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. a man once said: Wiy such reluctance? If you only
foll owed the parables, you yourself would becone
parables and with that rid of all your daily cares.
Anot her said: | bet that is also a parable.
The first said: You have won.
The second said: But unfortunately only in parable.
The first said: No, inreality; in parable you have | ost.

-- Franz Kaf ka
_From "Par abl es and Paradoxes" by_
_Franz Kafka. Reprinted by perm ssion_
_of Schocken Books, Inc.

ENG NE SUMVER

THE FI RST CRYSTAL

_Many Lives_

_First facet: _

_Asl eep?_

No. Awake. | was told to close nmy eyes. And wait, he said, till you're
asked to open them

_Oh. You can open themnow . . . Wat do you see?_

You.

_Am | _

You're like . . . agirl I know Taller. Are all the angels tall?

_What el se do you see?_

This grass we sit on. Is it grass?

_Like grass. _

| see the sky. Through your roof of glass, oh, angel, can it be?

It is.



I'"mhere, then. Here. He was right, that | could cone here Angel! | see
t he cl ouds bel ow us!

_Yes. _

I've found you, then. 1've found the greatest thing that was |ost.

_Yes. W were lost and you found us. W were blind, and you nmade us see.
Now. You can only -- stay -- a short time, so . _

VWhat is it you want from ne?
Your story._

That's all | am now, isn't it: my story. Well, 1'Il tell it. But it's
long. How can | tell it all?

_Begin at the beginmg; go on till you reach the end. Then stop. _

The beginning. . . . If | amonly a story now, | nust have a begi nning
Shall | begin by being born? Is that a beginning? | could begin with that
silver glove you wear; that silver glove, and the ball . . . Yes, | will start
with Little Belaire, and how | first heard of the glove and ball; and that way
the beginning will be the ending too. |I would have to start with Little
Bel ai re anyway, because | started with Little Belaire, and | hope | end there.
| amin Little Belaire sonehow always. | was created there, its center is ny
center; when | say "ne" | nean Little Belaire nostly. | can't describe it to
you, because it changed, as | changed; changed with me as | changed. But
you'll see Little Belaire if | tell you about ne -- or at |east sonme of the

ways it can be.

| was born in ny Maba's room My Miaba is ny nother's nmother, and it
was with her nostly that | spent my baby years, as the customis. | renenber
Mbaba's room better than any other of Little Belaire's thousand places; it was
one that never changed, whose boundaries stayed the same, though it seened to
nove from place to place as | grew up, because the walls and roons around it
were al ways being changed. It wasn't one of the ol dest roons, the old warren
built by St. Andy that is the center of Little Belaire (tiny roons of
por ous- 1 ooki ng square-cut gray angel stone, the old roonms where all secrets are
kept); nor yet was it one of the airy, nonexistent roonms of the outside, with
light translucent walls that change every day and fade into the woods till
Little Belaire ends without a sign and the world begins. Maba's was on the
Morni ng side, not far fromPath, with walls of wood and a dirt floor covered
with rugs, and many beetl es and once a bl acksnake that stayed ni ne days. And
skylights that made it gleamin the nornings as though noist and fade slowy
in the evening before the |lanps were lit. You can see Mdaba's roomfromthe
out side, because it has a little dome, and on its sides red-painted vents that
wave in the w nd.

It was afternoon, in |ate Novenber, when | was born. Already nearly
everyone had revol ved back into the cl ose warminsides of Little Belaire, and
went out rarely; snoke and food had been laid up for the winter season. In ny
Mbaba's room ny nother sat with ny Maba and Laugh Al oud, a gossip and a
famous doctor too. They were eating wal nuts and drinking red raspberry soda
when | started to be born. That's the story | have been told.

The gossip named ne Rush that Speaks. | was named for the rush that
grows in water, that on winter days like the day | was born seens to speak
when the wi nd goes through its dead hol |l ow stem

My cord is Palmcord, the cord of St. Roy and St. Dean. A lot of Palm
cord peopl e have nanmes about words and speaki ng. My nother's nane was Speak a
Wrd; ny Maba's nane was So Spoken. There are hand nanes too -- the cord is
Palm after all -- |like Seven Hands and Thunb. Since | have al ways been Palm
the Little Belaire | can tell you of is Palms and is like nmy cord. But ask
someone of Leaf cord or Bone cord and he'd tell you about a different place.

The silver ball and glove. | was seven, and it was a day in Novenber; |
renmenber, because this was also the first day | was taken to see a gossip, as
that happens in the tine of year when you were born, when you're seven.

I nside Miaba's room the vents in the little done made a soft
cl ack-cl ack-cl ack above my head. | watched Miaba clinmb down the rope | adder
that hung froma door set in the dome; she was com ng back from feeding the



birds. A sparrow flewin with her, fluttering noisily against the skylights
and droppi ng white droppings on the rug below It was cold this day | am
telling you of, and Mdaba | ooked out froma thick shaggy shawl that ended in
clicking tassels, though her feet wore only rings.

My nother had told ne that Moaba was growi ng solitary, the way old
people do; and it was true that as | grew up, Mdaba came to spend nost of her
time in this room But she wasn't ever really al one. Because around the walls
were Palmcord's carved chests, of which Maba was the keeper. The carved
chests are like -- like honeyconbs. Wat they are nost like is Little Belaire
itself: interrelated, full of secrets, full of stories. Each of the hundred
drawers is marked with signs and carved in a different shape, depending on
what's in it: each drawer was designed to hold just what it holds in the chest
and to tell things about it: howit canme here, what it has done, and what
stories it can tell. Mdaba was never alone, because of all the souvenirs in
the drawers of Palmcord' s carved chests.

| lay naked under the thick rugs on Mdaba's bed, watching and |i stening.
Mbaba, talking to herself, went around the room she pressed one |long finger
to her collapsed toothless mouth, as though trying to remenber sonething. She
gave it up and cane to busy hersel f about the pipe. The pipe in Maba's room
is old and very beautiful, made of green glass, shaped like an onion, and hung
on chains fromthe dome above. There are four stenms hung around it in |oops,
woven in bright colors like snakes; and there is a netal bow at the top in
the shape of St. Bea's head, her nouth w de open to accept the chips of St
Bea' s- bread.

Moaba struck a match and held it lit in one hand while with the other
she filled St. Bea's nmouth with blue-green chips of bread fromher barrel. She
touched the match to the bread, took down one of the long stens, and inhal ed;
a dark bubble ascended fromthe bottom of the pipe to the top above the liquid
| evel, where it burst and let out its snoke. Above the metal nouth ropes of
t hi ck, rose-col ored snoke twi ned up around the chains, ascending to the doneg;
all around Miaba was a rosy mst, the snoke coming fromher nostrils and

mout h. The snell of St. Bea's-bread is a good snell, dry and spicy, toasted,
warm a snell with a lot of insides. It doesn't taste like it snells; it
tastes . . . like everything. Like anything. Al at once. It tastes |like other

things to eat: dried fruit sometines, or sour grass, or hazelnuts. And charred
wood too, and dandel i ons; grasshopper's |egs; earth, autumm nornings, sSnow.
And thinking of it then and snelling it made me junp out of bed with the rug
around ne and run across the cold floor to where Mdaba notioned to ne,
grinning. | wiggled down next to her; she grunted as she took down a stem of
the pipe for me. And so we two, nme and ny nother's nother, sat and snoked and
t al ked.

"When we wandered," Mdaba said, and a bubble of |aughter rose inside ne
because she was going to tell when-we-wandered. It coul d have been any story
on this norning, because Miaba knew as nmany stories as there were things in
the carved chests, but this is the one she told:

"When we wandered, and this was a great long tine ago, before any now
alive were thought of or their cords thought of or even Little Belaire itself
t hought of, St. Andy got lost. St. Andy got |ost seven tines when we wander ed,
and this was one of the tines. He got |ost because he had to pull St. Roy's
wagon and the treasures of Big Belaire that were kept in it, and the whol e of
our history. On this tine |I'm speaking of, St. Andy wandered al one, pulling
t he wagon, until he cane to an encanpnent. There were fires burning where
peopl e sat to warmthensel ves. St. Andy's wagon was a source of great
amazenment to them even though they couldn't figure out howto get a | ot of
the drawers open. St. Andy woul d have liked to sit down and warm hi nsel f too,
and maybe have a bite to eat, but he was kept busy by the people of the place
showi ng of f the ingenious wagon. Finally he said, '"If you'll let ne sit down
and thaw out a little, | can work a mracle or two and entertain you.' Wll,
they let St. Andy sit, but didn't offer himany food or drink. St. Andy got
tired of waiting for themto offer and decided to put everybody in good



spirits with a mracle

"This was the first mracle he did. He took froma drawer of the wagon a
silver glove that whistled when you wore it, and a ball that whistled the sane
note. St. Andy showed them both off, and the people were interested,

i magi ne. But then St. Andy threw the whistling silver ball as hard as he could
off into the darkness. They could hear it clattering in the trees. St. Andy
stood hol ding out his hand with the glove on it. And pretty soon back comnes
the ball and lands in St. Andy's hand again, as gently as a bird. Everyone was
astoni shed. St. Andy threw the ball again and again as the people whistled and
cl apped. But the ball took a long tine to get back each tine, and soon the

whi stling and cl appi ng stopped, and finally people said, '"Wll, we're very
bored with this nmiracle, let's have a different one.' St. Andy thought there
were a lot of tricks you could do with the silver ball and glove, but he
didn't know how any were done; the men were prodding himw th sticks and
maki ng remarks, so St. Andy put aside the ball and glove and said, 'I'll show
you another miracle. I'lIl show you a man eat raw neat who has no teeth.' And
he opened his mouth to show them he was toothless as a nelon, just |like ne.

"They agreed that might be interesting, but said they had no raw neat,
only cooked neat. St. Andy was very hungry and said that would be fine. They
brought the nmeat and set it before him-- and he suddenly threw open his nouth
to show a full set of perfect lumnous white teeth. He chonped and tore the
meat with his nmouth open, gnashing the amazing teeth so all could see and
hear .

"After he had eaten his fill, he stood up to | eave while everyone was
still inmpressed. They weren't too overcone not to take the silver ball and
gl ove for themselves, so | can't prove to you that part of the story is true.
But for the rest, see here"

And, as often at the end of a story, Maba got up and went to the carved
chests, her eyes flitting over the drawers, touching the signs with her
fingers till she found the right one. Fromit she drew out a wooden case
carved in the shape of a nouth; and fromthe nmouth case, her eyes sparkling,
Mbaba drew out St. Andy's perfect, |luminous white teeth.

"Fal se teeth," she said. "Fits all." And she popped themin her nouth,
fit themin with her tongue, and opened wide for ne to see. | was screaning
with laughter. She | ooked |ike she had a huge nout hful of something, and when
she opened her mouth it was -- teeth! "That's how he did it, that's how, " she
said, "with these very teeth, which are as old as anything and still good as
new. "

That was at ny birth-tinme, in ny seventh year; alnost ten years ago now.

What is it?

_Not hing. Go on now. _

What was it | said that startled you?

_Go on. _

Well . . . Seventh years. Every seventh year, you visit a gossip who
knows your cord well, to have the System | ooked at for you, and |earn what
state you're in. | don't know why it happens every seventh year, except that
there are a ot of things we count off by sevens. And it seens-fromthe two
sevens |'ve lived through -- that seventh years are the ones where you are,

somehow, nost yourself. There are other times you could consult a gossip; for
the untying of a knot, or anytinme you don't understand yourself. But everyone
goes in their first seventh year, and every seventh year thereafter --
fourteen, twenty-one, twenty-eight -- and the first seventh year is a rose
year as well.

But to explain about the rose year, | have to tell you about the Four
Pots, and Dr. Boots's List who makes them and before that about the League
and the Stormwhich ended the angels' world . . maybe ny story doesn't really
have any begi nning after all.



_Second facet:

The gossip Maba took ne to was an old wonan naned Pai nted Red, who was
a friend of Miaba's fromyouth. Painted Red was, Mbaba renenbered, of Water
cord when she was young, and her name had been Wnd, before she learned to
read the System and gossip.

"She hasn't al ways known our cord," Maba said as she got ne ready to
go. Her breath was faintly visible in the cold. "Only in the last few years
has she studied it."

"Not since | was born?"

"Well, yes, since before that," Maba said. "But that's not really so
many years, you know. " W were ready. "She's very wi se, though, they all say,
and knows Palmwell, and all its quirks."

"What are its quirks?"

"You!" she said, and tugged ny ears. "You should know, of anyone."

"She lives near Path," Mdaba said as we went al ong, "because she likes
to feel the feet of those going by."

St. Roy -- | mean Little St. Roy, of course, not Geat St. Roy -- said
that Path is drawn on your feet. Little Belaire is built outward froma center
in the old warren where it began, built outward in interlocking roons great
and small, like a honeycomb, but not regular |ike a honeyconmb. It goes over
hills and a stream and there are stairs and narrow pl aces, and every roomis
different in size and shape and how you go in and out of it, frombig roomns
with pillars of log to tiny roons all glittering with mirrors, and a thousand
ot her kinds, old and changel ess at the center and new and constantly changi ng
farther out. Path begins at the center and runs in a |long spiral through the
old warren and the big niddle roons and so on to the outside and out into the
aspen grove near Buckle cord's door on the Afternoon side. There is no other
way through Little Belaire to the outside except Path, and no one who wasn't
born in Little Belaire, probably, could ever find his way to the center. Path
| ooks no different fromwhat is not Path: it's drawn on your feet. It's just a
nane for the only way there is all through the rooms which open into each
ot her everywhere, which you coul d wander through forever if you didn't know
where Path ran.

Pai nted Red's roomwas deep in toward the center. There in the ancient
smal | stone rooms, cool in sumer and warm and snug in winter, the gossips sit
and feel their cords run out linking and tying |ike a web all through Little
Belaire. It was dim there was no skylight as Maba had, but a pale green |lens
full of bubbles set into the roof. Maba spoke from outside, her hand on ny
shoul der. "Painted Red," she said. Sonmeone within |aughed, or coughed, and
Moaba drew ne in.

This was the ol dest place | had ever been in. The walls were of the gray
bl ocks we call angei stone. Here and there a bl ock was turned on edge, and the
oval piercings that (they say) go through every such bl ock's insides made four
small windows in the wall. Through these I could glinpse the little falls of
the stream |it by the slabs of glass that are set in the roof above it.

