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Robert Silverberg - This |Is The Road

Leaf, lolling cozily with Shadow on a thick heap of furs in the airwagon's
snug passenger castle, heard rain beginning to fall and nade a sour face:
very likely he would soon have to get up and take charge of driving the
wagon, if the rain was the sort of rain he thought it was.

This was the ninth day since the Teeth had begun to lay waste to the
eastern provinces. The airwagon, carrying four who were fleeing the

i nvaders' fierce appetites, was floating al ong Spider H ghway sonewhere
bet ween Theptis and Northman's Ri b, headi ng west, heading west as fast as
coul d be nmanaged. Junpy little Sting was at the power reins, beam ng dream
commands to the team of six nightmares that pulled the wagon al ong; burly
Crown was am dwagon, probably plotting vengeance agai nst the Teeth, for
that was what Crown did nost of the time; that left Leaf and Shadow at
their ease, but not for nuch |longer. Listening to the furious drumm ng of
t he downpour agai nst the wagon's taut-stretched canopy of big-veined
stickskin, Leaf knew that this was no ordinary rain, but rather the dread
purple rain that runs the air foul and brings the no-leg spiders out to
hunt. Sting would never be able to handle the wagon in a purple rain. Wat
a nui sance, Leaf thought, cuddling close agai nst Shadow s sleek, furry
blue form Before |Iong he heard the worried snorting of the nightmares and
felt the wagon jolt and buck: yes, beyond any doubt, purple rain, no-Ileg
spiders. Hs time of relaxing was just about over.

Not that he objected to doing this fair share of the work. But he had
finished his last shift of driving only half an hour ago. He had earned
his rest. If Sting was incapable of handling the wagon in this weatherand
Shadow t oo, Shadow coul d never manage in a purple rainthen Cown ought to
take the reins himself. But of course Crown would do no such thing. It was
Crown' s wagon, and he never drove it hinmself. "I have al ways had
under breeds to do the driving for me," Crown had said ten days ago, as
they stood in the grand plaza of Holy Town with the fires of the Teeth
bl azing in the outskirts.

"Your underbreeds have all fled without waiting for their master,'
had rem nded him

"So? There are others to drive."

"Am |1 to be your underbreed?" Leaf asked calmy. "Remenber, Crown, |'m of
the Pure Stream stock."

"l can see that by your face, friend. But why get into phil osophica

Leaf

di sputes? This is ny wagon. The invaders will be here before nightfall. If
you would ride west with nme, these are the terns. If they're too bitter
for you to swallow, well, stay here and test your |uck against the mercies

of the Teeth."

"l accept your terms," Leaf said.

So he had cone aboardand Sting, and Shadowunder the condition that the
three of themwould do all the driving. Leaf felt degraded by thathiring
on, in effect, as an indentured underbreedbut what choice was there for

hi n? He was al one and far fromhis people; he had lost all his wealth and
property; he faced sure death as the swarning hordes of Teeth devoured the
eastland. He accepted Crown's terms. An aristocrat knows the art of

yi el ding better than nost. Resist humiliation until you can resist no

| onger, certainly, but then accept, accept, accept. Refusal to bowto the
inevitable is vulgar and nel odramatic. Leaf was of the highest caste, Pure
Stream school ed fromchil dhood to be pliable, a willowin the w nd,
bending freely to the will of the Soul. Pride is a dangerous sin; so is

st ubbornness; so too, nore than the others, is foolishness. Therefore, he
| abored while Crowmn lolled. Still, there were lints even to Leaf's
capacity for acceptance, and he suspected those limts would be reached
shortly.

On the first night, with only two small rivers between them and the Teeth
and the terrible fires of Holy Town staining the sky, the fugitives halted
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briefly to forage for jellynelons in an abandoned field, and as they
squatted there, gorging on ripe succulent fruit, Leaf said to Crown,
"Where will you go, once you're safe fromthe Teeth on the far side of the
M ddl e Ri ver?"

"l have distant kinsmen who live in the Flatlands,” Crown replied. "I'lI
go to themand tell them what has happened to the Dark Lake folk in the
east, and |I'll persuade themto take up arnms and drive the Teeth back into
the icy wilderness where they belong. An arnmy of liberation, Leaf, and
I"I'l lead it." Crown's dark face glistened with juice. He wiped at it.
"What are your plans?"

"Not nearly so grand. I'll seek kinsmen too, but not to organize an arnmny.
I wish sinply to go to the Inland Sea, to ny own people, and live quietly
anong them once again. |'ve been away from hone too many years. Wat

better tinme to return?" Leaf glanced at Shadow. "And you?" he asked her
"What do you want out of this journey?"

"I want only to go wherever you go," she said.

Leaf smiled. "You, Sting?"

"To survive," Sting said. "Just to survive."

Manki nd had changed the world, and the changed world had worked changes in
manki nd. Each day the wagon brought the travelers to some new and strange
fol k who cl ai ned descent fromthe old ancestral stock, though they m ght
be wat er-breathers or have skins |ike tanned | eather or grow several pairs
of arms. Human, all of them human, human, human. Or so they insisted. If
you call yourself human, Leaf thought, then | will call you human too.
Still, there were gradations of humanity. Leaf, as a Pure Stream thought
of hinself as nore nearly human than any of the peoples along their route,
more nearly human even than his three conpanions; indeed, he sometines
tended to | ook upon Crown, Sting, and Shadow as very nuch other than
human, though he did not consider that a fault in them Whatever dwelled
in the world was without fault, so long as it did no harmto others. Leaf
had been taught to respect every breed of manki nd, even the underbreeds.
Hi s compani ons were certainly no underbreeds: they were solidly mdcaste,
all of them and ranked not far bel ow Leaf hinself. Crown, the biggest and
strongest and nost violent of them was of the Dark Lake |ine. Shadow s
race was Dancing Stars, and she was the nost el egant, the nost supple of
the group. She was the only femal e aboard the wagon. Sting, who sprang
fromthe Wite Crystal stock, was the quickest of body and spirit,
mercurial, volatile. An odd assortment, Leaf thought. But in extreme tines
one takes one's traveling conpani ons as they come. He had no conpl ai nts.
He found it possible to get along with all of them even Crown. Even

Cr own.

The wagon came to a jouncing halt. There was the clanor of hooves stanping

the sodden soil; then shrill high-pitched cries from Sting and angry

boomi ng bellowings fromCrown; and finally a series of nuffled hissing

expl osi ons. Leaf shook his head sadly. "To waste our anmunition on no-|eg

spi ders"

"Perhaps they're harm ng the horses,
isn't stupid."”

Tenderly Leaf stroked her snpoth haunches. Shadow tried always to be kind.
He had never |oved a Dancing Star before, though the sight of them had

| ong given him pleasure: they were sl ender beings, bird-boned and

shal | ow breasted, and covered fromtheir ankles to their crested skulls by

fine dense fur the color of the twilight sky in winter. Shadow s voi ce was
nmusi cal and her notions were graceful; she was the antithesis of Crown.
Crown now appeared, a hulking figure thrusting bluntly through the

glistening beaded curtains that enclosed the passenger castle. He glared
mal evol ently at Leaf. Even in his pleasant nonments Crown seened angry, an

ef fect perhaps caused by his eyes, which were bright red where those of
Leaf and nost other kinds of humans were white. Crown's body was a bl ock

Shadow said. "Crown is rough, but he
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of meat, twi ce as broad as Leaf and half again as tall, though Leaf did
not come froma snall-statured race. Crown's skin was gl ossy,

greeni sh-purple in color, rmuch like burnished bronze; he was entirely

wi thout hair and seened nore |ike a massive statue of an oiled gl adiator
than a living being. Hs arnms hung well bel ow his knees; equipped with
extra joints and termnating in hands the size of great baskets, they were
superb instrunments of slaughter. Leaf offered himthe nost agreeable snile
he could find. Crown said, without smling in return, "You better get back
on the reins, Leaf. The road's turning into one big swanp. The horses are
uneasy. It's a purple rain."

Leaf had grown accustoned, in these nine days, to obeying Crown's brusque
orders. He started to obey now, letting go of Shadow and starting to rise.
But then, abruptly, he arrived at the limts of his acceptance.

"My shift just ended," he said.

Crown stared. "I know that. But Sting can't handle the wagon in this mness.
And | just killed a bunch of nean-|ooking spiders. There'll be nore if we
stay around here nuch | onger."

" goo"

"What are you trying to do, Leaf?"

"I guess | don't feel like going up front again so soon."

"You thi nk Shadow here can hold the reins in this storn?" Crown asked
coldly.

Leaf stiffened. He saw the wath gathering in Ctown's face. The big man
was hol ding his natural violence in check with an effort; there would be
trouble soon if Leaf renmined defiant. This rebelliousness went agai nst
all of Leaf's principles, yet he found hinself persisting in it and even
taking a wicked pleasure in it. He chose to risk the confrontation and

di scover how firm Crown intended to be. Boldly he said, "You mght try
hol ding the reins yourself, friend."

"Leaf!" Shadow whi spered, appall ed.

Crown' s face becanme murderous. Hi s dark, shining cheeks puffed and went
taut; his eyes blazed |ike nolten nuggets; his hands cl osed and opened,
cl osed and opened, furiously grasping air. "Wat kind of crazy stuff are
you trying to give? W have a contract, Leaf. Unless you've suddenly
decided that a Pure Stream doesn't need to abide by"

"Spare nme the class prejudice, Crown. |I'mnot pleading Pure Stream as an
excuse to get out of working. I"'mtired and |I've earned ny rest."
Shadow sai d softly, "Nobody's denying you your rest, Leaf. But Crown's
right that | can't drive in a purple rain. | would if | could. And Sting
can't do it either. That |eaves only you."

"And Crown," Leaf said obstinately.

"There's only you," Shadow murnured. It was |like her to take no sides, to
serve ever as a nediator. "Go on, Leaf. Before there's real trouble.
Maki ng trouble like this isn't your usual way."

Leaf felt bound to pursue his present course, however perilous. He shook
his head. "You, Crown. You drive."

In a throttled voice Crown said, "You' re pushing ne too far. W have a
contract."”

Al Leaf's Pure Streamtenperance was gone now. "Contract? | agreed to do
my fair share of the driving, not to let nyself be yanked up fromny rest
at a time when"

Crown kicked at a | ow wi ckerwork stool, splitting it. His rage was boiling
close to the surface. Swollen veins throbbed in his throat. He said, stil
controlling hinself, "Get out there right now, Leaf, or by the Soul I|'lI
send you into the All-1s-One!”

"Beautiful, Crown. Kill ne, if you feel you have to. Who'Ill drive your
dammed wagon for you then?"

"Il worry about that then."

Crown started forward, swallow ng air, clenching fists.

Shadow sharply nudged Leaf's ribs. "This is going beyond the point of
reason," she told him He agreed. He had tested Crown and he had his
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answer, which was that Crown was unlikely to back down; now enough was
enough, for Crown was capable of killing. The huge Dark Laker | ooned over
him lifting his tremendous arns as though to bring them crashi ng agai nst
Leaf's head. Leaf held up his hands, nore a gesture of subm ssion than of
sel f - def ense

"Wait," he said. "Stop it, Crown. |'Il drive."

Crown's arns descended anyway. Crown nmanaged to halt the killing bl ow

m dway, | osing his balance and | urching heavily against the side of the
wagon. Clumsily he straightened. Slowy he shook his head. In a | ow,
menaci ng voice he said, "Don't ever try sonmething like this again, Leaf."
"It's the rain," Shadow said. "The purple rain. Everybody does strange
things in a purple rain."

"Even so," Crown said, dropping onto the pile of furs as Leaf got up. "The
next tine, Leaf, there'll be bad trouble. Now go ahead. Get up front."
Nodding to him Leaf said, "Cone up front with ne, Shadow. "

She did not answer. A | ook of fear flickered across her face.

Crown said, "The driver drives alone. You know that, Leaf. Are you stil
testing me? If you're testing me, say so and I'll know how to deal with
you."

"l just want some conpany, as long as | have to do an extra shift."

" Shadow st ays here."

There was a nonent of silence. Shadow was trenbling. "Al right,’
said finally. "Shadow stays here."

"Il walk a little way toward the front with you," Shadow said, gl ancing
timdly at Crown. Crown scow ed but said nothing. Leaf stepped out of the
passenger castle; Shadow foll owed. Qutside, in the narrow passageway

| eading to the midcabin, Leaf halted, shaken, shaking, and seized her. She
pressed her slight body agai nst himand they enbraced, roughly, intensely.
When he rel eased her she said, "Way did you try to cross himlike that? It
was such a strange thing for you to do, Leaf."

Leaf

"I just didn't feel like taking the reins again so soon."

"I know that."

"I want to be with you."

"You'l|l be with me alittle later," she said. "It didn't nake sense for
you to talk back to Crown. There wasn't any choice. You had to drive."
"\ 2"

"You know. Sting couldn't do it. | couldn't do it."

"And Crown?"

She | ooked at himoddly. "Crown? How would Crown have taken the reins?"
From t he passenger castle cane Crown's angry grow : "You going to stand
there all day, Leaf? Go on! Get in here, Shadow "

"I"'mcomng," she call ed.

Leaf held her a nonent. "Wy not? Wiy couldn't he have driven? He may be
proud, but not so proud that"

"Ask nme another tine," Shadow said, pushing himaway. "Go. Go. You have to
drive. If we don't nove along we'll have the spiders upon us."

On the third day westward they had arrived at a village of Shapechangers.
Much of the countryside through which they had been passing was deserted,
al though the Teeth had not yet visited it, but these Shapechangers went
about their usual routines as if nothing had happened in the neighboring
provi nces. These were angul ar, |ong-I|egged people, sallow of skin, nearly
green in hue, who were cl assed generally sonewhere bel ow the m dcast es,
but above the underbreeds. Their gift was netanorphosis, a slow softening
of the bones under voluntary control that could, in the course of a week,
drastically alter the formof their bodies, but Leaf saw them doi ng none
of that, except for a few children who seened ni dway through strange
transformations, one with ropy, seemingly bonel ess arns, one with
grotesquel y di stended shoul ders, one with stiltlike |legs. The adults cane
close to the wagon, adnmiring its beauty with soft cooing sounds, and Crown
went out to talk with them "I'mon ny way to raise an arny," he said.
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"I''"l'l be back in a nonth or two, |eading ny kinsnen out of the Flatl ands.
WIl you fight in our ranks? Together we'll drive out the Teeth and nake
the eastern provinces safe again."

The Shapechangers | aughed heartily. "How can anyone drive out the Teeth?"
asked an old one with a greasy nop of blue-white hair. "It was the will of
the Soul that they burst forth as conquerors, and no one can quarrel wth
the Soul. The Teeth will stay in these lands for a thousand thousand
years."

"They can be defeated!" Crown cried.

"They will destroy all that lies in their path, and no one can stop them"

"If you feel that way, why don't you flee?" Leaf asked.

