crashing thunder. "I'm divel | hdd them off and
gave the others time to escape!”

Thunder exploded directly over her head, beating her to her knees again. A dash of lightning lit the
torrentid downrush with an eerie, bluish glare, momentarily dazzling her eyes. In the afterglow she
reized what she had seen and a whimper of fear rose in her throat.

A black-clad figure with burning eyes and a drawn sword had suddenly stepped out from behind the
curtain of rain and was barring her way.

Chapter 15

Her euphoria burst like a bubble, and Kim wesarily fdl back two steps into an on-guard postion, her
gaff hed on her right side a a forty-five degree angle to the ground, its upper end squardly in front of her
eyes. One of them mug have circled mein the rain, she thought dully. Or else | got confused and went in
acircle mysdf. She fdt tears of hopelessness and frudration rise, but bit her lip hard to hold them back.

She waited for the killer to attack, staring hard a his body, trying to sense the moment he would
launch himsdf at her. But something was wrong. The Ronin didn't attack.

Surprised and wondering, she let her eyes rise to the hooded face. And met the glowing blue eyes of



Erik! The Ronin had aamile on his face. "Your reflexes are good, Kim unit, but you look tired and wet.
Thisisthe way to the cave. Come."

The young woman sagged to the ground in rdlief. "Oh, sweet shit, you scared the little bit of strength |
hed |eft right out of me, damn you!" she laughed weerily. "Godsl Help me up, Erik. | just killed a Ronin.”

Erik stepped quickly to her sde and pulled her gently to her feet. "Come" he repeated, "we mus
hurry. The Ronin are probably following. Thetrall to the cave cuts off here. If we go quickly the rain will
hide our spoor and they will continue on west."

As swiftly as she could, the young woman followed the Ronin. The path was steep and unmarked,
looking like any other piece of hillsde. For severa minutes they climbed, then went dong a ridgetop, and
findly descended a very steep indine dong a trace that was bardy wide enough for one person.
Suddenly, there was an opening in the sde of the diff, about ten feet across and no more than seven feet
high. They stepped through it, took about three steps, and found themsdves indde Krigtinas cave.

Kim gazed around in wonder. The cave was roughly rectangular, about thirty by twenty feet, with a
twelve to fifteen foot ceiling. To the left of the entrance was a large cooking fire with two pots and a spit.
Both pots were full and gently bailing. The aroma of food filled the air.

At the right rear of the cave was alow opening that Kim assumed led to another chamber. To the left
of the opening she saw the deeping figure of Dunn lying on a bed that appeared to be made of boughs.
Here and there around the wdls of the cave were Smple sheves made from rocks and wood that held
pots and bowls filled with everything from ko pods to strange roots and |leaves.

But the most amazing feature of the cave were the wals. Kim gazed a them in open-mouthed
wonder. Every avalladle flat surface was covered ether with tight, orderly lines of writing, or loose, fluid
drawings.

She was about to walk over and get a closer look when Krigtina came through the opening a the
back of the cave. "Water's back here" she said by way of gregting. "Our own spring. Also another little
chamber, about hdf the sze of this one. A few even samdler ones beyond that. | use them for storage.
Here" she hdd out a dry robe, "go back in there and change before you get any more chilled than you
dready are. And wash out that wound. It doesn't look deep, but you should keep it clean. Il put
something on it when you're done changing.” Kim nodded and took the robe without speaking. She was
amply too tired to think. As she stooped to enter the other chamber, Krigina sad softly,
"Congratulations. You made it. Thank you, from dl of us”

When Kim came back, feding tired but dry and deeply happy, Krigina and the Ronin were tending
to Dunn's wounds. "Y ou know," the older woman said over her shoulder to Kim, "l dmogt think thet trip
broke hisfever! He seems alot cooler now then before we left. Odd, that.”

The younger woman went and kndt next to Dunn's head, laying her hand on his forehead. Kridina
was right. The Earthman was ddfinitdly cooler. Perhaps the fever had broken. Oh, let it be so, she
pleaded. Let it be s0!

Erik went to the fire and came back with two bowls. One, filled with more hot water, he handed to
Krigina The other was filled with a dark, thick soup that smdled wonderful. He handed it to Kim.
"Here, eat this, Kim unit. Y ou have expended a great ded of energy today and need nourishment.”

Kim laughed. "That, Erik unit, is putting it mildly! | could eat a whole Strider! Uncooked! In one
bited" With great rdish, she took her edting sticks out of the pouch of the new robe and attacked the
soup with great enjoyment.

When she had finished, Kristina came over and checked her shoulder wound. "As | thought," the
older woman muttered beneath her breath, "deen, farly shdlow. Hmmmm. Nothing to get worried
about." She rubbed a ydlowish sdve in the wound and bound the whole thing with a clean gtrip of cloth.

"Brik says you killed one."

"Yes" she nodded, "with my knife. At least | think | did. Stuck himin the ssomach up to the hilt." She
pulled back the hem of her robe and showed Kristina the knife strapped to her caf.

"Hmmmmmm. Yes. | think that might wel kill a man. But if it was in the somach hell die dowly.
Poor thing." She sghed sadly. "I guess it makes no sense to go looking for him. The others probably
killed him. And anyway, it's just too awful out there for trave right now."



"Not to mention thet there are il four of his friends hanging around,” Kim replied sarcadticdly. "You
wouldn' redly go out and hdp him, would you?'

"Why not?" the older woman shrugged.

"But," Kim protested, "hes a—" She stopped and shot a quick glance at Erik. "Oh, Gods, I'm sorry,
Erik. | guess The Ronin waved away her gpology. "This unit comprehends, Kim unit. This unit would not
rescue a human in Smilar circumstances.”

Kim turned back to the older woman. "But would you redly rescue him?'

"If possible. One should treat dl creatures equaly. Compassion should temper every action.”

"But ... but ... were taking about Ronin!™

"We are dl the same suff. We come from the same source.”

"Wdl," the younger woman said, unsure of Kristina's meaning, "yes, in a sense we did. | mean we dl
came on the Rlgrimage.”

"I mean long before that, Kim. We are dl merdly aspects of the same unity, parts of a whole. Which
spoke is it that holds the whed? Can even one be removed without warping the circle and perhaps
caudng itsruin?'

"l ... | don't understand.”

"The Ronin, my dear, is of the same suff as | am. We are dl united in that which came before. 1t may
not be pleasant to hear, but his vaue in the totdity of thingsis equd to yours or mine”

Kim looked at the older woman, her curiogty aroused despite her bone-tiredness. "What do you
meen by "that which came before and “the totdity of things? I've heard about the totdity of things before
inthe 'hoods. But I've got a feding you mean something different by it."

Krigina smiled and put another piece of wood on the fire. "Yes, | mean something different from
what you've heard in the 'hoods." Her voice took on a musng qudity. "l entered a 'hood when | was
young. Stayed for about eight years. Then | discovered | had not found the answers | was looking for."
She laughed lightly. "I wasn't even asking the right questions So | left. And Wandered. For ten years |
walked up and down the eastern hdf of the Northern Continent, seerching and searching. | saw good
men die and bad ones live. | saw sorm and firefdl on dl dike. | saw the sun beat down and cause some
shoots to flourish while others withered and dried up. | saw flowers bloom in glory only to pass into
nothingness.”

"My mother passed on. My father was lowered into the ground. A band of Ronin massacred my two
brothers. My best friend was killed in afdl from a tree while picking ko pods for her children to eat.”

"I Wandered and Wandered, looking for meaning. | searched within mysdlf, the way | had been
taught in the 'hood, seeking to dissolve the veil of seeming and pierce through to the ultimate redity of the
point-instants."

"One day, many years ago, | ended up near here, weary and confused. In despair, | decided there
was no hope. | made a resolution. One last time | would try to understand it dl. 1 would st beneath a ko
tree and not move again until | had found what | wanted. If | died there ... well, then | died."

The older woman laughed softly again. "Such a demanding person! | wanted the whole universe to
stop what it was doing and answer my questions! Such ego!”

"W, | sat for two days. Then two more. The sun rose and set, rose and set. Lizards played around
me, oblivious of my presence. A shoot began to grow between my legs, thrusting up out of the ground. It
raned and the sun came out and dried the world. Two more days. Hunger was forgotten. It rained.”

"I became ddirious and faint. Vigtors came and talked to me. My mather, father, brothers, everyone,
even lizards had something to tdl me. But none of them would answer my questions. None of them
cared. The ko didnt care. The sprout, by then severd inches tdl, didn't care. The ran didn't care. The
aun didn't care ..."

She amiled in remembrance. "There | was, locked in my own body, angry and frustrated because no
one and no thing gave a good damn about my questions. They seemed so red and so important to me
and | had spent such a long time, and so much energy, to answer them. How could the universe not
cae?'

"A little lizard crept up and invited me to see the world through his eyes. "The trouble,' he said, is



that you divide the universe into two parts, yoursdf and the rest. You go into yoursdf to learn about the
part outsde yoursdf. Your view of everything is subjective, and you make everything else into objects.
Try to go beyond the subjective. Put yoursdf out and into the objects. See the world through the eyes of
the world." "

"I wept and told him | didn't understand. He turned into a miniature ko tree that whispered to me with
its leaves. "The Way has taught you to destroy the subjective by going insde and annihilaing the sdf by
digntegrting it into the point-ingtants, the disconnected, unrelated here-nows of pure perception, and
then letting it fal into the void. They have told you to look closely at your perceptions and sensations. See
how fragmented, how unrelated they are. Note wdl how they come and go in a flash. These are the
point-ingants, the immediate here-nows of Ultimate Redity. They rise and disgppear without pause.
Nothing, they have told you, exists beyond them. There is no solidity, no time, no space. These are dl
illusons created by our imaginations. Concentrate, turn inward, and they disappear. Even the sdf you are
tuming inward to disintegratesinto a hillion impressions.” "

"This, they tdl you in the 'hoods,' the ko rustled with its leaves, “is Ultimate Redlity, the universe as it
actudly is. And you mud fdl into the void between the point-ingtants, the void thet is even less than they
are. There you mug find your wings and soar. You mug bdieve." "

"The ko went away and an insect came in its place to continue the teaching. Its voice was tiny but
cear. It said, "When you start your journey on the Way they tdl you the trees are judt trees, the streams,
streams and the mountains, mountains. But when you discover the redity of the point-ingtants, when the
everyday world breaks down into the dippery nothingness of ingant here-now, the trees are no longer
trees, the streams no longer streams, the mountains no longer mountains. Then you must make the legp of
fath. You mug recongtruct the universe, knowing even as you do thet it is an illuson you create. But
now, once more, the trees are trees, the streams, sreams, the mountains, mountains. Yet with a
difference. For now you have built them and can take them apart again at will. You can put yoursdf in
direct contact with them, return to the direct perception of ther point-insant nature. You have
transcended life and death by dismantling it. Y ou have soared over time and space by destroying it. Yes,
that iswhat they teach you in the 'hoods." "

She looked into the fire for long minutes. "Yes" she sighed, "if you turn inward and look in that way,
that is precisely what you will find. The lizard, the ko, the tiny insect were right. | begged the insect to tdl
memore. 'What,' | asked it, "should | do? "

"Before the insect could answer, it was transformed into an ancient man, stooped and bent with age,
but with alivey light in his eyes and a serene amile on hislips. 'What,' the old man said in a clear, bdl-like
voice, 'if you turn outward? What if rather than sinking into the obvious discontinuity of Ultimete Redlity
you let yoursdlf soar into its equaly obvious unity and coherency? What if you look at the forest rather
then the tree? What if rather than destroying the saif you transcend the sdf by projecting sdif into other,
even let it become other? Destroy the two-fold universel Annihilate the subjective-objective dichotomy!
How outward to embrace the universe, beat with its rhythm, become one with it." "

She paused and looked out of the cave toward the entrance where the rain ill duiced down in
torrents. "All those years of being in the 'hood and Wandering, | had been searching for answers. Every
day | had asked the same questions over and over in new ways. Every day | had tried to learn something
new that would give me the answers | hungered for.”

"The questions had grown and grown, but no solutions had ever come. | knew more, had seen more,
experienced more, but Hill did not know wheat | wanted so badly to know. Why? How could such a thing
be?'

She chuckled softly. "The lizard, the ko, the insect, the ancient had given me the answer. Rather then
adding every day, | had to take away, to subtract day by day, hour by hour, those things that kept me
gpart from the universe.

"I had been asking the universe for answers, demanding them. In so doing, | was dividing things up
into many, many parts. | saw good and bad, happy and sad, right and wrong, light and dark, narrow and
wide, crooked and straight, ugly and beautiful. Dichotomies, opposites, conflicts. | ralled againg them
and demanded that they be explained and judtified.”



"But who was | asking? Who or what was there to answer? "

"My visons benegth the ko tree had told me. | was asking mysdf. Aslong as | stayed within mysdf, |
could find no solutions because my subjective viewpoint, no matter how educated and experienced, was
too narrow to encompass the whole universe.”

"It opened to me then, like a door in the clouds that swings back to reved the sunshine that lies
beyond. Without leaving my hut | could know everything under the heavens. Without looking out my
window | could understand the ways of the universe.”

"For | am the universe. The universe is me. The answers lie within and without for | am within and
without and the universe iswithin and without. We are not two. We are One."

"That was what | saw that day. And that iswhat | have been doing ever snce. Rather than dissolving
the universe, | have been trying to find its rhythm and flow and become one with it. Rather than running
around the outside of the circle, | now stand in the center. | grasp the pivot where the | and the not-I
meat and merge. | watch life follow death and death follow life. | see the possible become the impossible
and the impossble become the possible. | view right turn to wrong and wrong to right. The flow of life
around the cirde goes on and on, dtering circumstances and thus dtering things themsdves™

"And | see that inthe end they are dl the same thing. They are dl reduced to the movement and flow
of the Oneness that is the universe. No one thing takes precedence over another and dl return whence
they came."

"l stand & the pivot, the point where dl afirmations and denids converge, the point from which
movements and counter-movements join and become each other. There, the questions do not make
much sense, because they are dso the answers.”

"I dill don't have the answers to mogt of the questions | once asked. I've just stopped asking them.
Andinaway, | guess, they have been answered because they no longer plague me and drive me across
the face of Kensho. Rather than a mystery, the world has become the place where | play and dance,
mysaf with mysdf, mysdf with dl, dl with dl.”

"When the rain fdls | no longer wonder why it fdls on just and unjust dike. | spread my ams to it
like a thirgty plant. When the sun is hot | no longer wonder why it destroys some while it nourishes
others. | let it warm me and make me fed drowsy."

She stopped and looked at Kim and the Ronin with a dight smile. "Ah, but spesking of drowsy, you
two are about to fal adeep stting up!" She rose and went to the back of the cave. She returned with
severd blankets woven from the fibers of a plant that grew near streams. "Here" she said, "make
yoursalves comfortable. Don't worry about your friend Dunn. I'll watch over him."

"But aren't you tired?" Kim asked through a huge yawn she tried vanly to suppress.

Krigina chuckled. "I've spent so much of my life degping that 1 no longer need much. I'll watch.”

Kim lay down. The fire was warm. The lagt thing she remembered was Kristina softly humming a
tune that sounded a lot like the wind that came off the Plain.

Chapter 16

Josh pushed himsdf back a little farther beneath the sagging roof of the 'steader's burned-out cabin.
Damn, he thought, look at it rain! He gazed around at his shelter. Not much to brag about, he conceded.
Jugt an abandoned shdl with a corner and part of the roof dill sanding. But it was any port in a storm,
and this was one devil of agtorm! At least it would keep him dry. A drop of rain fdl from above and he
looked up to see water lesking through the roof overhead. Well, he Sghed, at least modlly dry.

The storm had approached from the southwest, and the center of it appeared to be wel south of him.
What would it be like to be caught right in the middle of it? he wondered, windng as the thunder roared
and the lightning flared dl around him.

He made himsdf as comfortable as he could, carefully esimating where the leaks would drop water
and avoiding those spots as he took off his backpack and spread out his gear. Too wet for a fire, he
decided, and took some cold vegetables and ken-cow cheese from his pack. No hot med tonight, he



grumbled. Ah, well, he thought philosophicaly, a least I'm not out in the forest someplace hudding
beneath some tree and getting thoroughly soaked.

Finished with his medl, he carefully rewrapped the leftovers and put them back in his pack. Breskfast
or lunch tomorrow, he thought. Can't afford to waste anything. The last "stead he'd run across had been a
good day north. The 'steaders had been generous and happy to see a Brother in the area. They'd been
nervous because one of them had come across traces of a group of Ronin not far to the south. Josh had
found the tracks himsdf, but they had been severd days old and appeared to be heading to the
southesst.