Mbaba sat me down, and | tried not to fidget, aware and expectant. When
she cane forth froma farther room Painted Red | ooked first to Maba and
| aughed | ow, her hands maki ng wel com ng novenents that set her bracelets
clicking. She was ol der than Mdaba, and wore a huge pair of spectacles that
glittered as she nodded to Miaba's greeting. She sat opposite me, drew up her
naked feet, and rested her arns on her knees. She didn't speak to ne, but her
eyes behind the quick glasses studied me as she listened to Miaba tal k. Wen
she spoke herself, her voice was rich and slow as running oils, thick with
inflection | only partly undertood.

Wil e they tal ked, Painted Red drew froma snmall pouch sone fl akes of



St. Bea's-bread, which she rolled into a blue paper to nake a fat cigar. She
took a |l ong match from her pocket and notioned for me to come sit by her.

went slowy, Myaba's hands encouragi ng nme. Painted Red gave nme the match, and
watched ne as | struck it on the rough wall and held it with both hands to
[ight her cigar. Her cheeks hollowed and a rosy cloud ascended as she inhal ed
noisily. The frank and friendly curiosity of her | ook made nme smile and bl ush
at the sane tinme. Wien she had snoked, she said, "Hello, you' re a graceful
fellow, I'"'min a nobod to talk to you. Don't expect me to reveal too nuch of
nmysel f, though I'm synpathetic and can be hel pful. Be at ease with nme; | know
it's strange here, but soon we'll be easy together, and then friends . .

No, of course she said nothing like that, but it was all in what she did
say, in her greeting, for she spoke truthfully, and was very, very good at it;
so good that, speaking, she couldn't hide fromm know edge of what she neant.
O course ny know edge then was very slight; when she tal ked with Maba, they
both said things | couldn't hear

"You are not," Painted Red said, "a truthful speaker."

“"No," | said.

"Well, you will be soon." She put her hand on ny shoul der and rai sed her
curling brows at ne. "I will call you Rush, as your Mdaba does, if | may; your
nane Rush that Speaks is too nuch a nmouthful for me." | laughed at that: too

much a nmouthful! She said a word to Miaba that nmeant she and | nust be al one,
and when Miaba was gone, she stubbed out the flat end of her crackling cigar
and nmotioned nme to come with her into the small farther room

There she took froma chest a small narrow box that just fit in her
lined palm "Your Maba tells me good things about you, Rush," she said. She
opened the box. Inside were four small round pots with snug lids, each a
different color: a black one, a silver one, a bonewhite one, and one the pure
bl ue of a sunset w nter sky. "She says you like stories.”

"Yes."

"I know a huge nunber." Her face was gently grave but her eyes were sly
behind the glittering glasses. "All true." W both | aughed at that; her |augh
made ne shiver with the weight and fullness of it, light and | ow though it
was. | knew then that Painted Red was very holy; possibly she was a saint.

_Wiay do you say holy?_

Holy. Blink told me once that in ancient tines they said a thing was
holy if it made you hold your tongue. We said a thing was holy if it nmade you
| augh. That's all.

Pai nted Red now chose the little black pot, opened it, and rubbed her
thunmb in the rose colored stuff that it contained; then she rubbed her thunb
on ny lips. | licked it off. It had no taste at all. She took from another
pl ace in her chests a set of nesting black boxes and tubes with tiny |enses,
and these she assenbled in her larger room beneath the big lens, setting the
tubes to point at a white space on the wall. She drew a string that closed the
pupil of the green lens in the ceiling until its light fell in a tiny bright
spot onto a nmirror which she placed at the back of the boxes. The light from
the I ens was reflected through the tube; a circle of pale green shone on the
wal | .

She opened carefully a | ong box and, after sone thought, drew out one of

the many thin squares of glass it contained. | could see as she held it to the
light that it was inscribed with a pattern, and when she slipped it into
pl ace, there was suddenly the sane pattern projected onto the wall, greatly

enl arged and as cl ear as though drawn there.
"Isit the Filing Systen?" | asked in a whisper

"It is."

Years later, Blink told me the full nanme of the Filing System and
made himsay it over and over till | could say it too, and then I went on
saying it, like a nonsense rhyne. Sonetinmes at night | say it over to nyself
till 1 fall asleep: Condensed Filing System for WAsserDozier Miltiparanetric

Parasoci etal Personality Inventories, Ninth Edition. Blink tried to explain
what all that neant, but | forget now what he said; and even the gossips who



sit and look at it all day call it only the Filing System It's fromthe
Filing Systemthat the cords are derived, though the angels who created the
System knew not hi ng of cords, and the Systemis hundreds of years ol der than
t he cords which the gossips found there. "In ancient tines," Blink told ne,
"it wasn't supposed to yield know edge, only to keep facts straight; but the
angel s who thought it up had created nore than that, and although what ever
facts the Systemwas to have kept straight are | ost now, this new know edge of
the cords was found in it, which its makers didn't know how to see there. It's
often so."

| looked at the wall where the figures glowed that neant ny cord, and a
great cord it is, with two great saints init. "My cord has two saints init,"
| said.

"You're very clever," said Painted Red. "Perhaps you can tell nme nore."
She spoke kindly, but I was abashed then, having spoken up before this thing
knew so little about. She waited politely a noment for me to speak again, and
| aughed gently at ny silence; and then, turning to the System after a |ong
nmonent she began to talk, partly to me, partly to herself, about our cord and
its ways and how Pal m cord goes on with the business of life; and as she
tal ked she put her hand over mne where | sat beside her on her couch. There

was nothing in the roomto see except the bright pattern on the wall, nothing
to hear but Painted Red's soft voice. Wen ny |ips began to grow oddly nunb
and | oose, | hardly noticed. Wat | did notice was that Painted Red's

guestions, and then ny answers, began to take on bodi es sonehow. Wen she

tal ked about something, it wasn't only being tal ked about but called into

bei ng. When she asked nme about ny nother, ny nother was there, or I was with
her, on the roofs where the beehives are, and she was telling me to put ny ear
agai nst the hive and hear the | ow constant murrmur of the w ntering bees

i nsi de. When Painted Red asked me about ny dreans, | seened to dream them al
over again, to fly again and cry out in terror and vertigo when | fell. |
never stopped know ng that Painted Red was beside ne tal king, or that | was

answering; but -- it was the rosecolored stuff that did it, of course, but I
wasn't aware even of that -- though | knew that |I hadn't left her side and
that her hand was still on mine, still | went journeying up and down ny life.

It seened to take as long as ny life had, too; but gradually the
solid-seenming incidents of ny |life became thinner and nore tenuous, |less rea
than the face of Painted Red beside ne; and | returned, a little surprised,
yawni ng a huge yawn and feeling | had slept a whole night's refreshing sl eep
to the little roomwhere the pattern still burned on the wall.

"Rush that Speaks," Painted Red said to nme gently. "You are Palmfor
sure, and doubly Palm™

| said nothing to that, because in ny growing up | had learned it was
regarded as somet hing secret, not to be spoken of, and possibly shaneful, that
nmy father Seven Hands was Palmcord as ny nother was. It doesn't happen often
that both your parents are of the sane cord; it's alnbst as rare as when they
are sister and brother. The gossips warn against it; it makes, they say, for
knot s.

"When will Seven Hands | eave?" she said.
"I don't know," | said, not surprised that she knew Seven Hands's
secret; she seemed to know everything. | wasn't surprised either that she knew

it was ny greatest sorrow. "Soon, he says, is all."

"And you want himnot to go."

Again | said nothing, afraid of what would show in ny speech. Seven
Hands was ny best friend, though | saw little enough of him and when in the
m ddl e of some gane or story he would fall silent, and sigh, and tal k about
how big the world is, a fear would take hold of ne. The fear was that the

world -- outside Little Belaire -- was big; it was vast, and unknown; and
wanted not to | ose Seven Hands in it.
"Why does he want to go?" | asked.

"Perhaps for the untying of a knot." She rose up, her joints cracking,
and took fromthe I ong box another thin square of glass. She put this before



the mirror in the box with the first and drew out the tube a little to nake
the picture clear. And suddenly it was all changed. The fine-lined pattern was
altered, colored, darkened, obscured.

She | ooked at it in her dreany, attentive way. "Rush," she said, "lives
cone in many shapes, did you know that? There are lives that are like stairs,
and lives that are like circles. There are lives that start Here and end
There, and lives that start Here and end the sane. There are lives full of
stuff, and lives that will hold nothing."

"What shape is mne?"

"Don't know," she said sinply. "But not the same as the man Seven
Hands's. That's certain. Tell ne: when you are grown up, and a truthful

speaker, what will you do?"

| lowered ny head, because it seened presunptuous; as it wouldn't if |
were to say that | wanted to make gl ass, or keep bees, or even gossip. "I'd
like to find things," | said. "I'd like to find all our things that are |ost,
and bring them back."

"Well," she said. "Well. There are some things that are |ost, you know,

that may be better unfound.” But | heard her say too: don't |ose your thought,
Rush, it's a good one. "Did you tell Seven Hands about it?"

"Yes."
"What did he say?"
"He said that things that get lost -- get lost for good -- all end up in

the City in the Sky."
She | aughed at that; or perhaps not at that but at sonething she saw in

the tangled figure on the wall. "Palmcord," she said, and was absorbed for a
long tinme. "Do this, Rush that Speaks,"” she said then. "Ask Seven Hands if he
will take you with himwhen he | eaves."

My heart |eaped. "WII he?"

"No," she said. "I don't think so. But we'll see what happens. Yes. It's

best." And she pointed to the figure on the board. "There's a path out of
that. Its nanme is Little Knot, and the path isn't so long . "

She had seen enough; she seened to rouse herself froma kind of sleep
She rose, picked out the two squares of glass and w ped them cl ean; then she
took out the little mirror and wi ped that clean too, and put themall away. As

she did so, | saw that drawn on the end of the I ong box was the pal msign that
signifies my cord. So the entire box was ny cord. | hadn't seen ny cord at
all, but only a fraction of a part of the ways it can be. "How, " | said,
pointing to the box, "how does it.

"It would take you till you are as old as ne," she said, "to know how
does it do it, if that's what you nean." She stowed it all, w thout haste, and
returned to me. "But think," she said. "They are all of glass, like the two
you saw, thin and clear."

"So you could put three at once in the tube,” | said, "and the |ight

woul d shine through all three, and you could see how it changes, how it

Pai nted Red cl apped her hands, smiling at ne. "Or seven, or ten, however
many you're clever enough to read at once."” She knelt down near ne and | ooked
at me closely. "They all have names, Rush, and each has its know edge to add
about you as you are Palm Each added to the rest changes the whol e and nmakes
a difference. The Filing Systemis very wi se, Rush, far wiser than | am"

"What are the names?" | asked, knowing I would not be told.

"Well," she said, "there will be time to learn that, if you want to
learn it. Listen, Rush: How would you like to cone see nme, often? There are a
few other children who cone often. | tell stories, and we talk, and I show

them t hi ngs. Does that sound |ike fun?"

Fun! She had just seen that | was Palmcord, and that in this roomI| was
in the presence of know edge far beyond ne. "Yes," | nanaged to say, hoping
the little truthful speaking | had would | et her know how | felt.

Her spectacled face was crinkled in smles. "Good," she said. "Wen
you' ve spoken to Seven Hands, and done -- listen to me now -- done exactly as
he asks you or tells you, and when you are done with it, come and see ne. |



don't think it will be long." She ran her hand through ny hair. "Go now, Rush
t hat Speaks. Untangle yourself. Then conme back." She could see ny wonder and
confusion and excitenent, and her laugh rolled out into the room saying a

t housand things and distilling a thousand years of holiness.

When | went out, Mdaba was gone. That was all right; Painted Red' s roomns
were near Path, and though there were places in Little Belaire | have never
been, there was nowhere there that | was |ost, because Path was drawn on ny
feet.

_Third facet: _

There are places in Little Belaire where you're likely to find people of
a certain cord. By the stream and out by the willows on the Mrning side
you'll find Water cord, that's easy; but Water cord is an easy cord, they
al ways do what you expect they will. Palmcord isn't as predictable, but of
course | knew where to |ook, and |I found Seven Hands anong friends in one of
the old arched roons with dirt floors that were built toward the Afternoon
side for neeting roons hundreds of years ago when we still had neetings. Light
fell fromgreat slabs of glass that faced the afternoon sun, and snoke arose
into the sun like thunderclouds fromthe noisy little group that sat in the
war nt h tal ki ng.

They were all Palm It wasn't that people of other cords weren't allowed
anong them but other cords get tired quickly of Palmcord s endless talk,
which is full of qualifications and snake's-hands and conplicated jokes ot her
people don't find very funny. They go on: like | go on

| was shy to speak up before all of them and | asked Seven Hands if |
could talk to himalone. He | ooked at me and grinned, but | guess | spoke so
seriously that he got up with a grunt and went off with me around one of the
bi g beans that supported the glass of the roof. He was still grinning; nothing
enbarrasses Palmcord nore than intrigue, and secrets, and bei ng asked about
t hensel ves and not about the world in general. So | asked himflatly:

"When you | eave Belaire," | said, with a lump in ny throat and all the
little truthful speaking | knewin ny words, "will you take me with you?"

"Well, big man," he said. He called ne big man, which | knew was a j oke,
but | enjoyed it anyway. He pulled his skirts around himand sat down with his
back against a pillar. He had a way of hanging his I ong arms over his knees
when he sat, and hol ding the thunb of one hand in his other hand; and | did it
too, inimtation of him

He | ooked at ne, nodding thoughtfully, waiting | think for ne to ask
again so that he could determine a little nore of why | asked this of him but
| said nothing nore. It had seenmed inportant to Painted Red that | ask, even
t hough she thought he wouldn't take ne; so | only waited.

"Il tell you," he said at last. "It'll probably be a long tinme till
go. Really go. There are -- well, a lot of preparations to make. So. Maybe,
when I"'mready to go, you'll be ready too."

There was sonething in what he said beyond what he said. | was truthful
speaker enough to hear it, but not enough to know what it was. He reached over
and sl apped ny thigh lightly. "I'"lIl tell you what, though," he said. "If
you're ever to go, you've got to make preparations too. Listen: we'll start by
taking a little trip together."

"Atrip?"

"Yes. Alittle hike. In preparation, sort of. Have you ever seen Road?"