"Ch, we have tinme. But we'll be gone |long before your return with your
army." There were giggles. "We'll keep ourselves clear of the Teeth. W
have our ways. W nake our changes and we slip away."

Crown persisted. "W can use you in our war agai nst them You have

val uable gifts. If you won't serve as soldiers, at |east serve us as
spies. W'll send you into the canps of the Teeth, disguised as"

"W will not be here," the old Shapechanger said, "and no one will be able
to find us," and that was the end of it.

As the airwagon departed fromthe Shapechanger vill age, Shadow at the
reins, Leaf said to Crown, "Do you really think you can defeat the Teeth?"

"l have to."

"You heard the ol d Shapechanger. The coming of the Teeth was the will of

the Soul. Can you hope to thwart that wll?"

"Arainstormis the will of the Soul also,”" Crown said quietly. "Al the

same, | do what | can to keep nyself dry. |'ve never known the Soul to be

di spl eased by that."

"It's not the same. Arainstormis a transaction between the sky and the
land. W aren't involved init; if we want to cover our heads, it doesn't
alter what's really taking place. But the invasion of the Teeth is a
transaction between tribe and tribe, a reordering of social patterns. In
the great scheme of things, Crown, it may be a necessary process,
preordai ned to achi eve certain ends beyond our understanding. Al events
are part of sone |arger whole, and everything bal ances out, everything
compensates for sonething el se. Now we have peace, and nowit's the time
for invaders, do you see? If that's so, it's futile to resist."”

"The Teeth broke into the eastlands,"” said Crown, "and they massacred
thousands of Dark Lake people. My concern with necessary processes begins
and ends with that fact. My tribe has nearly been wi ped out. Yours is

still safe, up by its ferny shores. I will seek help and gain revenge."

"The Shapechangers | aughed at you. Gthers will also. No one will want to
fight the Teeth."

"l have cousins in the Flatlands. If no one else will, they'Il nobilize

thenselves. They'll want to repay the Teeth for their crinme against the

Dark Lakers. ™"

"Your western cousins may tell you, Crown, that they prefer to remain
where they are safe. Wiy should they go east to die in the nane of
vengeance? WII| vengeance, no matter how bl oody, bring any of your kinsnen
back to life?"

"They will fight," Crown said.

"Prepare yourself for the possibility that they won't."

"If they refuse,”" said Crown, "then I'll go back east nyself, and wage ny
war alone until I'm overwhel ned. But don't fear for ne, Leaf. |I'msure
"Il find plenty of willing recruits.”

"How stubborn you are, Crown. You have good reason to hate the Teeth, as
do we all. But why let that hatred cost you your only life? Wiy not accept
the disaster that has befallen us, and make a new |life for yourself beyond
the Mddle River, and forget this dream of reversing the irreversible?"

"l have ny task," said Crown.
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Forward t hrough the wagon Leaf noved, going slowy, head down, shoul ders
hunched, feet atickle with the urge to kick things. He felt sour of

spirit, curdled with dull resentnent. He had let hinself becone angry at
Crown, which was bad enough; but worse, he had let that anger possess and
poi son him Not even the beauty of the wagon could lift him ordinarily
its superb construction and el egant furnishings gave himjoy, the
swirl-patterned fur hangings, the banners of gossanmer textiles, the
intricate carved inlays, the graceful strings of dried seeds and tassels
that dangled fromthe vaulted ceilings, but these wonders neant nothing to
hi m now. That was no way to be, he knew.

The ai rwagon was | onger than ten nen of the Pure Stream|ying head to toe,
and so wide that its spanned nearly the whol e roadway. The fi nest

wor kmanshi p had gone into its making: Flower G ver artisans, no doubt of
it, only Flower Gvers could build so well. Leaf imagi ned dozens of the
fragile little folk toiling earnestly for nonths, all smles and silence,

| ong, slender fingers and quick, gleam ng eyes, shaping the great wagon as
one night shape a poem The main frame was of |engthy pale spars of |ight,
resilient wingwod, elegantly lamnated into broad curving strips with a
colorless fragrant nucil age and bound with springy w thes brought fromthe
sout hern marshes. Over this el aborate armature tanned sheets of stickskin
had been stretched and stitched into place with thick yellow fibers drawn
fromthe stickcreatures' own gristly bodies. The floor was of dark shining
ni ght f | ower -wood pl anks, buffed to a high finish and pegged together with

great skill. No metal had been enployed in the construction of the wagon,
nor any artificial substances: nature had supplied everything. Huge and
maj estic though the wagon was, it was airy and light, |ight enough to

float on a vertical columm of warm air generated by nagnetic rotors
whirling in its belly; so long as the earth turned, so would the rotors,
and when the rotors were spinning the wagon drifted cat-high above the
ground, and coul d be tugged easily along by the team of nightnmares.

It was nore a nobil e pal ace than a wagon, and wherever it went it stirred
excitenent: Crown's love, Crown's joy, Crown's estate, a wondrous toy. To
pay for the nmaking of it Crown nust have sent nmany souls into the
All-1s-One, for that was how Crown had earned his livelihood in the old
days, as a hired warrior, a surrogate killer, fighting one-on-one duels
for rich eastern princelings too weak or too lazy to defend their own
honor. He had never been scratched, and his fees had been high; but all
that was ended now that the Teeth were | oose in the eastl ands.

Leaf could not bear to endure being so irritable any |longer. He paused to
adjust hinself, closing his eyes and listening for the clear tone that
sounded al ways at the center of his being. After a few mnutes he found
it, tuned hinself toit, let it purify him Crown's unfairness ceased to
matter. Leaf becane once nore his usual self, alert and outgoing, aware
and responsi ve.

Smiling, whistling, he made his way swiftly through the w de, confortable,
brightly lit mdcabin, decorated with Crown's weapons and other grim
souvenirs of battle, and went on into the front corridor that led to the
driver's cabin.

Sting sat slumped at the reins. Wiite Crystal folk such as Sting generally
seenmed to throb and tick with energy; but Sting | ooked exhausted, enpti ed,
hal f dead of fatigue. He was a small, sinewy being, narrow of shoul der and
hip, with colorless skin of a waxy, horny texture, pocked everywhere wth
little hairy nodes and whorls. His nmuscles were long and flat; his face
was cavernous, beaked nose and tiny chin, dark m schi evous eyes hidden in
bony recesses. Leaf touched his shoulder. "It's all right," he said.
"Crown sent ne to relieve you." Sting nodded feebly but did not nove. The
little man was quivering like a frog. Leaf had al ways t hought of him as

i ndestructible, but in the grip of this despondency Sting seenmed nore
fragil e even than Shadow.

"Cone, " Leaf murmured. "You have a few hours for resting. Shadow will | ook
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after you."

Sting shrugged. He was hunched forward, staring dully through the clear
curvi ng wi ndow, stained now with splashes of nuddy tinted water

"The dirty spiders," he said. His voice was hoarse and frayed. "The filthy
rain. The nud. Look at the horses, Leaf. They're dying of fright, and so
aml. We'll all perish on this road, Leaf, if not of spiders then of

poi soned rain, if not of rain then of the Teeth, if not of the Teeth then
of something else. There's no road for us but this one, do you realize
that? This is the road, and we're bound to it |ike hel pl ess underbreeds,

and we'll die onit."

"We'll die when our turn cones, |like everything else, Sting, and not a
monent before.”

"Qur turn is com ng. Too soon. Too soon. | feel death-ghosts close at
hand. "

"Sting!"

Sting made a weird ratcheting sound low in his throat, a sort of rusty
sob. Leaf lifted himand swng himout of the driver's seat, setting him
gently down in the corridor. It was as though he wei ghed nothing at all
Perhaps just then that was true. Sting had nmany strange gifts. "Go on,"
Leaf said. "Get sone rest while you can."

"How ki nd you are, Leaf."

"And no nore tal k of ghosts."

"Yes," Sting said. Leaf saw himstruggling agai nst fear and despair and
weariness. Sting appeared to brighten a nonent, flickering on the edge of
his old vitality; then the brief glow subsided, and, smiling a pale snile,
of fering a whi sper of thanks, he went aft.

Leaf took his place in the driver's seat.

Thr ough the wi ndow of the wagonthin, tough sheets of stickskin, the best
quality, carefully matched, perfectly transparenthe confronted a disma
scene. Rain dark as blood was failing at a steep angle, scourging the
spongy soil, kicking up tiny fountains of earth. A bluish masm rose from
the ground, billows of dark, steamy fog, the acrid odor of which had begun
to seep into the wagon. Leaf sighed and reached for the reins.
Deat h- ghosts, he thought. Haunted. Poor Sting, driven to the end of his
wits.

And yet, and yet, as he considered the things Sting had said, Leaf
realized that he had been feeling sonewhat the sane way, these past few
days: tense, driven, haunted. Haunted. As though unseen presences,

mocki ng, hostile, were hovering near. Ghosts? The strain, nore likely, of
all that he had gone through since the first onslaught of the Teeth. He
had |ived through the collapse of rich and intricate civilization. He
moved now t hrough a strange world, all ashes and seaweed. He was haunted,
per haps, by the weight of the unburied past, by the nenory of all that he

had | ost.

Arite of exorcismseened in order.

Lightly he said, aloud, "If there are any ghosts in here, | want you to
listen to ne. Get out of this cabin. That's an order. | have work to do."

He | aughed. He picked up the reins and nade ready to take control of the
team of ni ght mares.

The sense of an invisible presence was overwhel m ng.

Sonet hi ng at once pal pable and i ntangi bl e pressed clamily against him He
felt surrounded and engulfed. It's the fog, he told hinmself. Dark bl ue
fog, pushing at the w ndow, sealing the wagon into a pocket of vapor. O
was it? Leaf sat quite still for a monent, listening. Silence. He
relinquished the reins, swng about in his seat, carefully inspected the
cabin. No one there. An absurdity to be fidgeting like this. Yet the

di sconfort remained. This was no joke now. Sting's anxieties had infected
him and the nmal ady was feeding on itself, growing nore intense from
monent to nonent, making himvulnerable to any stray terror that whispered
to him Only with a tranquil mnd could he attain the state of trance a
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ni ght mare-driver nust enter; and trance seened unattainable so | ong as he
felt the prickle of some invisible watcher's gaze on the back of his neck
This rain, he thought, this dammable rain. It drives everybody crazy. In a

clear, firmvoice Leaf said, "I'maltogether serious. Show yourself and
get yourself out of this cabin."
Si |l ence.

He took up the reins again. No use. Concentration was inpossible. He knew
many techni ques for centering himself, for |eading his consciousness to a
poi nt of unassail able serenity. But could he achieve that now, jangled and
distracted as he was? He would try. He had to succeed. The wagon had
tarried in this place much too long already. Leaf summoned all his inner
resources; he purged hinself, one by one, of every discord; he conpelled
hinself to slide into trance.

It seenmed to be working. Darkness beckoned to him He stood at the
threshold. He started to step across.

"Such a fool, such a foolish fool," said a sudden dry voice out of nowhere
that nibbled at his ears |like the needl e-toothed mce of the Wite Desert.

The trance broke. Leaf shivered as if stabbed and sat up, eyes bright,
face flushed with excitenent.

"Who spoke?"

"Put down those reins, friend. Going forward on this road is a heavy waste
of spirit."

"Then | wasn't crazy and neither was Sting. There is something in here!"
"A ghost, yes a ghost, a ghost, a ghost!" The ghost showered himw th

| aught er .

Leaf's tension eased. Better to be troubled by a real ghost than to be
vexed by a fantasy of one's own disturbed m nd. He feared nadness far nore
than he did the invisible. Besides, he thought he knew what this creature
must be.

"\Where are you, ghost?"

"Not far fromyou. Here | am Here. Here." Fromthree different parts of
the cabin, one after another. The invisible being began to sing. Its song
was hi gh-pitched, whining, a grinding tone that stretched Leaf's patience
intolerably. Leaf still saw no one, though he narrowed his eyes and stared
as hard as he could. He imagi ned he could detect a faint veil of pink
light floating along the wall of the cabin, a smoky haze noving from pl ace
to place, a shimering filmlike thin oil on water, but whenever he
focused his eyes on it the m sty presence appeared to evaporate.

Leaf said, "How | ong have you been aboard this wagon?"

"Long enough."

"Did you cone aboard at Theptis?"

"Was that the name of the place?" asked the ghost disingenuously. "I
forget. It's so hard to renenber things."

"Theptis," said Leaf. "Four days ago."

"Perhaps it was Theptis," the ghost said. "Fool! Dreaner!"

"Why do you call ne nanes?"

"You travel a dead road, fool, and yet nothing will turn you fromit." The
i nvisible one snickered. "Do you think I'ma ghost, Pure Strean®"

"l know what you are."

"How wi se you' ve becone!"”

"Such a pitiful phantom Such a miserable drifting waith. Show yourself
to ne, ghost."

Laughter reverberated fromthe corners of the cabin. The voice said,
speaking froma point close to Leaf's left car, "The road you choose to
travel has been killed ahead. We told you that when you cane to us, and
yet you went onward, and still you go onward. Wiy are you so rash?"

"Why won't you show yourself? A gentleman finds it disconforting to speak
to the air."

oligingly the ghost yielded, after a brief pause, sonme fraction of its
invisibility. A vaporous crinson stain appeared in the air before Leaf,
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and he saw within it dim insubstantial features, |like projections on a
screen of thick fog. He believed he could make out a wi spy white beard,
harsh glittering eyes, lean curving lips; a whole forbidding face, a

fl eshl ess torso. The stain deepened nmonentarily to scarlet and for a
moment Leaf saw the entire figure of the stranger reveal ed, a |long
narr ow bodi ed man, dried and withered, grinning ferociously at him The
edges of the figure softened and becane m st. Then Leaf saw only vapor
agai n, and then nothing.

"I remenber you from Theptis," Leaf said. "In the tent of Invisibles."
"What will you do when you cone to the dead place on the highway?" the

i nvisible one demanded. "WII| you fly over it? WII you tunnel under it?"
"You were asking the same things at Theptis," Leaf replied. "I will make
the sane answer that the Dark Laker gave you then. W will go forward,
dead place or no. This is the only road for us."

They had cone to Theptis on the fifth day of their flighta grand city, a
spl endid nercantile enporium the gateway to the west, sprawling athwart a
pl ace where two great rivers met and many hi ghways converged. |In happy
times any and all peoples mght be found in Theptis, Pure Streans and
VWhite Crystals and Flower G vers and Sand Shapers and a dozen ot hers
jostling one another in the busy streets, buying and selling, selling and
buying, but mainly Theptis was a city of Fingersthe nerchant caste, plunmp
and i ndustrious, thousands upon thousands of them concentrated in this one
city.