The 'steaders had dso told him there wasn't much in the way of people to the south of their place. A
few families had moved down that way many years back. Severd had been killed by one thing or another
and those |&ft had given up and returned. "Other Sde athe hills o'er there to the east a bit ain't nuthin' but
swamp and critters,”" one of the men had informed him. "Aint €en no Ronins. Nuthin' to kill what's worth
the dyin'. Due south an' a bit west yall run across a scattered 'stead or two, mosily right at the edge a the
foothills"

Josh figured he had sumbled across one of the 'steader cabins that had been abandoned. He briefly
wondered why. Had they just given up and headed back north again? Or had they been killed by Ronin?
The cabin had been burned, but that didn't mean much, snce 'steaders usudly burned their cabins before
they deserted a 'stead s0 that Ronin couldn't use it.

Would Ronin use an old 'steader cabin? he wondered idly. He looked out & the pouring rain and his
mind drifted back over the last couple of days. Hed traveled dowly, taking a good dedl of time to soak
inthe peace and quiet of the forest as held gone. Severd times, when held found a particularly pleasing
spot, he'd amply stayed for awhile and let the beauty of it wash over his mind.

He hadn't redlized how tired and tense held become. Every day held fdt a little more of the tightness
relax. Sowly, the knots in hismind were untwining and smoacthing out.

Every now and then, his mind had drifted back to Myadi, the Way-Farer, Judah, and dl the others
who were dill gruggling with the problem held wrestled with for the lat five years. At those times, hed
fed atwinge of guilt. | should be there, working dongside them, held think. Then his sense of frudration
would well up indde him.

He dghed now, thinking about it. No good. It had been no good. He'd reached atotd dead end and
might as wel admit it. That's why held decided to go Wandering. Hed falled and just couldnt face it.
Hed run out.

WEell, he admitted, maybe that was being a bit too harsh. Hed |eft, sure. But only because he had to
edablish a new way of looking at the problem.

So wha had he accomplished so far? He shrugged. Not much. He had camed down and cleaned
out hismind alittle Now there was room for new idess, at lesst.

For afew minutes, he sat mindlesdly staring out at the rain, not thinking, not feding, not doing much of
any-thing. Then, without even a trangtion, he fdl adeep.

It was 4ill raining lightly when he woke up the next morning. He made a cold breskfast of the
remnants of last night's med and waited for the rain to stop. In a few hours it did. He packed up his
things and stepped out into a sodden and dreary world.

For about an hour and a hdf, he walked more or less directly south. He was in a farly wide and
densdy wooded vdley. To the east he knew there was arange of sharp, rugged hills Beyond that was a
narrow strip of land that ended at the swamp. To the west was another range of hills gentler, but higher,
gradudly riang into the foothills of the narrow mountain range that ran north and south pardle to the
valey.

Asthe sun findly came out from behind the clouds to pay a brief vist, he came to an opening in the
forest. In the center of it was one of the mysterious mounds that were spread up and down the east coast
of the Northern Continent of Kensho.

He browsed around the base of the mound, looking for a smoothstone. None was to be seen. On a
whim, he dimbed to the top of the mound and looked around.



The view was much better than he had expected. For some reason, the trees in the area immediately
aound the dearing were dl lower then the top of the mound. In addition, he noticed tha in two
directions he could see even greater distances. To the southeast he had a spectacular view. There was
another to the northeest.

He gazed with pleasure to the northeast. Suddenly, he noticed something in the far distance. He
stared harder, trying to make sure, then swung to the southeast and stared again.

Excitement bubbled through his mind. Unless his eyes deceived him, what he saw in the far distance,
both to the northeast and the southeast, were the tops of other mounds! How far off were they? As much
asfivemilesor so. Asfar as he could seg, in any case. They were very vague.

Wha could such a thing mean? Did it mean anything? Were dl the mounds, dl over Kensho
connected in this strange way? Did the forest grow that way for areason or was it only a fluke, one case
inamillion?

He found himsdf wondering about the mounds. What did anyone on Kensho know about them?
Damn little, he redlized. We assume they are the remnants of the dvilization that brought the Mushin here
and then were wiped out by the Mind Leeches.

Something suddenly struck him as odd, something that had never occurred to him before. If the
mounds were the remnants of a prior dvilization, why weren't there other remnants? So far as he knew,
nothing like a ruined city or anything ese had ever been discovered on ether the Northern or Southern
Continent. Of course, he admitted, the whole planet had not been carefully explored. But it was strange
that nothing, not one trace, had ever been found. No, he admitted, it was more than strange, it was
downright unlikely!

A avilizetion that had been capable of bridging dimensons would have had a pretty sophisticated
technology. Probably immense sources of power. But there was no evidence of either on Kensho. No
dvilization, no cities, no ruins, nothing! He was postive that the origind survey of the planet done by the
flagship has shown no Sgn of power generation of any kind!

His mind was spinning. Why hadn't anyone ever thought of this before? he wondered. Perhaps it was
judt too obvious, and too unimportant for a race sruggling for its very survivd.

He sat down and turned the question this way and that, trying to see it from dl sdes. No matter how
he looked & it, it came out the same: Ther view of the mounds and the dvilization that had made them
was completely wrong and confused!

Work it out, he told himsdf, work it out. What if there had never been any dvilization on Kensho?
What if, his heart began to race, whoever had brought the Mushin to the planet had never lived here at
dl? What if Kensho had ssimply been their laboratory, the site for an experiment too dangerous to
conduct on a civilized world!?

Damn! 1t made sense! Inter-dimensiond research had to be dangerous. No cregture in its right mind
would conduct such an experiment in the middle of its own home. They'd keep it separate, away
somewhere in case anything went wrong.

And something had gone wrong on Kensho. Horribly wrong.

Suddenly he could visudize the whole thing. The creatures, whoever and whatever they were, had
come to the planet to conduct their experiment. They had succeeded in bresking through to another,
higher dimension. But what had come raging through the hole had not been what they had expected. The
Mushin had come, hungry, destructive. The Mind Leeches had undoubtedly annihilated the creatures, just
as they had attacked the doomed members of the Rlgrimage. They had left no dvilization behind because
they had brought none. It was someplace else, on another planet.

Where? came the immediate question. Someplace within the same sysem as Kensho? No, tha
couldnt be. The flagship had made a thorough search of the whole system, every rock, to be sure there
was no dangerous life before pilgrims had been set down on the surface. It had to be somewhere ese.
Somewhere in the vast reaches of space.

Nether he nor anyone ese had any way of finding out.

Would they come back? Not likdy. If anyone had survived the massacre, they would have spread
the warning. If no one had survived, well, that spread the warning to the home planet just as effectively.



No, the odds were againg them ever coming back. And if they ever had, it would have been a long, long
time ago.

But what did that tdl about the mounds? Clearly they were not the remnants of a dvilization, but
rather the remnants of an experiment. They were the broken and abandoned dembics and crucibles of an
ancient dchemid's lab, covered with the dust and neglect of years. And the smoothstones? More of the
same.

Had the mounds and smoothstones played an important part in the experiment? he wondered.

Then anew thought crossed his mind. Were the mounds and smoothstones still playing a part in the
experiment? The fact that the forest grew in a particular way near the mounds seemed to indicate that the
mounds were capable of exerting an influence around and between themsdves. An influence that was 4ill
effective how many years after the experiment? A thousand? Two thousand? A million?

He looked nervoudy around as if expecting to see some sort of glowing radiation coming from the
mound. There was nathing. There never had been. At least nothing that he or any other human had ever
been able to see or detect.

But then, he thought uneasily, we weren't able to detect the Mushin, ether. Not even with dl the
resources of the flagship.

What were the mounds? Were they some kind of machine? Some kind of energy source? Or were
they amply big humps of dirt?

Hismind took off on another tack. If the mounds had had something to do with the experiment, that
meant they, had something to do with the Mushin. And, so had the smoothstones.

He took his out of the pouch on the front of his robe and looked &t it. A smooth, featureess, roughly
ovoid shape with an unremarkable, dull white finish. 1t appeared to be nothing but a stone worn smooth
by the waves of the ocean. Yet it was not a mere rock. Whatever it was made of was virtudly
indegtructible. Even a diamond wasn't sharp enough to scratch its surface. Furthermore, it was dways
about the same temperature, just dightly cool to the hand. And smooth, so smooth, he thought as he ran
his thumb absently over the surface. Why did every Kenshite want one? he wondered. Everyone went
out looking for them. A few lucky ones found them, aways at the base of the mounds.

Were the mounds and the smoothstones somehow tied together in a way that went beyond mere
proximity? A wild thought crossed his mind. Did the mounds produce the smoothstones? Was that ‘why
they were only found around their bases?

Hismind hurt from dl the questions. There were SO many! So many that no one had ever asked. He
briefly wondered if he should cal Myai or some of the others to tell them what he had discovered.

But then, exactly what had he discovered? And why should anyone else be interested in it? Why, for
that matter, was he so interested?

Because, he told himsdif, it had something to do with the Mushin, and anything that had to do with the
Mushin was of interest. He was il convinced the answer to the problems Kensho faced lay, somehow,
inthe Mind Leeches. There was no way to judify hisfeding. He just knew it was true.

This he decided, was one held have to tackle on his own. He fdt excited. He had something to do,
something to put hismind to.

How, though, to go about it? He thought for several moments and could come up with no scheme for
attacking the problem. It was unique. There was virtudly nothing to go on but his own speculations and
suspicions. The problem had no form because it had no starting point and no ending point.

He shrugged. There was only one thing to do. Jump in with both feet and see where it took him.
Open up hismind to even the wildest speculations and ideas. Count nothing as too absurd until it was
proven wrong. Thiswas a problem held have to attack at odd angles, trying to catch it unaware.

What next? He stood and |ooked around. The view to the southeast caught his eye. Should he see if
he could follow the forest to the next mound? Why not? He knew what to look fo—dightly shorter
trees. If he couldn't detect any differences from the forest floor, he knew the direction of the next mound
and could smply hunt around until he found it.

He wondered what held see from that mound. Only this one? Or would the forest around it behave in
exactly the same manner and give im aview of other mounds? Worth finding out, he decided.



Satling his pack on his back, he set off down the mound and into the forest, heading southeast. He
was happy for thefird timein severd years.

Hishigh spirits lasted about half an hour. That was when he came across the tracks of a party of four
or five Ronin. The trace was recent, made since the sorm. The group was heading in the same direction
as he was.

Should he turn aside? He debated with himsdf. He didn't like the idea of fallowing a bunch of Ronin.
It would be too easy for them to ambush himiif they redized he was behind them. Yet if he turned aside,
would he be able to regain his bearings and find the mound?

For severd moments he stood indecisively. Then his burning curiogity about the mounds and their
connection with the Mushin got the best of his sense of caution and he began to head once more in the
southeegterly direction, dead on the path Ieft by the Ronin.

With a grim gamile, he loosened the cords that held his sword in its scabbard, kegping his right hand
lightly on the hilt of the weapon. If they do try to ambush me, he thought, they'll find no easy prey.

Chapter 17

Josh looked over the Keeper's shoulder. "Does it make any sense to you?' he asked. "l started
drawing it after | redized how complex it was."

The old woman looked up a him. "Why don't you St down and rdax? This might take a while
Theré's something familiar about it, but | can't quite place it. How did you get it again?"'

Josh sighed as he sat across the table from the Keeper. "Took me Sx months of tramping dl over this
part of Kensho." He pointed at the diagram that lay on the table between them. "Those dots represent
mounds. The lines are the lines that connect them. Usudly you can see them because the trees are shorter
inthat direction. In open areas, though, it's harder.”

He pulled himsdlf closer to the table. "See there? That's the coagtline. Somewhere off the coast there
mugt be more of them under the sea. Otherwise there would be breaks in the pattern, lines that lead
nowhere, that kind of thing. That doesn't seem right. I'm sure they're there,

"Allindl, | visted 26 mounds. Every mound had sx lines leading away from it. | didn't redize thet at
fird. Some of the lines are clearer than others, so | missed afew a the beginning.”

Josh sat back and gave the Keeper a meditative look. "I took this drawing to severd other Keepers.
None of them could make heads or tails of it. But Keeper Marvin suggested you might be able to figure it
out. I'm sure it means something. The whole system of mounds and lines had to be built by whoever
brought the Mushin here. I'm sure it has Sgnificance, but I'm afraid it's beyond me"

The old woman waved him to slence as she began to concentrate on the drawing. Her brow
furrowed and she muttered under her breath. "No, no, not that. Hmmmm. But perhaps? No, makes no
sense” For many minutes she went on, turning the drawing this way and that, frowning anew and
continualy muttering to hersdf.

Hndly, she looked up, agleamin her eye. "Problem is" she began, "were only looking a part of the
whole pattern. That's the problem. It's the six lines radiating out from each point that are confusng the
issue. Aren't enough points to account for dl the lines"

Josh blinked at her in confusion. "Do you know what it means?'

She shook her head. "No, | don't know what it means. But | do understand what it is. The trick is
amplifying it so it's easier to see. Hmmm. Look, let's take just this area here She pointed to one part of
the diagram.

Josh looked a where she pointed, then up at her. His expression was one of utter befuddiement.
"Sorry. All | see are abunch of points and lines"

"Hmmm. Let's smplify then." She took a piece of paper out of a drawer in the table and began to
draw on it with a thin brush dipped in ink. "Firg an octagon. Then on the indde of each face of the
octagon, a square. S0." She hed it up for Josh to see. "Still doesn't mean anything, does it? See, it's the
same as this part right here in the diagram you made up.”



Josh nodded. "l can see that, but | ill don't—"

She hdd up her hand to stop him. "Wait. I'm not done smplifying. Let's draw a square here, another
one, dightly overlgpping, here, and join ther vertices with four lines”

"Thet | can see. That's a cube.”

She gmiled. "No, it's jus a two-dimendgond representation of a cube. We recognize its three
dimensondity by a visud convention. Can you see it in the fird drawing | made? It's right there. And
there. Several places. The firg drawing is smilar to the second in thet it too is a two dimensond
representation of a higher dimengonad object. But in its case, the object it represents is a
four-dimensond figure caled a hypercube.”

"Hypercube? I've never heard of it. What ... 7'

The old woman amiled again. "The best way to explain a hypercube is start at the beginning with the
smplegt figure of dl." She marked asngle dot on the paper. "A point has no dimensons. Except time, of
course, but that won't count in this discusson. Now," she touched the brush to the dot and extended it
into a line. "When you move a point in a direction not contained within itsdlf, it becomes a ling, a
one-dimensond figure. Move the ling" she drew a square, "in a direction not contained in itsdf and it
becomes a two-dimensona plane, a square, in this case.” She looked up to see if Josh was fallowing
her. "If I move the planein a direction not contained within itself, what do | get?*

"A cubel" Josh responded.

"Wadl, | will if the plane is a square. What | get is a three-dimensiond figure. Now suppose | move
the cube in a direction not contained within itsdf?"

Josh frowned. "I ... | can't imaginethat. A direction not contained in itsdf?'

"Yes Or if it makes it easier to visudize, a direction ninety degrees from any other."

"But ... but ... there aren't any!" Josh protested.

"Rignt," the speaker nodded. "There arent any. At least not any that can be understood in
three-space. In the same way that a being in two-space couldn't understand the idea of something moving
a aningty degree angle to the two directions it comprehends, neither can a being in three-space easly
understand a direction ninety degrees from the three it knows. It doesn't make common sense.”

"Now, remember what | sad about our drawing of the cube? It was a two-dimensond
representation of a three-dimensona figure. Notice how it's made. Two of the axes, cdl them X ad Y,
are a right angles to each other, so. The third, Z is forty-five degrees to the other two. That's drictly a
convertion, but it helps visudization. And if a two-dimensona theoretician could postulate the idea of a
three-dimensiond cube, he could represent it in just such afashion, evenif he couldn't see it the way you
and | do."

"Now look at thefird figure | drew again. What do you naotice?!

A look of wondering comprehension began to dawn in Josh's eyes. "Its made up of severa cubes if
you look at it right. And ... and ... yes" he said, beginning to be excited with his discovery, "the new lines
are a forty-five degrees from two of the other lined"

"Vey good. What does that suggest to you?'

The look of wonder was complete now. "This ... thisis a two-dimensiond representation of a four
dimengond object!”