"No. "
"Wuld you like to?"
| said nothing, nade a few shruggings that could mean | would like to if



t hat was what was required of ne.

"You ask Maba," said Seven Hands, "and if she says it's all right, and
she will, we'll go tonmorrow if it doesn't rain or sonething. 1'Il cone find
you early."

Painted Red had said | nust do exactly as Seven Hands asked ne; she'd
said she didn't suppose he'd take me with him but he hadn't said he wouldn't.
| shoul d have been pleased at that, and pleased he'd invited nme to nmake his
preparations with him but still | felt troubled and uneasy. That's what it's
i ke having a knot with soneone. Nothing -- not even the sinplest feelings --
seemto cross between you w thout sonehow getting tangl ed.

Anyway, that's howit cane to be that the next day | was in the mddle
of a bridge that goes across the river called That R ver, the bridge made of
red rusted iron bars only, the only bridge there is since the one with the
road that could be wal ked on fell down before I was born. There had been a
frost the night before, and the cold wind was bitter over That River.

W went carefully frombar to bar across the bridge, |ooking down -- or
trying not to | ook down -- through the gaps between the bars at the black
angry water. The ancient netal creaked and whined in a wind that was picking
up. | followed Seven Hands, ny hands taking hold where his did; our hands and
cl othes were covered with red rust, thick and griny, and m ne were dead cold
fromthe iron.

Then there was a break. Seven Hands stopped ahead of me and | ooked. Soon
the bridge would be no use: here, a beamhad fallen out at |ast, and soon the
whol e bridge nmust follow. The wi nd whi pped Seven Hands's long hair into his
face and waved his |long knotted sl eeves as he | ooked up and down, t hinking,
and all the time the bridge was swayi ng and creaki ng and the bl ack water was
rushi ng by bel ow. Seven Hands | ooked at ne, grinning, rubbed his hands
t oget her and bl ew on them poised hinself and junped.

| think I cried out. But Seven Hands had thrown his arms around the
upright, and clung; he nmoved his hand to a better place _slap_ on the cold
nmetal, and pulled hinmself around to face nme, his chest heaving and his face
smeared with rust.

"Come on, Rush, cone on," he said between pants, but | just stood there
| ooking at him He straddled the beamthen, and hooked his feet under it. "Sit
down," he said, so | did. I was shorter, so ny feet couldn't get a grip. Seven
Hands reached out his long arms toward me, his big hands notioning ne to | ean
to him | grabbed his wists, hard with bone and tendon, and when he gave ne
the signal, pushed off. | kept nmy eyes on the beam and not on the water, and

swung out over air, and felt a snap in nmy shoul ders, and then up; one |eg
reached and slipped off the beam and then | was struggling on and felt ny

bal ance return, and with nmy face pressed agai nst Seven Hands's chest | held on
tight till I knew for sure | was there, and even then |I kept ny hold on his
wrists. | heard himlaughing. H's big face was close to ny face, exulting, and
| was | aughing too between pants, and at last slowy let go of his wists and
sat there on ny own.

"Preparations," he said. "You see? If you're going to go somewhere, you
have to believe you can get there. Somehow, sone way."

W got to the end of the bridge and | et ourselves down its struts, and
sat for a while not speaking but |ooking back up at the bridge we had beaten
and suddenly | wanted nore than anything to go with himwhen he truly left,
and share all his adventures.

"You will_ take ne," | said, "if |I'mgrown up enough? Wen will it be?"
"Well, big man, well." Again | heard the shadow behi nd his speech,
al nrost a regret; but | knew now that it wasn't for nme. He stood up. "We have
to get to Road while it's still day, if we want to see it," he said.
W were some tine clinbing upward, through woods filled with fallen
| eaves frosted and aged-looking, till the woods thinned and we cli nbed

gray-lichened foreheads of stone onto stony uplands. The sky hung low, solid
and gray above us; as we clinbed, we seenmed to cone closer to it. Wen we had
cone out onto the crest of the hill, we could see that above the gray, spiky



distant hills, a thin crack of blue sky lit the hemof the clouds with silver.
Seven Hands pointed to a line of evergreens ahead. "Beyond there," he said,
"we'll see Road."

The wi nd was boring an icy spot in nmy wi ndward cheek and begi nning to
tear the solid fabric overhead as we broke through the |ine of evergreens and
cane out onto a rocky height that overlooked a valley. Above the hills across
the valley, the sky was all pink and blue as the cl ouds noved fast away; as
t hey rushed over our heads they left the sky high, infinitely high and deeply
bl ue -- what winds nust be there! Soon the |late sun reached where we stood,
lighting the valley before us; and lighting, too, Road.

For there was Road. It followed the Valley, but curtly; it dug itself
through the valley's gentle folds with an inperious, inpossible straight sweep
away that was the hugest thing | had ever seen. There were so many wonders
about it: howcan | tell you | saw themall at once?

First of all it wasn't one road, but twd. Two roads, each w de enough
for twenty nmen to stand easily across it. And matched to race away like two
racing gray squirrels, and as gray as that. They ran together as far as you
could follow, not varying their width or the distance between them eye to eye
to -- where?

Mles down the valley it turned a somersault, curling in and out of
itself, running up and down bridges and ranps, making of itself what | ooked,
fromwhere we stood, like an i mense |eaf of clover, just, it seened for the
fun of it, like a vast child doing a thundering, earthshaking cartwheel

As far off as | could see, it ran smack into a high hill where it rnust
stop; and here was the |l ast wonder -- it didn't stop. Its two parts each found
a perfect, high-arched cave or cleft to run into. And then no doubt out the
ot her side and on and on, leaping and curling in bows and straightening the
| unpy, bunpy earth with its angel -made straight |ines.

"Where does it go?" | asked.

"Everywhere," Seven Hands said sinply, letting himself down to a squat.
"From This Coast to the Qther Coast, and when it reaches the G her Coast it
turns and cones back again to This Coast by a different way, and back again.
And crosses and recrosses a thousand tinmes, and doubl es back and radi ates out
like a spider's web in a thousand ways."

"Is it all like this?"

"Li ke this or bigger."

"Mre than two?"

"No. Always two. One to go this way on, one to go that way on. Bigger
across, and curling around like you see there, but in huge flowers. And m xi ng
it upin  Cties, with bridges on its back and tunnels under its belly. So I've
heard. One day I'Il see."

"What was it . . . for?"

"To kill people with," Seven Hands said, sinply as before. "That's what
the saints said. The cars used to go on it, you see. At night you could have
seen themfromhere, all lit; |I know they were all lit, with white lights in
front and red in back, so that the road to go this way on would be white, and
the road to go that way on would be all red.”

"And how did Road kill then®"

"Ch, Road didn't kill them The cars killed them People were inside
them and there was only roomin themto sit with arns and | egs just so, so
they were easy to break; the whole thing could sort of fold up and break you
i ke a nutcracker.

"They went fast, you see, faster than bats but not so carefully, and so
they collided all the time. St. Cay said he heard fromGeat St. Roy -- and
St. Roy had seen Road in the | ast days when there were mllions of these cars,
like ants along a path, like shoals of mnnows -- St. Roy said that Road
killed in a year as many people as there are in Little Belaire, tw ce over."

| started out over that proud, dove-gray thing. Nearby, its stone could
be seen to be cracked by weeds, and the ditch that separated its parts was
filled with saplings growing tall. You could stand in the nmiddl e of one half



and be ained right at the Other Coast, the angels knew how far away; you could
pass things that the truthful speakers have forgotten for hundreds of years,
and cone to the Qther Coast at |ast, and then cross to the other side and be
poi nted hone, and never once | eave Road. And yet it killed people.

Now t he whol e sky was clear, and the wind that filled up the air to its
bl ue hei ght was dyi ng away. Seven Hands got up and started down the steep
sl ope toward Road, and | followed him "Wy didn't they just stop, then,"
asked, "and just walk along it? O just -- just look at it?"

"They did, eventually, when everything went off," said Seven Hands,
finding footing. "But in the ancient days, they didn't mnd nuch; they weren't
afraid; they were angels. And besides, there were nillions of them they
didn't mnd a few thousand killed."

W reached its edge and wal ked out to the mddle of its near part, and
faced the huge knot in it mles away, and the O her Coast far farther than
that. "We cane al ong Road," Seven Hands said, stanping lightly on its snooth
surface. "St. & and St. Andy came along it in the saints' days, and |left Road
just here. And went to rebuild Big Belaire. But you knew all that."

| knew some of it. |I hadn't known this was the place, or this the Road
we had left. "Tell ne," | said.
"Well," he said, "help ne nake a fire." W gathered sticks and kindling

and made a fire in the nmiddl e of Road, and Seven Hands took matches from his
sleeve and lit it. When it was a small bright blaze we sat near it, and bound
our hands in our sleeves, and pulled over our hoods, and Seven Hands began to
tal k.

"There were nearly a thousand of us. We had wandered, oh, | don't know,
a hundred years, a hundred and a half, and had never forgotten the Co-op G eat
Belaire or truthful speaking in all those years after the Storm had passed; we
had stayed together; others had joined us. And now we had conme here. It was
spring then; we had stopped for the night, and sat here on Road and put up
tents and unl oaded things, and St. Bea and St. Andy opened the old wagon, and
there were fires lit; well, imagine a thousand and their fires here.

"St. Bea talked late with St. Andy that night. They tal ked about the
children there, and the ol d people; they spoke over and over the things they
knew fromBig Belaire and fromthe old times, and how it mght be that the
wagons woul d be lost and with them nmany nenories of those times. Already a | ot
had been forgotten. And | suppose they | ooked out at Road, which they had cone
al ong, as we do now. And, St. Andy said, that was when St. Bea got the idea.
You know what the idea was."

"Little Belaire."

"She said: '"It's spring now. And this part of the country is very nice,
and fertile, and very scenic too.' And she wondered if maybe they hadn't
wandered far enough, far enough fromthe angel's death and ruin, who had never
hurt this | and around here much; and mghtn't it be time to stop? There woul d
be no danger of St. Andy getting lost for good with the preci ous wagon. It had
been a long time since the Storm had passed, the going-off of the world the
angel s nade; perhaps all those sins had been forgiven, perhaps |ong ago. They
had |l earned a lot, St. Bea thought, and naybe it was time to stop | earning and
start living a little.

"But St. Andy didn't know. He knew how to keep noving. He said: 'W fly
t he angels. The League is no friend of ours. There are a | ot of people who
don't love us at all.' And St. Bea said: 'The angels are dead and gone. For
the others,' she said, 'we can plan against them'

"And she drew in the ashes by the fire the circle that is Little Belaire
today, with its secret door and its Path no one knows but the speakers, and

she said: "We'll build it all of angelstone, and it will have no w ndows, and
will all be joined, just like Big Belaire was.'
"Well, she convinced St. Andy. 'She's a very persuasive wonan,' he used

to say. And so they called the gossips together around their fire, and toward
morning it had been decided to rebuild the Co-op as well as they could, here,
in this country the angels had | eft al one except for Road, which ran through



it al nbst without stopping.
"And so that day the truthful speakers |eft Road and never took it

again."

Now t he sun was |ow, and the wi nd had died away al nost as suddenly as it
had risen. It was colder than it had been. | pulled nmy hooded cl oak nore
tightly around nme. "You'll take it, though," | said. "One day."

"Yes, big man," he said softly. "One day."

And when he said it -- | don't know how, whether because we had shared
this adventure, or because of the story he had told, or because now for the
first time he knewit to be true hinself -- | saw that Seven Hands woul dn't

| eave Little Belaire and foll ow Road where it |ed. That had been the knot

bet ween us, that | had believed hi mwhen he said it, and resented and adnired
hi m for having decided to do it; and he, who knew in his heart of hearts that
he never woul d, had disliked ne for believing himcapable of it when he
wasn't. He had spoken truthfully of all this to ne even as he told ne of his

plans to go and his dreans of what he would see; but till now | hadn't been
able to hear it. Wth sonmething |ike an audi bl e whisper, the knot cane untied
inme, and left me sad. "One day," | said. Beneath his hood his face was

grave, and sad too; for | had in those two words just told himwhat | had
| ear ned.

Around us, and stretching away and behind, Road seened to glow faintly
in the quick-fading light, as though it spent an old radiance of its own. The
sky was huge over the valley. | wondered then if there were truly cities in
the sky; and if there were, could they see us here -- two little nen and their
fire, whose thread of snoke rose straight up on the spot where St. Bea
stopped, white snoke mixed now with the rose snoke of her Bread that we lit

and passed; two nmen in the middle of the vast road where mllions had raced.
It was evening, it was Novenber. There were two, there had been mllions. D d
the angels in their city in the sky weep to think of it?

No

No. The angel s don't weep
_The angel s weep, but for thenselves. And never saw you there. _

_Fourth facet:

It was another day till | went along Path alone to Painted Red's room |
| eft Moaba still asleep, and ate an apple as | hurried along the still-dim
way. |f you could have hung in the air above like an angel and | ooked in, you
woul d have seen ne run around Little Belaire in a long, slow spiral, save for
one short cut that had ne stepping over sleeping bodies.

When | cane within sound of the stream people were awake and dressing;
| passed a room where six sat snoking, |laughing and talking. Little Belaire
was waki ng up. On | adders men opened skylights and smelled the sharp norning
air, clinmbed down again. | was wal ki ng agai nst nany who were going to the
outside. It was warnmer than it had been the day Seven Hands and | went to see
Road, and people would stay in the sunny outer roons today, and at evening
bring back with them sonething they would need for the winter, like a set of
Rings or tools or a big pipe that had been hung up in the outer roons for
sumer. Some woul d make expeditions to gather the last of the year's nuts in
t he woods; or they would neet each other in the outside rooms to weave and
talk, if they were Leaf cord. O clinb to the top of Belaire and do
seal ing-work for the winter, if they were Buckle cord. O discuss the affairs
of their cord, if they were \Wisper, or the affairs of others' cords, if they
were Water, or the affairs of the world if they were Palm and gossip about
all the things they renmenbered and knew about and had heard of fromthe saints



back when we wandered and before that back to Big Belaire and before to
ancient tines, so none of it would be forgotten

There are always a thousand things to see and stop for along Path,
snake' s-hands to explore and people to listen to. In a snake's-hand near
Painted Red's room | found sone friends playi ng whose-knee, and | waited for a
turn to play .