The day Crown's airwagon reached Theptis much of the city was abl aze, and
they halted on a broad streamsplit plain just outside the nmetropolitan
area. An inprovised canp for refugees had sprouted there, and tents of

bl ack and gold and green cloth littered the nmeadow | i ke new ni ght shoot s.
Leaf and Crown went out to inquire after the news. Had the Teeth sacked
Theptis as well? No, an old and saggi ng Sand Shaper told them The Teeth,
so far as anyone had heard, were still well to the east, rampaging through
the coastal cities. Wiy the fires, then? The old man shook his head. His
energy was exhausted, or his patience, or his courtesy. If you want to
know anyt hing el se, he said, ask them They know everything. And he

poi nted toward a tent opposite his.

Leaf |ooked into the tent and found it enmpty; then he | ooked again and
saw upri ght shadows noving about in it, tenuous figures that existed at
the very bounds of visibility and coul d be perceived only by tricks of the
light as they changed place in the tent. They asked himw thin, and Crown
came al so. By the snoky light of their tentfire they were nore readily
seen: seven or eight men of the Invisible stock, nonmads, ever mysterious,
gifted with ways of causing beans of light to travel around or through
their bodies so that they m ght escape the scrutiny of ordinary eyes.

Leaf, like everyone else not of their kind, was unconfortable anong

I nvisibles. No one trusted them no one was capable of predicting their
actions, for they were creatures of whimand caprice, or else followed
some code the | ogic of which was inconprehensible to outsiders. They nade
Leaf and Crown wel come, adjusting their bodies until they were in clear
sight, and offering the visitors a flagon of wine, a bow of fruit. Crown
gestured toward Theptis. Who had set the city afire? A red-bearded
Invisible with a raucous runbling voice answered that on the second night
of the invasion the richest of the Fingers had pani cked and had begun to
flee the city with their nost precious bel ongings, and as their wagons
rolled through the gates the | esser breeds had begun to | oot the Finger
mansi ons, and brawl ing had started once the wine cellars were pierced, and
fires broke out, and there was no one to nake the fire wardens do their
work, for they were all underbreeds and the masters had fled. So the city
burned and was still burning, and the survivors were huddl ed here on the
plain, waiting for the rubble to cool so that they m ght sal vage val uabl es
fromit, and hoping that the Teeth would not fall upon them before they
could do their sifting. As for the Fingers, said the Invisible, they were
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all gone from Theptis now.

Wi ch way had they gone? Mainly to the northwest, by way of Sunset

H ghway, at first; but then the approach to that road had becone choked by
stal |l ed wagons butted one up against another, so that the only way to
reach the Sunset now was by naking a difficult detour through the sand
country north of the city, and once that news becane general the Fingers
had turned their wagons sout hward. Crown wondered why no one seened to be
taki ng Spider Hi ghway westward. At this a second Invisible, white-bearded,
joined the conversation. Spider H ghway, he said, is blocked just a few
days' journey west of here: a dead road, a usel ess road. Everyone knows
that, said the white-bearded Invisible.

"That is our route," said Crown.

"I wish you well," said the Invisible. "You will not get far."

"I have to get to the Flatlands."

"Take your chances with the sand country,
"and go by way of the Sunset."

"I't would waste two weeks or nore," Crown replied. "Spider H ghway is the
only road we can consider." Leaf and Crown exchanged wary gl ances. Leaf
asked the nature of the trouble on the highway, but the Invisibles said
only that the road had been "killed," and would offer no anplification
"W will go forward," Crown said, "dead place or no."

"As you choose," said the ol der Invisible, pouring nmore wine. Already both
I nvisibles were fading; the flagon seenmed suspended in nist. So, too, did
t he di scussion becone unreal, dreamike, as answers no | onger foll owed

cl osely upon the sense of questions, and the words of the Invisibles came
to Leaf and Crown as though swaddl ed in thick wool. There was a | ong
interval of silence, at last, and when Leaf extended his enpty glass the
flagon was not offered to him and he realized finally that he and Crown
were alone in the tent. They left it and asked at other tents about the

bl ockage on Spi der H ghway, but no one knew anything of it, neither sone
young Dancing Stars nor three flat-faced Water Breather wonen nor a famly
of Flower Gvers. How reliable was the word of I|nvisibles? What did they
mean by a "dead" road? Suppose they nerely thought the road was ritually

i mpure, for some reason understood only by Invisibles. Wat val ue, then,
woul d their warning have to those who did not subscribe to their
superstitions? Wio knew at any tinme what the words of an Invisible neant?
That night in the wagon the four of them puzzled over the concept of a
road that has been "killed," but neither Shadow s intuitive perceptions
nor Sting's broad know edge of tribal dialects and custonms coul d provide
illumnation. In the end Crown reaffirned his decision to proceed on the
road he had originally chosen, and it was Spider H ghway that they took
out of Theptis. As they proceeded westward they net no one traveling the
opposite way, though one ni ght expect the eastbound |anes to be thronged
with a flux of travelers turning back from whatever obstruction night be
closing the road ahead. Crown took cheer in that; but Leaf observed
privately that their wagon appeared to be the only vehicle on the road in
either direction, as if everyone el se knew better than to make the
attenpt. In such stark solitude they journeyed four days west of Theptis
before the purple rain hit them

t he red-bearded one advi sed,

Now the Invisible said, "Go into your trance and drive your horses. 1'lI
dream besi de you until the awakeni ng cones."

"I prefer privacy."

"You won't be disturbed."

"l ask you to | eave."

"You treat your guests coldly."

"Are you ny guest?" Leaf asked. "I don't renenber extending an
invitation."

"You drank wine in our tent. That creates in you an obligation to offer
reci procal hospitality." The Invisible sharpened his bodily intensity
until he seemed as solid as Crown; but even as Leaf observed the effect he
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grew thin again, fading in patches. The far wall of the cabin showed
through his chest, as if he were hollow. Hi s arnms had di sappeared, but not
his gnarl ed | ongfingered hands. He was grinning, show ng crooked cl ose-set

teeth. There was a strange scent in the cabin, sharp and nusky, like
vinegar mixed with honey. The Invisible said, "I'Il ride with you a little
| onger," and vani shed al t oget her

Leaf searched the corners of the cabin, knowi ng that an Invisible could
al ways be felt even if he eluded the eyes. H s probing hands encountered
not hi ng. Gone, gone, gone, whisking of to the place where snuffed fl anes
go, eh? Even that odor of vinegar and honey was di m nishing. "Were are
you?" Leaf asked. "Still hiding somewhere close?" Silence. Leaf shrugged.
The stink of the purple rain was the dominant scent again. Tine to nove
on, stowaway or no. Rain was hitting the window in huge nurky w ndbl own
bl obs. Once nore Leaf picked up the reins. He banished the Invisible from
hi s m nd.

These purple rains condensed out of drifting gaseous clots in the upper

at mospher edank cl ouds of chem cal residues that arose fromthe world's
nmost stained, nost injured places and circled the planet |ike malign
tenpests. Upon colliding with a mass of cool air such a poisonous cloud
often discharged its burden of reeking oils and acids in the formof a
driving rainstorm and the foul ness that descended could be fatal to

pl ants and shrubs, to small animals, sonetimes even to man

A purple rain was the cue for certain sonber creatures to cone forth from
dark places: scuttering scavengers that picked eagerly through the dead
and dying, and | arger, nore dangerous things that preyed on the dazed and
choking living. The no-1eg spiders were among the nore unpl easant of

t hese.

They were sinister spherical beasts the size of |arge dogs, voracious in
the appetite and ruthless in the hunt. Their bodies were plunp, covered
with coarse, rank brown hair; they bore eight glittering eyes above
shar p-f anged nout hs. No-| egged they were indeed, but not inmmbile, for a
singl e huge fleshy foot, sonething |like that of a snail, sprouted fromthe
underbellies of these spiders and carried themalong at a slow, inexorable
pace. They were poor pursuers, easily avoided by healthy animals; but to
the nunbed victins of a purple rain they were deadly, noving in to strike
wi t h hi nged, poison-barbed claws that |eaped out of niches along their
backs. Were they truly spiders? Leaf had no idea. Like alnpbst everything
el se, they were a recent species, nutated out of the-Soul-only-knew what
during the period of stormny biological upheavals that had attended the end
of the old industrial civilization, and no one yet had studied them
closely, or cared to.

Crown had killed four of them Their bodies |ay upside down at the edge of
the road, upturned feet wilting and drooping |ike plucked toadstools.
About a dozen nore spiders had energed fromthe low hills flanking the

hi ghway and were gliding slowy toward the stalled wagon; already severa
had reached their dead conrades and were making ready to feed on them and
some of the others were eyeing the horses.

The six nightmares, prisoners of their harnesses, prow ed about uneasily
in their constricted anbits, anxiously scraping at the muddy ground with
their hooves. They were big, sturdy beasts, black as death, with | ong
feathery ears and hi gh-domed skulls that housed m nds as keen as nany
human' s, sharper than sonme. The rain annoyed the horses but could not
seriously harmthem and the spiders could be kept at bay wi th kicks, but
plainly the entire situation disturbed them

Leaf neant to get themout of here as rapidly as he coul d.

A sliny coating covered everything the rain had touched, and the road was
a mserable quagmire, slippery as ice. There was peril for all of themin
that. If a horse stunbled and fell it might splinter a | eg, causing such
confusion that the whole team night be pulled down; and as the injured

ni ght mares thrashed about in the nud the hungry spiders would surely nove
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in on them venonous claws rising, striking, delivering stings that
stunned, and |eaving the horses paral yzed, hel pless, vul nerable to eager
teeth and strong jaws. As the wagon travel ed onward through this swanpy
rai n-soaked district Leaf would constantly have to steady and reassure the
ni ght mares, pouring his energy into themto confort them a strenuous
task, a task that had wecked poor Sting.

Leaf slipped the reins over his forehead. He became aware of the

consci ousness of the six fretful horses.

Because he was still awake, contact was mi sty and uncertain. A waking mnd
was unable to comunicate with the animals in any useful way. To guide the
team he had to enter a trance state, a dream state; they would not respond
to anything so gross as conscious intelligence. He | ooked about for
mani f estati ons of the Invisible. No, no sign of him Good. Leaf brought
his mnd to dead center

He closed his eyes. The techni que of trance was easy enough for him when
there were no distractions.

He visualized a tunnel, narrow nouthed and dark, slanting into the ground.
He drifted toward its entrance.

Hovered there a nonent

Went down into it.

Fl oating, floating, borne downward by warm gentle currents: he sinks in a
sl ow spiral descent, autumnm |eaf on a springtinme breeze. The tunnel's
walls are circular, crystalline, lit fromwthin, the light growing in

bri ght ness as he drops toward the heart of the world. d eam ng scarlet and
blue flowers, brittle as glass, sprout fromcrevices at neticul ously
regul ar intervals.

He goes deep, touching nothing. Down.

Entering a place where the tunnel widens into a round snooth-walled
chamber, sealed at the end. He stretches full-length on the floor. The
floor is black stone, slick and slippery; he dreans it soft and yi el ding,
wonmb-warm Col ors are nmuted here, sounds are blurred. He hears far-off
musi ¢, percussive and muffled, rat-a-rat, rat-a-rat, blllooom blllooom
Now at |east he is able to make full contact with the minds of the horses.

His spirit expands in their direction; he envel ops them he takes them
into hinself. He senses the separate identity of each, picks up the
shifting play of their enotions, their prancing fantasies, their fears.
Each mare has her own distinct response to the rain, to the spiders, to
the sodden hi ghway. One is restless, one is timd, one is furious, one is
sullen, one is tense, one is torpid. He feeds energy to them He pulls
them together. Come, gather your strength, take us onward: this is the
road, we nust be on our way.

The nightnmares stir.

They react well to his touch. He believes that they prefer himover Shadow
and Sting as a driver: Sting is too manic, Shadow too permi ssive. Leaf
keeps themtogether, directs themeasily, gives themthe guidance they
need. They are intelligent, yes, they have personalities and goals and

i deal s, but also they are beasts of burden, and Leaf never forgets that,
for the nightmares thensel ves do not.

Conme, now. Onward.

The road is ghastly. They pick at it and, their hooves make sucki ng sounds
comng up fromthe nud. They conplain to him W are cold, we are wet, we
are bored. He dreans wings for themto nake their way easier. To soothe
them he dreans sunlight for them bountiful warnth, dry hi ghway, an easy
trot. He dreans green hillsides, cascades of yellow blossons, the flutter
of humm ngbirds' wi ngs, the droning of bees. He gives the horses sweet
summer, and they grow calm they |ift their heads; they fan their
dreamwi ngs and preen; they are ready now to resune the journey. They pul
as one. The rotors hum happily. The wagon slides forward with a snooth
coasting notion.
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Leaf, deep in trance, is unable to see the road, but no matter; the horses
see it for himand send himimges, fluid, shifting dreami nages,

pol ari zed and refracted and diffracted by the strangenesses of their
vision and the distortions of dream comuni cation, six sinultaneous and

i ndi vidual views. Here is the road, bordered by white birches whi pped by
an angry wind. Here is the road, an earthen swath slicing through a forest
of mighty pines bowed down by white new snow. Here is the road, a ribbon
of fertility, fromwhich dazzling red poppies spring wherever a hoof
strikes. Fleshy-finned blue fishes do headstands beside the road. Paunchy
burghers of the Finger tribe spread brilliantly |aundered tablecloths

al ong the grassy nmargin and nmake | unch out of big-eyed reproachfu

oysters. Masked figures dart between the horses' |egs. The road curves,
curves again, doubles back on itself, crosses itself in a conplacent |oop
Leaf integrates this dizzying many-hued inrush of data, sorting the rea
fromthe unreal, blending and focusing the input and using it to guide

hi msel f in guiding the horses. Serenely he coordinates their nmovements

wi th quick confident inpulses of thought, so that each aninmal will pul
with the sane force. The wagon is precariously balanced on its colum of
air, and an unequal tug could well send it slewing into the treacherous
thicket to the left of the road. He sends quicksilver nessages down the
thick conduit fromhis mnd to theirs. Steady there, steady, watch that
boggy patch comi ng up! Ah! Ah, that's ny girl! Spiders on the left,
careful! Good! Yes, yes, ah, yes! He pats their heaving flanks with a
strand of his mnd. He rewards their agility with dreans of the stable, of
new y mown hay, of stallions waiting at journey's end.