The old woman laughed. "Dead right! As| said earlier, it's a hypercube, a cube moved in a direction
not contained within itsdlf, that direction being toward the fourth dimension.”

Josh sat and pondered the series of drawings the Keeper had made. He findly looked up and
frowned. "But my drawing is much more complex than a hypercube.”

"Trug" she nodded. "Your drawing is part of a hyper-hyper-hypercube. That is, a cube in
gx-dimengond space. The cube was undoubtedly chosen because it is one of the three regular polytopes
possiblein N-dimensiond space when N is greater than five The other two are the tetrahedron and the
octahedron.”

"Are you saying that the mounds are a two-dimensona mode of a sx-dimensond space?

"Something like that. A hypercube has Sxteen vertices with four lines leaving each vertex to make up
thirty-two edges, twenty-four plane faces. A hyper-hypercube has thirty-two vertices with five lines



leaving each vertex to make up eghty edges that bound eighty plane faces. Y ou only mapped twenty-six
vertices, but each one had 9x linesleaving it. That could only be a hyper-hyper-hypercube.”

"But what in Jerome's name could it mean?'

She shrugged. "I said | knew what it was, not what it meant.”

Josh sat and stared off into the corners of the cdl for severd moments. Then he shifted his gaze back
to the old woman. "Weve dways bdieved,” he began hestantly, "that the Mushin came from another
dimendgon.” The Keeper nodded. "Weve bdieved that dl we seeisthe part of them that “sticks into our
gpace. Could they be from six-dimensond space?!

"It's possble" she began dowly. "Of course, they wouldn't have to be from that high a space.
Snatching, for example, could be accomplished by beings from four-space.”

Josh looked interested. "How? I've never quite under-stood how Snatching works.”

"Hmmm. Well, the best thing is to Smplify again. Let's look at two-space, a plane. The interior of a
square drawn in two-space would be invisble and impenetrable to any creature in that planar two-space.
Put ahinge a one corner and it would make a good safe, or if it was big enough, a house”

"To a three-spacer, however, the square is wide open at the top, that is, in the direction of the third
dimension. Such a creature could reach right into the square, take out whatever was there, and make off
with it. The two-spacers would be mydified, unable to understand how the object in the square
disappeared.”

"Now take that to three-space. Imagine a room with no windows or doors, one totdly closed to
three-spacers. To a four-spacer, the room would be wide open in the direction of the fourth dimension.
The four-spacer could reach right in and take anything from the room without digurbing the walls

"That's what the Mushin do, Josh. They smply move us in the direction of a higher dimenson and
then set us back down again. No reason why they have to be anything more than four-spacers to do thet.
Equdly, no reason why they couldn't be six-spacers.”

"Why can't we move ourselves into four-space?’

The old woman laughed. "Nothing to push againg! We can move in three dimengons because we
can exert aforcein the direction of those dimensons. But we can't exert onein the direction of the fourth
dimenson because it doesn't exigt in three-space! ™

"Oh, | guessin away we can. You see, three-space is curved in the direction of the fourth dimension,
just the way the two-dimensona surface of a sphere is curved in the direction of the third dimension.
Creatures on the two-dimensiond face of the sphere wouldnt see the curve, dthough there are ways to
meaaure it if you have long enough rulers and enough time" She chuckled. "Let's not get into that,
though.”

Josh frowned. "I thought our space was curved by gravity."

"That's one way of looking a it. Mass digtorts space in its vicnity, curves it if you will. Objects
moving near the mass seem to be attracted to it. The paths they follow are geodesic lines that define the
curvature of spacein that area. The total mass of the universe likewise causes dl of space to curve. That
curvaure defines the geodesics, that is, the “shortest' lines in space, just the way the curvature of the
sphere will define the geodesics of its surface, thet is, what we cdl “greet circles""

"But the creatures on the surface of the sphere might just as eadly say that the geodesics are caused
by a myderious force that causes dl the shortest lines to follow a certain curvature. There might be
vaiaions here and there because of roughness on the surface, but overdl, the force exerts a universd
influence over any object moving on the surface of the sphere, forcing it to follow the great cirdle path if it
wishes to follow the shortest path. Thus a bullet would aways follow a greet circle path.”

"Now, we say our space is curved by gravity. Curved in wha direction? Obvioudy, the fourth
dimenson, just the way the two-dimensond surface of the sphere is curved toward the third dimension.
And jugt as surdy as in the case of the sphere, the curvature may be caused by the fourth dimension
indead of by a posited universa force, thet is, gravity. So it is the curvature in the direction of the fourth
dimengon that causes objectsin our universe to move as they do, dong ther geodesics. In a sense, any
moving object in our three-dimensond space is moving in the direction of the fourth dimenson, even if
not in the fourth dimengon itsdf."



Josh thought for a moment, then shrugged. "l guess | sort of understand what you're saying. | just
wish | could understand what the pattern of the mounds means. It's got to have sgnificance and I'm
convinced it has something to do with the Mushin.”

It was the Keeper's turn to give a questioning glance. "Something to do with the Mushin? What do
you mean?'

"I havethisides," Josh began hesitantly. "Could be just so much nonsense, but somehow | don't think
s0. You know, weve never found any trace of the dvilization that brought the Mushin here. Nothing but
the mounds. So | wonder if the mounds are redly some kind of apparatus used in the inter-dimensond
research of that dvilization. Maybe Kensho is nothing but a laboratory planet, a place to safdy conduct
dangerous experiments. Maybe they never lived here'" He shrugged. "A lot of maybes. But ther€s
something there. Something.”

The Keeper was looking down at Josh's drawing, frowning in concentration once more. "Maybe,"
she said dowly, "maybe the mounds aren't so much an gpparatus as a habitat.”

"A what?' Josh asked.

"A habitat. A re-creation, in Implified terms, of the six-dimensiond space the Mushin inhabit. You
know, the way a biologist sets up a cage when he wants to study an animd in captivity. Maybe the
mounds form a sort of habitat for the Mushin to live in so they can be sudied in as near to their own
environment asis possiblein three-space.”

For several moments Josh just stared at the woman, the light of discovery dowly growing in his eyes.
"By the Gods, you could be right! Or what if the mounds are something even more than a habitat? What
if they're a trap, a way to lure a Sx-dimensond cregture to a certain area of three-space o it can be
Sudied?'

The Keeper nodded. "Why not both? A trap and a habitat. Lure the creature and then cage it in a
place smilar to its own home. We do dmost the same thing to animals we wish to sudy.”

Josh shook his head in amazement. "Yed It dl fitd They build a trap on a laboratory planet and bait
it with the pattern of the mounds to mimic six-gpace. The Mushin come, they dam the door shut and the
beast goes wild. They couldnt have known too much about the Mushin. They were taking a terrible
chance. And the whole thing backfired! The beast in the cage wiped out its captorsl Then the beast
couldn't get out again. It was stuck, trapped and dowly dying until we came dong. Gods! Incredible! But
it just might be true.”

He began to pace back and forth in the Keeper's cdl. "That could explain the purpose of the
mounds, but a big piece of the puzzle isill missng.”

"What's that?' the K eeper asked.

"The mound pattern may have brought the Mushin here. But what keeps them here? How do you
close a three-dimensiond cage on a Sx-dimensond creature? You said earlier that a three-dimensiond
person could reach right ingde a two-dimensond safe and take out its contents by moving them in the
direction of the third dimenson. What is stopping the Mushin from smply moving out of the cage in the
direction of a higher dimenson?'

"Perhaps,”" the K eeper mused, "the cage has six-dimensond wals"

Josh stopped his pacing and stared at her.

Chapter 18

Dunn sat in the narrow entrance of the cave and gazed out at the fine drizzle of rain. He could just see
the tops of the trees in the narrow vdley below the cave. They were shiny with moidure, ther
bluish-green color intengfied. There was virtudly no wind, yet the leaves moved congantly as drops of
rain hit them. The millions of tiny collisonsfilled the ar with a soft murmuring.

He liked to watch the rain fdl. It soothed his mind and made him pleasantly drowsy. Almost nothing
seemed to matter when the sky clouded over and a steady ran dowly soaked the earth. Everything
seemed to be hdld in abeyance, waiting, waiting.



Storms, of course, were vadly different. Then the ar howled and the trees shivered in fear as the rain
dashed down, ripping the very earth apart in its anger. There was no peace, no soothing cdm in a storm.

He wondered idly where Kim and Erik were and what they were doing. Was the rain faling on them,
too? Probably. Krigtina never sent them very far in their searches. Only to mounds fairly close by.

Why was Krigina so interested in smoothstones anyway? She'd taken his and Kim's. What did she
do with them? The three that the Ronin and the young woman had found recently had disappeared into
the pocket of the older woman's robe after a close scrutiny, and had never been seen again. She mugt
keep them somewhere, though he knew it wasn't here in the main cave, nor in ether of the two smdler
chambers behind it. After Sx months, he would have noticed them if she had.

Sx months. He moved hisleft leg. 1t dways ached dightly when it rained. He pulled up the hem of his
robe and looked &t it. The caf was a mass of twisted white scar tissue where the swamp creature had
torn it and where Kristina had had to cut away the rotten flesh. He ill limped when he walked. Kridina
sad he dways would. Only one hand and one leg, he thought.

He laughed softly. One hand, one leg! Held better be careful! This planet kept whittling away at him.
What would go next? What was there l€ft to go? He amiled. By Kuvag, it was damn good to be dive,
gtting here watching the rain, his leg gently aching. Damn! He'd been so close to death. Firdt the creature.
Then the infection. Nathing like alittle dying to make you appreciate living!

Hismind turned to the mygtery of the smoothstones again. Krigina had sent Kim and Erik out three
times now to search for them. Why did the woman want them? What did she do with them?

He stood dowly, pulling himsdf up with the crutch Kim had made for him. Awkward, he thought, but
getting better every day. He knew that Kridtina had |eft the cave early this moming to gather herbs and
food in the forest. And, he suspected, to vist a nearby mound that had 4ill faled to yied a smoothstone.
Thiswas a good opportunity to give the cave a thorough going over.

For a second, hefdt a little twinge of guilt a the idea of searching Krigtinds cave. If not for her, he
would have died. In dl truth, he had no right to pry into the woman's affairs, srange or not. But curiosity
quickly overcame his guilt, and he began to hobble about.

Themain cave didn't hold much. There was the cooking fire, Stuated so that the smoke from it could
exit eadly through the mouth of the cave. His degping place was there by the left wall, right near Erik's.
Kim dept in the smdl chamber that opened off to one Side, and Krigtina occupied the remaning one. He
hed never redly beeninit.

The mogt amazing thing about the main cave was the drawings and writing that covered the walls and
part of the calling. Some were poems, afew koans, but the vast mgority seemed to be formulas of some
esoteric type.

They made no sense whatsoever to him dnce he didn't recognize any of the symbols. HEd asked
Krigtina about them once, but she'd just smiled and said they were her way of thinking things out. When
hed asked what kind of things she was thinking out, she'd changed the subject.

The drawings were egqudly bizarre. Some were clearly very fine copies of flowers, plants, herbs,
insects, and lizards thet could be found in the area. Several were strange landscapes that disoriented his
eye, the perspectives twisted and disturbing. The rest looked like geometric patterns, lines and points
joined together in odd profusion. In away, they reminded him of circuit drawings, but not of any crcuits
he had ever even imagined.

There was nothing hidden anywhere here, he decided, and hobbled, stooping, through the low
entrance into the second chamber. This was Kim's room and a storeroom as well. Here Kristina kept
dried herbs and foodgtuffs like ko pods. He moved dowly around the smdl room, searching carefully,
touching nothing. After about ten minutes he admitted the search was a falure. There were no
smooth-stones here,

The Earthman had to stoop even lower to enter Krigtinas room. Once indgde he stood and looked
around. On the wall to his left was a magnificent drawing, an abstract filled with color and shape. He
dared a it in fascination, drawn into it againg hiswill. For severa minutes his eyes moved around the
drawing, pulled and pushed this way and that by the lines and shapes and hues that tumbled in an dien
order across the face of the rock wal. Findly, he came to a gap, an ending, a vast chasm where



undergtanding stopped dead and the drawing abruptly ended. He shook his head to clear it, his eyes 4ill
dazzled and confused. This must be new, he thought vagudy. I'm sure it wasn't here the last time | |ooked
into this chamber.

Tuming away from the drawing, he scrutinized the rest of the room. It was spare and smple. A pallet
to deep on. A crude chest to hold clothes. A low table and a cushion. The top of the table held severad
brushes and three bowls filled with dried pigments.

As he moved to the table, his eye was caught by an irregularity in the opposite wdl of the cave. The
torches had been placed very carefully, he redized, to make the wal look as smooth as possble. He
limped over to the wdl and discovered a narrow dit about two and a hdf feet wide and perhaps five feet
tdl. It was hidden behind a dight projection in the wal and could only be seen from the side.

Cautioudy, he peered into the opening. It was so dark he couldn't see anything, but he had the feding
of alarge empty space. He wet hisfinger and held it up. Yes. There was a very dight flow of ar coming
out of the opening.

Taking the nearest torch, he began to squeeze himsdf carefully through the opening. He moved
dowly, checking the floor in front of him to be sure the footing was good. There wasn't enough room
here for his crutch.

The passage he was fallowing was farly short. After a few steps, it widened abruptly. Dunn's torch
amply didn't cast enough light to reach to the limits of the space he entered. He fdt dwarfed and awed by
the immengty of the cavern. He and his torch were a mere spark in a vast blackness. Involuntarily, he
shivered.

His eyes lowered to the floor of the cave and his breath came in a gasp of surprise. Smoothstones!
For severa moments, he amply gazed in wonder and tried to take it dl in. The smoothstones were laid
out in a pattern, joined with lines of many hues. Here and there, the smooth-stones were surrounded with
an aura of color carefully painted around them on the floor of the cave. The overdl| effect was gartling
and vagudy familiar. He stared and stared and suddenly redlized that the whole intricate pattern reminded
him of the drawing on the wdl in Krigtina's chamber!

Caefully, keeping away from the lines and colored areas, he walked around the pattern. Yes! There
was the gap, the hole, just likein the drawing! And this part was like that mad swirl of energy and color
in the upper right-hand corner! As he wondered he began to redize there was a second levd of
connections between the smoothstones. If he dlowed his eyes to go dightly out of focus, some of the
smoothstones seemed to recede while others came forward. He kndt down and looked &t the lines
Some of them were thicker than others, some seemed to taper forward or back. He stood agan and
unfocused his eyes. Yes! The pattern gave the illuson of being three dimensonal!

He continued to stare at the strange pattern until his head began to ache and his eyes blurred with
tears. The more he looked the more bizarre and unsettling the whole thing seemed. It had a sense of
movement and energy, an ahility to shift perspectives that disturbed him and made him dight queasy.

What in the name of Kuvaz is the damn thing? he wondered. 1t made no sense. No, that wasn't true.
It did make a strange kind of sense, but not one he could wrap hismind around. Alien, that's what it was.
Alien.

Could the smoothstones be somehow dien? He had carried one for years and had never fdt any
sense of the dien from the thing before. On the contrary, there was something oddly soothing about
holding a smoothstone and gently rubbing it with the thumb or fingers.

But he'd never been near so many of them at the same time. Nor had he ever seen them lad out in a
pattern like this He looked at the pattern again. There was a sense of rightness about it, a sense of
energy flowing correctly evenif srangely.

Abruptly, he decided he had to see the drawing on the wal in the other room again. He turned from
the smoothstones with one last look and left the vast, dark chamber.

In front of the drawing once more, he dlowed it to draw him in completely this time. He gave up his
own will and tried to surrender utterly to the logic of the drawing. After numerous attempts, he redized it
was hopeless. Up to a point he could do it, then the drawing would take some totdly incomprehengble
twid that left him floundering and logt. It seemed grander and fuller than the smooth-stone pattern in the



other room and yet it lacked the energy and sense of power the pattern had given him.

For a moment, he wondered whether that sense of power had been aresult of the pattern done, or if
the smoothstones had somehow actudly been sending off emanations of energy. It dmost sounded too
foolish to consider, but after the experience of seeing and feding both the pattern and the drawing, he
decided nothing was unlikely.

A new idea struck him, and he limped his way back to the man chamber agan. Carefully,
thoughtfully, he looked at the drawings there that he had never been able to understand before. It took a
long time, but he findly felt sure he had identified at least two of them that resembled either parts of the
larger drawing or of the pattern. Were they studies for the more complete works?

Hisleg was hurting with a dull, throbbing ache. Too much standing, he redized in surprise. 1've been
onmy feet for saverd hours! He limped back to the cave entrance. The rain had stopped and it looked
like the sky was opening up to the west. He sat down.