_Stop a nonent. Wen you said it before, a snake's-hand was sonething in
talk. Nowit's a place. And tell ne about whose-knee, too, since you're
st opped. _

Al right. | told you about Path: Path is |like a snake, it curls around
the whole of Little Belaire with its head in the mddle and the tip of its
tail by Buckle cord's door, but only soneone who knows Little Belaire can see
where it runs. To soneone else, it would seemto run off in all directions. So
when you run along Path, and here is something that | ooks to be Path, but you
find it is only roons interlocking in a little maze that has no exits but back
to Path -- that's a snake's-hand. It runs off the snake of Path |ike a set of
little fingers. It's also called a snake's-hand because a snake has no hands,
and |ikewi se there is only one Path. But a snake's-hand is also nore: ny story

is a Path, too, | hope; and so it nust have its snake's-hands. Sonetines the
snake' s-hands in a story are the best part, if the story is a |long one.
Whose- knee. |'ve never been that good at whose-knee, but |ike every kid

in Belaire | carried ny ball and tweezers everywhere; it's part of every kid's
equi prent. My ball was a cherry stone tightly wapped in some string; the
tweezers are a rush alnost as long as your forearmthat's split alnost all the
way down and pegged just right so you can pick up a ball. You can play it a
ot of different ways, with one ball or several, with two people or with as
many sitting in a circle as you can reach with your tweezers. Watever way you
play, the ball is balanced on your knee -- you draw up your knees like this --
and anot her person picks the ball off your knee with his tweezers and pl aces
it on soneone el se's knee. The different ways to play are different ways of
cal ling whose knee will be played, and who will nove.

It has to be played very fast -- that's the fun of it -- and if you drop
a ball or nove out of turn three times, you have to ask to stay in, and the
others can say Yes or No.

_How do you wi n?_

Wn?

_How do you beat the others?_

Beat then? You're not fighting, you' re playing a gane. You just try to

keep the ball in notion and stay out of the way of other people; and keep your
ball on your knee, too. It takes a |lot of concentration, and you can't |augh
too much, though it can get very funny. Buckle cord plays it very well; they

all wear very intent, serious faces and the tweezers fly around,
sni cksni cksni ck. Al so Buckle cord people all seemto have flat, broad knees.

Anyway, a place in this circle becane enpty, and | sat down. The girl
opposite ne, whose knee | would play, |ooked up at me once with eyes
startlingly blue; startling because her hair was deeply black and thick, and
her eyebrows too; they curved down and al nost net above her nose. She only
glanced at nme, to make certain it was | whose knee she was pl aying, and set
her ball.

"Whose knee?" they said, and we began. Little yel ps of anxiety or
triunmph: "M ss! He has two." The girl opposite nme played with a kind of
abstracted intentness, as though utterly aware of a ganme, but a gane she was
playing in a dream Her down-turned full nmouth was partly open; her tiny teeth
were white.

"Whose knee?" we said. "Big Bee nmoves \Wisper cord," the | eader said,
and a | anky, |aughing Leaf cord boy, after only the quickest glance around the

circle, moved the ball of the girl opposite nme. Wisper cord: yes, | would
have chosen her too. Not only for her abstraction, her appearance of not being
whol Iy present; not only that she seenmed -- to nme, anyway -- the center of

this circle without having to claimthat. Sonething el se: sone whisper. Wen



it cane ny turn to nove her, she suddenly raised her inpossible blue eyes to
me. The bal |l dropped.

IIMSS! n
She retrieved the ball, not |ooking again at nme. | tried to play well,
now, but | stumbled over nyself, mssed ny cord when it was called. | was soon

out .

And all that, about the game, was a snake's-hand in my story; but just
as there are snake's-hands that | ook Iike parts of Path, so there are parts of
Path that | ook |ike snake's-hands. Wen | stood up, so did she; behind us
others were calling out the words that neant they had clai mon our places.
When | cane onto Path, she was ahead of me, going toward Painted Red's room |
followed at a distance. At a turning, she stopped and waited for ne.

"Why are you follow ng ne?" she said. Her down-turned eyebrows gave her
a permanent angry sul k that was only occasionally the way she felt, but | knew
not hi ng of that then.

"I wasn't. | was going to a gossip naned Pai nted Red

"So am|l." She gazed at me wi thout rmuch curiosity. "Aren't you a little
young?"

That was annoyi ng. She was no older than I. "Painted Red doesn't think

Sso.
She crossed her pale arns, thin and downed with dark hair. "Come on
then," she said, as though |I needed her protection, and she reluctantly had to
give it. Her nane, she said when | asked it, was Once a Day; she didn't bother

to ask mne

Painted Red was still asleep when we cane into the |arger of her two
roonms; we sat down amid the others gathered there, who | ooked at nme and asked
my nane. W waited, trying to be quiet, but that was hard, and soon we heard
her moving around in her other room She |ooked out sleepily, blinking wthout
her spectacles, and di sappeared again. \When she finally came out we had
stopped trying to be quiet, and she sat down in the m ddle of the hubbub and
calmy rolled herself a blue cigar. Sonmeone lit it for her, and she inhal ed
deeply, | ooking around and feeling better. She smled at us, and patted the
cheek of the girl who lit her snoke. And ny first norning with Painted Red
began.

"When we wandered," she said, and began the story about St. Gary and the
fly that | had heard Myaba tell. She brought us a basket of apples, and as we
ate themshe told the story in her Water way, full of false beginnings and
little ironies which if you stopped to think about you |l ost the thread; and
the story was not quite the story I knew. Wen, at the end of the story, St
Gary let the fly go, nobody |aughed. It seenmed to have become, in Painted
Red's telling, a riddle or something meant to be solved; and yet at the sane
time you felt that the answer lay within the story -- that it wasn't a riddle
but an answer, an answer to a question you didn't know you' d asked.

Bi g Bee, the Leaf cord boy, his nmouth full of apple, asked Painted Red
why she had told us that story. Leaf cord doesn't |ike nysteries.

"Because a saint told it," Painted Red said. "And why are the saints
sai nt s?" She | ooked around at us, smiling and waiting for an answer.

"Because, " soneone said, "we renenber the stories of their lives."

"How do we renenber the stories of their |ives?"

"Because -- because they told themin a way that couldn't be forgotten."

"I'n what way?"

"They spoke truthfully," a Water cord girl nanmed Rain Day said.

"And what is it to speak truthfully?" Painted Red asked her.

She began to answer |ike Water cord, saying, "There was the Coop G eat
Belaire," and, "But there was a beginning al nost before that,” and how in
ancient tinmes nost people had no honmes they lived in all their lives. Except
for the people in the Co-op Geat Belaire. There, in its thousand roons,
people lived a little as they do nowin Little Belaire. "But they were angels,
too," she said. "Their co-op was high, they rode in elevators, they tal ked on
phones. "



"Yes," Painted Red said. "Phones. It seened, in those days, that the
nore the angels had to ride on, and talk over distances with, and get together
by, the nore separate they becane. The nore they nmade the world smaller, the
greater the distance between them | don't know how t he people of the Co-op
Great Belaire escaped this fate, but the children who grew up there, if they
left, would find nowhere else to be as happy as they had been there, and they
woul d bring their own children back with themto live there. And so it went on
over many lifetines.

"Now, " she said, raising one finger as gossips do, "now in those days
everyone tal ked to everyone el se by the phones. Every roomin the Co-op had a
phone, every person had his own to call and be called on. A phone is only your
voi ce, carried by cords over distance, just as a trenmor is carried over the
whol e I ength of a taut string if you pluck one end. The people of the Co-op,
as they grew cl oser together, began to |earn about this engine: that to talk
to someone with a phone is not like talking to himface to face. You can say
things to a phone you wouldn't say to a person, say things you don't nean; you
can lie, you can exaggerate, you can be m sunderstood, because you're talKking
to an engine and not a man. They saw that if they didn't learn to use the
phones right, the Co-op couldn't exist, except as a mllion others did, just
pl aces to put people. So they |earned.”

W weren't silent as she told us this; each of us knew a piece of this
story and wanted to put it in, and some were contradicted by others. Only Once
a Day said nothing: but no one expected her to. Rain Day told how there were
gossi ps then too, old wonmen who knew everyone and everything, and who had
advice on all matters; but not listened to as carefully as now. Sonebody el se
said that there were locks to every door at first, and every set of roons was
the sane in size and shape, but by the tine St. Roy led themall away, there
were no | ocked doors, and all the inside of the Co-op had been changed to
great and tiny roonms, like Belaire today. Painted Red |listened to each of us,
and nodded, and folded in what we said with little notions of her head and
hands to what she was expl aining, seeming not to care howlong it took

"What they |earned," she went on, "was to speak on the phones in such a
way that your hearer couldn't help but understand what you neant, and in such
a way that you, speaking, had no choice but to express what you neant. They
| earned to make speech -- transparent, like glass, so that through the words
the face is seen truly.

"They said about thenselves that they were truthful speakers. In those
days peopl e who thought alike were a church. And so they were the Truthful
Speakers' Church

"The truthful speakers said: W really nean what we say and we say what
we really mean. That was a notto. They were al so against a |lot of things, as
churches were; but nobody now can renmenber what they were.

"The Co-op Great Belaire survived for a long tine, raised its children
and | earned speaki ng. But of course the day cane when first the lights and
finally, at last, the phones went off. And Great St. Roy |led themout onto
Road. And we wandered. That's when the saints were, who took the speech begun
in the Co-op and finished it, when we wandered and while the warren was
building, in the stories they told of their lives, which we remenber and tell

"And | have to tell you now before there was truthful speaking, and you
tal ked on the phones with others, and a confusion resulted, and someone was
hurt or two people set against each other, the gossips would say, 'There nust
have been a knot in the cord.' A knot in the cord! That nakes me |augh." And
she did laugh, her big liquid | augh, and we | aughed with her

Once a Day wasn't | aughing. She was |ooking at ne, steadily, not
curiously; just |ooking.



_Fifth facet: _

There were times during those winters that | sat with Painted Red when |
t hought that to be a gossip nust be the nost wonderful and strangest way to
live. In those ancient roons near the center of Belaire all our w sdom
originates, born in the gossip's mnd as she sits to watch the Filing System
or think on the saints. Things come together, and the saint or the System
reveal s a new thing not thought before to be there, but which once born
spirals out like Path along the cords, being changed by themas it goes. As |
got older, the stories of the saints which Painted Red told absorbed nme nore
and nore; when one day | stayed after everyone el se had gone, hoping to hear
nore, Painted Red said to nme: "Renenber, Rush, there's no one who woul d not
rat her be happy than be a saint." | nodded, but | didn't know what she meant.
It seened to ne that anyone who was a saint would have to be happy. | wanted
to be a saint, though I told no one, and the thought gave me nothing but joy.

But perhaps to others | mght not have | ooked happy, a shy, slight kid,
a Palmcord kid too nuch in love with know edge, with a secret desire that
made ne inattentive and silent; naybe it was that desire that left ne with
what seens an odd set of menories of those years. Leaf cord renenbers
expedi tions, achievenents, summers they went naked and winters they built snow
warrens. Buckle cord renmenbers skills and Thread cord renenbers puzzles and
Water cord renmenbers people: everyone's nenories are of things, it seens, but
mne aren't, not really; they are nenories of things unspeakable, that | only
renenber because there are no words to put themin that could be forgotten
And renmenbering Painted Red, | know now | don't want to be a saint -- 1'd
rat her be happy. Do you know what | mean at all?

I think | do alittle. And I know soneone who woul d know what you nean,
wel | .

He's Pal mcord, probably. Except there are no cords here

~Yes. In a way. | think he would be Pal mcord. _

Are you crying? Wy?

_No. Go on. Was that all your education was, the stories about the
saints?_

Ch no. There were other things. Painted Red told us stories about
ancient tinmes, long and fabul ous stories inpossible to remenber all of, unless
your nenory is like a gossip's. The | ongest | renenber her telling was called
Money, and it went on for days and covered great stretches of time, and was
full of angles. It was hard to believe it was all true, but it was told by a
truthful speaker, and there was proof, though not very inpressive for all the
fantastic conmings and goi ngs and great powers of the stuff. It was just an
obl ong pi ece of paper, worn and linp like skin, with tiny figures all over it,
and |l eaves | think, and a face in the |leaves. It |ooked magical for sure, but
not something to die for, as Painted Red insisted so nany had.

But nmostly, what Painted Red said wasn't as inportant as the speaking of
it; she would talk to us often about nothing really, and gradually and with a
skill I only see in |ooking back and couldn't ever explain to you, she nmade us
truthful speakers. W were honest when we were young and canme to see her
there's no other way for kids to be, even when they're not telling the truth;
but when we went out from Painted Red's roomat the end of a year or two years
or five years, however |ong Painted Red thought each of us needed, then we
were truthful speakers: in the ancient way, which we could not have expl ai ned
but always thereafter did, we Really Meant what we Said and we Said what we
Real |y Meant.

Even Once a Day, St. dive's dark child, Wisper cord keeper of secrets

-- even she | earned, al nbst against her will, to speak truthfully. She could
not then lie to me, not truly. If she could have -- if she weren't a truthful
speaker -- then it may be nmy life would not now be utterly bound up in hers,

and her story my story.
The day the Money story was finished, Once a Day canme up beside ne as |



was going along Path and slipped her armin mne. | was too astonished to
speak; she had done it as though she always did it, though in fact she had
hardly spoken to me since the first day.

"Do you think Painted Red is w se?" she asked ne.

| said, of course, that | thought she was very w se; perhaps the w sest
person in the world.

"She knows a lot," Once a Day said. "She doesn't know everything."

"What doesn't she know?"

"There are secrets.”

"Tell me."

She gl anced sidelong at me, smiling slightly, but said nothing nore.
Then at a turn of Path she drew me into a curtained roomthere. It was dark
and crowded with things | couldn't nmake out; soneone asleep was snoring
softly. "Do you think she knows all about Mney?"

| didn't answer. For some reason ny heart had started to beat fast. Once
a Day, watching nmy face, took froma pocket an object that seemed to glow in
t he darkness. She held it up before ne.

"This is Mney too," she said. "Painted Red didn't say anythi ng about
thi s Money."