Fromthenfor they |ove him he knows they | ove hinhe gets warm dreans of
the highway, all beauty and joy, all inmages converging into a single

i deal i zed view, mmjestic groves of wi ngwood trees and broad nmeadows

t hrough whi ch cl ear brooks flow. They dream his own past life for him
too, feeding back to hi mnuggets of random autobi ography mined in the
seans of his being. What they transnit is filtered and transforned by
their alien sensibilities, colored with hallucinatory glows and tugged and
twi sted into otherdimensional forns, but yet he is able to perceive the
essential neaning of each tableau: his chil dhood anbng the parks and
gardens of the Pure Stream encl ave near the Inland Sea, his wanderyears
anong the innunerable, unfamliar, not-quite-hurman breeds of the

hi nterl ands, his brief, happy sojourn in the fog-swept western country,
his eastward journey in early manhood, always following the will of the
Soul , always bending to the breezes, accepting whatever destiny seizes
him eastward now, his band of friends closer than brothers in his adopted
eastern province, his sprawing | akeshore hone there, all polished wood
and billowing tented pavilions, his collection of relics of mankind's
fornmer timespieces of machinery, elegant coils of netal, rusted coins,
grotesque statuettes, wedges of inperishable plastichoused in its own w ng
with its own curator. Lost in these reveries he ceases to renenber that
the hone by the | ake has been reduced to ashes by the Teeth, that his
friends of kinder days are dead, his estates overrun, his pretty things
scattered in the kitchen-ni ddens.

| nperceptibly, the dreamturns sour

Spiders and rain and mud creep back into it. He is reninded, through sone
darkening of tone of the imagery pervading his dreanm ng nind, that he has
been stripped of everything and has becone, now that he has taken flight,
merely a driver hired out to a bestial Dark Lake mercenary who is himnself
a fugitive

Leaf is working harder to control the team now. The horses seem|ess sure
of their footing, and the pace slows; they are bothered about sonething,
and a sour, querulous anxiety tinges their nessages to him He catches
their nood. He sees hinself harnessed to the wagon al ongsi de the
nightmares, and it is Ctown at the reins, Cown wielding a terrible whip,
driving the wagon frenziedly forward, seeking allies who will help him
fulfill his fantasy of liberating the |l ands the Teeth have taken. There is
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no escape from Crown. He rises above the | andscape |ike a nonster of
congeal ed snoke, growing nore huge until he obscures the sky. Leaf wonders
how he will disengage hinself from Crown. Shadow runs beside him stroking
hi s cheeks, whispering to him and he asks her to undo the harness, but
she says she cannot, that it is their duty to serve Crown, and Leaf turns
to Sting, who is harnessed on his other side, and he asks Sting for help,
but Sting coughs and slips in the nud as Crown's whip flicks his backbone.
There is no escape. The wagon heel s and shakes. The right-hand horse
skids, nearly falls, recovers. Leaf decides he nmust be getting tired. He
has driven a great deal today, and the effort is telling. But the rainis
still fallinghe breaks through the veil of illusions, briefly, past the
scenes of spring and sunmmer and autumm, and sees the bl ue-black water
dropping in wild handfuls fromthe skyand there is no one else to drive,
so he nust continue.

He tries to subnerge hinself in deeper trance, where he will be |less
readily deflected fromcontrol

But no, sonething is wong, sonething plucks at his consciousness, draw ng
himtoward the waking state. The horses sunmon himto wakeful ness with
frightful scenes. One beast shows himthe wagon about to plunge through a
wal | of a fire. Another pictures themat the brink of a vast inpassable
crater. Another gives himthe i mage of giant boul ders strewn across the
road; another, a nountain of ice blocking the way; another, a pack of
snarling wol ves; another, a row of arnored warriors standi ng shoul der to
shoul der, lances at the ready. No doubt of it. Trouble. Trouble. Trouble.
Per haps they have cone to the dead place in the road. No wonder that

I nvi sible was skul ki ng around. Leaf forces hinself to awaken.

There was no wall of fire. No warriors, no wolves, none of those things.
Only a palisade of newy felled tinbers facing himsonme hundred paces
ahead on the highway, tinbers twice as tall as Crown, sharpened to points
at both ends and thrust deep into the earth one up agai nst the next and
bound securely with freshly cut vines. The barricade spanned the hi ghway
conpletely fromedge to edge; on its right it was bordered by a tangl e of

i npenetrabl e thorny scrub; on its left it extended to the brink of a steep
ravi ne.

They were stopped.

Such a bl ockade across a public highway was inconcei vabl e. Leaf blinked,
coughed, rubbed his aching forehead. Those | ast few mnutes of discordant
dreans had left a nmurky, gritty coating on his brain. This wall of wood
seenmed |ike sone sort of dreamtoo, a very bad one. Leaf inagined he could
hear the Invisible's cool |aughter sonewhere close at hand. At |east the
rain appeared to be slackening, and there were no spiders about. Snall
consol ations, but the best that were avail abl e.

Baffl ed, Leaf freed hinself of the reins and awaited the next event.
After a nonment or two he sensed the joggling rhythns that told of Crown's
heavy forward progress through the cabin. The big man peered into the
driver's cabin.

"What's going on? Wiy aren't we novi ng?"

"Dead road."

"What are you tal king about ?"

"See for yourself," Leaf said wearily, gesturing toward the w ndow.

Crown | eaned across Leaf to | ook. He studied the scene an endl ess noment,
reacting slowy. "Wat's that? A wall?"

"Awall, yes."

"A wall across a highway? | never heard of anything like that."

"The I nvisibles at Theptis nay have been trying to warn us about this."
"Awall. Awall." Crown shook with perplexed anger. "It violates all the
mai nt enance custons! Soul take it, Leaf, a public highway is"

"sacred and inviolable. Yes. Wiat the Teeth have been doing in the east
viol ates a good many nai ntenance custons too," Leaf said. "And territoria
custons as well. These are unusual tines everywhere." He wondered if he
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shoul d tell about the Invisible who was on board. One problemat a tine,
he deci ded. "Maybe this is how these people propose to keep the Teeth out
of their country, Crown."

"But to block a public road"

"W were warned."

"Who could trust the word of an I|nvisible?"

"There's the wall," Leaf said. "Now we know why we didn't neet anyone el se
on the highway. They probably put this thing up as soon as they heard
about the Teeth, and the whol e province knows enough to avoid Spider

H ghway. Everyone but us."

"What fol k dwell here?"

"No idea. Sting's the one who would know. "

"Yes, Sting would know," said the high, clear, sharp-edged voice of Sting
fromthe corridor. He poked his head into the cabin. Leaf saw Shadow j ust
behind him "This is the |and of the Tree Conpanions," Sting said. "Do you
know of then?"

Crown shook his head. "Not 1," said Leaf.

"Forest-dwel lers," Sting said. "Tree-worshippers. Small heads, slow
brains. Dangerous in battl ethey use poisoned darts. There are nine tribes
of themin this region, | think, under a single chief. Once they paid
tribute to ny people, but | suppose in these tines all that has ended.”
"They worship trees?" Shadow said lightly. "And how many of their gods,
then, did they cut down to nmake this barrier?"

Sting laughed. "If you nust have gods, why not put themto sonme good use?"

Crown glared at the wall across the hi ghway as he once m ght have gl ared
at an opponent in the dueling ring. Seething, he paced a narrow path in
the crowmded cabin. "W can't waste any nore time. The Teeth will be com ng
through this region in a few days, for sure. W've got to reach the river
bef ore sonet hi ng happens to the bridges ahead."

"The wal |l ," Leaf said.

"There's plenty of brush lying around out there," said Sting. "W could
build a bonfire and bumit down."

"Green wood," Leaf said. "It's inpossible."

"W have hatchets," Shadow pointed out. "How long would it take for us to
cut through tinbers as thick as those?"

Sting said, "We'd need a week for the job. The Tree Conpanions would fill
us full of darts before we'd been chopping an hour."

"Do you have any ideas?" Shadow said to Leaf.

"Well, we could turn back toward Theptis and try to find our way to Sunset
H ghway by way of the sand country. There are only two roads fromhere to
the river, this and the Sunset. W |ose five days, though, if we decide to
go back, and we might get snarled up in whatever chaos is going on in
Theptis, or we could very well get stranded in the desert trying to reach
the hi ghway. The only other choice | see is to abandon the wagon and | ook
for sone path around the wall on foot, but | doubt very much that Crown
woul d"

"Crowmn wouldn't," said Crown, who had been chewing his lip in tense
silence. "But | see sone different possibilities."

"Go on."

"One is to find these Tree Conpani ons and conpel themto clear this trash
fromthe highway. Darts or no darts, one Dark Lake and one Pure Stream
side by side ought to be able to terrify twenty tribes of pinhead forest
fol k. "

"And if we can't?" Leaf asked.

"That brings us to the other possibility, which is that this wall isn't
particularly intended to protect the nei ghborhood agai nst the Teeth at
all, but that these Tree Conpani ons have taken advantage of the genera
confusion to set up sone sort of toll-raising scheme. In that case, if we
can't force themto open the road, we can find out what they want, what
sort of toll they're asking, and pay it if we can and be on our way."
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"I's that Crown who's tal king?" Sting asked. "Tal king about paying a tol

to underbreeds of the forest? Incredible!"

Crown said, "I don't like the thought of paying toll to anybody. But it
may be the sinplest and qui ckest way to get out of here. Do you think I'm
entirely a creature of pride, Sting?"

Leaf stood up. "If you're right that this is a toll station, there' d be
sonme kind of gate in the wall. I'Il go out there and have a look at it."
"No," said Crown, pushing himlightly back into his seat. "There's danger
here, Leaf. This part of the work falls to nme." He strode toward the

m dcabin and was busy there a few m nutes. Wen he returned he was in his
full arnor: breastplates, helnet, face mask, greaves, everything burnished
to a high gloss. In those few places where his bare skin showed through

it seemed but a part of the arnor. Crown | ooked |like a machine. Hi s nmace
hung at his hip, and the short shaft of his extensor sword rested easily

along the inside of his right wist, ready to spring to full length at a
squeeze. Crown glanced toward Sting and said, "I'Il need your ninble |egs
WIl you cone?"

"As you say."

"Open the midcabin hatch for us, Leaf."

Leaf touched a control on the board below the front wi ndow Wth a soft,
whi ni ng sound a hi nged door near the m ddle of the wagon swuing upward and
out, and a stepl adder sprouted to provide access to the ground. Crown nmade
a ponderous exit. Sting, scorning the | adder, stepped down: it was the
special gift of the Wite Crystal people to be able to transport

t hensel ves short distances in extraordi nary ways.

Sting and Crown began to walk warily toward the wall. Leaf, watching from
the driver's seat, slipped his armlightly about the waist of Shadow, who
stood beside him and caressed her snmooth fur. The rain had ended; a gray
cloud still hung low, and the gleamof Crown's arnor was al ready softened
by fine droplets of noisture. He and Sting were nearly to the palisade,
now, Crown constantly scanning the underbrush as if expecting a horde of
Tree Conpanions to spring forth. Sting, |oping along next to him | ooked
like sone agile little two-1egged beast, the top of his head barely
reaching to Crown's hip.

They reached the palisade. Thin, |ate-afternoon sunlight streaned over its
top. Kneeling, Sting inspected the base of the wall, probing at the soi
with his fingers, and said sonething to Crown, who nodded and poi nted
upward. Sting backed off, made a short running start, and | ofted hinself,
rising al nost as though he were taking wing. His | eap carried himsoaring
to the wall's jagged crest in a swift blurred flight. He appeared to hover
for a long nonent while choosing a place to land. At last he alighted in a
precarious, unconfortabl e-looking position, sprawl ed along the top of the
wall with his body arched to avoid the tinber's sharpened tips, his hands
grasping two of the stakes and his feet wedged between two others. Sting
remained in this desperate contortion for a remarkably long tine, studying
what ever | ay beyond the barricade; then he et go his hold, sprang lightly
outward, and floated to the ground, a distance sonme three tinmes his own
hei ght. He | anded upright, w thout stunbling. There was a brief conference
between Crown and Sting. Then they cane back to the wagon.

"It's a toll-raising schene, all right," Crown nuttered. "The mddle
tinmbers aren't enbedded in the earth. They end just at ground |evel and
forma hinged gate, fastened by two heavy bolts on the far side."

"l saw at | east a hundred Tree Conpani ons back of the wall," Sting said.
"Armed with blowdarts. They'll be com ng around to visit us in a nonent."
"We shoul d arm oursel ves," Leaf said.

Crown shrugged. "W can't fight that many of them Not twenty-five to one,
we can't. The best hand-to-hand man in the world is hel pl ess agai nst
little forest folk with poisoned blowdarts. If we aren't able to awe them
into letting us go through, we'll have to buy them of sonehow. But | don't
know. That gate isn't nearly w de enough for the wagon."
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He was right about that. There was the dry scrapi ng squeal of wood agai nst
woodt he bolts were being unfastenedand then the gate swung slowy open
When it had been fully pushed back it provided an openi ng through which
any good-size cart of ordinary dinmensions mght pass, but not Crown's
magni fi cent vehicle. Five or six stakes on each side of the gate would
have to be pulled down in order for the wagon to go by.

Tree Conpani ons canme swarning toward the wagon, scores of thensmall,
naked folk with lean |inbs and snooth bl ue-green skin. They | ooked |ike
animted clay statuettes, casually pinched into shape: their hairless
heads were narrow and el ongated, with flat sloping foreheads, and their
| ong necks | ooked flinmsy and fragile. They had shall ow chests and bony,
nmeat| ess frames. Al of them men and wonen both, wore reed dart-bl owers
strapped to their hips. As they danced and frolicked about the wagon they

set up a ragged, irregular chanting, tuneless and atonal, like the
i mprovi sed songs of children caught up in frantic play.
"We'll go out to them" Crown said. "Stay calm nake no sudden noves.

Renenber that these are underbreeds. So | ong as we think of ourselves as
men and them as nothing nore than nonkeys, and nmake themrealize we think
that way, we'll be able to keep them under control."

"They're nen," said Shadow quietly. "Sanme as we. Not nonkeys."

"Thi nk of themas |ike nmonkeys," Crown told her. "Qtherwise we're |ost.
Cone, now."

They left the wagon, Crown first, then Leaf, Sting, Shadow. The cavorting
Tree Conpani ons paused nmonentarily in their sport as the four travelers
energed; they | ooked up, grinned, chattered, pointed, did handsprings and
headst ands. They did not seemawed. Did Pure Stream nean nothing to then?
Had they no fear of Dark Lake? Crown, glowering, said to Sting, "Can you
speak their |anguage?"

"A few words"

"Speak to them Ask themto send their chief here to ne."

Sting took up a position just in front of Crown, cupped his hands to his
mout h, and shout ed sonething high and piercing in a singsong | anguage. He
spoke with exaggerated, painful clarity, as one does in addressing a blind
person or a foreigner. The Tree Conpani ons sni ckered and exchanged little
yi pping cries. Then one of them came dancing forward, planted his face a
handsbreadth from Sting's, and m m cked Sting's words, catching the
intonation with conmic accuracy. Sting |ooked frightened, and backed away
half a pace, butting accidentally into Ctrown's chest. The Tree Conpani on
| oosed a stream of words, and when he fell silent Sting repeated his
original phrase in a nore subdued tone.

"What' s happeni ng?" Crown asked. "Can you understand anyt hi ng?"

"Alittle. Very little."

"WIIl they get the chief?"

"I'"'mnot sure. | don't knowif he and | are tal king about the sane
things."

"You said these people pay tribute to Wite Crystal."

"Paid," Sting said. "I don't know if there's any allegiance any |onger.
think they may be having sonme fun at our expense. | think what he said was
insulting, but I'"mnot sure. |I'mjust not sure."