What did it dl mean? The drawings in the man cavern, the larger one in Krigtinas chamber, the
pattern of smoothstones in the hidden cavern. Clearly they were dl related. Just as clearly, they dl had
some sort of meaning. Was it human meaning? He dmost thought not. It seemed so diento him.

And what did that say about Kristina? Obvioudy, she was respongble for dl of it. She was the one
who had made the drawings, collected the smoothstones, lad them out in the pattern. She mug,
therefore, understand the pattern. Did that mean that she wasn't human? Or that at least her mind wasn't?

What could the purpose of it dl be? Why collect smoothstones in the firgt place? Why put them in
patterns? Why make drawings that somehow reflected those pat-terns? His head spun with dl the
questions urntil it ached as much as hisleg.

What should he do about his discovery? Krigina had never told them why she had wanted the
smoothstones. They had smply followed her orders without questioning her. On the other hand, he had
to admit she hadn't redlly hidden anything from them. The cave had been there the whole time. None of
them had ever inquired.

Would the woman answer his questionsif he asked? Probably. She dways did. Should he show Kim
and Erik what he had found? Or should he just keep quiet and wait and see what developed?

He heard a sound from outside the cave. He stretched out and peered around the edge of the
opening. There on the narrow path that led to the cave's mouth, he saw two figures carefully
gpproaching. Kim and Erik were returning. Kristina would doubtless be back fairly soon as well.

He would have to decide pretty quickly what to do.

Chapter 19

Thefour of them stood in the flickering light of the torches and gazed at the pattern on the floor of the
cavern. Even now, with four torches, Dunn could Hill not make out the walls or celing of the vast empty
gpace. It made him shiver dightly to think of the Sze of the empty darkness around their amdl idand of
light.

Krisina had just placed the smoothstone Kim and Erik had returned in its place amongdt the others.
"Yes" she said, rubbing her hands together ddightedly as she stood. "Yes, it fits right where | thought it
would. An outer boundary apex. Now if only | could find that one," she pointed to a place in the pattern,
"then we would have a complete substructure of the fourth order.” She looked up and amiled at them.
"Those terms are my own. | made them up because there didn't seem to be any in ordinary language that

Kim looked at her with awe. "How ... how did you do dl this?'

"How? Hmmmmm. That's not as important as why, but I'll try to answer both a the same time.
Once, oh, long ago, | was trying to find an object to focus my meditation on. That's an old trick, but at
the time | needed anything to help. The object should be something rdativdy smple to hep the mind
concentrate. By sheer chance, | had found my second smoothstone the day before, so | decided to use it
asafocus”



"Something strange happened as | began to concentrate on it. | seemed to sense a sort of energy
coming out of it. | could dmost imagine an aura of force surrounding it."

Once | had imagined it, | could actudly seeit. In surprise, | took out my other smoothstone and tried
the same thing with it. The results were identica, except that the auras were quite different.”

"The whole thing intrigued me a great ded and | spent severd weeks working with the two
smoothstones, separately and then together. Together, they created a new fidd of force through some
kind of interaction.”

"At the time, it dl seemed nothing more than a fascinating, but usdess, piece of information. Then |
found a third smoothstone. And a fourth. All had that sense of energy and each one was digtinct and yet
some-how integrated with the other three. Not dosdy, mind you, but in some way | couldnt
understand.”

"I dill don't understand, but | begin to see that the pattern is far greater, far more complex than |
thought." She looked at the three of them. "Can any of you fed their power?"

Kim spoke fird. "Looking &t the pattern, | can fed ... something. But it's hard for me to look at it for
veary long. | can't quite find the words to express how it makes me fed. The pattern seemsright ... yet it's
wrong some-how."

The Earthman nodded. "Yes. It'swrong. Not in the sense that there's a fault in the pattern. | guess |
fdt it was wrong in the sense of baing somehow not here. It ssems dien to me”

Krigina nodded. "It is dien, Dunn. I'm convinced the smoothstones are the handiwork of the race
that brought the Mushin to Kensho. | don't know what they are or what they do, but I've worked with
them for many years now. This pattern isright. | don't know why, but | just fed it is. The energy seems to
flow correctly.”

Kim shivered involuntarily. "I don't likeit. It seems to go on and on, to some place dse, some place
humans don't belong. Erik, what do you think?'

For the fird time, the three of them looked a the Ronin. Erik stood there, rigid, his face blank, his
eyes empty, a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead and upper lip. He looked like a man in the grip of a
drange dream. "Erik!" Kim shouted in darm.

The young woman's cry brought life back into the black-clad man's eyes. Sowly his face relaxed and
he dumped dightly. "This ... this unit was with Totality. Totaity does not like this place. No. It is not that
Totdity does not likeiit. It is very comfortable. It isthat it holds Totdity too tightly."

Kriginas eyes shone with interest. "What do you mean? How does it hold Totdity?"

"This unit lacks words to explain. This unit cannot redly comprehend the meening of Totdity.
Somehow ... somehow this pattern redtricts Totdlity. It is not unpleasant. It is burdensome. It ... it forces
Totdity to concentrate. No, that is not quite right. This unit cannot understand! This seems to be a
trandfer point, a place of gaying before passing on, a junction between two somethings, neither of which
exig here-now but which indude here-now. It is ... itistoo difficult.”

For saverd moments they stood saring at the Ronin in wonder. Then Krigtina motioned for them dl
to return to the outer portions of the cavern. "Now," she murmured, "you can understand the drawing
better. It's an interpretation of this pattern. I've tried to stress the dimensondity of the pattern by the use
of color.”

As the three of them turned to go, the Ronin cdled out in a hoarse whisper. "Wait! This unit ... this
unit cannot move!”

Kim stepped to his sde and looked into his eyes. "What do you mean you can't move?'

"This unit ... no, the Mind Brothers this unit carries cannot ... no, do not wish to leave the junction
point. They wish to stay for something, something that will come sometime.”

Krigina came over and looked deeply into the Ronin's eyes. "Yes," she nodded. "Yes, | can fed it.
The power of the pattern affects the Mind Brothers. That last smooth-stone must have completed some
crcuit. I know there's dill one missing. | can fed its absence, but maybe the pattern is aready complete
enough to affect the Mushin."

"But why," she wondered doud, "should it affect them? And how doesiit do it?"

The Earthman took one of the Ronin's ams and gently turned the man until he was fadng the



entrance to the cavern. "There. Now Kim and | are going to move you dowly toward the entrance, awvay
from the pattern. Try to bring your Mind Brothers with you."

Sowly, the three of them moved, the Ronin rigid and pulling dightly back as they walked. Suddenly,
with adight cry, he went limp and collapsed. "Godd" Kim said. "Let's get him out of herel”

Back in the main cave, Krigina worked over the limp form of the Ronin, trying to bring him back to
consciousness. Findly, as she held some pungent herbs benegth his nose, he groaned and began to dir.
As his eyes opened they were blank, but they rapidly filled with fear.

"Thisunit ... the Brothers ... empty ... done ... thisunit ..."

"Takeit easy, Erik," Kim sad. "Youredl right. We got you out of the cavern.”

"Out ... Mind Brothers stayed ... this unit is empty ... thisunit is hollow ... Totdity is ... ah ... ah ..."
With adight cry the Ronin fainted again.

"Kim," Dunn said, looking quizzicdly a the young woman, "what happened to your Mind Brothers?
They're gone and so are his | can't fed Mushin anywhere around here.”

The young woman concentrated for a moment, then looked a the Earthman and the older woman
with wonder in her eyes. "He'sright! | can't fed any Mind Brothersl Both mine and Erik's are gone!™

Krigina looked thoughtful. "No. | don't think they're gone. | think they're just caught in the fidd of the
smoothstones.”

The two looked a her. "What in the name of Kuvaz do you mean?' Dunn asked.

She looked pensive. "I'm not too sure. | think what | mean is that the Mushin somehow seem to
respond to the energy pattern that the smoothstones create. You seg, in red life, on the face of Kensho,
the smoothstones are scattered about at great distances from each other. Here, though, they are close
together, so0 the energy fidd they generate is concentrated and more powerful. That's probably the only
reason we can even sense it. A sngle stone isn't strong enough for us to notice and the whole mass of
them dl across the planet are too far apart to create more than a very tenuous pattern of energy. It's
probably the same for the Mushin.”

"Why would they affect the Mushin? What kind of connection could there be between smoothstones
and Mind Brothers?' Kim asked. "And what's happened to Erik?'

"Thefird two questions | have no way of answering, for | know as little as you. As to the last one,
though, | think | have a pretty good idea. You see, the Ronin are a very specid type of humen being.
When the Mushin struck at First Touch, most of us assumed there were only two types of responses.
One group, the group that lacked any form of mind control, went mad and died in murderous insanity.
The other, those who did have some kind of control, managed to escape the Madness. It was these
latter, some ten percent of dl those who had come from Earth on the Pilgrimage, that Y amada gathered
together and managed to save.

"But there was a third type of response to the Mushin. If the firgt group had an undisciplined sense of
«df and fdl easy prey to the Mushin, and the second group were able to submerge ther sense of sdf so
that the Mushin had nothing to attack, the third group was innately capable of transcending thar limited
sense of Hf and identifying with a much larger entity, that is with Totality. They didn't go insane. They
amply became un-sane. They didn't become targets for the Mind Leeches because they merged with
them. At that indant, Totdity expanded and changed. It became the Mushin ... and a group of human
minds, the Ronin.

"Ever dnce that time the two have redly been one. | think that what we have considered the ‘cdming
down' of the Mushin and the Ronin has actudly been nothing more than the result of the growing
accommodation between the two, the greater integration of the one into the other.

"What Erik is experiencing is being cut off from that unity for the fird time. He is done, utterly. |
rather imagine that would take some getting used to."

Kim looked down at the Ronin's thin face. "What will happen to him?*

Krigtina shrugged. "He could go mad, but somehow, from whét I've seen of him, | doubt he will. He's
adways seemed to me to be rdatively independent in his relaion-ship to Totdity. The shock will be
terrible, but | believe hell surviveit. I'll give im some caming draughts to ease im over the initid shock.”

Kim looked up at Dunn and saw that the Earthman was saring off into space. "Dunn?'



Dunn's faraway look cleared, and his gaze fastened on her. "Kim," he sad quidly, "l have to get
back to Firg Touch. Wedl do."

The young woman looked a him blankly. "Back to First Touch? Why?'

"Because that's where the Way-Farer will be. And Josh and Myadi. Kim, Krigting, weve got to get
back there and let them know about this thing with the smoothstones and the Mushin.”

"Why?' Kim asked again, her gaze gill uncomprehending.

The Earthman frowned in concentration. "I'm not one hundred percent sure mysdf. | just have a
feding that this is very important. Josh dways sad tha he fdt the Mushin were the key to defending
Kensho from the Earth Heet that's on the way. | don't know whether he's right or not, but I've got a
hunch this piece of information that Krigtin's discovered is very important. Erik's part of it, too."

"He won' be ready to trave for at least a week, Dunn,” Krigina said.

"Can't we just have oursalves Snatched?' he asked. "Of course!” Kim answered. "Well just cal your
friend Josh and he can ..." Her voice ran down.

"What's the matter?' Dunn asked.

"We cant cdl,” Kim answered. "Our Mushin, our Mind Brothers are in the pattern. We don't have
"Can't we just get some more?"

"Way out here? Not likdy. The Mushin cluster near human habitation. There ian't even a 'stead in this
area. Closest one must be a good three days travel from here”

"Damn. Then well have to let them out of the pattern, move the smoothstones and set them free™”

"No," Krigina said, "that isn't a good idea. Once the pattern is set, changing it takes a good ded of
energy. Any disruption releases energy as wdl. The pattern in there is pretty powerful right now. The
Mushinin it seem to actudly add to its strength. I'm not too sure what would happen to us if we broke
the pattern and set them loose. We might not surviveit.”

Dunn looked at her in stunned surprise. ™Y ou mean the damn thing is dangerous?

She nodded. "l think so. It's very concentrated. Kim and | might make it, Dunn, but I'm not sure you
would. Nor am | certain about Erik in his current state. No. | fear that if you want to get to First Touch,
you're going to have to wak there."

For a few moments, he quietly consdered what the older woman had said. Then he nodded. "All
right, if that's the way it is then the sooner we get started, the better. How soon will Erik be ready to
travel?'

Krigina considered. "Ummmmm. Say a week or two."

"Fne Thenin the meantime Kim and | will make preparations for the trip. Uh ... if possible I'd redly
like you to come dong. It could be very important.”

She and Kim passed a congdering look between them. The older woman frowned dightly as she
spoke. "It could be even more important than you redize, Dunn."

"What do you mean?'

"W, in our journeys around the area, Kim and Erik and | have noticed a rather disturbing incresse
inthe number of Ronin bands in the vidnity."

"Ronin? How many?'

"Hard to tdl exactly,” Kim answered. "Could be as few as two or three or as many as sx. Thar
tracks get confused at times™

The Earthman's mouth dropped open. "Sx bands? By the Power, what could be drawing that many
to this area? Why, there's nothing here, no 'steads, no ..." He stopped and looked at Krigtina, a sudden
question on hisface.

She nodded dowly. "Yes, it's quite possible that the pattern in the cavern is drawing them. Perhaps
their Mushin sense it. | don't redly know.

"Whatever it is, though, getting past them to First Touch might be a little more of a problem than any
of us had bargained for. I've got afeding you're going to need dl the help you can get.”

Dunn looked dowly at the two of them, then down at the dill form of the Ronin. "Weve got to try,"
he murmured. "Don't ask me why, but | know weve got to try."



Chapter 20

Dunn sumbled and gave a dight grunt of pain. The leg was getting weaker and more painful with
every step he took. Krigtin had watched him trudge dong dl day and she had seen his exhaudtion grow
by the hour. She knew she would have to cdl a hdt pretty soon. Neither Dunn nor Erik could trave
much further.

Y et both of them were doing much better than she had dared to hope. When she had firg seen the
Earthmen lying there on his pdlet, with hisleg mangled and swollen, she had been sure he wasn't going to
make it. And when they had had to move him to the cave, she had been postive it was his death warrant.

Amazingly, the man had survived. When he had findly opened his eyes and looked around the cave,
when she had heard the flat hopelessness of his voice and seen the depths of soul-shaking confuson that
filled his eyes, she had once again despaired of his recovery. His body had fought heroicaly to beat the
infection. Would alack of will bring about his defeet after dl?

But again, she had marveled to see him come back, inch by inch, from the edge. It had begun one
day when she had come out of her inner sanctum to find he had dragged himsdf to the mouth of the cave
and was looking out at the sky. His gaze had been steady, cdm, and consdering, dmogt asif the sun and
clouds had given him something important to think about.

And think he obvioudy had. He never mentioned what was going through his mind to anyone, but he
would often gt for hours in Slent concentration as though working through complex and difficult
problems.

Sowly but surdy he had changed. The light of life had come back into his eyes. He began to tak to
others and respond in a normd way. Still, there were dways long periods of intense thinking when he
would Smply ignore the existence of everyone for hours on end. He aways came out of those sessions
with a dight, deprecating smile on his lips as if to beg everyone's pardon for his absence. She often
wondered what he thought about at those times, but she had a good idea it had to do with the problems
Kim had told her he was struggling with. People didn't usudly take to Wandering for light reasons. She
fet sure he would tdl them dl when he was good and reedly.

Erik was improving as well. At firg the Ronin had been dmogt comatose. He would have starved to
degth if they hadn't been there to care for him. The black-clad man had turned totaly inward, it seemed.
He had amply lain on hisside, in a loose fetd position, his eyes open but unfocused, his breath light and
regular.

Gradudly, he had let the world in. But he had changed dramatically. The Ronin who had once moved
with the grace and fluidity of awild anima, now blundered about like aman in a dream.

Dunn sumbled again and went down on one knee. He cursed lightly and tried to sruggle upright
before they dl came to a hdt. Erik, whom Kim was more or less leading, tripped and nearly fdl on his
face. Kriginalooked a both their faces. Dunn was postively gray and his expresson was pinched with
pain. Erik's face was dack and exhausted.

The condition of the two men made her decide it was time to stop, even though there were a good
five hours of trave time Ieft before night began to fal. She redized that if there was to be a second day to
this journey, the first had best be cut short.