It was a small disc of silver. On its surface was a head, not drawn but
cut so that it seened to be coming forth fromthe glittering surface; its eyes
caught the little light in the roomand seened to study me. She turned it in
her hands and showed ne the other side; a hawk with open w ngs. She took ny
hand and placed the disc init. It was warmfrom her flesh. "If | give you
Money, " she said, "you nmust do what | say." She closed my fingers around it.
"You' ve taken it now," she said. Painted Red had sai d peopl e had once given
others Money to do their bidding. | felt as though | were participating in a
sin as old as the earth. But | didn't want to refuse the Mney in nmy hand.
"What," | said, and found ny throat alnost too dry to speak, "what do you want
nme to do?"

She | aughed, as though a joke had been told or a trick played. Wthout
answering, she ran out. Under nmy thunb |I could feel the face on the Mney she
had given ne, its features and the upswept brush of its hair.

The next days she didn't come to Painted Red's; | glinpsed her with
grownups of her cord, on errands of their own, and if she saw nme she didn't
acknow edge it; and when one day she slipped | ate anong us in Painted Red' s
room she said nothing to ne. It was as if nothing at all had happened between
us; perhaps, as she saw it, nothing had. | rubbed the Mney in ny pocket and
t hought of nothing but her. Wat was the word Painted Red used? An anci ent
word -- | was pot.

The way peopl e revol ve back into the crowmded warminterior of the warren
inwinter is matched by the way they come out as it gets warm again, slowy,
the old ones staying in wapped up till late in the spring, but the kids
runni ng out before the snow nelts and catchi ng crocuses and colds. | spent
days in the woods, exploring with Seven Hands, gathering with Speak a Wrd, ny
nmot her, but often by nyself; and one raw evening, carefully screened by a
wi nter deadfall, | saw sonmething that night unlock Once a Day to ne.

I found her wapped in red playing Rings with another girl of her cord.
| couldn't tell her what | wanted with sonmeone el se present, so | sat and
wat ched and waited. A gane of Rings can take days, depending on what cord is
playing it; Whisper cord uses it to tell the future in a way | never
under st ood, and Once a Day had even further rules which the other girl got nad

at, and at last left. | was alone with her

She tossed the |inked rings across the figured board, pouting, and
gat hered themup again. "It's hot in here.”

"Qutside it's nice," | said.

"I's it?" she said, half-watching her aimess throws.

"I could show you sonething you'd like. Qut in the woods."
"What ?"

"It's a secret. If | take you, you have to not tell anybody."



Wll, they're lovers and collectors of secrets, and she questioned ne
further, but I wasn't telling, and at |ast she stood up and told ne to take
her .

The woods were buddi ng pal e green, and the streans were swollen with
spring, the ground soft and grow ng. Thin clouds whi pped away in the cold sky,
but the sun was warm as afternoon went on, and we carried our shaggi es over
our shoul ders, stunbling through ancient dead | eaves and wet roots deep in the
woods. On wet bl ack branches new | eaves gl owed |ike glass and shook of f water

fromthe norning's rain as we pushed through them "Here," | whispered when we
had come to the place.

"What ?"

"dinb up. 1'll help you."

She clinbed, clumsy-graceful, up the great fallen [ ogs that spring had
forced a few new shoots from Her thighs tensed with effort, which made
holl ows in her flanks; her smooth pale | egs were sneared with bark-rot, and
there a tiny ruby scratch. At the top we crowded together into a narrow crotch
that let us see, down in a cave protected by the tangled roots, a famly of
foxes. The nother and her cubs were just discernible, and no doubt invisible
from everywhere but the one place where we stood. And as we watched, we saw
the bright-tailed male return with a dead animal swaying fromhis jaws.

W watched in silence the wiggling cubs at their nother's belly, taking

a few blind halting steps and turning to nuzzle her again. | was pressed close
to Once a Day, who in order to see better had thrown an arm around ny neck and
| ay agai nst nmy back with her cheek pressed to mine. | could tell by her rapt

silence that she was inpressed with ny secret. One of ny |legs was going to
sl eep, but | wanted her never to nove.

"How many are there?" she whispered.

"Three."

"And she has themall at once?"

"Like twins."

"Twi ns?"

"Wien a worman has two babies at the same tine."

"lI've never heard of that."

"Miaba told ne it happens. Sonetines."

She pushed away fromne at |ast, and clinbed down. At the bottom she

wat ched ne descend; she shook her hair fromher eyes as |I jumped fromthe | ast
big 1 og, and wal ked toward nme, commanding ne with her eyes to do the same; we
nmet, and she took ny face in her hands, smiling, and kissed me. | think I
surprised her by how fiercely |I responded, and she pushed me away at | ast,
holding ne at arms length, and, still smiling, w ped her nouth with the back
of her hand. "I'll show you a secret now," she said.

"What ?"

"Come on." She took ny hand and | ed ne back through the greening wood to

where the twenty-three towers of Little Belaire were growi ng anong the trees.
She took nme quickly along Path where it led to the deepest center of old

warren. "Were?" | asked as we ran. She pointed but said nothing, only
flicking her head back in a flash of smle. Soon all the walls around us were
of angel stone, and the lights were few, the doors small. It was warm here too;

we were wal ki ng above the tanks and the stones that warmlLittle Belaire. There
was a turn where she paused, uncertain; then she pushed through an ancient
curtain, and we were inside a tiny stone-walled bare room gloony and warm
with a single small skylight in one corner. Through it the afternoon nade a
di anond shape on the rough wall.

My eyes grew big: on a chest near one wall stood a | eg. Once a Day

turned to me and | aughed very small. It wasn't, | realized after a nmonment, a
real leg, but a false one, yell ow and waxy |ike dead flesh, with corroded
nmetal parts and ancient straps. | stared at it.

"What is it?" | whispered
"It's a leg," she said, and took nmy hand in hers and squeezed it. |
wanted to ask whose it was, but only stood with ny hand growi ng wet in hers.



"Come here," she said, and tugged ne to the other side of the room where

above us a thing hung on the wall. She pointed at it. "You must never, never
tell anyone you canme in here and saw this," she said to me in an urgent,
conmandi ng whi sper. "lIt's a very secret thing in ny cord. 1'mgoing to tel

you about it even if | shouldn't.
gravely too.

The thing on the wall was made of plastic. It was like a tiny house with
a hi gh-peaked roof; but it was flat, with only a little shelf that struck out
in front of it. It had two doors, one on each side. Three people lived in the
house, one of whom-- | watched with hair rising on nmy neck -- at that nonent
was backing into the right-hand doorway with tiny jerking notions, while the
other two cane jerking out the |eft-hand door. The one di sappearing inside was
an old woman, bent and hooded and gnarled, |eaning on a stick; the two who
began to appear were children, with their arnms around one anot her

"How do they nove?" | said.

"That's the secret," Once a Day said.

In the space between the two little doors was pasted a strange pink and
blue picture; it showed a great nountain (you could tell because tiny people
wer e shown standi ng bel ow | ooking up at it) that was four heads, four nen's
heads; four heads as big as mountains -- four heads that were a nountain --
with great grave faces and one with, it seened, spectacles.

"This one," Once a Day said, pointing to the old woman whose hooked nose
could just be seen inside the door, "hides when the sun shines. And these two"
-- pointing to the children -- "cone out." She | ooked up at the bright
skylight. "You see? And when the weat her changes, they nove. It's ancient as
anything. There are lots of secrets."

"Those four,"” | said. "Who are they?"

"Those are the four dead nmen. And are they nad."

W stared at the four stony faces, with the sky behind them fal sely pink
and blue. "It's their own fault," Once a Day said.

It was warmin the room and a prickly heat was all over nme, but in
spite of it | shivered. The false leg. The thing on the wall that noved when
it was light and dark, that only Wi sper cord knew the secret of. And her
smal | hot hand in mne.

A cloud went over the sun just then, and the dianmond of sun di sappeared
fromthe wall. | watched the tiny children and the old wonman, but they didn't
nove.

Her blue eyes were grave, and | nodded

_Sixth facet: _

How am | to tell you all of this? How? In order to tell you any single
thing I rmust tell you everything first; every story depends on all the stories
bei ng known bef or ehand.

~You can tell it; it can be told. Isn't that what it is to be a saint?
To tell all stories in the single story of your own life?_

I"mnot a saint.

_You are the only saint. Go on: I'll help if I can. Before nightfall it
will be told; before noonrise at |east._

| wanted to say: Wisper cord lay coiled within the cords of Belaire
like an old prom se never quite broken, or a piece of dreaming left in your
mnd all day till night cones and you dream again. But to say that | nust tel
you about cords. About the Long League of women, and how it cane to be and
cane to be dissolved. About St. dive and how she cane to Belaire, and found
Whi sper cord. About Dr. Boots's List, and the dead nen; about how | cone to be
here now telling this.



Cords. Your cord is you nore surely than your name or the face that
| ooks out at you frommrrors, though both of those, face and nane, belong to
the cord you belong to. There are many cords in Little Bel aire, nobody knows
exactly how many because there is a dispute anpong the gossi ps about cords
whi ch sone say aren't cords but only parts of other cords. You grow into being
in your cord; the nore you beconme yourself, the nore you becone the cord you

are. Until -- if you aren't ordinary -- you reach a time when your own cord
expands and begins to swallow up others, and you grow out of being in a single
cord at all. | said Painted Red had been Water cord, and her nanme was W nd;

now she was | arger than that and she had no cord that could be naned, though
in her way of speaking, in the notions of her hands, the manner of her life,
in small things, she was still Wter

Wat er and Buckl e and Leaf; Palmand Bones and Ice; St. Gene's tiny
Thread cord, and Brink's cord if it exists. And the rest. And \Whisper. And was

it because of her secrets that | |loved Once a Day, or because of Once a Day
that | came to | ove secrets?
She |iked night nore than day, earth nore than sky -- | was the reverse.

She like inside better than outside, mirrors better than w ndows, clothes
better than bei ng naked. Sometimes | thought she liked sleeping better than
bei ng awake.

In that summer and the winter that followed it, and the next sunmer, we
cane to own Little Belaire. That's howit's put. \When you're a baby you live
wi th your nmother, and nove with her if she nobves. Very soon you go to live
wi th your Mbaba, especially if your mother's busy, as mne was with the bees;
Mbabas have nore tine for children, and perhaps nore patience, and especially
nore stories. Fromyour Maba's roomyou nmake expeditions, as | did up to the

roof s where the beehives are or along the | earnable snake of Path -- but
al ways you return to where you feel nost safe. But it's all yours, you see --
inside to outside -- and as you grow up you learn to own it. You sleep where

you're tired, and eat and snoke where you're hungry; any roomis yours if
you're init. Wen later on | went to live with Dr. Boots's List | saw that
their cats live the way we lived as children: wherever you are is yours, and
if it's soft you stay, and maybe sl eep, and watch peopl e.

W had our favorite places -- tangles of roons with a |ot of com ngs and
goi ngs and people with news, quiet snake's-hands in the warmold warren where
there were chests that seemed to belong to no one, full of rags of old clothes
and other oddities. She liked to dress up and play at being people, saints and
angel s, heroes of the Long League, people in stories | didn't know.

"I must be St. dive," she said, holding up to the light of a skylight a
bracel et of blue stones she had found in a chest, "and you nust be Little St
Roy and wait for ny comng."

"How do | wait?"

"Just wait. Years and years." She dressed herself in a |ong sad cl oak
and noved away with stately steps. "Far away the League is meeting. They
haven't net since the Storm passed | ong, |ong before. Now they neet again.
Here we are, neeting." She sat slowy and put her hand to her brow, then she
gl anced up at me and spoke nore naturally. "Wiile we neet, you hear about it,"
she said. "Go on."

" How?"

"Visitors. Visitors conme and tell you."

"What visitors?"

"This was hundreds of years ago. There were visitors."

"All right." | adopted a listening position. An imaginary visitor told
me that the women of the Long League were neeting again. "What are they
deci di ng?" | asked him

"He doesn't know," Once a Day said, "because he's a man. But his wonen
have gone to the neeting, bringing their babies and hel ping the old ones, al
t he wonen. "

"But not the wonen of Belaire."

"No. No." She raised a hand. "They just wait. Al of you wait, to hear



what the League has decided."

| waited nmore while the League nmet. "Somehow you know," Once a Day said,
"that someone is to come, to cone to Little Belaire fromthat mneeting, though
it mght be years, and bring news . "

"How do | know?"

"Because you're Little St. Roy," she said, |osing patience with nme. "And
he knew. "

She rose up, and taking tiny slow steps to | engthen the journey, cane
toward me. "Here is Aive, comng fromthe nmeeting." She progressed slowy,
her eyes fixing nmine where | waited for years in the warren, know ng she was
to cone.

"It's night," she said, her steps so slow and snall she tottered, "Wen
you | east expect it, and then . . . Aive is there." She drew herself up
| ooked around surprised to find herself here. "Ch," she said. "Little
Belaire."

"Yes," | said. "Are you Adive?"

"I"'mthe one you waited for."

"Ch," | said. "Well." She | ooked at ne expectantly, and | tried to think
what Little St. Roy would say. "What's new? Wth the League?"

"The League,"” dive said solemly, "is dead. |1've cone to tell you that.

And | have a lot of secrets only you can hear, because you waited and were
faithful. Secrets the League kept fromthe speakers, because we were enemnies."
She knelt next to me and put her nmouth to nmy ear. "Now | tell them" But she
only made a wordl ess buzzing noise in ny ear

"Now, " she said, getting up

"Wait. Tell ne the secrets.”

"1 did."

"Real ly."

She shook her head, slowly. " Now ," she said, commandi hg, "we nust go
and live together in your little roomever after.” She took the cloak from her
sharp shoulders, let it fall; she knelt beside ne, sniling, and pressed ne
backward till | lay down. She |lay down next to me, her downy cheek next to
m ne and her leg thrown over mne. "Ever after," she said.

"Why were the Long League aid the speakers enem es?" | asked Seven

Hands. "What secrets did they keep from us?"
He was at work making glass-the glass of Little Belaire is fanous,

traders still come to deal for it -- and all norning had been m xi ng beechwood
ash and fine sand with bits of angel-made glass fromall over; now he threw in
a broken bottle green as sumer and said, "I don't know about secrets. And the

speakers were never the League's enenies, though the League thought it to be
so. It goes back to the last days of the angels, when the Storm cane. That
Stormwas |ike any storm on a day when the air is still and hot and
yel  owi sh, and big clouds are high and far away in the west; and as the storm
cones closer it comes faster, or seens to, and suddenly there is rain in the
mount ai ns, and a cold wind, and it is on top of you. The Stormthat ended the
angel s was like that: even when they were strongest the Storm was com ng on
perhaps it had al ways been coming on, fromthe beginning. But few seened to
see it, except the League of wonen, who prepared thensel ves.