" Stinki ng nonkeys!"

"Careful, Crown," Shadow nurmured. "We can't speak their |anguage, but
they may understand ours."

Crown said, "Try again. Speak nore slowy. Get the nonkey to speak nore
slowy. The chief, Sting, we want to see the chief! Isn't there any way
you can nake contact?"

"I could go into trance," Sting said. "And Shadow could help ne with the
meanings. But |'d need tine to get nyself together. | feel too quick now,
too tense." As if to illustrate his point he executed a tiny junping
nmovenent, blur-snap-hop, that carried himlaterally a few paces to the

| eft. Blur-snap-hop and he was back in place again. The Tree Conpani on

| aughed shrilly, clapped his hands, and tried to initate Sting's little
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shuttling junp. Qhers of the tribe came over; there were ten or twelve of
them now, clustered near the entrance to the wagon. Sting hopped again: it
was like a twitch, atic. He started to trenble. Shadow reached toward him
and fol ded her slender arns about his chest, as though to anchor him The
Tree Conpani ons grew nore agitated; there was a hard, intense quality
about their playful ness now. Trouble seened i mmnent. Leaf, standing on
the far side of Crown, felt a sudden knotting of the nmuscles at the base
of his stomach. Sonething nagged at his attention, off to his right out in
the crowmd of Tree Conpani ons; he gl anced that way and saw an azure

bri ghtness, elongated and upright, a man-size strip of fog and haze,
drifting and weaving anong the forest folk. Was it the Invisible? O only
sonme trick of the dying daylight, slipping through the residual vapor of
the rainstorn? He struggled for a sharp focus, but the figure eluded his
gaze, slipping ticklingly beyond sight as Leaf followed it with his eyes.
Abruptly he heard a howl from Crown and turned just intinme to see a Tree
Conpani on duck beneath the huge man's el bow and go sprinting into the
wagon. "Stop!" Crown roared. "Cone back!" And, as if a signal had been

gi ven, seven or eight others of the lithe little tribesnen scranbled
aboar d.

There was death in Crown's eyes. He beckoned savagely to Leaf and rushed
through the entrance. Leaf followed. Sting, sobbing, huddled in the
entranceway, nmaking no attenpt to halt the Tree Compani ons who were
streamng into the wagon. Leaf saw them clinbing over everything,
exam ni ng, inspecting, conmmenting. Mnkeys, yes. Down in the front
corridor Crown was struggling with four of them holding one in each vast
hand, trying to shake free two others who were clinbing his arnored | egs.
Leaf confronted a m niature Tree Conpani on wonman, a gnom sh bri ght-eyed
creature whose bare | ean body glistened with sour sweat, and as he reached
for her she drew not a dart-blower but a |long narrow bl ade fromthe tube
at her hip, and slashed Leaf fiercely along the inside of his left

forearm There was a quick, frightening gush of blood, and only sone
monents afterward did he feel the fiery lick of the pain. A poisoned
knife? Well, then, into the All-Is-One with you, Leaf. But if there had
been poison, he felt no effects of it; he wenched the knife from her
grasp, jammed it into the wall, scooped her up, and pitched her lightly

t hrough the open hatch of the wagon. No nore Tree Conpani ons were com ng
in, now Leaf found two nore, threw them out, dragged another out of the
roof beans, tossed himafter the others, went |ooking for nore. Shadow
stood in the hatchway, blocking it with her frail arns outstretched. \Were
was Crown? Ah. There. In the trophy room "Gab themand carry themto the
hatch!" Leaf yelled. "We're rid of nost of them"

"The stinking nonkeys," Crown cried. He gestured angrily. The Tree

Conpani ons had sei zed sone treasure of Crown's, sone ancient suit of mail,
and in their childish buoyancy had ripped the fragile Iinks apart with
their tug-of-war. Crown, enraged, bore down on them clanped one hand on
each tapering skull"Don't!" Leaf shouted, fearing darts in vengeanceand
squeezed, cracking themlike nuts. He tossed the corpses aside and,
picking up his torn trophy, stood sadly pressing the sundered edges
together in a clunsy attenpt at repair.

"You've done it now," Leaf said. "They were just being inquisitive. Now

we' |l have war, and we'll be dead before nightfall."
"Never," Crown grunted
He dropped the chain-mail, scooped up the dead Tree Conpani ons, carried

them dangl i ng through the wagon, and threw themlike offal into the
clearing. Then he stood defiantly in the hatchway, inviting their darts.
None cane. Those Tree Conpanions still aboard the wagon, five or six of
them appeared enpty-handed, silent, and slipped hastily around the
hul ki ng Dark Laker. Leaf went forward and joined Crown. Blood was stil
dripping fromLeaf's wound; he dared not induce clotting nor pernit the
wound to close until he had been purged of whatever poison m ght have been

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Rob...20Silverberg%20-%20This%201s%20The%20Road.txt (18 of 34) [11/1/2004 12:22:06 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si I verberg%620-%20T hi s%201 s%20The%20Road. txt

on the blade. A thin, straight cut, deep and painful, ran down his arm
fromelbowto wist. Shadow gave a soft little cry and seized is hand. Her
breath was warm agai nst the edges of the gash. "Are you badly injured?"
she whi sper ed.

"I don't think so. It's just a question of whether the knife was

poi soned. "

"They poison only their darts,"” said Sting. "But there'll be infection to
cope with. Better |et Shadow | ook after you."

"Yes," Leaf said. He glanced into the clearing. The Tree Conpani ons, as
though thrown into shock by the violence that had conme fromtheir brief

i nvasi on of the wagon, stood frozen along the road in silent groups of
nine or ten, keeping their distance. The two dead ones |ay crunpl ed where
Crown had hurled them The unnistakable figure of the Invisible,
transparent but clearly outlined by a dark perineter, could be seen to the
right, near the border of the thicket: his eyes glittered fiercely, his
lips were twisted in a strange snmile. Crown was staring at himin

sl ack-j awed astoni shment. Everything seened suspended, held floating
nmotionless in the bow of time. To Leaf the scene was an eerie tableau in
whi ch the only sense of ongoing process was supplied by the throbbing in
his sl ashed arm He hung noored at the center, waiting, waiting, incapable
of action, trapped like others in tinelessness. In that |ong pause he
realized that another figure had appeared during the nel ee, and stood now
calmy ten paces or so to the left of the grinning Invisible: a Tree
Conpani on, taller than the others of his kind, clad in beads and gi ntracks
but undeni ably a being of presence and mmjesty.

"The chief has arrived," Sting said hoarsely.

The stasis broke. Leaf released his breath and let his rigid body sl unp.
Shadow tugged at him saying, "Let ne clean that cut for you." The chi ef
of the Tree Conpani ons stabbed the air with three outstretched fingers,
poi nting at the wagon, and called out five crisp, sharp, jubilant
syllables; slowy and grandly he began to stalk toward the wagon. At the

same noment the Invisible flickered brightly, like a sun about to die, and
di sappeared entirely fromview Crown, turning to Leaf, said in a thick
voice, "It's all going crazy here. | was just imagining | saw one of the

I nvi sibles from Theptis skul ki ng around by the underbrush."

"You weren't imagining anything," Leaf told him "He's been riding
secretly with us since Theptis. Waiting to see what woul d happen to us
when we canme to the Tree Conpanions' wall. "

Crown | ooked jarred by that. "When did you find that out?" he demanded.
Shadow said, "Let himbe, Crown. Go and parley with the chief. If | don't
cl ean Leaf's wound soon"

"Just a minute. | need to know the truth. Leaf, when did you find out
about this Invisible?"

"When | went up front to relieve Sting. He was in the driver's cabin.
Laughing at me, jeering. The way they do."

"And you didn't tell me? Wy?"

"There was no chance. He bothered ne for a while, and then he vani shed,
and | was busy driving after that, and then we came to the wall, and then
the Tree Conpani ons"

"VWhat does he want fromus?" Crown asked harshly, face pushed close to
Leaf's.

Leaf was starting to feel fever rising. He swayed and | eaned on Shadow.
Her taut, resilient little formbore himw th surprising strength. He said
tiredly, "I don't know. Does anyone ever know what one of them wants?" The
Tree Conpani on chief, neanwhile, had come up beside themand in a |usty,
sel f-assured way sl apped his open pal mseveral timnmes against the side of
t he wagon, as though taking possession of it. Crown whirled. The chief
cool Iy spoke, voice level, inflections controlled. Crown shook his head.
"What's he saying?" he barked. "Sting? Sting?"

"Come, " Shadow said to Leaf. "Now. Please."
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She led himtoward the passenger castle. He sprawled on the furs while she
searched busily through her case of unguents and oi ntnents; then she cane
to himwith a long green vial in her hand and said, "There'll be pain for
you now. "

"Wait."

He centered hinself and di sconnected, as well as he was able, the network
of sensory apparatus that conveyed nessages of disconfort fromhis armto
his brain. At once he felt his skin growi ng cooler, and he realized for
the first time since the battle how nmuch pain he had been in: so rmuch that
he had not had the wisdomto do anything about it. Dispassionately he

wat ched as Shadow, all efficiency, probed his wound, parting the Iips of
the cut without squeam shness and swabbing its red interior. A faint
tickling, unpleasant but not painful, was all he sensed. She |ooked up,
finally, and said, "There'll be no infection. You can allow the wound to
close now." In order to do that Leaf had to reestablish the neura
connections to a certain degree, and as he unbl ocked the flow of inpulses
he felt sudden startling pain, both fromthe cut itself and from Shadow s
medi ci nes; but quickly he induced clotting, and a noment afterward he was
deep in the disciplines that woul d encourage the sundered flesh to heal
The wound began to close. Lightly Shadow blotted the fresh blood fromhis
armand prepared a poultice; by the tine she had it in place, the gaping
sl ash had reduced itself to a thinrawline. "You'll live," she said. "You
were | ucky they don't poison their knives." He kissed the tip of her nose
and they returned to the hatch area.

Sting and the Tree Conpani on chief were conducting some sort of discussion
in pantomime, Sting's notions sweeping and broad, the chief's the nerest
flicks of fingers, while Crown stood by, an inpassive columm of darkness,
arnms fol ded sonberly. As Leaf and Shadow reappeared Crown said, "Sting
isn't getting anywhere. It has to be a trance parley or we won't mnake
contact. Help him Shadow. "

She nodded. To Leaf, Crown said, "How s the arn®"

“It"1l be all right."

"How soon?"

"A day. Two, maybe. Sore for a week."

"W may be fighting again by sunrise.”

"You told nme yourself that we can't possibly survive a battle with these

peopl e. "

"Even so," Crown said. "W nmay be fighting again by sunrise. If there's no
ot her choice, we'll fight."

"And die?"

"And die," Crown said.

Leaf wal ked slowy away. Twilight had cone. Al vestiges of the rain had
vani shed, and the air was clear, crisp, growing chill, with a light w nd
out of the north that was gaining steadily in force. Beyond the thicket
the tops of tall ropy-linbed trees were whipping about. The shards of the
moon had noved into view, rough daggers of whiteness doing their slow
dance about one another in the darkening sky. The poor old shattered noon,
souvenir of an era long gone: it seenmed a scratchy nirror for the
tornented planet that owned it, for the fragnmented race of races that was
manki nd. Leaf went to the nightmares, who stood patiently in harness, and
passed anong them gently stroking their shaggy ears, caressing their

bl unt noses. Their eyes, liquid, intelligent, watchful, peered into his

al rost reproachfully. You prom sed us a stable, they seened to be saying.
Stallions, warmh, newy nown hay. Leaf shrugged. In this world, he told
themwordlessly, it isn't always possible to keep one's promi ses. One does
one's best, and one hopes that that is enough

Near the wagon Sting has assuned a cross-|egged position on the damp

ground. Shadow squats beside him the chief, mantled in dignity, stands
stiffly before them but Shadow coaxes himw th gentle gestures to cone
down to them Sting's eyes are closed and his head lolls forward. He is
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already in trance. His left hand grasps Shadow s muscul ar furry thigh; he
extends his right, palmupward, and after a nonent the chief puts his own
palmto it. Contact: the circuit is closed.
Leaf has no idea what nessages are passing anong the three of them but
yet, oddly, he does not feel excluded fromthe transaction. Such a sense
of love and warnth radiates from Sting and Shadow and even fromthe Tree
Conpani on that he is drawn in, he is enfolded by their comunion. And
Crown, too, is engulfed and absorbed by the group aura; his rigid marti al
posture eases, his grimface | ooks strangely peaceful. O course it is
Sting and Shadow who are nost closely |inked; Shadow is closer nowto
Sting than she has ever been to Leaf, but Leaf is untroubled by this.
Jeal ousy and conpetitiveness are inconceivable now He is Sting, Sting is
Leaf, they all are Shadow and Crown, there are no boundaries separating
one fromanother, just as there will be no boundaries in the Al-Ils-One
that awaits every living creature, Sting and Crown and Shadow and Leaf,
the Tree Conpanions, the Invisibles, the nightmares, the no-leg spiders.
They are getting down to cases now. Leaf is aware of strands of
opposition and conflict manifesting thenselves in the intricate
negotiation that is taking place. Although he is still without a clue to
the content of the exchange, Leaf understands that the Tree Conpani on
chief is stating a position of demandcalmy, bluntly, imobvableand Sting
and Shadow are explaining to himthat Cown is not at all likely to yield.
More than that Leaf is unable to perceive, even when he is nost deeply
ennmeshed in the |l arger consciousness of the trance-w apped three. Nor does
he know how rmuch tinme is el apsing. The synphonic interchangedenand,
response, devel opnment, climaxcontinues repetitively, indefinitely,
reachi ng no resol ution.
He feels, at last, a running-down, an attenuation of the experience. He
begins to nove outside the field of contact, or to have it nobve outside
hi m Spi derwebs of sensibility still connect himto the others even as
Sting and Shadow and the chief rise and separate, but they are rapidly
thinning and fraying, and in a nonent they snap.
The contact ends.

The neeting was over. During the trance-time night had fallen, an
extraordi narily black night agai nst which the stars seemed unnaturally
bright. The fragments of the noon had travel ed far across the sky. So it
had been a | engthy exchange; yet in the immediate vicinity of the wagon
not hi ng seenmed altered. Crown stood |ike a statue beside the wagon's
entrance; the Tree Conpanions still occupied the cleared ground between
the wagon and the gate. Once nore a tableau, then: how easy it is to slide
into nmotionl essness, Leaf thought, in these inpoverished tines. Stand and
wait, stand and wait; but now motion returned. The Tree Conpani on pivoted
and strode off without a word, signaling to his people, who gathered up
their dead and followed himthrough the gate. Fromw thin they tugged the
gate shut; there was the screeching sound of the bolts being forced hone.
Sting, |ooking dazed, whispered something to Shadow, who nodded and
lightly touched his arm They wal ked haltingly back to the wagon.

"Wl I ?" Crown asked finally.
"They will allow us to pass,"
"How courteous of them™
"But they claimthe wagon and everything that is init."