Dunn sat and stared gloomily at hisleg. Erik sat and stared emptily a nothing. Kim came and sat next
to the older woman. "Wel," the younger woman sighed, "a least | can't complain about the breakneck

The Earthman looked up and scowled. "Guess | was a little more out of practice in waking than |
redized. Just need some time to get used to it again. I'll do better tomorrow.”

Krigina smiled dightly. "No, you won't do better tomorrow. Youll do worse. By morning, you're
going to be so sore and 4iff youll hardly be able to move, much less walk. Y ou've been using your good
leg dl day to compensate for the bad one. Both are exhausted. Itll be two days & best before you start
to make much of an improvement in your speed, Dunn. So, urtil then, we jugt take it easy. Besides, Erik



isjust as bad atraveler as you are right about now."

"Will he ever get any better?' Kim asked, casting a worried glance toward the Ronin. "He doesn't
seem to have made much progressin the last week and a hdlf. He il just Sts there and stares off—"

"Hes a lat better, Kim,” Dunn interrupted. "At least he can dress and feed himsdf! At fird, he
couldn't even do that!"

"Yes" Krigina nodded, "Dunn's right. He's steedily improving. Today | saw him looking directly at
things severd times. He dearly recognized them for whet they were.”

She sghed. "Don't forget he's had a rather traumatic experience. It would be like one of us suddenly
becoming deaf, dumb, and blind at the same time. Only alot worse because it's dl taken place ingde his
head and cut him off from the very thing which has defined him since he was a baby." She shook her
head. "l find it hard to even imagine what he's going through. In away, it mugt be like growing up dl over
agan."

Dunn looked down at the ground and said softly, "I have a pretty good idea of what it's like for him.
They didn't tear hismind apart like they did mine, but | imagine the result's pretty much the same.”

"No," Krigina answered, "I don't think so. They actudly ripped apart what dready existed in your
mind and destroyed it. In Erik's case, nothing was destroyed. Everything that was origindly there is dill
there. The only thing he's missang is the centra organizing force that made it dl make sense.”

Kim looked up a her, puzzlement showing on her face. "Do you mean the Mushin?"

"More than the Mushin. | meen Totdity, the unity that made everything cohere. Erik was a part of the
whole, a unit in Totdity. Everything he did, everything he experienced, was filtered through Totdity and
Totdity structured it and gave it meaning within the context of everything else Totdity experienced. You
might say that Totdity was the interface between his mind and the simulus he received. With that gone,
he mugt construct some new way of deding with simuli, some new way of filtering and giving them
meaning.”

The Earthman looked interested. "Are you saying that Erik had a sdf dl dong? Tha his sdf was
redly Totdity? That's what it sounds like to me, anyway. | mean, int what you're describing one of the
functions of the df?'

"Inaway, | guessitis" the older woman responded. "Though I'm not sure that a sdif is necessary to
Sructure gimuli. After dl, an amoeba can ded successfully with data from its environment. But, yes, |
think at the very least we might say thet the sdf is a result of the interaction between mind and simuli.
Therefore, in dl probability, it does occupy a place between the two. You should remember, however,
that any adequate description of sdf would have to be a good dedl more complex then that.”

Dunn looked thoughtful. "Yes, | know. I've been gving it a lot of thought latdy.” He chuckled,
looking ruefully down at hisleg. "I haven't had much ese to do and there's nothing like having a creature
try to eat you dive to make you do some heavy thinking. Also, that's the main reason | went Wandering
inthe firg place.”

Krigina nodded. "Kim and Erik told me a good ded about you and your dilemma”

"Yeh. Only I'm not too sureit's redly such a big dilemma anymore.”

"What do you mean, Dunn?' Kim asked, her eyes lighting up with interest. "Have you found your
sense of Hf?'

"Not exactly,” the Earthman admitted. "I'm redly not too sure it's even possible to pin it down and
dudy it. Let me give you an example of what | mean." Unexpectedly, he whigtled afew bars of a song he
remembered from many years ago on Earth. Finished, he grinned at the two women sheepishly. "Sorry.
Not much of amusidian, but it makes my point.”

"That song, now. What is it that makes it a coherent whole? You can't hdt it a any point and say,
"That's it, that's the song.' If you do, dl you have is that note, that ingant of sound you just completed.
Therest is either gone or yet to come.”

"The music congsts of awhole group of notes and the empty spaces between them. It doesn't inhere
inany one of them, or even in any group of them. Nor is musc a musca score, a bunch of symbols
written down on paper. That score can be used by mudcdians to re-create the musc, but by itsdf it's not
themusc.”



"The musc isnt the muscians, ther insruments, or ther performance, either. Almogt every time a
piece of mudc is performed, it comes out differently, in subtle ways."

"No, musc isnt any of these things As soon as you try to examine a piece of mudc it Smply
dissolves right in front of your eyes. It fdlsinto tiny, ssemingly unrelated and dmost un-relatable pieces.™

"Ye," Dunn said with agmdl amile, "mudc, like the little song | just whistled, does exist. And it exists
as a coherent, understandable whole”

"How can that be? How can something which is meaningless when taken apart have sgnificance
when put together?' He shrugged. "I thought a long time about that because that's exactly the problem |
encountered when | tried to study my sense of sdif. It dissolved as | tried to pin it down, just the way a
piece of mudc does when you take it gpart.”

Dunn shifted to ease the pain in hisleg. He sghed dightly. "Yeh. | worried about that along time after
| met Erik. Then the music andogy helped me redize something. If you don't mind, I'll stick with it a bit
longer.

"Mudc exids in the process of happening. Its didinctive character, its very coherency and being
come from its being performed. Instantaneousness is its very essence. Each note leads to the next and
builds on what has dready passed. The memory provides a bridge that makes the whole cohere, but of
course memory isnt musc.”

"But Dunn," Kim protested, "you can study musc by looking at its parts. You can separate out
themes, combinations, counterpoint, harmony, dl those things"

The Earthman nodded in agreement. "Sure. You can take musc apart to study its Structure, even to
figure out how it works. But none of what you sudy is the mudc as awhole. That doesn't exist in any
meaningful sense until it isin the process of being played.”

"The more | thought about it, the more | redized that the sdf is very much like a piece of mudc. Firgt
o dl, it's awhole and has a qudity not possessed by any of its many parts. Second, dl the parts are
interrelated, and changing any one of them changes dl of them and creates a dightly different whole.
Third, you can't separate parts from the whole without changing their nature. That's very important,
because what | had been trying to do was to isolate things and separate them from the whole in my
search for some kind of concrete proof of the sdf. That was a mistake, a fdlacy in the Ronin's argument.
| was assuming that the parts were somehow more red than the whole. | was like a man sudying a
building by taking it apart brick by brick and then after | had it dl apart wondering what had happened to
the building | wanted to study.”

"What | had been searching for was some hidden “thing," some kind of “core' that was the sdif. But
the f isnt reveded in that way. Rather than being reveded in repose, in some “thisness,' it's present
only in action, in the process of acting. The sdf int a body, it's a congtant happening, an endless
becoming.”

"Now, the Hf isn't pure change and becoming, of course. It has coherency, individudity if you will.
My «f is vary different from yours. Yours is different from someone else's. Furthermore, there's a
consggtency through time to a sdf. It doesn't totaly change, under ordinary circumstances, in an ingtant of
time Agan, like a piece of musdc, it has themes, mdodies, harmonies that giveit individud character.”

"On the other hand, the sHIf is dearly not pure gability or being. As I've dready said, it's something
thet isin process of happening, like a piece of musc. It's something which must becomein order to be."

"If the HIf is congtantly becoming, it's congtantly changing. It's dways associated with the stream of
experience, with the simuli we receive through our senses from the external, and our own internd, world.
One can't discover an experience that's neither yours nor ming, thet is, one not associated with some sdif.
The presence of the sdf is congtant, its permanence essentid in order to make sense of experience.”

"Yet it changes, grows, develops. It's not ready-made, but created every ingant by what we do and
what we experience. Its coherency is not a preordained substantia one. It comes into being as it acts, its
substance is its process of becoming. It builds on what has been to form what will be. It's not merdy
memory of the past but memory hurled into the future through the instant-wide opening of present
experience. The past never entirdy disappears, just asin a piece of mudc, but it may be reinterpreted
and change its very meaning in the future.”



Dumn sat dlent for a moment. Kim and Krigtina shared his silence, trying to absorb dl he had said.
He shifted hisweight, winang at his aready tightening muscles. Eventudly, he found a more comfortable
position and began to speak once more.

"The Dunn who Bishop Thwat tried to destroy remembered a few of the things he had learned during
his training, things that they missed or else that just weren't important enough to erase. There was a
stientist on Earth, long before Kuvaz and the whole Readjustment, a man caled Heisenberg. He posited
something cdled an Indeterminacy Principle. Basicaly, what he said was that you can't observe things
like subatomic particles without changing them through the act of observation. On a broader scale, what
that meant was that there redly was no line separating subject from object, that subject in the process of
sudying object mixed itsdf with object, or a least affected it, in a way which changed it and made it no
longer independent of subject.”

Krigina nodded. "Yes. | found much the same thing. The line between subject and object is an
atifidd one. SAf is part of dl, indeed has no meaning without dl. Yes, | agree with your ancient Earth
sientig.”

"Wadl," Dunn continued, "sdf is very like a subatomic particle. The process of examining it changes it.
You can't isolate it any more than you can isolate part of a piece of musc and dam you have the whole.
Examining it is an experience, and it's experience which forms the sdf. Hence, examining it changes it.
You can't pin it down because the thing you're pinning is the thing doing the pinning. It's like trying to lift
yoursdlf off the ground with your own hands."

"When | redized dl of these things, | suddenly discovered that my own problem, my loss of sdf, my
ingbility to find my own sdf, Smply dissolved. | have as much a sf as anyone does. The experience of
the destruction of my “old' sdf is one of the bases for my ‘new' sdf. Everything | have experienced since
then has changed and developed that sdf. I'm no more a partid creature than anyone ese. I'm a whole.
I'm me. | have a sdf as complete and as detailed as any in exisence.”

"I've done my Wandering. I've found the answer that was right there dl the time. | can go home
now." He amiled gently at the two women.

Kriginasmiled back. "Yes, Dunn. Y ou can go home now. Because now home is everywhere.”

Kim gamiled, too. But her amile was brief, overshadowed by the deep congdering look that filled her
eyes. It was clear that the things Dunn had said were giving her a great ded to think about.

In thoughtful slence, the three of them began to make camp.

Chapter 21

For the next two days they traveled dowly east in order to reach the narrow plain that lay between
the range of hills and the swamps that bordered the sea to the east. Kristina explained that dthough this
didn't get them any closer to ther god, it would offer an easer path for Dunn and Erik once they got
there. In addition, that route was less traveled by Ronin and they had been running across a disturbing
abundance of 9gns of szable bands of the black-clad killers.

Dunn was walking more eegly now, though he dill tired early in the day. At best he was good for five
hours of dow travel. Erik was dso improving, somewha more dowly than Dunn, but getting better
nonetheless. He generdly responded with short monasyllabic answers when spoken to directly, and his
awareness of wha was happening around him was growing. The Ronin ill remained lisless and
awkward, however. It seemed as if his persondlity, his drive, his spirit had been sucked from him when
the Mushin he carried were trapped in thefidd in Kristin's cave.

At the moment, Erik, Dunn, and Kim were reding in a narrow valey between two hills before
gruggling up the next dope. Krigtina had told them that they were dmaogt out of the hills now and that
soon the going would be much easier. The older woman had gone ahead to look over the tral and to
check for Ronin.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, Kridtina appeared before them. Damn, the Earthman thought, she moves
like a shadow in the woods! He was about to comment on her ability when he saw the expresson on her



face. "Ronin," she said in a soft whisper, "jud the other sde of the hill, south about hdf amile and heading
north. They should pass us by without seeing us."

"How many?' Kim asked, copying her whisper.

The strange look on the older woman's face intengfied. "'I'd estimate about fifteen to twenty."

They looked a her with undisguised amazement. "But,” Dunn protested weekly, "that's impossble.
They never travel in packs of more than five or Sx. Everybody knows that."

"Everybody except the Ronin on the other Sde of this hill," Krigtina replied. She gave Dunn a quick
gmile "Sorry. | don't mean to be sarcadtic. | find it as hard to believe as the rest of you." She turned her
gaze to Erik. "Erik, do you understand what | just sad?’

The Ronin returned her gaze, dearly sruggling to focus his atention and concentrate. "Yes" he
nodded dowly. "Yes, | understand.”

"Good. Ligen carefully. Weve been running across the trails of many Ronin parties, dl heading north.
Many, many parties. And dl of them are larger than usud. Kim, how many did you figure were in that
one we spotted the tracks of yesterday afternoon?

The young woman considered a moment. "Well, at thetime | said seven or eight, but | redly fdt there
were more. Just couldn't accept the ides, though, so | lowered the number. Hmmmm. | guess I'd say
twelve to fifteen consdering what you've just reported.”

Krigina nodded. "That's what | estimate. So far, in the three days weve been travding, and we
haven't exactly covered large amounts of ground, I've counted the trails of no less than five groups. Five.
That's more than you generdly seeinthisareain ayear." She turned back to Erik. "Do you have any idea
what in Jerome's name is going on?"'

Sweat was sanding out on the Ronin's forehead from the drength of his effort to concentrate. "No.
This ... this ... no. Strange. Not know. No. Too many. Ronin don't do. Not know." With a Sgh that was
amog a groan, he lowered his glance toward the ground, his shoulders dumping with exhaudtion.
"Strange," he mumbled. "Strange.”

"And damn dangerous,” Kim muttered. "Gods, Krigtina, we can barely defend ourselves againg four
Ronin. But againg fifteen or twenty—"

"Damn," Dunn interrupted, "we can't even run from them. Well have to have someone out front from
now on to scout as we go. Thetll dow us down even more. Why in the name of Kuvaz are they doing it?
What does it mean? Have you got any idess, Kridina?"

The older woman shook her head. "Nathing worth mentioning. I've never heard or seen anything like
it. Ronin smply don't behave that way."

"Hmmm," Dunn mused. "Y ou know, I've got afeding that you people redly know damn little of how
Ronin behave. Erik, for example, contradicts everything I've ever been told about Ronin. And how many
times have | heard one of the Fathersin the 'hood talk about how the Ronin have been changing over the
years? Yet no one that | know of has ever paid much attention to them other than to figure out new ways
to fight and kill them.”

"But, Dunn," Kim protested, "they kill us. They're our enemies. They—"

"All the more reason to know as much as possible about them,” he replied. "Besides, | see something
about them that | guess dl the rest of you here on Kensho are just too close to see. They're as human as
you are, Kim. They came on the same ship, from the same planet. Oh, | grant they've changed a lot snce
the disaster a Firgt Touch, but so have the rest of you. Kensho has changed the race, Kim. And to be
honest with you, as an outsider, you and the Ronin are a lot more dike than ather of you are like
Eathmen.”

Krigina gave him a thoughtful look. "Y our idess are interesting, Dunn. If we ever get to First Touch, |
think they should be investigated more thoroughly. Right now though, our maor problem is getting there.
The plan of a scout out front is a good one. Kim and | will trade off in that job. Now," she rose and
looked down at the three of them, "I imagine the Ronin | saw have passed by. Il take firg turn at scout
duty. I'll stay about five minutes ahead of the rest of you and come back immediady if anything strange
tuns up. Just to be safe, it would be best to pause a each ridgetop and check the lay of the land before
you cross. Let'sgo.”



"How much farther in these damn hills?* Dunn grumped.

The older woman smiled. "Sometime tomorrow after-noon we should reach the flatter area of the
plan. It's narrow in places, Dunn. You remember that. Now and then, well gill have to head back into
the hills to pass around the svamp.”

"Hne" the Earthman replied with a dight shiver. "Fine. I've got absolutdy no objection to going
around the swamp. Even if it means dimbing mountaind”

Late the next afternoon, true to Kristinas prediction, they waked through the last hills and came to
the plain. At this point, and for about a day's journey north, it was farly wide. Then it gradudly narrowed
as the swamp spread westward. Eventudly, perhaps three or four days north, they would have to enter
the hillsagain.

The next morming dawned cloudy and with more than a hint of a sorm in the air. They decided to
trave asfar asthey could and take shelter only when the sorm was imminent. As they had agreed, they
sent a scout out ahead. Although they weren't in an area the Ronin usudly traveled in, they had seen too
much evidence of a large movement of the black-clad killers to fed comfortable no maiter where they
were. Kim took firg turn.