"And so when the Stormat last came in a thousand ways, nultiplying, it
seened very sudden. But the League wasn't surprised.”

He trod on the bellows that made his fire roar. "The Stormtook years to
pass; and when everything was going off and the millions were left al one
wi t hout hel p, and great death and vast suffering, multiplying as the Storm
multiplied, were visited on every part of the land, it was to the Long League
fell the task of hel ping, and saving what and who coul d be saved, and cutting
away the rest; repairing the angel's collapse where it could be repaired, and
burying it forever where it could not. And for this huge task the League broke
its old silence, and all the wonen acknow edged one anot her, because you see



it had al ways been secret before. And for years the Long League of wonen saved
and buried, till the world was different. Till it was like it is now"

H s molten gl ass was ready, and he took up his |l ong pipe and fixed a
ball of it, turning and turning it with great care

"Did everyone do what the League told then? Wy?"

"I don't know. Because they were the only ones who were prepared.
Because they had a new way to live, to replace the angel's way. Because people
had to listen to sonmebody."” He began to blow, his face red and his cheeks
i mpossi bly round. The green ball grew into a balloon. Wen it was the right
size, working quickly he snipped off the end of it, and began to spin the pipe
in his hands. Wat had been a ball oon wi dened, flattened into a dish, seeni ng
at every nmonment about to fall fromthe pipe.

"But the speakers didn't listen.”

"No. During those years, we were wandering, and building Belaire. The
worren of Bel aire had never been of the League, had never acknow edged that the
League included them though the League was said to be a | eague of all wonen
everywhere. But our wonmen were indifferent to al nost everything but their
speech and their histories and their saints. That angered and frustrated the
worren of the League, | guess, angered them because they needed all the help
they could get and frustrated them because they were sure that the League knew
what was best for the world."

"Did they?" Seven Hands's di sh had becone a plate, faintly green and
striated with its cooling.

"Maybe they did. | guess our wonen thought it was only none of our
busi ness.

"What's odd though," he said, as he took the plate of glass fromthe
pipe, "is that in hiding the terrible |l earning of the angels from everyone, so

that the world had to beconme different, the League was left alone with it.
They, who hated the angels nost, were in the end the only ones who knew what
t he angel s knew. "

"Li ke what ?"

He held his circle of glass, flecked with bubbles and green, like the
stirred surface of a tiny pond, up before his face. "Don't ask ne," he said.
"Ask wonen. "

Mbaba asked me: "Is it your Wisper cord girl who makes you ask al
this?" | didn't answer. O all the cords, Wiisper is the one that stays nost
to itself. Knots happen with others.

"Well," Moaba said. "I don't know any secrets Little St. Roy knew. |

think he told all he knew. Little SP. Roy wanted to be a gossip, you know, but
in the end he said he wasn't smart enough. All his [ife he spent with them

t hough, serving themand carrying for them and running Path with their
messages. And listening to themtalk. Little St. Roy said he was |ike an idea
in the gossips' nminds, and ran through Belaire with pails full of water and a
head full of notions.

"Later when he lived with AQive he told hard stories. But he always had
t hough maybe he didn't think so, nobody knows.

"I'n those days the Filing Systemwas just being | earned, and dive cane
to learn it as well as any; Little St. Roy said, 'Renenber, dive, it's tine
to stop when hunting for your identity turns into hunting it down.'

"He said, about dive, that when she was dark she was very, very dark

and when she was light, she was lighter than air. |I don't know what that
meant. Maybe Wi sper cord does."
When | asked Painted Red, she said: "I don't know what angel's secrets

Aive mght have brought. They aren't in the story | know. There is a cat in
it, and a Light. That's all

"It was a night in the mddle of Cctober,” she went on, "when Little St
Roy was sitting near the outside to watch the full noon. The big many-paned
skylight that these days is deep in was in those days nearer to the outside,
and was the best place to sit and see the nmoon. He was busy watching for the
full rmoon when, just as Little Moon cane over, tiny and white, presaging Big



Moon, a noise startled him and he | ooked up to see before hima huge yell ow
cat. Little St. Roy said he felt the hair on his nape rise as he watched the
cat regarding himfrankly. And as the cat regarded himthere cane fl oating

t hrough the door fromthe outside a ball of light.

"A round ball of white light, as big as a head, floating at about a
man's height, gently as a m | kweed seed. It floated to a stop above the cat's
head, and then there was a gust of wind and the Light drifted till it hung
over Little St. Roy's head. Now, like all his cord, Little St. Roy could see
things that no one el se saw, and he | ooked at these signs and waited for what
was to happen, which he guessed: and as he sat unnoving, a person followed the
gl obe of light: a tail, |ean wonan, beak-nosed, her gray hair cut off short.

"' Oh," she said when she saw Little St. Roy. 'I'mhere.’

"'Yes,' said Roy, for he knew now who she was: that she was she whom he
had waited for. 'At last.'

"Her huge cat had sunk slowly to the floor and placed his head on his
paws, and she went and sat with him gathering her cloak around her. 'Wll,"'
she said, 'now you nust take me within, and call together everyone who shoul d
hear what |'ve cone to tell.’

"'Please,' Roy said. 'In a minute | could take you deep w thin, and
know everyone who shoul d hear your nessage, who first, who last; but . . .’
Wl l, the woman waited. The great moon now lit the room and eclipsed her
Light. St. Roy spoke at last: '"It's been a long time since the League's

nmeeting, since we |earned that sonmeone, or sone news would cone. It was | who
| earned that, and told Little Belaire about it, and waited for this day. And

what | ask nowis just for all that. | would like to know first what the news
is. Now, before the others.'
"The wonan | ooked at hima long tine, and then | aughed gently. 'It was

al ways the story,' she said, 'that the Long League was nuch feared here, and
its news ignored. Has it changed?

"St. Roy snmiled too. 'There are old things,' he said, 'and there are new
things. | think the Long League nust be changed now too.'

"No,' she said. 'No. There is no newthing with the League any | onger
That's what |'ve cone to tell you, as others have gone to tell all the old
enem es of the League -- everywhere we nade enenmies in the old, old days-to
all of them wonen have gone to tell them the League is done. It's all done
now. For a long tine our strength has withered, as any great strength must and
shoul d; and nothing has come up to challenge its strength and nake it grow
again. The world is different now. Wat it matters that we all cane together
to say this | don't know, but perhaps that |ast acknow edgment is the greatest
success. Anyway. That's what |'ve cone for. Just to tell you. The Long League
of great nenory is dead. My nanme is Aive, and |'ve come with this news, and
if you'll have nme, to stay and hel p."'

"Then the only noise in the roomwas the cat's and the nmoon's."

Pai nted Red took the claws of her spectacles from behind her ears and
wi ped them carefully. "Wat secrets she brought to Roy that Wi sper cord
inherits, |I can't say," she said. "I know this though about Wi sper cord: that
for thema secret isn't something they won't tell. For them a secret is
somet hing that can't be told."

_Seventh facet: _

There's a tinme in sone years, after the first frosts, when the sun gets
hot again, and summer returns for a time. Wnter is comng; you know that from
the way the nornings snell, the way the | eaves, half-turned to color, are dry
and poised to drop. But sunmer goes on, a small false sumrer, all the nore



precious for being small and false. In Little Belaire, we called this tine --
for sone reason nobody now knows -- engi ne sunmer.

Maybe because sunmmer seened endl ess; but in that season of that year it
seened Once a Day and | could never be parted either, any nmore than Buckle
cord could untangle sun froma crystal, no matter what unhappi ness we mi ght
cause each other, no matter even if we wanted to be parted. Wen we weren't
toget her we were | ooking for each other. It isn't strange that you think | ove,
which is so much like a season, will never end; because sometines you think a
season will never end -- no matter that you tell yourself you know it wll.

In engi ne summer we went with an old breadman of Bones cord naned In a
Corner to gather in St. Bea's-bread. He allowed us to come as a favor to Once
a Day's Mdaba, whom he had known | ong; a favor, because we were too young to
be much help. We slept with himin his roomnear the outside, waking when dawn
[ight came through his translucent walls of yellow. A misty engine sumer
nmor ni ng, which would turn dry and hot and fine. Once a Day, shivering and
yawni ng at once, stood pressed to me for warnth as we waited in the white dawn
for everyone to gather, many carrying |long poles with big hooks at their tips.
After sone head-counting and consultation, we noved away into the woods,
followng the streamup into the msty, sun-shot forest.

W woul d reach the stand of bread-trees at sundown, In a Corner thought,
at the time when they were largest. "At night when it's cool, they grow
smal ler,"” he said. "Like norning glories; except that instead of closing up
they shrink. That's only one of the funny things about them"

"What are the other funny things?" Once a Day asked.

"You'll see," said In a Corner. "This afternoon, tonight. Tonorrow.
You'll see all the funny things."

There was no path to followto the stand; the other breadnen had spread
out so that only occasionally did we see one or two noving beside us through
t he woods. Many besi des the speakers snoke St. Bea's-bread, but it remains our
secret where it lives, and we were careful not to stanp a path to that place
When we had harvested it and prepared it, then others would cone to Belaire to
trade for it; which was fun and | guess to everyone's advant age.

W canme out of the forest late in the afternoon, came out from under big
sighing pines into a wide field of silvery grass stirred by wind. The ot her
breadnen were stretched out in a long line to our right and left, sonetines
hi dden up to their shoul ders, making dark furrows in the grass. There was a
hi gh wave in the ground, and on top of it sonme of the breadnen al ready stood,
wavi ng and shouting to us. "Fromthe top you can see them" In a Corner said,
"you hurry on." And we did, racing to the top of the ridge where tall concrete
posts stood at intervals |ike guardians.

"Look," Once a Day said, standing by a concrete post, "oh, |ook."

Down in a little river valley, sun struck the water, bright as silver.
And struck, too, the stand of St. Bea's-bread, which lived there and (I think)
nowhere else in this world

Did you ever bl ow soap bubbl es? When you bl ow softly, and the soap is
sticky, you can grow a great pile of bubbles, large and small, fromthe cup of
the pipe. Well: inmagine a pile of bubbles as large as a tree, the big bubbles
on the bottomas large as yourself, the small ones at the top smaller than
your head, than your hand, trailing off in an undulating tip; a great
irregular pile of spheres, seem ng as insubstantial as bubbles, but the weight
of them great enough to press down the bottom bubbles into elliptical sacks.
And i magi ne them not clear and glassy |ike soap bubbles, but translucent, the
upper sunside of them a pale rose color, the undersides shading into bl uegreen
at the bottom And then imagi ne as many of these piles of bubbles as fir trees
in a grove, all leaning gently, bulging and bouncing as in a sol emm dance, the
ground around them stained colors by the afternoon sun striking through their
transl ucence. That's what Little Belaire lives on

W ran down to where they stood, across great fractured plazas of
concrete, past ruined roofless buildings laid out angelw se in neat squares
with the neat lines of weed-split roads between them and into the stand



itself. "They really _are_ bubbles," Once a Day said, |aughing, amazed.

"Not hing. Nothing at all." They were menbranes, dry and scored into cells I|ike
a snake's skin, and inside, nothing but air. The odor as we stood anong them
was spicy and dusty and sweet.

The breadnen were all gathering in the rosy Iight the bubble-trees made.
They smiled to each other, slapped each other's backs, pulled and pi nched at
t he skin of the bottom bubbles, coarse and thick, and shaded their eyes to
| ook up at the pale, fine tops. It had been a good sunmer, hum d and hot, and
there woul d be no skinping next winter. The hooked sticks they carried were
laid in a heap for the next day, and coils of thin rope were handed out from a
big sack. Then we all dispersed -- Once a Day and | following In a Corner --
to circle the whole stand, and work inward till we nmet in the center

In a Corner would choose a short length of rope and tie it very tightly
around the feathery neck of a stem beneath the bottom bubbles. The stens were
chest-high to Once a Day and nme, and there were many of them supporting each
tree.

"Except they're not supporting them not really," said In a Corner
"That's another funny thing about them The stens don't support the bubbles as
much as they keep themfromflying away. See, when the sun heats up the air
i nside, the whole tree grows huge, |ike now, and gets lighter. Hot air is
lighter than cold air. And if they weren't tied down by the stenms --"

"They'd float away," said Once a Day.

"Float right away," In a Corner said. H s tough old hands drew the cord
tight, tying off the stem W were deep in now, nmoving slowmy toward the
center; all around us the blue-green undersides bul ged and swayed in the
slightest breezes. It was exhilarating; it made you want to junp and shout.
"Lighter than air," Once a Day said | aughing. "Lighter than air!"

In the center of the stand was a clearing, and in the center of the
clearing were the ruins of |low buildings and tall netal towers bent and
rusted, sone fallen to their knees; all faced a great pit in their mdst, and
inthis pit, as though designed to fit there, there sat a squat, conplex mass
of black netal, high and riveted, fromwhich struts shot out to grip the broad
concrete lip of the pit -- a great spider clinbing froma hole. Machinery of
unf at homabl e desi gn protruded everywhere fromits hunmp. The buil di ngs and
towers seemed to have fallen asleep in attendance on it.

"Is it the planter?" | asked.

"It is," In a Corner said. He coiled the last of his rope over his
shoul der and notioned us to follow, Once a Day held back till | took her hand,
and she pressed close behind ne as we wal ked up to it.

"It went to the stars,"” | said.

"It did. And cane back again." It and a hundred nore like it, gone to
the stars; and when they returned, after how many centuries, full of know edge
of the nost outlandi sh kind -- nobody was left to receive them O any left on
earth, they were the only ones who still knew their purposes; and w thout nen
to receive it, their know edge was | ocked within them And they sat, with
endl ess patience, but no one cane, because they were all on the road or dead
or gone. And at last the planters died where they sat, rusted, decayed; their
nmenories disintegrated, their angel -nmade m nds becane dust.

"And how odd to think," In a Corner said, "that they were called
pl anters because they were to have been the first of a system of machi nes that
pl anted nmen on other stars. Instead, here it sits, having become a planter in
truth: it planted the little balloon-tree fromel sewhere here, on this earth,
and is its planter, like an old black pot an nbaba plants marigolds in."