Crown gasped. "By what right?"

"Ri ght of prophecy," said Shadow. "There is a seer anong them an old
worman of m xed stock, part Wite Crystal, part Tree Compani on, part

I nvisible. She has told themthat everything that has happened lately in
the world was caused by the Soul for the sake of enriching the Tree
Conpani ons. "

"Everything? They see the onslaught of the Teeth as a sign of divine
favor?"

"Bverything," said Sting. "The entire upheaval. Al for their benefit. Al

Sting said.
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done so that migrations would begin and refugees would come to this place,
carrying with them val uabl e possessi ons, which they woul d surrender to

t hose whom the Soul meant should own them neaning the Tree Conpani ons."
Crown | aughed roughly. "If they want to be brigands, why not practice

bri gandage outright, with the right nane on it, and not blane their greed
on the Soul ?"

"They don't see themselves as brigands,"” Shadow said. "There can be no
denying the chief's sincerity. He and his peopl e genuinely believe that
the Soul has decreed all this for their own special good, that the tine
has cone"

"Sincerity!"

"for the Tree Conpani ons to becone people of substance and property.
Therefore they've built this wall across the highway, and as refugees cone
west, the Tree Conpanions relieve themof their possessions with the

bl essing of the Soul."

"I"'d like to neet their prophet," Crown nuttered.

Leaf said, "It was ny understanding that |nvisibles were unable to breed
with other stocks."

Sting told him with a shrug, "W report only what we | earned as we sat
there dreanming with the chief. The witch-worman is part |nvisible, he said.
Per haps he was wong, but he was doing no lying. O that I'mcertain."
"And |," Shadow put in.

"What happens to those who refuse to pay tribute?" Crown asked.

"The Tree Conpanions regard themas thwarters of the Soul's design," said
Sting, "and fall upon them and put themto death. And then seize their
goods. "

Crown noved restlessly in a shallowcircle in front of the wagon, Kicking
up gouts of soil out of the hard-packed roadbed. After a nonent he said,
"They dangle on vines. They chatter |ike foolish nonkeys. Wat do they
want with the merchandi se of civilized folk? Qur furs, our statuettes, our
carvings, our flutes, our robes?"

"Having such things will make themequal in their own sight to the higher
stocks," Sting said. "Not the things thenselves, but the possession of
them do you see, Crown?"

"They' Il have not hing of minel"

"What will we do, then?" Leaf asked. "Sit here and wait for their darts?"
Crown caught Sting heavily by the shoulder. "Did they give us any sort of
time lint? How |l ong do we have before they attack?"

"There was nothing like an ultimtum The chief seenms unwilling to enter
into warfare with us."

"Because he's afraid of his betters!"

"Because he thinks viol ence cheapens the decree of the Soul," Sting
replied evenly. "Therefore he intends to wait for us to surrender our

bel ongi ngs voluntarily."

"He'll wait a hundred years!"

"He'll wait a few days," Shadow said. "If we haven't yielded, the attack
will conme. But what will you do, Crown? Suppose they were willing to wait
your hundred years. Are you? W can't canp here forever."

"Are you suggesting we give them what they ask?"

"I merely want to know what strategy you have in nmind," she said. "You
admt yourself we can't defeat themin battle. W haven't done a very good
job of aweing theminto subnission. You recognize that any attenpt to
destroy their wall will bring themupon us with their darts. You refuse to
turn back and | ook for sone other westward route. You rule out the

alternative of yielding to them Very well, Crown. Wat do you have in
m nd?"
"We'll wait a few days," Crown said thickly

"The Teeth are heading this way!" Sting cried. "Shall we sit here and | et
them catch us?"

Crown shook his head. "Long before the Teeth get here, Sting, this place
will be full of other refugees, nany of them as unwilling to give up

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Rob...20Silverberg%20-%20This%201s%20The%20Road.txt (22 of 34) [11/1/2004 12:22:06 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si I verberg%620-%20T hi s%201 s%20The%20Road. txt

their goods to these folk as we are. | can feel them already on the road,
comng this way, two days' march fromus, perhaps less. W'l make
alliance with them Four of us nmay be hel pl ess agai nst a swarm of

poi sonous apes, but fifty or a hundred strong fighters would send them
scranbling up their own trees."

"No one will come this way," said Leaf. "No one but fools. Everyone
passi ng through Theptis knows what's been done to the hi ghway here. Wat
good is the aid of fools?"

"We cane this way," Crown snapped. "Are we such fool s?"

"Perhaps we are. W& were warned not to take Spider H ghway, and we took it
anyway. "

"Because we refused to trust the word of Invisibles."

"Wel |, the Invisibles happened to be telling the truth, this tinme," Leaf
said. "And the news nust be all over Theptis. No one in his right mnd
will conme this way now "

"I feel marchers already on the way, hundreds of them" Crown said. "I can
sense these things, sonetines. Wiat about you, Sting? You feel things
ahead of tine, don't you? They're coming, aren't they? Have no fear, Leaf.

We' Il have allies here in a day or so, and then |l et these thieving Tree
Conpani ons beware." Crown gestured broadly. "Leaf, set the nightnmares
| oose to graze. And then everybody inside the wagon. W'll seal it and

take turns standing watch through the night. This is a time for vigilance
and courage. "

"This is a time for digging graves,
cl anmbered into the wagon

Crown and Shadow stood the first round of watches while Leaf and Sting
napped in the back. Leaf fell asleep at once and dreaned he was living in
sonme i mense brutal eastern citythe buildings and street plan were

unfam liar to him but the architecture was definitely eastern in style,
gray and heavy, all parapets and cornicesthat was coning under attack by
the Teeth.

He observed everything froma nmany-w ndowed gal |l ery atop an enor nous
square-sided brick tower that seenmed |like a survival from sone renote
prehistoric epoch. First, fromthe north, cane the sound of the war song
of the invaders, a nasty unendurable buzzing drone, piercing and intense,
|i ke the humm ng of hi gh-speed polishing wheels at work on netal plates.
That dread nusic brought the inhabitants of the city spilling into the
streetsall stocks, Flower G vers and Sand Shapers and Wite Crystals and
Dancing Stars and even Tree Conpani ons, absurdly garbed in nmercantile
robes as though they were so many fat citified Fingersbut no one was able
to escape, for there were so many people, colliding and jostling and
stunbling and falling in hel pl ess heaps, that they bl ocked every avenue
and al | eyway.

Into this chaos now entered the vanguard of the Teeth; shuffling forward
in their peculiar bent-kneed crouch, tranpling those who had fallen. They
| ooked hal f-beast, hal f-denon: squat thick-thewed fl at-headed | ong-nuzzl ed
creatures, naked, hairy, their skins the color of sand, their eyes
glinting with insatiable hungers. Leaf's dream ng mind subtly magnified
and distorted themso that they canme hopping into the city |ike a band of
gi ant toothy frogs, thunp-thunp, bare fleshy feet slapping pavenent in
sinister reverberations, short powerful arns sw nging al nost comcally at
each |l eaping stride. The kinship of mankind nmeant nothing to these
carnivorous beings. They had been penned up too long in the cold,
nmount ai nous, barren country of the far northeast, |iving on such scraps
and strings as the aninmals of the forest yielded, and they saw their

fell ow humans as nere nmeat stockpiled by the Soul against this day of
vengeance. Efficiently, now, they began their roundup in the newy
conquered city, seizing everyone in sight, cloistering the dazed prisoners
in hastily rigged pens: these we eat tonight at our victory feast; these
we save for tonorrow s dinner; these becone dried neat to carry with us on

Sting murnured sourly, as they
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the march; these we kill for sport; these we keep as slaves. Leaf watched
the Teeth erecting their huge spits. Kindling their fierce roasting fires.
Diligent search teans fanned out through the suburbs. No one woul d escape.
Leaf stirred and groaned, reached the threshold of wakeful ness, fell back
into dream Wuld they find himin his tower? Snoke, gray and greasy,

boil ed up out of a hundred parts of town. Leaping flanmes. Rivulets of
blood ran in the streets. He was choking. Aterrible dream But was it
only a drean? This was how it had actually been in Holy Town hours after
he and Crown and Sting and Shadow had rmanaged to get away, this was no
doubt as it had happened in city after city along the tornmented coasta
strip, very likely sonmething of this sort was going on now i nwhere?Bone
Har bor ? Ved-uru? Al sandar? He could snell the penetrating odor of roasting
meat. He coul d hear the heavy | alloping sound of a Teeth patrol running up
the stairs of his tower. They had him Yes, here, now, now, a dozen Teeth
bursting suddenly into his hiding place, grinning broadly -- Pure Stream
they had captured a Pure Streaml Wat a coup! Beasts. Beasts. Prodding
him testing his flesh. Not plunp enough for them eh? This one's pretty
lean. W'll cook himanyway. Pure Stream neat, it enlarges the soul, it
makes you into sonething nore than you were. Take hi m downstairs! To the
spit, to the spit, to the

"Leaf ?"

"I warn youyou won't |ikethe flavor"

"Leaf, wake up!"

"The firesoh, the stink!"

"Leaf!"

It was Shadow. She shook himgently, plucked at his shoul der. He blinked
and slowy sat up. Hi s wounded arm was throbbing again; he felt feverish.
Effects of the dream A dream only a dream He shivered and tried to
center hinmself, working at it, banishing the fever, banishing the shreds
of dark fantasy that were still shrouding his m nd.

"Are you all right?" she asked.

"I was dreami ng about the Teeth," he told her. He shook his head, trying
to clear it. "Am| to stand watch now?"

She nodded. "Up front. Driver's cabin."

"Has anyt hi ng been happeni ng?"

"Not hing. Not a thing." She reached up and drew her fingertips lightly

al ong the sides of his jaws. Her eyes were warm and bright, her smile was
|l oving. "The Teeth are far away, Leaf."

"Fromus, maybe. Not from others."

"They were sent by the will of the Soul."

"I know, | know." How often had he preached acceptance! This is the will,
and we bowto it. This is the road, and we travel it unconplainingly. But
yet, but yethe shuddered. The dream node persisted. He was altogether

di soriented. Dream Teeth nibbled at his flesh. The inner chanbers of his
spirit resonated to the screans of those on the spits, the sounds of
rendi ng and tearing, the unbearable reek of burning cities. In ten days,
half a world torn apart. So nuch pain, so nuch death, so much that had
been beautiful destroyed by rel entl ess savages who would not halt until,
the Soul only knew when, they had had their full nmeasure of revenge. The
will of the Soul sends them upon us. Accept. Accept. He could not find his
center. Shadow held him straining to enconpass his body with her arns.
After a noment he began to feel less troubled, but he remmined scattered,
di ffused, present only in part, sonme portion of his nmind nailed as if by
spi kes into that nonstrous ash-strewn wastel and that the Teeth had created
out of the fair and fertile eastern provinces.

She rel eased him "Co," she whispered. "It's quiet up front. You'll be
able to find yourself again."

He took her place in the driver's cabin, going silently past Sting, who
had repl aced Crown on watch am dwagon. Half the night was gone. Al was
still in the roadside clearing; the great wooden gate was shut tight and
nobody was about. By cold starlight Leaf saw the nightnares browsing
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patiently at the edge of the thicket. Gentle horses, alnbst human. If |
must be visited by nightrmares, he thought, let it be by their kind.

Shadow had been right. In the stillness he grew calm and perspective
returned. Lamentation would not restore the shattered eastl and,
expressions of horror and shock would not turn the Teeth into pious
tillers of the soil. The Soul had decreed chaos: so be it. This is the
road we nust travel, and who dares ask why? Once the world had been whol e
and now it is fragnented, and that is the way things are because that is
the way things were neant to be. He becanme | ess tense. Angui sh dropped
fromhim He was Leaf again.

Toward dawn the visible world lost its sharp starlit edge; a soft fog
settled over the wagon, and rain fell for a time, a light, pure rain,
barely audible, altogether different in character fromyesterday's vicious
storm In the strange |ight just preceding sunrise the world took on a
delicate pearly mistiness; and out of that mi st an apparition

mat eri alized. Leaf saw a figure come drifting through the closed

gatet hrough ita ghostly, incorporeal figure. He thought it mght be the

I nvi sible who had been |urking close by the wagon since Theptis, but no,
this was a wonan, old and frail, an attenuated wonan, smaller even than
Shadow, nore sl ender. Leaf knew who she nmust be: the m xed-bl ood wonman.
The prophetess, the seer, she who had stirred up these Tree Conpanions to
bl ock the highway. Her skin had the Wite Crystal waxi ness of texture and
the Wiite Crystal nodes of dark, coarse hair; the formof her body was
essentially that of a Tree Conpanion, thin and | ong-arnmed; and from her
Invisible forebears, it seened, she had inherited that perplexing
intangibility, that | ook of existing always on the borderland between

hal | uci nation and reality, between mist and flesh. M xed-bl cods were
uncommon; Leaf had rarely seen one, and never had encountered one who
conbined in herself so many different stocks. It was said that people of

m xed bl ood had strange gifts. Surely this one did. How had she bypassed
the wall? Not even Invisibles could travel through solid wood. Perhaps
this was just a dream then, or possibly she had some way of projecting an
i mge of herself into his mnd froma point within the Tree Conpani on
village. He did not understand.

He wat ched her a long while. She appeared real enough. She halted twenty
paces fromthe nose of the wagon and scanned the entire horizon slowy,

her eyes comng to rest at |last on the wi ndow of the driver's cabin. She
was aware, certainly, that he was |ooking at her, and she | ooked back, eye
to eye, staring unflinchingly. They remained | ocked that way for sone

m nutes. Her expression was glum and opaque, a withered scow, but
suddenly she brightened and smiled intensely at himand it was such a
knowi ng smle that Leaf was thrown into terror by the old witch, and

gl anced away, shaned and def eat ed

When he lifted his head she was out of view, he pressed hinself against

t he wi ndow, craned his neck, and found her down near the middle of the
wagon. She was inspecting its exterior workmanship at close range, picking
and prying at the hull. Then she wandered away, out to the place where
Sting and Shadow and the chief had had their conference, and sat down
crossl egged where they had been sitting. She became extraordinarily still,
as if she were asleep, or in trance. just when Leaf began to think she
woul d never nove again, she took a pipe of carved bone froma pouch at her
waist, filled it with a gray-blue powder, and lit it. He searched her face
for tokens of revelation, but nothing showed on it; she grew ever nore

i npassi ve and unreadabl e. Wen the pipe went out, she filled it again, and
snoked a second tine, and still Leaf watched her, his face pushed
awkwar dl y agai nst the wi ndow, his body growing stiff. The first rays of
sunl i ght now arrived, pink shading rapidly into gold. As the brightness
deepened the wi tch-worman i nperceptibly becane | ess solid; she was fading
away, nonment by nonent, and shortly he saw nothing of her but her pipe and
her kerchief, and then the clearing was enpty. The |ong shadows of the six
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ni ght mares spl ashed agai nst the wooden palisade. Leaf's head lolled. |'ve
been dozing, he thought. It's norning, and all's well. He went to awaken
Cr own.