As she walked through the thick woods, Kim's mind ranged over dl that had happened in the recent
past. A lot of it dill didn't make any sense to her. The smoothstones and the pattern in Kriginas cave
were an utter mygery to her, as was the trapping of the Mushin within the pattern. Dunn's recovery and
his seeming peace of mind were, despite his explanations, dmost as miraculous as the utter collapse of
Erik. It seemed quite obvious to the young woman that the Ronin had been correct in saying he had no
sdf. If he had one, his collapse wouldn't have been so totd.

But then, if he had no sdf, how could she account for his dow recovery? Every day, the black-clad
men was becoming more and more coherent. He would answer in complete sentences now. And he
noticed dmost everything that happened around him. He was moving like a normd person, though not
with anything like his former grace and fluidity. Y et, she admitted, he gill seemed hollow, as though there
were alarge empty space some-where at his center. And there was a haunted qudity to his eyes...

She shrugged. He was getting better. Maybe that, too, would pass with time. She liked the Ronin.
Hopefully he would once again be the person she had known.

Where did dl that leave her? Nowhere. She didn't fed as though she was one step closer to solving
her own problem. The things Krigtina had said interested her a great dedl, since they implied that one
didn't have to lose one's Hf, only to transcend it, indeed to expand it to include the entire universe! That
was a hit much for her to ded with, but it was an intriguing idea wel worth consideration. If she could
achievethat ...

She stopped dead in her tracks and froze. There had been a movement up ahead to the Ieft. Sowly,
she sank into a crouching position, peering through the dense underbrush. There. And there. Movement.
Could it be some kind of animd?

Kim sank lower as the bushes rustled much nearer. She heard a soft cal and a form appeared in the
gloom. Not an animd. A man. A Ronin!

Trying to control her panic and darm, she carefully swept the area with her eyes. One there, another
there, a least two more there, the one near, the one who cdled back, perhaps two or three more she
couldnt see. She had to get back and tdl the others! They'd walk right into this pack if they weren't
warned!

She was about to turn and crawl away when she heard a noise behind and to her right. Another onel
Behind her! She was surrounded! She bent lower until she was virtudly lying on the forest floor. One
noise, she redized, and ten Ronin would be on her, hacking her to death with ther swords. She didn't
gtand a chance againg numbers like that, especidly when they could come at her from al sides. She saw
something move and redlized it was her own hand. It was shaking.

Degth, she thought. I've never' been this close to it. Except inthat pass. That was close, but the odds
were better then.



She suppressed awhimper of terror. | don't want to die. Not yet. Not like this. Slent tears began to
run down her face,

Anger flared up. Damn! Why am | such a coward? I'm &fraid of everything! The Ronin, loang my
«df, everything. | won't yidd to thisfear! | won't!

| can't, she suddenly redized. If | do, I'm dead for sure. And so are the others.

The otherst Oh Godsl They were just a few minutes behind, depending on her to warn them of
danger. And she couldn't move for fear of being discovered and killed. How could she warn them? There
hed to be away. There had to be.

Suddenly, hopelesdy, she knew what she had to do. The very thought of it momentarily parayzed
her with terror. She forced hersdf to rdax. No sense in waiting, she thought. | might as well get it over
with. Good-bye Erik, Dunn, Kristina Y ou're the best friends I've ever had. I'm glad | had a chance to
know you. Too bad | couldn't have found what | was looking for.

With that, she legpt to her feet, gave the loudest shout she could, and ran for dl she was worth. She
headed northwest.

They heard Kim's shout. There was a brief slence, then an incredible chorus of yipping, baying cries.
Stunned, they dl stood and stared a each other.

"Damn," Dunn said softly. "Ronin.”

Kriginds face was white. "Kim and Ronin," she corrected. "They're after her. A lat of them.”

Erik's whole body was tense with understanding. "Kim, yes. Ronin chase her. We mugt go, now. We
mus help her."

The older woman looked at the two men. "She did it to save us, to draw them off. They mugt have
surprised her and she couldn't get back to warn usin time. Thisis her warning, her way to save us."

"We go. Now." Erik began to move off.

Krigina turned to Dunn. "Earthman, go to First Touch. You have something to tdl the Way-Farer
and the Coundil, | can senseit. It has something to do with my smoothstones and the Mushin. Perhaps it
isas important as you think. | can't know that. But it could be. So go. We will go hep Kim and catch up.
If we don't, keep going on our own, don't waste Kim's sacrifice. Go."

"Bullshit," Dunn growled. "I'm going with you. Kim's my friend, too. Goddamn Way-Farer can just
wait. Let's go!"

Kim ran as she had never run before. Behind came the screaming and crashing of her pursuers. She
sucked in huge gulps of air, trying to drag as much energy as she could into her body. As she ran, her
eyes drained ahead, looking for someplace to make a stand. She knew death was inevitable, but she
wanted to hold the Ronin as long as she could to give the others as much time as possible to make ther
escape.

Suddenly she saw it. A huge ko tree ahead and to her right. It had to be a least ten feet in diameter!
A giant. One she could trust her back to. She dmogt grinned as she heard the Ronin ydping. More than
one of them wouldn't ever yep again in the very near future. She wouldn't die done!

She reached the tree a good fifty paces ahead of the firg of the black-clad killers. A strange thought
came to her as she saw him joined by two others that came crashing through the underbrush to come up
short as they saw their prey at bay. Where do they get dl that black doth to make their robes from?
They mugt make it themsdlves. The thought of a Ronin at a loom weaving cloth was so incongruous it
meade her laugh out loud.

Thelaugh dearly surprised the Ronin. Two more joined the others. Then an additiond three showed
up. That made a totd of eight. She heard a noise in the forest and redlized that there were ill more on
thar way. No hope.

She fdt the pressure of their Mushin. With a sudden twist of her mind, she reached out and captured
some of them for hersalf. She needed the energy the Mind Brothers provided. For the firg time since
hers had been trapped in the design, she redlized how much she had missed them.

The Ronin were dl there now. There were deven of them. They had szed up the Stuaion and were
gpread out in asemicircle, dowly approaching her. She picked one out, one that was alittlein front of the



othersin his eagerness to kill. He would be thefird to attack, the fird she had to stop. Each blow had to
be fatd, she redized. There wouldn't be time for second strikes. So beiit.

She was ready. Ready to die. Sirangdly, it felt good. All indecison, dl doubt was swept avay. She
was camer than she had ever been in her life

The Ronin she had picked legpt a her with a shriek, his sword flashing up and back for a blow. With
asmile on her face, she stepped forward to meet his attack.

Chapter 22

"NOI

The sheer volume and authority of the shout stopped everyone, both the Ronin and Kim, in ther
tracks. Hands holding weapons froze where they were, hanging in space. Mouths, open to shriek and
shout, became slent, ggping holes. Every head turned dowly to seek the source of the commanding cry.

What they discovered was another Ronin. The hood of his black robe had fdlen back, reveding
shockingly light blond hair, glowing blue eyes, and a sharp, hawk-like face divided by a beak of a nose.
The short, wiry frame was tensed and ready, the chest heaving to draw in ar; he wasin complete control.

"No," Erik said again, more softly this time but with the same intense demand in his voice. "All units
will cease this attack."

As one, the Ronin turned their eyes to a dark-haired giant who stood near the rear of the pack. This
one dowly turned to face Erik. "Who seeks to command this group of units?" he asked in a deep,
growling voice.

"I am Erik," came the proud reply, "and this human womean is a friend of mine. No unit will touch
her."

"You have no say here. You do not even carry Mind Brothers."

Erik drew himsdf up to hisful haght and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. "I chalenge for
right of He-Who-CarriesMogst."

A murmur broke out among the Ronin and they lowered their swords, despite the fact that Dunn and
Kriginaarrived a that exact moment. "You chalenge?' asked the dark-haired giant. "Fagh! You are an
empty unit! You do not even carry Mind Brothers. How can such a barren one hope to chdlenge a unit
90 filled with Brothers as this unit? Y ou shdl die, fool, and then we will kill dl these humand”

Erik drew his sword and smiled a the huge Ronin. "Barren unit? Soon | sl have dl your Mind
Brothers. Do you not recognize me? Ah, of course not! Without my Mind Brothers you cannot share in
my mind, cannot recognize which unit | am." He swept the group of Ronin with a cold eye. "Soon enough
youwill dl know me. | am Erik!" Without another word he flowed smoothly forward toward the man he
was chdlenging.

Thetwo circled, each carefully taking the measure of his opponent. Kim was amazed to see that Erik
was moving as smoothly as he dways had. The jerky, puppet-like movements were gone. The Ronin
was once agan the catlike killing machine of the past.

Surprisingly, the huge Ronin moved just as smoothly. She watched him with a judging eye. A good,
confident fighter. He had the reach on Erik by a least two inches. It would be hard to tdl how fast the
mean was until the actud fighting began.

Erik feinted a head cut and the other countered with a light block that turned into a thrust for the
throat. Erik brushed that asde with a counter to the wrists which the other blocked eesly. Satidfied that
neither of them was an easy kill, they circled once again.

With his eyes glued to the action, Dunn asked Kridina a question in a low voice. "What is this
"He-Who-Carries business?' She shook her head and replied softly, "Don't know. But by the sound of
it, | think it must mean that groups of Ronin have some kind of leadership pogtion. There's so much we
don't know."

The two Ronin met again in a swift exchange of blows. Dunn marveled at the speed and kill of both
men. Either would finish me off in asngle pass, he admitted. | sure am glad Erik was in a peaceful mood



when we fird met! The two killers parted again, neither having been able to gain the opening he needed.
They were panting now, and despite the coolness of the day, they were beginning to swedt.

Kim looked up at the sky. It could rain a any minute, she redlized. Would that help or hurt their
chances? She cautioudy took the knife from her leg scabbard and stuck it in her bet in back. Measuring
the distance to the two nearest Ronin, she caculated that she could probably drop both of them before
they could react. Especidly if they stayed as involved with the finish of the fight as they were with its
unfolding.

I'm assuming Erik will lose, she thought. She looked quickly over a Dunn and saw he had his hand
on his sword's hilt. Kristina was equdly ready. We're dl thinking the same thing, she told hersdf. If Erik
loses, we have to gtrike ingtantly. Even then, the odds aren't too good.

But what if Erik wins? Could that be just as bad? Would he be able to control the Ronin and keep
them from fdling on the humans and daughtering them? She wasn't a dl sure exactly what
He-Who-Carries-Most meant and how much control over the others it involved. And what would
happen when Erik was carrying Mushin again? Would he revert back to hisorigind Ronin nature and join
the othersin the killing? The only thing to do was to hope for the best and prepare for the worst.

The two Ronin legpt at each other again. Erik faked awrigt cut and flipped it up for a throat jab. The
other killer dodged and dashed toward Erik's sSde. The blade diced through his robe as he twisted and
legpt away from the blow. As he jumped, he swept his own sword up and ripped into his opponent's
shoulder.

Both stepped back, panting and heaving with the exertion of their combat. Erik could fed the warm
blood trickling down his side. The blow had hit flesh, but it couldn't have gone very deep because the
blood was oozing rather than gushing. He could see the spreading san on the black-haired giant's robe
marking where his own dash had gotten through.

Despite his wound, Erik fdt utterly exhilarated. His mind was as clear and deep as a pool of forest
water. It seemed to him that he could actudly fed what his opponent was going to do an ingant before
he was going to do it. Like now, that dight sweling of the neck meant he was going to attack again.

The giant stepped in and went for his wrists, changing to a throat thrust a the last moment. Erik
knocked it asde eadly and cut quickly for the head. His opponent blocked and stepped back. Erik
rocked back as though to disengage. The other man dropped the point of his sword ever so dightly and
began to shift hisweight onto hisleft foot so he could move to the right.

Rather than stepping back, though, Erik shifted forward again and attacked with a head cut. His
opponent redized what was happening, raised his sword to block and began to shift hisweght back onto
hisright foot.

Erik threw hisright foot out and stepped deep to the other man's left Side, bringing his sword down
from the head strikein a dash across the chest. 1t was too late for the dark-haired Ronin to counter. He
was off baance, his weight mostly on his right foot, his sword coming down, but not down far enough.
Erik twisted to hisright as his blade bit, giving his blow even more energy. He followed up his deep right
step with an equaly deep left step which bore his body and blade dong with even greater momentum.
The razor-sharp sted diced through flesh and bone like an ordinary blade moving through water.

The giant Ronin grunted. For a second he stood dill as Erik passed him, then he turned again, his
sword ready to strike once more. He opened his mouth asif to speak. A fountain of red gore burdt forth
from hislips and dowly, dowly he fdl forward, his sword tumbling gently to the forest floor from fingers
that no longer cared to hold it.

Everyone, induding the humans, was too stunned to move. Erik dowly lowered his sword and
opened hismind to the Mind Brothers that swarmed around the dying man. With one incredible gulp, he
took them dl under control. Then he whirled and glared at the other Ronin. "Put away your swords," he
commanded. "No one is to touch these humans. They are mine"

The other Ronin were so disoriented by what had happened that they complied without even
thinking. Erik turned to Kim, his face tense, his voice tight. "Get out of here, dl of you. | don't know how
long | can hold them. It will take awhile before | can gan dominance. Get out, dl of you. Now!"

Kim nodded and gestured to Dunn and Kristina. They had heard Erik and understood. They moved



quickly to her sde. Then the three of them turned and moved swiftly off into the woods, heading north.

Erik watched them go and then turned to face the other Ronin. "Is there any unit so foolish as to
chdlenge my right to He-Who-Carries-Most?'

They muttered softly and exchanged glances from beneath their brows. One of them findly spoke for
the others. "No. These units are in acceptance. It isthe will of Totdity."

Erik nodded and amiled. "Yes, it is the will of Totdity.” He closed his eyes for a moment and let his
consciousness spread out, following the connections between the Mushin he carried and those carried by
the othersin his band.

After familiaizing himsdf with dl the patterns, he let his mind range wider, reaching out through the
Mind Brothers links to those farther away. He detected a amdl group moving north at a rapid pace. That
would be Kim. He smiled. There was a large group further west, two southwest, one dead south, and
another just ahead to the northeast. Many groups. Far too many. It wasn't normd. He probed deeper.

Where were they dl heading? There didn't seem to be any firm degtination in mind, just a generd
intention of heading northward. Northward? To what? A vague picture. A place of much edting after a
long hunger. What place could that be? he wondered.

Then it hit him. First Touch and Base Camp! The place where men and Mushin had fird met on
Kensho! Where the daughter had taken place that had so nearly ended the human race's say on the
planet. And the place where the Way-Farer and the Council spent mogt of ther time. It was dso the
dedtination of Kim, Dunn, and Krigting, his friends.

What in the name of Totdity could the Ronin possibly want at First Touch? No, he redlized, it wasn't
the Ronin, it was the Mind Brothers, or more correctly, Totdity. What could Totdity want?

Ignoring the possible danger that the Ronin around him presented, he dove even more deeply dong
the Mushin network, back to its diffused center, Totdity. He searched and searched, looking for a
reason for this strange migration to First Touch. What did Totdity want there? What did it hope to
accomplish?

When he found it, or rather a vague indication of it, it sunned him. It was beyond imagining. He
opened his eyes and looked around him at the other Ronin who were becoming restless. "Come" he
commanded them, his voice more powerful and determined than ever before. "Come, we go to Firg
Touch. Thereisfeeding."

Without another word, he turned and began to head toward the northeast. He would gather that
group firgt, then swing west to add that one. Then they could come back east to get the others that were
further south.

It would be difficult, might even entail chalenges to the He-Who-CarriessMost of each group. Bt it
mus be done. The future of Kensho depended onit.

Chapter 23

The rain had come with a sudden violence, lashing down at the earth and utterly drenching those who
walked it. It dso washed away any Sgn of their passing. Kristina hed up her hand to cdl a hdt. They had
been jogging dong at a pretty good pace for some time now and she knew it was extremdy hard on
Dunn. As she looked back, she could see how drawn and pained his expresson was.

"Weve gained enough on them," she declared. "I don't think they'll be on our trail any longer in any
cae”

"Do you think Erik can control them?' Dunn asked as he panted, trying to regain his breath. The pain
inhisleg was congtant and throbbing. He was thankful to Krigina for dowing the pace.

The older woman laughed softly. "I'm betting my life he can hold them. | imagine hel's very much in
charge right now." She shook her head in wonder. "Never saw anyone change so much so fast. One
minute he was dragging dong as he has ever ance he logt his Mushin. The next, he was the mogt
incredible swordsman I've ever seen. And not only a swordsman. A leader. He became the leader of
those Ronin.”



"Do you suppose that's what He-Who-Carries-Most means? A kind of leader among the Ronin?"