Up close, it was huge; it rose up, flat black, and gl owered down at us.
The couplings and devices that held it in place were of a strength that was
hard to really believe in: netal that thick, that rustless, a hold that
perfectly crafted, that tenacious. In its center what m ght have been a door
had broken open; and fromthat door there foaned |like a nouthful of great
grapes the m sshapen bubbles of the first of the trees, nother of them all
From this nother-plant, blue-green shoots had been sent out, and had found a



way down through the struts and plates of the planter and then gone

underground, like roots; and then had surfaced again, In a Corner said, as the
other stens in the stand. "It's all one plant," he said, "if it is a plant at
all.”

Qur work for that day was finished, and while the sun set we gathered
wood and built fires on the concrete plazas beyond the bread.

"I don't know where it comes from" In a Corner said, laying the |ogs
Once a Day and | brought in a circle that would keep us warmall night. "But |
think things, about that place. It's a cold place, | think, and rmuch | arger

than this one; these trees never grow so |large there, and living things nove
slowy or not at all."

W | ooked out over the bread, which had al ready dim nished as the chil
of evening canme on. "Wy do you think that?" | said.

"Because from boyhood | have been snoking it. Because it has grown me up
to be a man, and ny eyes and nmy blood and nmy brain are partly made of its
stuff, now And | think I know | think it has told ne."

They say that the planters were far wi ser than any human. | wonder: if
this planter returned fromwho knows where and found that no one woul d ever
learn what it knew, could it have let out its |oad on purpose, hoping (could
it hope?) that someday men would learn a little, as In a Corner had? | suppose
not. . . . In a Corner fromhis pouch drew a handful of last year's bread with
knobby fi ngers.

It was all blue-green, wthout the rose color of the spheres; it shone
with a strange interior light as he sifted it into the bow of the big gourd
pi pe he carried hung around his neck. "It used to be thought, you know, not
good to snoke it all the time. And later that if you did snoke it all the
time, it nust be piped through water, as in the great pipes. But you young
ones pay no attention. And | think you know best. It won't harmyou: hasn't
harmed anyone. But it changes you. If you spend your life a man, and eat not
only men's food, but this."

The reason it was thought, in the old days, to be bad, was because of
St. Bea, of course. It was after the first hard winter at Little Belaire that
she found the stand of bubbles, which snelled so nice when the sun war nmed
them and St. Bea was hungry. And it wasn't even that eating the bread nade
her die, or even sicken; but when St. Andy found her, weeks later, stil
beneath the trees, her clothes had all gone to rags, she ate of the bread when
she was hungry, and had forgotten himand the speakers and the new Co-op that
was her own idea. And though she lived for sone time after that, she never
sai d another three words together that nade sense to St. Andy.

_That pipe you snoked from in your Miaba's room. _

Yes. For a long tine after it was |earned to snoke it, hundreds of years
ago, the pipes' mouths were made in the shape of St. Bea's head, her nouth
open to receive it.

Her bread hissed and bubbled as In a Corner put match to it, holl ow ng
hi s cheeks around the old chewed stem The first rosy cloud billowed up. He
gave the pipe to Once a Day, and she inhaled, and a thin rosy m st cane out
from her lungs, through her nose and nouth, and | shuddered with a sudden
wonder at this odd consunption -- odd though I'd seen it and done it al nost
all nmy life.

The first stars were winking on in the near blue sky. A breeze made the
bow of the pipe glow, and snatched away the snoke. One star, perhaps one we
could see fromhere, was its hone. But no matter how high the wind took it, it
woul d never go there again.

Next norning was heavy with clouds, and the rafts came up the river from
the south. Al day the breadnen worked, pulling away the vast clusters from
the strangled stens with their hooked sticks, and lifting them (on this cloudy
day they weren't lighter than air, but alnost as |light) and maneuvering them
to the rafts with shouts and directions, and tying themto the rafts with
hooks and ropes through their skins. Once a Day and | weren't much hel p, but
we ran and pushed and pulled with the rest as hard as we could, for they had



all to be taken today, or they would collapse like tents and be unnovabl e.

When the | ast of them had been floated away to where Buckl e cord burned
mapl e for charcoal to dry it, and where it would be shattered then and sifted
and packed to haul, and the whol e gl ade stood naked, only the blue-green stens
left, and the men fromthe rafts were left to cover those stenms with sacks for
the winter, and others were w nding plastic and cloths around the planter to
keep the nother-tree safe fromsnow, well, then the harvest was over; and Once
a Day and | had hel ped; and we rode back on the next-to-last raft.

Exhaust ed, she laid her head in ny |ap, and we w apped ourselves in a
shaggy cl oak sonmeone gave us, for the wind was cold; blown | eaves floated on
the river's gray surface.

"Wnter's coming," | said.

"No," she said sleepily. "No, it's not."

"It has to sonetine."

"No. "

"Well, if winter . . ."

"Hush," she said.

_Eighth facet: _

In a winter of rain, long after this, after my year with a saint, after
my letter fromDr. Boots, a winter that | spent alone and often asl eep, there
was a trick | learned ny mnd can do: sonetines, hal fway between waki ng and
sleep, it would grow young again. How can | explain it? As though, for a brief
monent, | would be a younger self; or as though a whol e nonent of ny past
woul d be given back to nme, conplete, no part of it m ssing, and so suddenly
that often I wouldn't know which nonent it was; before I could learn, I would
fall asleep, or the effort of concentration would bring me awake and it woul d
be | ost.

Wll, this was interesting, and | had tinme to practice it -- in fact |
had nothing else at all to do -- and there were tines | could do it for sone
time together, all nmy being reliving a past tinme, except for a small watching
eye to marvel at it. | thought | was at the end of nmy life in that endl ess
winter, and it seenmed right that | should be allowed to review, in bits and
gl ances, ny short life, which seened so long to nme: |ike Miaba goi ng t hrough
the contents of her carved chests. | had no choice about when I find nyself; |
could be two or ten. | could be on the roofs in sunmer, my head thunping with
heat under a hat and a veil, tending the bees with my mother. | could be deep
in, inwinter, in the stuffy warnth, learning Rings with Once a Day, ny head
full of that winter's notions, with that winter's flavor: because each season
of each year -- could it be each day, each norning and evening? -- has its own
taste, distinct, entirely forgotten, till you taste it again.

| could be listening to Painted Red weave the stories of the saints in
her rich roony voice, and beginning to see how all those stories were in sone
way one story: a sinple story about being alive, and being a man; a story
that, sinple as it was, couldn't itself be told.

And once | closed ny eyes, and waited, and didn't nmove, and found nyself
inm tenth spring, sitting with the others at Buckle cord's door, |ooking out
at the flowering trees that littered with petals the way that led to the
south, and watching cone up that way, stark in their black clothes against the
pi nk and white spring, a band of travelers, conme to trade for bread. Around ne
the translucence of Buckle cord's walls pale yellow in the sun; beneath me the
dirt of the floor, laid with bright rugs; beside me in their figured cl oaks
Water cord's traders and the pal e sacks of bread. And next to me, just then
slipping her hand frommne, Once a Day. | came awake in wi nter, w de-eyed,



cold, nmy heart beating; and listened to the cold rain falling.

For many weeks that spring Once a Day had tal ked of nothing but the
traders of Dr. Boots's List, who were to cone; when she wasn't tal king of them
she was silent. The traders of the List came every year in the spring, they
were al nmost our only visitors, and their arrival was a great event, but to
VWhi sper cord they were nore than visitors. "They're ny cousins,"” Once a Day
said, a word | didn't understand; when | asked her what she neant, she
couldn't explain, except that it tied her closely to them

"How can that be?" | said. "They aren't truthful speakers. They aren't
your cord. You don't even know their names. Not one nane."

"My cord is dive's," she said, "and dive was of the League. So is Dr.
Boots's List. That's what 'cousins' neans."

"The League is over and dead," | said. "Aive said so."

"Don't talk," she said, "about what you don't know. "

There were a dozen or nore coming up the way now, nostly nen in w de | ow
bl ack hats ringed around with flowers. As they canme closer we could hear their
si ngi ng: or perhaps not singing, for there weren't any words, and no tune
either, only a low humming in different tones and vol unmes, a burr here and a
runbl e there, changing as one left off or another started, each with his own
sound. The old nmen and wonen of Water cord went down the hill to neet them
and the younger after to take their burdens, intricately tied packs and cases
and bundl es. There were greetings all around, quiet and formal, and the
bl ack-hatted nen and tall women cane up through Buckle cord' s door into the
pretty roons they nake near the outside, where | waited with Once a Day and
the others come out to greet them The bells they wore jingled and they talked
in odd burring accents and old blurred speech, and their bundles were laid

aside till fruit sodas and winter nuts were brought. Once a Day woul dn't take
her eyes fromthem though if one in his survey of those sitting there
happened to | ook at her she | ooked away; | hadn't before seen the snmile she

smiled at them

From a di stance, black and bearded, they had seened severe, but when
they were close it was otherwi se; their long straight robes were mnutely
decorated in gold and col ors, and caught in conplex folds for show, and their
bells were tied on at surprising places that nade you | augh when they rang. In
their jingling, slowsmling mdst, you felt themto be people of inmense ease
and confort, with grace and energy enough to sit forever. They rem nded nme of
Painted Red telling about St. Aive's cat.

Bread fromthe fall gathering was handed around by the Water cord
traders to the visitors, whose bells and bracel ets sounded as they passed the
glittering handful of flakes fromhand to hand to be felt and sniffed and
| ooked at. Od In a Corner threw handfuls of it into the great brass nouth of
St. Bea -- alnpbst as large as life -- that topped a huge anber gl ass pipe,
nmoved here to the outside on a tripod the day before in expectation of guests.
It was hundreds of years old, and one of Buckle cord's chief treasures, even
though it had no story about it except how old it was, so Pal mcord woul dn't
have thought it such a wonder.

One of the traders came and | owered hinmsel f gracefully to sit next to
Once a Day. He was a brown, winkled man like a nut, his wists and hands
gnarled and rooty, but his smle was broad and his eyes alert and snmiling too
as he | ooked down at Once a Day, who | ooked away from him overcone. Wen he
| ooked away, she |ooked up at hiny when he | ooked down at her, she | ooked
away. Then she undid from her wist the bracel et of blue stones she had found
in an old chest and clainmed as her own.

She held it up to him and he took it lightly in his yellow nailed
fingers. "This is nice," he said. He turned it, and held it to the light; he
smled. "What do you want to trade for it? What do you want ?"

"Not hi ng," she said.

He Iifted his eyebrows at her, passing the bracelet from hand to hand;
then he snmiled, and clasped the bracelet around his own wist, and wthout a
word, giving it a brief shake to settle it among the others he wore, attended



to the trading again. Once a Day, with a secret snmle, took up in her hand a
corner of his black robe that lay near her, and held it.

Through the afternoon the men and wonen of the List opened their cases,
laid out their goods, and the Bread was neasured out. They had brought Four
Pots, each set of four in its own case; it was the black one of these, which
contained a rose-colored stuff, that had made me dreamw th Painted Red, and
the others are for other uses; the List calls them "nedicine' s daughters," and
t hey al one know the secret of them They had inplenments and odd pi eces of
angel silver, which they called "stainless steel.” They had boxes and jars
filled with sweet herbs and dried spices, sugar nmade from beets, and flea
powder for cats; for Buckle cord, old things to fix, edged tools, angel-nade
nuts with their own bolts attached; for Palmcord, ancient found things, keys,
whi stles, and a ball of glass inside which a tiny house was snowed on.

For these we traded gl ass bow s and ot her gl ass, spectacles bound in
pl astic, papers for snoking, rose, yellow, and blue, honeyconb, turtle-shel
polished to l ook like plastic, and yards and yards of translucent plastic
ri bbon on which were hundreds of square pictures, good for belts. And of
course Bread, in sacks, as valuable to themas the nedicines they brought were
tous. In tw or three roons the trading went on filled with sweet snoke, a
mur mur of talk, and the deepening color fromthe yellow walls; so many want ed
to trade, or just to see the visitors and hear them that | had to give up ny
pl ace, but Once a Day kept hers near the brown man who wore her bracelet.

The visitors slept that night with Whisper cord, in twos and threes in
roonms far from Path and near the outside-these were ancient precautions, just
forms now, but still observed -- and late at night, if you passed the roons
where they were, you saw them deep in talk, or laughing together. And | did
pass by, not daring to enter their circles though no one had said I was
forbidden, and loitered outside, trying to overhear what passed between them

In the first dawmn | awoke al one, crying out because | saw a sudden face
| ooki ng down at me, but there was no one there. As though sumoned, and too
much still asleep to ignore the summons, | foll owed Path quickly toward Buckle
cord's door, running fromdi mpool to dimpool of blue |ight which poured from
skyl i ghts above; no one was awake. But when | canme near Buckle cord's door
there were ot her shapes coming onto Path, and |I hid and wat ched.

Dr. Boots's List was |eaving, guided out by a woman of Wi sper cord,
their big packs on their shoulders altering their shapes in the di mess. The
door was shown them a square of blue dawn grow ng brighter, and the wonman
wi thdrew wi thout farewell. They waited a nonent till they had all collected,
and started toward the door; and soneone small darted out fromPath to
overtake them

| stepped out fromwhere | hid and took Once a Day's arm sonehow not

surprised now though I hadn't for a nonent suspected it. "Wiit," | said.
"Let me go," she said.
"Tell me why."
"No. "

"WIl you come back?"
"Don't ask ne."

"Tell me you'll conme back. Promise. O I'lIl followyou. 1'll tell Seven
Hands, and In a Corner, and your Modaba, and we'll follow you and bring you
back." | spoke in a frantic, rapid whisper, only half-aware of what | said.

hadn't rel eased her, and now she took hold of my armthat held her, and so we
stood joined, staring at each other's half-seen faces.
"I gave you Mney," she said, quiet but intent. The Money was in ny

sl eeve; | was never without it "l gave you Money and you nust do what | say."
She took ny hand fromher. "Don't follow me. Don't tell anyone where |'ve
gone, not today, not tonorrow, not till i'mfar away. Don't think about me any

nore. By the Money | gave you."

| was stilled, hopel ess and afraid; and she turned away. The last of Dr.
Boots's List, the brown, rooty man, glanced back at her as she hurried to
catch him



"In the spring," | said. "You'll come back."