They breakfasted lightly. Leaf and Shadow | ed the horses to water at a
smal | clear brook five mnutes' walk toward Theptis. Sting foraged awhile
in the thicket for nuts and berries, and, having filled two pails, went
aft to doze in the furs. Crown brooded in his trophy room and sai d not hi ng
to anyone. A few Tree Conpani ons coul d be seen watching the wagon from
perches in the crowns of towering red-leaved trees on the hillside just
behind the wall. Nothing happened until mdnmorning. Then, at a tine when
all four travelers were within the wagon, a dozen newconers appeared,
forerunners of the refugee tribe that Crown's intuitions had correctly
predi cted. They came slowy up the road, on foot, dusty and tired-Iooking,
st aggeri ng beneath huge untidy bundl es of bel ongi ngs and supplies. They
wer e squar e- headed nuscul ar people, as tall as Leaf or taller, with the

| ook of warriors about them they carried short swords at their waists,
and both nen and wonen were conspi cuously scarred. Their skins were gray,
tinged with pale green, and they had nore fingers and toes than was usua
anong nmanki nd.

Leaf had never seen their sort before. "Do you know t hen?" he asked Sting.

"Snow Hunters," Sting said. "Close kin to the Sand Shapers, | think

M dcaste and said to be unfriendly to strangers. They |ive sout hwest of
Theptis, in the hill country.”

"One would think they'd be safe there," said Shadow.

Sting shrugged. "No one's safe fromthe Teeth, eh? Not even on the highest
hills. Not even in the thickest jungles."

The Snow Hunters dropped their packs and | ooked around. The wagon drew
themfirst; they seened stunned by the opul ence of it. They examined it in
wonder, touching it as the witch-woman had, scrutinizing it fromevery
side. Wen they saw faces | ooking out at them they nudged one anot her and
poi nted and whi spered, but they did not smle, nor did they wave
greetings. After a time they went on to the wall and studied it with the
sanme childlike curiosity. It appeared to baffle them They neasured it
with their outstretched hands, pressed their bodies against it, pushed at
it with their shoul ders, tapped the tinbers, plucked at the sturdy
bi ndings of vine. By this tine perhaps a dozen nore of them had cone up
the road; they too clustered about the wagon, doing as the first had done,
and then continued toward the wall. Mre and nore Snow Hunters were
arriving, in groups of three or four. One trio, standing apart fromthe
others, gave the inpression of being tribal |eaders; they consulted,
nodded, sumoned and di smi ssed other nmenbers of the tribe with forcefu
gestures of their hands.

"Let's go out and parley," Crown said. He donned his best arnor and

sel ected an array of elegant dress weapons. To Sting he gave a sl ender
dagger. Shadow woul d not bear arns, and Leaf preferred to armhinself in
not hing but Pure Stream prestige. H's status as a nenber of the ancestra
stock, he found, served himas well as a sword in nobst encounters with
strangers.

The Snow Hunt er sabout a hundred of them now had gathered, with still nore
down the wayl ooked apprehensive as Crown and his conpani ons descended from
the wagon. Crown's bul k and gl adi atorial swagger seened far nore
threatening to these strong-bodied warlike folk than they had been to the
chattering Tree Conpanions, and Leaf's presence too appeared disturbing to
them Warily they noved to forma | oose semcircle about their three

| eaders; they stood close by one another, nurnmuring tensely, and their
hands hovered near the hilts of their swords.

Crown stepped forward. "Careful," Leaf said softly. "They're on edge.

Don't push them™

But Crown, with a display of slick diplomacy unusual for him quickly put
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the Snow Hunters at their ease with a warm gesture of greetinghands
pressed to shoul ders, palns outward, fingers spread wi deand a few hearty
words of wel come. Introductions were exchanged. The spokesman for the
tribe, an iron-faced man with frosty eyes and hard cheekbones, was called
Sky; the names of his co-captains were Blade and Shield. Sky spoke in a
flat, quiet voice, everything on the sane note. He seened enpty, burned
out, a man who had entered sone real mof exhaustion far beyond nere
fatigue. They had been on the road for three days and three nights al nost
without a halt, said Sky. Last week a major force of Teeth had started
westward through the m dcoastal |ow ands bound for Theptis, and one band
of these, just a few hundred warriors, had lost its way, going south into
the hill country. Their aim ess wanderings brought these straying Teeth

wi thout warning into the secluded village of the Snow Hunters, and there
had been a terrible battle in which nore than half of Sky's people had
peri shed. The survivors, having slipped away into the trackl ess forest,
had made their way by back roads to Spider Hi ghway, and, nunbed by shock
and grief, had been marching |ike nmachines toward the Mddle River, hoping
to find some new hillside in the sparsely populated territories of the far
nort hwest. They could never return to their old home, Shield declared, for
it had been desecrated by the feasting of the Teeth.

"But what is this wall?" Sky asked.

Crown expl ained, telling the Snow Hunters about the Tree Conpani ons and
their prophetess, and of her pronise that the booty of all refugees was to
be surrendered to them "They lie in wait for us with their darts,” Crown
sai d. "Four of us were hel pl ess against them But they would never dare
chall enge a force the size of yours. W'll have their wall smashed down by
nightfall!"

"The Tree Conpanions are said to be fierce foes," Sky renmarked quietly.
"Not hi ng but nonkeys," said Crown. "They'll scranble to their treetops if
we just draw our swords."

"And shower us with their poisoned arrows," Shield nuttered. "Friend, we
have little stomach for further warfare. Too many of us have fallen this
week. "

"What will you do?" Crown cried. "G ve themyour swords, and your tunics
and your wives' rings and the sandals off your feet?"

Sky cl osed his eyes and stood notionless, remaining silent for a |long
moment. At |ength, wi thout opening his eyes, he said in a voice that cane
fromthe center of an i mense void, "W will talk with the Tree Conpani ons
and | earn what they actually demand of us, and then we will nake our

deci sions and formour plans.”

"The wal lif you fight beside us, we can destroy this wall, and open the
road to all who flee the Teeth!"

Wth cold patience Sky said, "W will speak with you again afterward," and
turned away. "Now we will rest, and wait for the Tree Conpani ons to cone

forth."
The Snow Hunters withdrew, sprawing out along the nargin of the thicket
just under the wall. There they huddled in rows, staring at the ground,

wai ting. Crown scow ed, spat, shook his head. Turning to Leaf he said,
"They have the true | ook of fighters. There's sonething that narks a
fighter apart fromother nen, Leaf, and | can tell when it's there, and
these Snow Hunters have it. They have the strength, they have the power;
they have the spirit of battle in them And yet, see themnow Squatting
there like fat frightened Fingers!"

"They' ve been beaten badly," Leaf said. "They' ve been driven fromtheir
hormel and. They know what it is to | ook back across a hilltop and see the
fires in which your kinsnen are being cooked. That takes the fighting
spirit out of a person, Crown."

"No. Losing nakes the flanme burn brighter. It nakes you feverish with the
desire for revenge."

"Does it? What do you know about | o0sing? You were never so much as touched
by any of your opponents."
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Crown glared at him "I'mnot speaking of dueling. Do you think ny life
has gone untouched by the Teeth? What am | doing here on this dirt road
with all that | still own packed into a single wagon? But |'m no wal ki ng
dead man |i ke these Snow Hunters. |I'mnot running away, |I'mgoing to find
an arnmy. And then I'Il go back east and take ny vengeance. Wile
theyafrai d of nonkeys"

"They' ve been marching day and ni ght," Shadow said. "They nust have been
on the road when the purple rain was falling. They've spent all their
strength while we've been riding in your wagon, Crown. Once they've had a
little rest, perhaps they"

"Afraid of nonkeys!"

Crown shook with wath. He strode up and down before the wagon, poundi ng
his fists into his thighs. Leaf feared that he would go across to the Snow
Hunters and attenpt by bluster to force theminto an alliance. Leaf
under st ood the npod of these people: shattered and drai ned though they
were, they might |ash out in sudden savage irritation if Crown goaded them
too severely. Possibly sone hours of rest, as Shadow had suggested, and
they might feel nore like helping Crown drive his way through the Tree
Conpani ons' wal|l. But not now. Not now.

The gate in the wall opened. Sone twenty of the forest folk energed, anong
themthe tribal chief andLeaf caught his breath in awethe ancient seeress,
who | ooked across the way and bestowed on Leaf another of her penetrating
confortless smles.

"What kind of creature is that?" Crown asked

"The m xed-blood witch," said Leaf. "I saw her at dawn, while | was
standi ng watch."

"Look!" Shadow cried. "She flickers and fades |ike an Invisible! But her
pelt is like yours, Sting, and her shape is that of"

"She frightens nme," Sting said hoarsely. He was shaking. "She foretells
death for us. W have little tinme left to us, friends. She is the goddess
of death, that one." He plucked at Crown's el bow, unprotected by the
arnor. "Cone! Let's start back al ong Spider Hi ghway! Better to take our
chances in the desert than to stay here and die!"

"Quiet," Crown snapped. "There's no going back. The Teeth are already in

Theptis. They'|ll be nmoving out along this road in a day or two. There's
only one direction for us."
"But the wall," Sting said.

"The wall will be in ruins by nightfall," Crown told him

The chief of the Tree Conpani ons was conferring with Sky and Bl ade and
Shield. Evidently the Snow Hunters knew sonet hing of the | anguage of the
Tree Conpani ons, for Leaf could hear vocal interchanges, suppl enmented by
pant om ne and sign | anguage. The chief pointed to hinself often, to the
wal |, to the prophetess; he indicated the packs the Snow Hunters had been
carrying; he jerked his thunb angrily toward Crown's wagon. The
conversation lasted nearly half an hour and seenmed to reach an anicabl e
out cone. The Tree Conpani ons departed, this time | eaving the gate open
Sky, Shield, and Bl ade noved anong their people, issuing instructions. The
Snow Hunters drew food fromtheir packsdried roots, seeds, snoked neatand
lunched in silence. Afterward, boys who carried huge wat erbags nade of
sewn hi des slung between them on poles went off to the creek to replenish
their supply, and the rest of the Snow Hunters rose, stretched, wandered
in narrow circles about the clearing, as if getting ready to resune the
march. Crown was seized by furious inpatience. "What are they going to
do?" he denmanded. "What deal have they nade?"

"I inmagine they've subnitted to the terns," Leaf said.
"No! No! | need their help!" Crown, in anguish, hamered at hinself with
his fists. "I have to talk to them" he nuttered.

"Wait. Don't push them Crown."
"What's the use? What's the use?" Now the Snow Hunters were hoisting their
packs to their shoulders. No doubt of it; they were going to | eave. Crown
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hurried across the clearing. Sky, busily directing the order of nmarch,
grudgi ngly gave himattention. "Were are you goi ng?" Crown asked.
"Westward, " said Sky.

"What about us?"

"March with us, if you wish."

"My wagon!"

"You can't get it through the gate, can you?"

Crown reared up as though he would strike the Snow Hunter in rage. "If you
woul d aid us, the wall would fall! Look, how can | abandon ny wagon?

need to reach ny kinsmen in the Flatlands. 1'lIl assenmble an arny; |'11
return to the east and push the Teeth back into the mountains where they
belong. 1've lost too nmuch tinme already. | nust get through. Don't you

want to see the Teeth destroyed?"
"It's nothing to us," Sky said evenly. "Qur lands are |l ost to us forever
Vengeance i s neani ngl ess. Your pardon. My people need ny gui dance."

More than hal f the Snow Hunters had passed through the gate already. Leaf
joined the procession. On the far side of the wall he discovered that the
dense thicket along the highway's northern rimhad been cleared for a
consi derabl e di stance, and a few small wooden buil di ngs, hostelries or
depots, stood at the edge of the road. Another twenty or thirty paces
farther along, a secondary path led northward into the forest; this was
evidently the route to the Tree Conpanions' village. Traffic on that path
was heavy just now. Hundreds of forest folk were streanming fromthe
village to the highway, where a strange, repellent scene was being
enacted. Each Snow Hunter in turn halted, unburdened hinself of his pack,
and laid it open. Three or four Tree Compani ons then picked through it,
each seizing one item of valuea knife, a conmb, a piece of jewelry, a fine
cl oakand running triunphantly off with it. Once he had subnmitted to this
harryi ng of his possessions, the Snow Hunter gathered up his pack,
shoul dered it, and marched on, head bowed, body stunping. Tribute. Leaf
felt chilled. These proud warriors, honeless now, yielding up their
remai ning treasures tohe tried to choke of the word, and could notto a
tri be of nmonkeys. And noving onward, soiled, unmanned. O all that he had
seen since the Teeth had split the world apart, this was the npbst sad.
Leaf started back toward the wagon. He saw Sky, Shield, and Bl ade at the
rear of the columm of Snow Hunters. Their faces were ashen; they coul d not
meet his eyes. Sky managed a hal f-hearted salute as he passed by.

"I wish you good fortune on your journey," Leaf said.

"I wish you better fortune than we have had," said Sky hollowy, and went
on.

Leaf found Crown standing rigid in the nmiddl e of the highway, hands on

hi ps. "Cowards!" he called in a bitter voice. "Waklings!"

"And now it's our turn," Leaf said.

"What do you nean?"

"The time's cone for us to face hard truths. W have to give up the wagon
Crown. "

"Never."

"W agree that we can't turn back. And we can't go forward so |l ong as the
wall's there. If we stay here, the Tree Conpanions wll eventually kil

us, if the Teeth don't overtake us first. Listen to me, Crown. W don't
have to give the Tree Conpani ons everything we have. The wagon itself,
some of our spare clothing, sone trinkets, the furnishings of the

wagont hey' || be satisfied with that. W can | oad the rest of our goods on
the horses and go safely through the gate as foot-pilgrins."

"I ignore this, Leaf."

"I know you do. | also know what the wagon neans to you. | w sh you could
keep it. | wish | could stay with the wagon nyself. Don't you think I'd
rather ride west in confort than slog through the rain and the col d? But
we can't keep it. W can't keep it, Crown, that's the heart of the
situation. W can go back east in the wagon and get lost in the desert, we
can sit here and wait for the Tree Conpanions to | ose patience and kil
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us, or we can give up the wagon and get out of this place with our skins
still whole. What sort of choices are those? W have no choice. |'ve been
telling you that for two days. Be reasonable, Crown!"

Crown gl anced coldly at Sting and Shadow. "Find the chief and go into
trance with himagain. Tell himthat I'll give himswords, arnor, his pick
of the finest things in the wagon. So long as he'll dismantle part of the
wal | and | et the wagon itself pass through.™

"W nade that offer yesterday," Sting said glunmy

" And?"