Krigina shook her head. "'l don't know. The one he killed didn't seem to be much of a leeder, at least
not in the way | think of a leader. Maybe he just controlled more Mushin and therefore had a stronger
tiein to Totdity. Can't redly say.

"But | can say that Erik became their leader once he killed that man. | sensed a ditinct change in the
relaionship between them dl. Leader is the only name for it. Don't you agree, Kim?"

The younger woman was looking back dong ther trall, a thoughtful expresson on her face. She
nodded in agreement, then turned and spoke quietly. "Yes Leader is the word, but that wasn't what
struck me the most. No, there was something even more amazing that took place back there.”

Dunn looked at her, hiswhaole face a question. "Something more surprisng than being rescued from a
band of Ronin by a Ronin?'

Kim nodded again and looked a each of them for a moment before continuing. "Yes. Even more
unexpected. Didn't ether of you notice that Erik sad 17"

aboard ther ships. Mydi saw that, and took part in afight with their weapons. So we would have to
fight, surprise or not. Furthermore, we would be fighting on their ground. We know nothing of the layout
of the ships they are sending. It seems unlikdy they will be smilar to the scout Dunn came in, even less
likdy they will resemble the ancient flagship that circles our planet.”

"So, whileit is very tempting to believe that what you have found is a wonderful weapon, | for one do
not see it as much more than away of annoying and possibly damaging the Heet."

The discusson went on for a good hour before Josh nodded to the Way-Farer and rose to speak.
"Judah's work isto be praised, but like most of you, | don't see that it offers us any hope of besting the
Earth Fleet. Somehow | fed it reeks too much of the tactics they would use themsdves™

"I've dways fdt that the only way we could defeat the Earth was by inventing totaly unexpected
tactics, tactics so different from what they're used to that they wouldn't even understand them until it was
too lae

"Asmogt of you know, | spent a long time searching for something that would answer the need. As
you aso know, | failed, completely and utterly. So much so that | gave up and went Wandering."

"That was how | happened to sumble on the pattern of the mounds. I've brought that information
before you but until now none of us have been able to make any use of it."

"Until now. Recently Dunn returned from his Wandering. Pretty much the worse for wear,” he tilted
his head in the Earthman's direction and gave a little amile, "but very excited. He aso brought Kim and
Krigin with him."

"The story he told and the information he brought was incredible”” He chuckled. "Dunn and Krigina
hed to explain it to me severa times before | could even begin to comprehend what it meant. Then | saw
how it fit in with my own information, with the mysterious pattern of the mounds™

"Krigin has done a great ded of work with smooth-stones, has discovered that they generate some
sort of field, for want of a better description. Smoothstones are found only where the mounds are. The
pattern of the smoothstone fidd and the pattern of the mounds are complementary.”

"Very exdting, but Hill rather esoteric. It was Dunn who brought it al together for us, and in so doing,
may just have discovered the way to fight the Earth Fleet. I'll let him explain his idea. It's strange,
shocking, possibly insane. | guarantee that the Earth Fleet won't be expecting it!"

Dunn shifted hisweight off hislame leg and settled into a more comfortable postion. This was going
to take awnhile

Two moons had set and two more were just risng when the discussion had findly ground down to an
accepting slence. "Then there's no other way?' Mother Cathe pleaded.

Sadly and wearily, Dunn shook his head. "l wish there were. Josh and Krigina and | have gone
round and round for a good week now and there doesn't seem to be any way out."

"But," an dderly man complained weekly, "to carry out this plan we'd have to drop everything else
and turn dl our resources to it. If it didn't work—"

"If it didn't work, we'd dl be dead,” Josh finished for him. "Yes, that's true. But what choice do we



have?' The question fdl into the dead slence of the night. What chance do we have? Josh asked himsdf
once more. Thisinsane plan based on awild surmise? Dunn isn't even one of us. How can he be so sure?

Father Kadir looked at the Earthman. "Your plan requires great sacrifice from one individud. Have
you any suggestions as to who that person should be?!

Dunn nodded dowly. "Yes, Father. | anthelogicd one"" Kim started to protest, but Dunn raised his
hand to stop her. "l know, you want to volunteer. For one who dams to be so afraid of logng her sf,
you're dways the fird to legp to any dangerous task. But, no, I'm the logica one. Odds are they have my
prafile in the computer and would indantly be able to identify me. That would give them a moment's
pause, snce they would assume their bomb had been effective and blown me away. That moment of
indecison might be the key to the whole plan. We need it. Just enough time to get them talking."

"Besgdes" he said dowly, sadly, "I doubt I'l be able to be part of the rest of the plan. | have to have
somewhere to go afterward.” Their slence expressed more than any words could ever say.

"But can we do it?" Judah asked. "I meen it will take an incredible concentration of Mind Brothers.
At mogt, we control perhaps a third of them. The rest are ether free floating or under the domination of
the Ronin."

"Thet had worried dl of us at firg," Kristina answered. "Then we heard from an old friend. In about a
week's time, a band of some two hundred Ronin will arrive a Firgt Touch.” There was a gasp of indrawn
breath from everyone on the Council. "Don't worry," Krisina continued. "They're here for the same
purpose we dl are. Erik, ther He-Who-Carries-Most, is aware of the plan and assures us of Totdity's
cooperation. Or rather that he and his Ronin can manipulate Totality to meet our needs.”

The Way-Farer chuckled. "What do you find anusng, Father?' Josh asked. "Ah, nothing mgor, my
Son. It just occurred to me, though, that the history of mankind on Kensho is ending much the way it
began. The Mushin are coming to First Touch and the two parts of the human race that survived the
massacre are joining once more. I'm sure Nakamura would rdlish the paradox. | aso imegine he would
appreciate the nature and elegance of the plan you and Dunn are proposing.”

"Yes, | suppose s0," Josh replied. "Now if only it works."

"You redly have to do it that way, huh Dunn?'

The Earthman looked a Kim and nodded. "Makes the most sense. You going back to work with
Erik?"

"Uhhuh. 1 ... well, somehow that's where | fed more comfortable. | mean, you know he's got a sdf
now. A red one. Oh, you should see him, Dunn. You'd be so proud of him! He's ther leader, just like
Kriginasaid. He told me to say helo to you and wish you the best. And he said to tdl you you were right
dl dong ... it does make a difference. What's thet dl about, Dunn?'

Dunn chuckled. "Oh, just a little discusson we had a long time ago. At the time | lost. Now | guess
I've won. No, | guess we've both won. Y ou love him, don't you?'

It was too dark to see her blush, but the moons light suddenly shone brighter in her eyes and he knew
the answer even before she spoke. "Yeh, | guess s0." There was a gentle slence between them then.
Findly Kim broke it with a soft, pleading question. "Will it work, Dunn?'

He looked at her in the dark, trying to read the expresson on her face. She wants it to work so
badly, wants there to be a future for her and Erik to enjoy. What can | tdl her? | don't know if it will
work? No, not that. "Sure, Kim, sure. Itll work. It's bound to."

She sghed as she stood. "I'm glad. Glad for dl of us. The thought that we might only have another
year to liveisjud too ... too, well, too awful. | don't want to die, Dunn, and not just because I'm afraid
to. I've conquered that now. | don't want to live as a dave to Earth, ether. I'm glad there's a hope well
be able to defegt them and live free”

She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. "Good-bye. Thanks for the reassurance.” She
began to walk off. "By the way, Dunn, you're a lousy liar. But thanks anyway."

The last two moons had set before she arrived. He was lying on his back staring up at the tiny points
of light that marked the flagship and the arks. She sat beside him and neither one spoke for along time.

"You found what you were looking for?' she sad & last.

"Yes" hereplied, "and no. It can't be found the way athing can. It's not like that.”



"No," shereplied, "itsnot.”

"In one sensg, it'sredly there. In another, it's dways just passing through. It changes, grows, is never
the same, but dways congtant, dways there, dways the same. A paradox, an enigma, but red
nonetheless.”

"So now you're complete.”

He laughed. "No, hardly. None of us are. Oh, we are, but werre dso becoming. We're the passage
of the past into the future. Both exigt and are transformed in and through us. All of us are equd in that.
The gapsin my past are one of the things that forms my future, so in a sense they aren't gaps a dl. I'm
content and that's enough.”

"But you're going to do it anyway?'

He shrugged. "Everyone asks that same question. Of course I'm going to do it. Who ese? It's poetic
justicein away, | suppose. The spy comes back a spy. | hardly think they'll be expecting me. I'm smply
completing the cycle they started. Once I've returned to the beginning, perhaps I'll start again.”

"Doing what?"

He sighed. "I don't quite know yet. | have an idea, though. Look, if thisthing works the way | think it
will, well, there's going to be a lot of questions that have to be answered. Answering those questions
could change alot of things that no one ever expected would be changed.”

"I've learned alot here on Kensho. Some of it isn't too useful for us ordinary humans. Some of it is.
I've got to sort things through, but there's a message to be ddlivered, one alot of people will be interested
in hearing."

"The Hierarchy?'

"Hardly! No, they'll want to keep it quiet. But that'll be impossible thistime. Too much has happened.
And with this new thing ... well, it's beyond hushing up anymore.”

"Things are changing. | fed tha somehow I'm an important part of that change” He sghed.
"Probably just adlly, egotigica dream but—"

"Ummm. Maybe not."

"Whatever. It makesit easer to think there's some future in what I'm planning to do.”

Silence settled between them once again. It was a mélow, friendly sllence, filled with love and caring.
Fndly, she stood. "So, then. Il be going. I'm glad you've found so much. If this works | guess well al
owe you a lot. Thank you, from dl of us" She turned and moved dowly away, blending gradualy with
the night. In afew moments, she was invishle

Only then did he speak. It was a Sngle sentence, a yearning whisper thrown into the vastness of the
night sky. "l love you."

There was no reply. He didn't expect any.

Chapter 24

Admird Knecht looked around the wardroom. The Commanders and sub-Commanders of the saven
shipsin his Heet were dl there as were ther counterparts serving the Power. At least they were there in
one sense. In fact they were dill on ther respective ships. Physicd movement between ships in
Agpect-Sarfaiti drive was impossble. What were present were three-dimensiona holographic imeges.
The only red flesh and blood people in the room were himsdf, the Commander of the flagship, the
sub-Commander, Cardina Unduri, and Unduri's second in command, Bishop Wilson. The identica
scene was taking place in every wardroom on every ship in the FHeet.

Knecht cleared his throat to cdl the meting to order. "Gentlemen,” he began, "we will be dropping
out of A-S drive a oh-eight-hundred-thirty hours Earth Normal. The purpose of this meeting is to inform
you of the intended actions to be taken at that time and to entertain questions you may have regarding
that action. Hard copies of the complete plan are being transmitted as we speak.”

"Now, we will enter red space in Corona formation." He turned to the wal behind him which
ingantly lit up with a representation of the Kensho system. "Hagship will take Jewel postion, the rest



spread out as shown. One and Two will ingantly blast the ships tha hang in geosync orbit here” He
pointed to the representation, and the area he spoke of enlarged. "I want totd destruction. | want it
indantly. So far as we know, this flagship represents their only space-based means of defense. The two
probes we sent off have both returned and show nothing that would disprove this theory.”

"Itisassumed,” he continued with a dight, dry amile, "thet this action will notify the Kenshites of our
ariva. Since we are unable to determine what, if any, defenses they have managed to establish since the
last misson, dl shipswill ingantly engage in evasive maneuvers. These maneuvers will continue until | give
the word to dess."

"Naturdly, if we meet armed resistance, Plan Roach goes into effect and each of you will perform
your assgned misson. If resstance is stronger than Leve Ddta, Plan Armageddon indantly takes effect.
Dedtruction shdl be complete.”

"Our expectation, | will remind you, is that the Kenshites will wish to negotiate. That puts Plan
Overlord into effect. Three and Four will blast moons one and two. That should be a auffidently
impressive display of our power. The flagship and Five will strike designated population concentrations
as per the probes. Note that these are quite amdl by dl our standards, but the demongtration should be
effectivein any case. Sx and Seven are to stand ready to launch Landers with their Marine contingents.
The Marines will secure the necessary Touchdowns and the rest of the Fleet will proceed to off-load
reinforcements.”

" estimate the entire procedure should take ... ummmm ... say five hours and thirty-five minutes or
s0. During that time any and dl resistance from any source mug be indantly and totally smashed. No
prisoners, no hostages. Nothing. | want body counts and nothing ese.”

One Commander raised a hand. "Women and children?'

Knecht nodded his head emphaticaly. "Everything. Even hodtile animas. The demongration must be
utter and totd."

"Once the Touchdowns have been totaly secured and perimeters have been set up, entertain contact
with the firgt natives who approach. Kill them if you have even the dightest suspicion. If they genuindy
wigh to talk, and | fed sure they will by that time, have them transported to Touchdown A. The Cardind
and | with our respective saffswill have made our HQ there.”

"Are there any questions? No? Good. Then the Power be with you dl. Cardind, will you give us
your blessng?

Unduri rose and stretched out his arms, his hands medting over his head to form the circular symbol
of the Power. "In the name of Redlity, in the name of the Circle, in the name of the Power, in the name of
Humeanity. So beit and so it shdl be."

One by one the Commanders and sub-Commanders sgned off and disappeared from the wardroom
until only the five true occupants were left. Unduri turned to the Admird and spoke softly. "Swift and
harsh. Very good, Admird. Just as Kuvaz would wish it. Thisis the proper way to ded with dangerous
heretics”

Knecht looked the Cardind in the eye for severd long Slent seconds. Then he nodded brusguely.
"Yes Itistheright way to ded with any dangerous enemy.”

Dunn lay on his back, the thick grass of the hill cushioning him for the long night of waiting. In the
nearby dark he could fed the presence of the others. They were dl gazing skyward.

"Do you redly think they'll do it that way?" Josh asked oftly.

"That'swhat 1'd do if | were them,"” Dunn replied absently. "Start off with abig bang to put a fear into
the natives. Then talk. Of course, they might just come in shooting. In which case well have to move very
swiftly or itll dl fal apart. Y ou're ready with everything?'

"Ready,” Kim responded. Erik murmured his assent. Dunn could hear the dight movement of doth as
Krigina nodded.

"Good, wdl then dl we need to ..."

Above them in the night ky the tiny dots that marked the locations of the flagship and partidly
dismantled arks suddenly flared into bright life. "Aasahhhhh," they dl breathed out, struck by the beauty



and findlity of it. "It begins" Mydi added into the slence that followed.
"And ends" the Way-Farer said. "Dunn, my Son, we mugt part ways now."
Dunn nodded in the night. "Yeh. Let's get it going, huh? No time to waste." He was glad it was dark.

* *

Admird Knecht strode back and forth on the bridge, looking at the screens that displayed the view
from his own ship and from dl the others. They dl showed the same thing. Nothing. And that bothered
him.

"No 9gn of any resstance?'

"None, gr," came the crisp reply.

"Damn," Knecht swore under his bresth. " Cease evasve maneuvers,”" he commanded out loud.

"Evadve maneuvers ceased.”

The Admira turned to face Cardinad Unduri, a frown creasing his forehead. "l don't likeit."

The Cardind raised his eyebrows in mild surprise. "In the name of Kuvaz, what is there not to like?
The operation went off quite smoothly, Admird. The ships were blasted, the maneuvers were executed
like clockwork—"

Knecht cut him off with a chopping motion of his hand. "I know dl that. Our sde is doing fine" He
turned and pointed at one of the screens which showed Kensho hanging serendly in space. "It's ther Sde
I'm worried about."

"But they've done nothing. They—"

"Thet's just the point. Damnit, look a dl those sensorsl From every indication, Cardind, we are
daing down a a primitive planet! This is supposed to be a Class Three, not a Class One! And what's
more, they've had eight years Since Y amada and Thwait were here. They should have been working like
hdl to resist us. But there isn't any indication of—"

"Perhgps | can hdp," said a voice from near one of the consoles.

Knecht soun to stare at the person who stood there. He was dressed in a travel-stained robe of
coarse brown fabric. A sword was thrust through his belt. The hood of the robe was thrown back so the
man's curly, reddish-blond hair was visble. Bluish-green eyes were set in a strong, solid, dmost square
face. The draight nose pointed to a mouth set in afirm, determined line

Ingantly, five laser wands were pointing a him. He dowly hdd up his hands and a sarcastic amile
bowed his stubborn mouth. "Overkill, Admird, overkill. I'm not here to fight, only to talk. You can have
the sword if you wish. | don't carry any other weapons. And besides,” he nodded toward his left am, "I
only have one hand."