"He insists on the wagon. The old witch has promised it to himfor a

pal ace. "

"No," Crown said. "NO" His wild roaring cry echoed fromthe hills. After
a nonent, nore calmy, he said, "I have another idea. Leaf, Sting, cone
with me. The gate's open. W'll go to the village and sei ze the

wi tch-woman. We' || grab her quickly, before anyone realizes what we're
doing. They won't dare nolest us while she's in our hands. Then, Sting,
you tell the chief that unless they open the wall for us, we'll kill her."
Crown chuckl ed. "Once she realizes we're serious, she'll tell themto hop
to it. Anybody that old wants to live forever. And they'l|l obey her. You
can bet on that. They'll obey her! Cone, now. " Crown started toward the

gate at a vigorous pace. He took a dozen strides, halted, |ooked back
Nei t her Leaf nor Sting had noved.

"Well? Wiy aren't you com ng?"

"I won't do it," said Leaf tiredly. "It's crazy, Crown. She's a witch,
she's part Invisibleshe already knows your schenme. She probably knew of it
before you knew of it yourself. How can we hope to catch her?"

"Let nme worry about that."

"Even if we did, Crownno. No. | won't have any part of it. It's an

i npossible idea. Even if we did seize her. W'd be standing there hol ding
a sword to her throat, and the chief would give a signal, and they'd put a
hundred darts in us before we could nove a nuscle. It's insane, Crown."

"l ask you to come with ne."

"You' ve had your answer."

"Then I'Il go wi thout you."

"As you choose," Leaf said quietly. "But you won't be seeing ne again."
"Eh?"

"I"'mgoing to collect what | own and |let the Tree Conpanions take their
pick of it, and then I'Il hurry forward and catch up with the Snow
Hunters. In a week or so I'Il be at the Mddle River. Shadow, will you
come with nme, or are you determined to stay here and die with Crown?"

The Dancing Star | ooked toward the nuddy ground. "I don't know," she said.
"Let me think a nmonent."

"Sting?"

"I"'mgoing with you."

Leaf beckoned to Crown. "Please. Cone to your senses, Crown. For the |ast
time -- give up the wagon and let's get going, all four of us."

"You di sgust ne."

"Then this is where we part,"” Leaf said. "I w sh you good fortune. Sting,
| et's assenbl e our bel ongi ngs. Shadow? WII| you be coming with us?"

"W have an obligation toward Crown," she said.

"To help himdrive his wagon, yes. But not to die a foolish death for him
Crown has |l ost his wagon, Shadow, though he won't admt that yet. If the

wagon's no |onger his, our contract is voided. | hope you'll join us."

He entered the wagon and went to the m dcabin cupboard where he stored the
few possessions he had managed to bring with himout of the east. A pair
of glistening boots nmade of the |eathery skins of stick-creatures, two
anci ent copper coins, three ornanental ivory nedallions, a shirt of dark
red silk, a thick, heavily worked beltnot nmuch, not much at all, the

sal vage of a lifetime. He packed rapidly. He took with hima slab of dried
meat and sone bread; that would last hima day or two, and when it was
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gone he would learn from Sting or the Snow Hunters the arts of gathering
food in the wil derness.

"Are you ready?"

"Ready as |'Il ever be," Sting said. H s pack was al nost enptya change of
clothing, a hatchet, a knife, sone snoked fish, nothing else.

"Let's go, then."

As Sting and Leaf noved toward the exit hatch, Shadow scranbled up into
the wagon. She | ooked tight-strung and grave; her nostrils were flared,
her eyes downcast. Wthout a word she went past Leaf and began | oadi ng her
pack. Leaf waited for her. After a few mnutes she reappeared and nodded
to him

"Poor Crown," she whispered. "Is there no way"

"You heard him" Leaf said.

They energed fromthe wagon. Crown had not nobved. He stood as if rooted,
m dway bet ween wagon and wal|l. Leaf gave hima quizzical look, as if to
ask whether he had changed his mind, but Crown took no notice. Shrugging,
Leaf wal ked around him toward the edge of the thicket, where the

ni ght mares were nibbling | eaves. Affectionately he reached up to stroke
the 1 ong neck of the nearest horse, and Crown suddenly cane to life,
shouting, "Those are ny aninmals! Keep your hands off them"

"I"'monly saying goodbye to them™

"You think I"mgoing to |l et you have sone? You think |I'mthat crazy,

Leaf ?"

Leaf | ooked sadly at him "W plan to do our traveling on foot, Crown. |I'm
only sayi ng goodbye. The nightnares were ny friends. You can't understand
that, can you?"

"Keep away fromthose ani nal s! Keep away!"

Leaf sighed. "Watever you say." Shadow, as usual, was right: poor Crown.
Leaf adjusted his pack and noved off toward the gate, Shadow beside him
Sting a few paces to the rear. As he and Shadow reached the gate, Leaf

| ooked back and saw Crown still notionless, saw Sting pausing, putting
down his pack, dropping to his knees. "Anything wong?" Leaf call ed.

"Tore a bootlace," Sting said. "You two go on ahead. It'll take ne a
mnute to fix it."

"W can wait."

Leaf and Shadow stood within the frane of the gate while Sting knotted his
| ace. After a few nonents he rose and reached for his pack, saying, "That
ought to hold ne until tonight, and then I'll see if | can't"

"Watch out!" Leaf yell ed.

Crown erupted abruptly fromhis freeze, and, letting forth a lunatic cry,
rushed with terrible swiftness toward Sting. There was no chance for Sting
to nake one of his little leaps: Crown seized him held himhigh overhead
like a child, and, grunting in frantic rage, hurled the little man toward
the ravine. Arns and legs flailing, Sting traveled on a high arc over the
edge; he seened to dance in mdair for an instant, and then he dropped
fromview There was a long dimnishing shriek, and silence. Silence.

Leaf stood stunned. "Hurry," Shadow said. "Crown's com ng!"

Crown, swi nging around, now runbled |ike a machine of death toward Leaf
and Shadow. His wild red eyes glittered ferociously. Leaf did not nove;
Shadow shook himurgently, and finally he pushed hinself into action.
Toget her they caught hold of the massive gate and, straining, swung it
shut, slanming it just as Crown crashed into it. Leaf forced the reluctant
bolts into place. Crown roared and pounded at the gate, but he was unabl e
to force it.

Shadow shi vered and wept. Leaf drew her to himand held her for a nonent.
At length he said, "W'd better be on our way. The Snow Hunters are far
ahead of us already."
"Sting"

"I know. | know. Come, now.
Hal f a dozen Tree Conpani ons were waiting for them by the wooden houses.
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They grinned, chattered, pointed to the packs. "All right," Leaf said. "Go
ahead. Take whatever you want. Take everything, if you like."

Busy fingers picked through his pack and Shadow s. From Shadow the Tree
Conpani ons took a brocaded ribbon and a flat, snooth green stone. From
Leaf they took one of the ivory medallions, both copper coins, and one of
his stickskin boots. Tribute. Day by day, pieces of the past slipped from
his grasp. He pulled the other boot fromthe pack and offered it to them
but they nerely giggled and shook their heads. "One is of no use to ne,"
he said. They would not take it. He tossed the boot into the grass beside
t he road.

The road curved gently toward the north and began a slow rise, follow ng
the flank of the forested hills in which the Tree Conpani ons made their
hones. Leaf and Shadow marched nechanically, saying little. The bootprints
of the Snow Hunters were everywhere along the road, but the Snow Hunters
thensel ves were far ahead, out of sight. It was early afternoon, and the
day had becone bright, unexpectedly warm After an hour Shadow said, "I
must rest."

Her teeth were clacking. She crouched by the roadsi de and w apped her arnmns
about her chest. Dancing Stars, covered with thick fur, usually wore no
clothing except in the bl eakest winters; but her pelt did her no good now.

"Are you ill?" he asked.

"I't'Il pass. |I'mreacting. Sting"

"Yes. "

"And Crown. | feel so unhappy about Crown."

"A madman, " Leaf said. "A nurderer."

"Don't judge himso casually, Leaf. He's a nan under sentence of death,
and he knows it, and he's suffering fromit, and when the fear and pain
becane unbearable to himhe reached out for Sting. He didn't know what he

was doi ng. He needed to smash sonething, that was all, to relieve his own
torment."

"We're all going to die sooner or later," Leaf said. "That doesn't
generally drive us to kill our friends."

"l don't nean sooner or later. | nmean that Crown will die tonight or
tonorrow. "

"Why shoul d he?"
"What can he do now to save hinsel f, Leaf?"
"He could yield to the Tree Conpani ons and pass the gate on foot, as we've

done. "

"You know he'd never abandon the wagon."

"Wel |, then, he can harness the nightmares and turn around toward Thepti s.
At | east he'd have a chance to make it through to the Sunset Hi ghway that
way. "

"He can't do that either," Shadow said.

"Why not ?"

"He can't drive the wagon."

"There's no one left to do it for him Hs life's at stake. For once he
could eat his pride and"

"I didn't say won't drive the wagon, Leaf. | said can't. Crown's

i ncapable. He isn't able to nake dream contact with the ni ghtmares. Wy do
you think he always used hired drivers? Wiy was he so insistent on nmaking
you drive in the purple rain? He doesn't have the m nd-power. Did you ever
see a Dark Laker driving nightnmares? Ever?"

Leaf stared at her. "You knew this all al ong?"

"From the begi nning, yes."

"I's that why you hesitated to | eave himat the gate? Wen you were talking
about our contract with hinP"

She nodded. "If all three of us left him we were condeming himto death.
He has no way of escaping the Tree Conpani ons now unl ess he forces hinself
to | eave the wagon, and he won't do that. They'll fall on himand kil
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him today, tonorrow, whenever."

Leaf closed his eyes, shook his head. "I feel a kind of shame. Now that |
know we were | eaving hi mhel pl ess. He could have spoken."
"Too proud."

"Yes. Yes. It's just as well he didn't say anything. W all have
responsibilities to one another, but there are linmts. You and | and Sting
were under no obligation to die sinply because Crown couldn't bring

hinmself to give up his pretty wagon. But stillstill" He | ocked his hands
tightly together. "Wiy did you finally decide to | eave, then?"

"For the reason you just gave. | didn't want Crown to die, but | didn't
believe | owed himny life. Besides, you had said you were going to go, no
matter what."

"Poor, crazy Crown."

"And when he killed Stinga life for a life, Leaf. All vows are cancelled
now | feel no guilt."

"Nor 1."

"I think the fever is leaving ne."

"Let's rest a few minutes nore," Leaf said.

It was nore than an hour before Leaf judged Shadow strong enough to go on
The hi ghway now descri bed a steady upgrade, not steep but naking constant
demands on their stam na, and they noved slowy. As the day's warmh began
to dwi ndl e, they reached the crest of the grade, and rested again at a

pl ace from whi ch they could see the road ahead wi nding in sw tchbacks into
a green, pleasant valley. Far bel ow were the Snow Hunters, resting al so by
the side of a fair-size stream

" Smoke, " Shadow said. "Do you smell it?"
"Canmpfires down there, | suppose.”
"I don't think they have any fires going. | don't see any."

"The Tree Conpanions, then.”

"It nmust be a big fire."

"No matter," Leaf said. "Are you ready to continue?"

"l hear a sound"

A voi ce from behind and uphill of themsaid, "And so it ends the usua

way, in foolishness and death, and the All-1s-One grows greater."

Leaf whirled, springing to his feet. He heard | aughter on the hillside and
saw novenents in the underbrush; after a monent he made out a dim faintly
outlined figure, and realized that an Invisible was com ng toward them
the sane one, no doubt, who had traveled with them from Theptis.

"VWhat do you want?" Leaf called

"WAnt? Vnt? | want nothing. |'mmerely passing through.” The Invisible
poi nted over his shoulder. "You can see the whole thing fromthe top of
this hill. Your big friend put up a mghty struggle, he killed nmany of

them but the darts, the darts" The Invisible |aughed. "He was dying, but
even so he wasn't going to |l et them have his wagon. Such a stubborn man
Such a foolish man. Well, a happy journey to you both."

"Don't |eave yet!" Leaf cried. But even the outlines of the Invisible were
fading. Only the laughter remai ned, and then that too was gone. Leaf threw
desperate questions into the air and, receiving no replies, turned and
rushed up the hillside, clawing at the thick shrubbery. In ten mnutes he
was at the summt, and stood gaspi ng and panting, |ooking back across a
precipitous valley to the stretch of road they had just traversed. He
could see everything clearly fromhere: the Tree Conpanion vill age
nestling in the forest, the highway, the shacks by the side of the road,
the wall, the clearing beyond the wall. And the wagon. The roof was gone
and the sides had tunmbl ed outward. Bright spears of flame shot high, and a
bl ack, billow ng cloud of snoke stained the air. Leaf stood watching
Crown's pyre a long while before returning to Shadow.

They descended toward the place where the Snow Hunters had nade their
canp. Breaking a long silence, Shadow said, "There nust once have been a
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time when the world was different, when all people were of the sane Kkind,
and everyone lived in peace. A golden age, |ong gone. How did things
change, Leaf? How did we bring this upon oursel ves?"

"Not hi ng has changed," Leaf said, "except the | ook of our bodies. Inside
we're the same. There never was any gol den age."

"There were no Teeth, once."

"There were always Teeth, under one nane or another. True peace nhever

| asted long. Greed and hatred al ways existed."

"Do you believe that, truly?"

"l do. | believe that nmankind is mankind, all of us the sane whatever our
shape, and such changes as conme upon us are trifles, and the best we can
ever do is find such happi ness for ourselves as we can, however dark the
tinmes."

"These are darker tinmes than nost, Leaf."

" Per haps. "

"These are evil tinmes. The end of all things approaches."

Leaf smiled. "Let it cone. These are the tinmes we were neant to live in,
and no asking why, and no use longing for easier tines. Pain ends when
acceptance begins. This is what we have now. W nake the best of it. This
is the road we travel. Day by day we | ose what was never ours, day by day
we slip closer to the All-Is-One, and nothing nmatters, Shadow, nothing
except learning to accept what comes. Yes?"

"Yes," she said. "How far is it to the Mddle River?"

"Anot her few days."

"And fromthere to your kinsmen by the Inland Sea?"

"I don't know," he said. "However long it takes us is however long it wll
take. Are you very tired?"

"Not as tired as | thought I'd be."

"It isn't far to the Snow Hunters' canp. We'll sleep well tonight."
"Crown," she said. "Sting."

"What about then®"

"They al so sleep.”

"In the All-1s-One," Leaf said. "Beyond all trouble. Beyond all pain."
"And that beautiful wagon is a charred ruin!"

"If only Crown had had the grace to surrender it freely, once he knew he
was dyi ng. But then he wouldn't have been Crown, would he? Poor Crown.
Poor crazy Crown." There was a stirring ahead, suddenly. "Look. The Snow
Hunters see us. There's Sky. Blade." Leaf waved at them and shouted. Sky
waved back, and Bl ade, and a few of the others. "May we canp with you
toni ght?" Leaf called. Sky answered sonething, but his words were bl own
away by the wind. He sounded friendly, Leaf thought. He sounded friendly.
"Come," Leaf said, and he and Shadow hurried down the sl ope.
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