"Who are you?' the Admiral managed to growl.

"Ask the Cardind. I'm sure he's scanned me by now.”

Knecht turned to the Cardind, who was saring fixedly at the brown-robed figure. "Jameson, Dunn.
Acolyte Third. Drive Engineer. Wiped. Restructured. Destroyed by implant on completion of misson. At
least that's what the files say.”

"But if he was destroyed ..." the Admird began.

"I sad,” the Cardind interrupted, "that's what the files say. Obvioudy, the files are incorrect. Minus a
hand and some of hisleg, thisis bascdly the same man."

Dunn bowed dightly. "More or less accurate, Cardind.”

Knecht turned and snarled at him. "How the hdl did you get here, Dunn? Ther€'s no way into this
ship. It's locked up tighter than a drum. We're on Red One dert. Theré's no way—"

"Damnit, man, quit blugering,” Unduri cut in. "Of course there's a way. He's here, isnt he?' He
leaned forward and glared a Dunn. "I don't care how, | want to know why."

A broad amile curved Dunn's lips. He was dearly enjoying the discomfiture of the two men and
wanted them to know it. "We assumed,” he began, "thet the little display with the flagship and the arks
was an invitation to come and talk. Were we wrong?"'

"'We," the Admird barked. "Who is'we?"'



"Why, the Kenshites, who ese? They wanted me to come as soon as you cdled to arrange the terms
of your surrender.”

There was amoment of stunned silence on the bridge. Then Knecht shattered it with a harsh snort of
laughter. "Hal Our surrender? Hal"

Dunn nodded gravely. "Oh, yes. We assumed you would want to avoid the useless degth of al your
men. We are prepared to offer quite reasonable terms.”

"You ... you are wha2!"

"Admird, Cardina, what we did to the scout ship was a Smple thing. We are prepared to do much
worse things to this Fleet. If you surrender immediatdly, unconditiondly, we will be merciful. Otherwise
... He shrugged.

Knecht and Unduri looked a each other in amazement. Then the Admird looked back at the
sensors. Findly, he turned and stared once more a the cam figure of Dunn. When he findly spoke his
voice was 0ft and under control. "I don't think you or those who sent you quite redize the Stuation. You
see, we have a Fleet of seven battleships stationed around your planet. All | have to do, Dunn, is give the
word, and Kensho will become a smoldering cinder in agpproximatdy fifteen minutes. All life, Dunn, all,
will cease within the firg thirty seconds of that time. This is not an ide threat. | will be happy to
demonstrate on one of your planet's moonsif anyone doubts our power."

"And yet, Admird," Dunn replied gently, his eyes locked on those of Knecht, "l was able to enter this
flagship, this bridge, without anyone seeing or stopping me. Doesn't that give you something to reflect
over? Think of what that might mean, Admira."

It took Knecht less than a second to react. "Secure dl corridors,” he shouted. "Stand by to repel
boarders!"

"All corridors secured,” came the answer seconds later. Then adight pause and a second reply. "No
boarders discovered. All repdling crew standing by Red One."

The Admird turned a baeful eye on Dunn. "What are you trying to do? You're bluffing, aren't you?
Youre here dl done. Your people don't have the wherewithd to send any more after you. You've
discovered some means of trangporting we don't know about, but that's dl. It's just a bluff.”

“I'm here to discuss your surrender, Admird. We will take no military action until necessary. At this
precise moment, it appears that none is necessary. However ..." Dunn let the word hang in the ar
between them.

Before Knecht could reply, Cardina Unduri held up his hand to forestal him. "Dunn," he said coldly,
"for an emissary of peace and goodwill you seem oddly bent on prodding the Admird to take action. |
wonder why?'

"The Admira decided we were sending boarders, Cardind. | said nothing of the kind."

"No. But you intimated as much. | wonder, Knecht, if we shouldn't question this one on my
mechines”

The Admird's distaste showed on his face. "No. We don't have time for that. Our orders are to
subdue this planet quickly or to destroy it. To question this man would take time. That is precisely where
Yamada and Thwait failed. | will not give these Kenshites any time to carry out whatever plans they might
have"

"But Admird," Unduri tried to sound reasonable, "there is data here we might need to make a
decison. This man knows a great ded. In afew short hours we could probe him thoroughly and find out
everything he ..."

Knecht drew himsdf up gernly. "Cardind, in my opinion we have no time to spare. This man's
appearance on the bridge of this ship indicates that the Kenshites have means at their digposd which are
dearly not in kesping with their status as a Class Three planet. The fate of the last misson reinforces that
conclusion. | see no choice but to commence Armageddon immediately.”

"Admird, | protest—"

"Cardind, | don't give a damn what you protest! This is my ship and my Fleet! My orders are to
destroy this planet and | am damn wdl going to do it now!"

He turned to the control boards. "Commence Armageddon & oncel" his voice rang out. "Blow that



damned planet out of space!”

All eyes turned to the screens that filled the wal. Points of light suddenly burst out on the face of the
planet, marking it with strange, fiery blemishes. The glowing points spread and multiplied until the whole
orb wasllit with alurid blaze. A world died writhing in flames.

Victory marking every line of his body, Knecht turned to confront Dunn. "There, damn you! That's
my response to your demand for my surrender! Your planet is dead! Your planet ..." The look on Dunn's
face stopped him cold, freezing the words he was about to speak in his throat.

Tears poured from Dunn's eyes. But deep within them was an unmistakable gleam of triumph.

Chapter 25

Dunn leaned back on the cot and stared at the cdling of his tiny cdl. He didn't know how much
longer he had to live, but he didn't want to interrupt the conversation he was halding in his mind. Held
held it so many times that by now it dmos seemed as if Mydi, Kim, Erik, Kridina and the others were
actudly there with him. | wonder where they redlly are? he thought.

The conversation was essentidly a replay of one that had taken place on Kensho just a short time
before the FHeet had arrived. It had started in the mormning and lasted well into the night. He could dmost
see the stars as they had shone in the sky while they sat in the dark, winding up the discusson. He closed
hiseyes and it dl came flooding back into his mind.

"S0 the pattern of the smoothstones in Krigind's cave is amilar to the pattern of the mounds?' Kim
asked.

Josh nodded. "Yes, the minute Kristina saw my drawing she recognized it, didn't you?' The older
woman nodded. Josh continued, "The smoothstones and the mounds seemed to be part of the same
system. Y et their functions appeared to be different.”

Kriginatook over the tale. "The smoothstones are part of an energy pattern. They both generate and
are the fidd they generate. That fidd is inter-dimensona. The smooth-stones are the manifestation of it
we can see herein our space. The fidd itsdf extends much farther, perhaps to seven-space.”

"I ill don't understand the function of the fidd," Kim responded.

Josh took over again. "You have to go back to the pattern of the mounds. Of course, dl this is
conjecture, but it seems to work, so however inadequate, itll have to do. Anyway, the mounds are a
two-dimensona representation of higher-dimensond space. We think it's some sort of decoy to attract
creatures of a higher dimenson. Perhaps it's dso a habitat resembling as nearly as possible the
environment such creatures might be used to."

Erik spoke next. "That's how the species that used Kensho as a laboratory brought the Mushin here.
The smoothstones are how they kept them here. Y ou remember how my Mind Brothers were trapped in
the pattern Krigtina had in her cave? Well, the totd pattern, following that of the mounds, acted as the
wals of the habitat to keep the Mind Brothers here once they showed up. It worked. They came and
were trapped.”

"But,” Dunn continued for him, "something went wrong. | guess the scientists just weren't prepared
for what showed up. Even caged Mushin are dangerous. The creatures that built the trap ended up as
food for those they trapped. Perhaps the shdlls of the Grandfathers are their remains. Well never know."

"In any case, the Mushin couldn't escape to go back to ther own dimenson. No, that's not quite
right. They are in thaeir own dimengon. What the trap did was to keep them fixed in this particular
location within a cross section of the dimendons they inhabit. They werent able to roam the
multidimensgond cosmosin search of food any longer. So when we humans came, they were very, very
hungry for energy. You know the rest.”

Kim nodded. "I think | see where you're leading, but go ahead. It's fascinating.”

"Wdl," Josh took up the story, "both the Ronin and the rest of us became more and more
accustomed to the Mind Brothers. Some of us began to carry the smoothstones. That disrupted the
pattern, freeing the Mushin just enough to make things like Snatching possible. The fidd 4ill hed them



here at this spot in this dimension, however. They couldn't move very far."

"Enter the threat from Earth,” Dunn said. "A Heet is coming to subjugate or blow up the planet. We
have no way of fighting back. We lack the sophidtication of Earth's wegponry. We're helpless. Whether
we fight or yied, we lose. We find ourselves faced with the same kinds of impossble choices that
Nakamura found himsdf faced with after humenity had dmost been wiped out a First Touch. He
couldn't stand and fight. He couldn't flee. He had to find a third way. We had to find one, too."

"It hit me shortly after Erik and you logt your Mind Brothers in Krigtinds cave. | redized the
smoothstone pattern had to have something to do with it. When | said | wanted to go to First Touch and
tdl the Way-Farer about it, you said we couldnt go because we had no Mushin, and it dl came
together."

"I'm sorry to sound dense, but | Hill don't get the connection,” Kim said.

"Dont fed bad," Josh chuckled. "Dunn had to explain it to me severd times. We travel by means of
the Mushin. We're able to hold them to our minds, keep them with us, use them. We've adapted to them.
In aword, we've become symbiotes.”

"But the Mind Brothers are hdld here on Kensho by the pattern of the mounds and the fidd of the
smoothstones. We can travel here and, because of the dight disruption of the fidd caused by some of us
picking up and carrying smoothstones, we can travel in close proximity to the planet. That's why we were
able to Snatch Mydi back from the scout ship.”

"Now, wha would happen if the Mushin were no longer inhibited by the fidd? Presumably, they
would be free to roam the multidimensona universe as they had before they became trapped here on
Kensho. And we, as their symbiotes, would be free to trave with them! If the Mushin could escape from
the trap of Kensho, so could we! That was Dunn's redization. The information | had gathered on the
pattern of the mounds reaffirmed his theory and made it that much more likdy."

"So," Kridina said, "we began to collect as many smoothstones as possible. We brought them dl
here to Firg Touch and began to reconstruct the pattern of the trap as fully as we could. At the same
time, with the help of Erik and the Ronin, we gathered as many Mushin as we had under control and put
them in the new pattern. That concentrated their power immensdy. We learned many new things and
devel oped new techniques of manipulaion.”

"But the key problem was dill how to escape Kensho," Dunn continued. "Even when we disrupted
the pattern of the smoothstones, the fidd continued to exist and to restrict the Mushin. Furthermore, the
Mushin were iill held by the pattern of the mounds. God only knows how long they'd been here, but in
that time, like many captured animas, they'd grown used to their cage. The fidd of the smoothstones sill
exised, and the Mind Brothers actudly seemed to prefer their habitat. We didnt know which was the
stronger reason, but in either case, they refused to move and give us the means to leave Kensho."

"I'd suspected this might happen. So then we put our second plan into mation. It was drastic and
more then a little frightening. If it falled, dl was log."

The Way-Farer nodded. "Yes. Many of the possible futures | had seen with Mother Iliahad a amilar
ending. There was a good likelihood that the planet would be destroyed. There was no way to know if
we would escape.”

"The dedtruction of Kensho!" Josh said, his voice tinged with wonder. "Dunn understood what it
meant! The dedtruction of Kensho was the dedtruction of the cage the Mushin were trapped in.
Destroying the planet would set them free! And with them, ud™

"But how do you destroy a planet?' Dunn asked rhetoricaly. "Ta dah! Enter the Earth Fleet! Power
enough to destroy ten Kenshos. And a hoted tendency to do so. I've told you dl about Quarnon severd
times"

"The trick was to get them to blast the planet rather than invade and subjugate it. The best thing
would be to get some direct hits on the mounds and on the smooth-stones pattern to thoroughly disrupt
them both. Judah figured out a way to arrange that by tracking the missiles and then Snatching them to
theright locations. Oh, it's very complex. It takes an incredible concentration of Mushin, which of course
we have, thanks to the smooth-stone pattern here a Firgt Touch. And some pretty incredible timing. Not
to mention luck.”



"One other thing," Krigina said, looking a Dunn. "It takes one person to go to the flagship and
confront the Admira. One person to make sure everything goes right. One person who cannot, therefore,
escape with the rest of us"

Dunn nodded. "Yes. Me. | couldn't escape with you anyway. Oh, | can hold a few Mind Brothers
for a short time. But I'm not adapted the way you dl are. I'm not a symbiote” He glanced around the
crde of solemn faces. "I'm the one who has to go."

The door to the room opened and Admirad Knecht entered. Dunn sat up and met his glance. Knecht
took the only chair in thetiny cel.

For severd moments, he sat slently, looking curioudy a Dunn. Eventudly, when he was ready, he
spoke. "You know I've denied the Cardind permission to put you under those damned machines of his?"

Dunn nodded. "I thought as much. | don't understand why, but thanks.”

Knecht's eyes took on a more intense look. "I'l tdl you why, Dunn. Y ou're too damn vauable to let
him destroy, that's why. Y ou know things, things the Committee might be able to use”

"Like what?' Dunn asked, adight amile playing around hislips.

The Admird frowned. "Like why in the hdl the Hierarchy is so damn frightened of Kensho. Like
what was going on on that planet. Like what happened to that first misson. Like what happened to you."

"But most of dl, what happened to dl those people on that planet. Y amada's misson indicated there
were more than twenty million people on Kensho, Dunn. Our own preiminary probes corroborated
that.”

"Ah," Dunn smiled broadly. "Y ou've redized it was empty when you destroyed it."

"I've redized severd of our fird missles didnt follow the trgectories they were set to follow. I've
redized that suddenly severd sensors changed ther readings. I've redized the whole planet became
empty in one indant while we were blaging it out of existence. I've redized the entire thing was some
kind of setup, that you wanted us to blast that planet! | want to know why."

"Where are they, Dunn? Where the hdl are dl those people?!

Dunn's smile became smdler and gentler now. He shrugged softly. "Where are the Kenshites? Here,
there, everywhere, nowhere. They have the run of the universe now, Admird. They're freer than any
human beings have ever been. They have unredtricted use of dl of space and time”

A look of awe and wonder was beginning to grow in the Admird's eyes. "l don't understand.”

"No," Dunn replied. "I don't expect you do. What's more, | don't think | can redly explain it to you.
Youll just have to accept the fact that they're gone. They may come back this way some time. Then
agan, they may not. The universeis a pretty big place, and were a pretty smdl part of it.”

"But they left something behind them, Admira. Something very important.”

"They left usaWay."

Epilogue

The dawn sky arched blood red, colored by the light of an ancient, dying sun. It had dready reached
out and swdlowed its three inner planets. On ahill above the tumbled ruins of a dead city, five robed and
hooded figures stood in Slence.

"Usdess," one of them said softly. "This wasn't the home of the Experimenters. It's been dead for
eons. Soon it will be swalowed by its sun. Usdless. We should go on."

"On?' another answered. "We have gone on and on. The novdty is beginning to wear thin. So far
weve found seven habitable planets. Our people are secure, scattered among the seven. Earth can never
find them. And some day we will be mightier than anything the Power can mugter to destroy us”

"There is no need to fight," a third said. "We can go where we wish. We have the freedom of the
universe. Let Earth have its corner. The vastness can hold usdl.”

The second figure pushed back its hood. Myadli's eyes met Josh's. "Have you forgotten Dunn?' she

asked gently.



Josh bowed his head dightly. "No. | wonder if he dill lives? Do you think they ...?"

Erik shrugged. "Possibly. They can hardly have been pleased by what happened. They are bound to
have blamed him."

Krigina shook her head. "No. I'm sure he's survived. They'd find him too vauable to kill. He's the
only one in the whole universe who knows anything about us. They may have put him on their machines,
though."

Myadi smiled. "He knows how to resist. They wouldn't succeed. | agree with you, Krigina. Dunn is
on Earth and dive. And with him the Way lives once more on the planet where it was truly born. He
carries with him the seed which could very well do more to destroy the Power than anything we could
do."

The five fdl dlent as the vast red sun rose over the horizon. It filled haf the sky as it rose. Fndly,
having seen their fill of the dead world, they turned to go.

Erik paused and looked at the other four, a dight amile lightly resting on hislips. "Where next?'

There was no answer. All of them had the same idea. Kim laughed. "I've dways wanted to see the
Home World."

With adight pop, they disappeared.