"This is spring," she said, not |ooking back; and she was gone. | went
to the door and watched them cloaked and hatted in the m sty dawn, go
single-file anmay to the south; and Once a Day in a blue dress, her black hair
flying, running to catch them and |I thought, before the mst, or tears, made
theminvisible, | saw one take her hand.

| hid that day, for there was no one | could go to who woul dn't question
me, no one | could talk to that ny speech wouldn't betray me to. Al nost,
al nrost, in an agony of doubt, | went to Seven Hands; but | didn't. She
woul dn't be missed unless | raised the alarm for she could be anywhere, and
safe anywhere, in the tangle of Belaire; but | didn't knowif it was best.

knew nothing, and so | left the decision to her. | thought: it's been
arranged; Wi sper cord arranged it; grownups decided on it. | didn't knowif
this was true, but | tried to believe it; and | hid.

Seeking pl aces where | would be alone, | dug deeper into the old warren

and canme, late, to the room Once a Day had led ne to the spring before, the
roomthat on its walls of angel stone bore the little house where the two
children and the old wonan went in and out their little doors according to the
weat her, and the false leg stood in a corner

How could it be that | hadn't known? W had been like two fingers of the
same hand; we were truthful speakers; yet | hadn't known, any nore than |

under st ood now. Perhaps, | thought, it hadn't been till that very noment, that
dawn, that she had decided; but | couldn't believe that. She had known, and
pl anned it, and thought about it, thought -- it nust be -- about nothing el se

for days; and yet | hadn't known.

| thought about what she had said: cousins; and how she, who was
Whi sper, was of the League even as Dr. Boots's List was, however distantly.

t hought that whatever secrets Oive had brought fromthe League that Wi sper
cord knew, Dr. Boots's List nust know nore, just as they knew medici ne and
travel ed, as the old League had; | thought about what Painted Red had said,
that for \Wisper cord a secret isn't sonething you won't tell, but sonething
whi ch can't be told.

| thought about all that, but none of it conbined to make a sense
understood. | studied the little plastic house on the wall. On its | edge there
now stood the old wonan, alone; the two children hid.

The ol d wonman cones out when it's dark, she said, and the two children
when the sun shines. And when the weat her changes, they change. And four dead
men. Are they mad, she said.

But overhead the sun shone, and spring was full.

| understood nothing at all, and cried a long tine in the dimlittle
room hiding, left alone with the house and the | eg and every untold secret.

It was a baroneter. _

What ?

_A baroneter. The little house on the wall; it was a barometer. A thing
which tells about the weather. An engine, is all._

Yes. About the weather. But don't you see

_Wait. This crystal is finished. _

THE SECOND CRYSTAL



_The Laughter of the Legl ess Man_

_First facet: _

What is it?

_Acrystal. Acrystal with eight sides: you see? |'ve replaced it with
anot her. We can go on now. _

| don't understand. Why did we stop?

_The crystals record. what you say. Everything you' ve said was -- was
cut, or inpressed, on the facets of this crystal; | can't explain how Then it
can be recaptured, with another engine, and we can hear again exactly what you
said; the very words, as you spoke them _

Li ke the Books that Blink had.

_Yes. In a way. ——

But why would you want such a thing? I'monly a thing |like that now

nmysel f; | know that, though | feel nyself to be truly here. 1'ma sort of
crystal only, or -- or a fly trapped in a block of plastic.
_What ?_

A fly. Inside a block of plastic. That was a thing Blink had. . Tell ne.
Who is it that | anP

_Rush that Speaks.

That's not an answer.

_It's the only one that's true now. _

It's very confusing. | feel mnmyself to be me, and only ne; but that can't
be so.

_Go on with your story; it's less confusing. It's best just to tell the
story, beginning to end -- that's sonething we know about you. WII you tel
about Blink?_

Bl i nk.

If Blink was a saint, then I'mnot; if Blink wasn't a saint, then
perhaps it's true that | could be one. Transparent: that's what Painted Red
said the saints were, or tried to be; and that's what | amnow, isn't it?

She said: "The saints found that truthful speaking was nore than just
bei ng understood; the inportant thing was that the better you spoke, the nore
ot her people saw thenselves in you, as in a mrror. O better: the nore they
saw t henmsel ves t hrough you, as though you had become transparent.”

It was the end of ny second seventh year, and | had cone to have the
Systemread for me again; and before she began work with her |enses and
squares of glass we sat talking, eating apples which rem nded ne of the first
day | had conme to learn with her

"Why are there no saints now?" | asked.
"Well," she said, "perhaps there are. Saints aren't known to be saints,
you know, till long after they're dead, and people see that their stories have

lived. So if there are saints now, we don't know it."

"But there haven't been saints. Not for many lives."

"That's true," she said. "Little St. Roy and St. dive were the |ast;
and St. CGene, if he's a saint, as Thread cord thinks. But there are quiet
times, you know, centuries long they can be, where the task is only to learn
what the busy tines discovered; and then there will cone a time of new
di scovery. People in notion."

"Seven Hands thinks one is beginning now. "

"Does he?"



"He tal ks about leaving Belaire, 'going to nmeet it and not wait,' he

Says. "
"Yes?"
| knew by the way she spoke that she doubted Seven Hands truly knew of a
new t hing, or meant to go out and discover it. "And Once a Day left," | said.
"Who is that?" Painted Red said. "Ah, the Wisper cord girl . . ." She

| ooked at ne closely. "Do you suppose she left to learn to be a saint?"

"l don't know. "

"WIl you foll ow where she went ?"

"I don't know," | said. "No."

When Once a Day had at | ast been found to be missing, | was questioned.
| said | knew she had gone with the List, and of her own accord, but not why,
or whether she would return; and they saw that this was the truth. The news
went quickly all through Belaire, and there were reproaches, and a neeting was
nearly held; nessages flew al ong Path, and gossips net, but no one could
det ermi ne whet her the grownups of Wi sper cord had known bef orehand what Once
a Day would do, or not, or if the List had asked her to cone, or howit had
cone about. It ought to be, anpbng truthful speakers, that such nysteries
couldn't occur, but they can. Little St. Roy said: "Truthful speaking would be
a sinple way to tell the truth, if the whole truth were sinple, and could be
told. "

When the traders of the List came next spring, she wasn't anong them

Waiting for themto cone, | had inagined a |ot of things: that she would
return, but would be changed beyond recognition, unable to speak truthfully;
that she would not be changed at all, would greet nme as she al ways had, and

share with ne all the wonders she had seen; that she would be sorry she had
run away, and ask us hunbly to take her back; that she woul d have sickened and
died amid the alien surroundings of the List, and they would bring back her
white, sad corpse anid them But she didn't cone back at all; and they would
only say that she was well, and happy enough, and they forgot what el se,
not hi ng i nportant, and could the tradi ng begin?

W counted our children, that spring, after they had gone.

Every spring | waited for her, but she didn't return. Every year
waiting for the List to come, waiting for her, becane part of waiting for
spring. It made the need for spring nore urgent, the boredomof winter's end
nor e nmaddeni ng; made the signs -- snow torrents, birds returning -- spur mne
nore terribly. She, who was so autumal, so indoor, came to mean spring to ne.

"You won't follow her," Painted Red said. "Then where will you go?"

"Well, | don't know," | said. "Not exactly."

"For soneone who's to be a saint,” she said, "you don't know a | ot of
things." She smiled. "That's a good sign."

That Pai nted Red knew, though |I had not told her or anyone, that | meant
to leave Little Belaire and learn to live a life that could be told in stories
-- that | nmeant to be a saint -- didn't surprise ne. | _had_told her. There
was not hing now that | knew or wanted or thought that |I could keep from
telling her: for |I spoke truthfully, and it was she who had taught ne.

"Alife," she said, folding her hands and regarding the first slide of
t he System which shone on her wall, "is circunstances. C rcunstances are
encirclings, they're circles. The circle of a saint's life, all its
circumstances, is contained in the story of his life as he tells it; and the
story of his life is contained in our renmenbering it. The story of his life is
a circunstance in ours. So the circle of his life is contained in the circle
of our lives, like circles of ripples rising in water."

She rose, leaving the marks of her skirts on the hard dirt floor. From
the I ong box that was Pal mcord, she drew out a second square of glass and put
it in place with the other. The board changed; colors m xed and becane ot her
col ors; mamsses changed shape, becane newy related to other masses.

"Do you see?" she said. "The saints are like the slides of the System
Their interpenetration is what reveals, not the slides thenselves."

"It's like the saints," | said, "because they nmade their lives



transparent, like the slides; and their lives can be placed before our own, in
our remenbering their stories, and reveal things to us about ourselves. Not
the stories or the lives thensel ves, but their "

"Interpenetration, yes," Painted Red said. "They're saints not because
of what they did, especially, but because in the telling of it, what they did
became transparent, and your own life could be seen through it, illum nated

"Wthout the Co-op Great Belaire there would be no truthful speaking.

W thout truthful speaking there could be no transparent life. And in
transparent life, the saints hoped that one day we mght be free from death:
not inmortal, as the angels tried to beconme, but free fromdeath, our lives
transparent even as we live them not through a means, you see, like the
Filing System or even truthful speaking, but transparent _in their
circunstances: _ so that instead of telling a story that nmakes a life
transparent, we will ourselves be transparent, and not hear or renenber a
saint's life, but liveit: live many lives in the nmonent between birth and
dyi ng. "

"How coul d that conme about?" | said, unable to grasp it, or even inagine
it.

"Well," she said, "If | knew, perhaps | would be a great saint. Perhaps
if you discover it . . . But tell ne this, Rush that Speaks: how anyway is
truthful speaking itself done?"

I must know that; | was a truthful speaker, the craft could never be
taken fromnme; and yet . . . How Painted Red' s question reverberated within
me, as a thing held up between two mirrors nultiplies itself endlessly; as
t hough my mind were crossing as ny eyes can cross. | |aughed, helpless. "I
don't know," | said. "I don't know howit's done."

She | aughed with ne. She | eaned forward, as though to inpart a secret,
and al nost whispered to nme: "Well, well, you know, Rush, | don't know either!"

Still chuckling, she picked up the | ong box which contained Pal mcord's
slides, to continue her preparations. A thought struck her as her fingers
noved over the tabs. "You asked ne once, Rush," she said, "what the nanes of
these slides are, and how t hey go together."

"Yes."

"Do you still want to know?"

"l do."

"It's the day for it," she said, regarding me for along time with a
tenderness that was like a farewell. "The one you see," she said, "the first
slide, is Fourth Finder, Palmcord' s slide: you see, in the center, where the
lines meet, a figure like the pal mof a hand? And the other placed over it is
called Little First Slot. Together, they make Little Knot." She took a third
slide fromthe box and placed it behind the others. "Little Knot and Hands
make Little, Knot Unraveled." She put two nore with them "Little Knot
Unravel ed and the two Stair slides make Great Knot." Carefully she drew out
and inserted the thin, thin pieces of glass. "Great Knot and First Trap make
Little Trap. Little Trap and the Expedition make Little Second Gate, or G eat
Trap Unl ocked in Leaf cord. Little Second Gate and the Ball Court make Gate."

The figures on the wall had grown tangled and dark, infinitely
intertwi ni ng. When one slide seened to nmake a pattern of the previous ones,
the next distorted the pattern. And now | could see nothing in it. Painted
Red's hands lingered over the rest of the slides in her box. "It's thought,"
she said, "that Gate and the second and great Slot slides, together with the
Broken Heart and the Shaken Fragnents slides, all make Great Knot Unravel ed.
But no one can read that much; no one who can begin to understand Gate can
even begin to read that much." She touched the | ens tube to sharpen the
figures; sharpness cane and went am d the overlayed figures as she noved the
tube. She canme and sat by me again. "The gossips know, now, after many years
of searching, that it can't be read past Gate, not packed all together; and if
G eat Knot Unraveled is the whole set, then Geat Knot Unravel ed can never be
read.”

"Does that nmean," | asked, "that it's no |longer any use? Since you know



that? It doesn't, does it?"

"Ch no," she said. "No, no. It will be a long time before we have
| earned everything there is to learn even fromLittle Knot. But . . . well. It
seened, when the Systemwas first being truly searched, in St. dive's tineg,
it seemed that . . . it seenmed there was a pronise, that one day it would be

seen all together, and answer all questions. Now we know it won't, not ever.
When that was first understood, there were gossips who broke up their Systens,
and sonme who left Belaire; that was a sad tine."

She pushed her spectacl es back al ong her nose. "For nme: well, | know
t here are enough byways, and snake's-hands, and things to be |l earned fromthe
Systemto last many lifetinmes. And work enough to do with its wi sdom anong the
cords, in their knots and troubles." She | ooked at Gate, and its lights were
reflected fromher spectacles. "And the whole answer is there, you know, Rush,
though | can't read it; it knows everything, about people, though | never
will. That's enough to keep nme in its presence."

She was silent a long time, and seenmed to grow ol der. Then: "Wen wil |
you | eave?" she asked ne.

"In the spring," | said. "I think I'll be ready then."

"A saint," she said. "You know, Rush, the first tine you came to see ne,
seven years ago, you had a different thought. You were going to go out and
find all our things that were lost, and bring themback to us."

"Yes."

"I's your Whisper cord girl one of those things that was | ost?"

| said nothing. Painted Red had not | ooked at ne, only at Gate. "Well
perhaps after all it's not a different thought, not really . . ." She struck
her knees with her palnms. "No," she said. "No, | won't read for you this year
| think, if you nean to do this, it could hurt as rmuch as help. Do you mi nd?"

"I'f you think it's right."

"I do," she said. She had ne help her up. "I do." Could it be that | had
-- almpst instantly -- grown taller than she, or had she somehow just as
qui ckly shrunk? She took ny shoul ders in her strong hands. "Wen you go," she
said, "never forget us and our needs. \Watever you find, if it's useful to us,
save it; nake the know edge you got here into a box to carry it, it can be
used for that. And however far away you go, come back with what you find to
us."

And so she enbraced nme, and | left her, and ran away down the puzzle of
Path that | knew by heart, through roons and passages that seened al so to have
grown snal l er suddenly. | wondered about the reading of the System and what

it mght have shown for ne and ny endeavor, what possibilities, what failures;
and | felt a cord cut that had tied ny childhood to Little Belaire, and a
little lost, and a little free. She rmust have known best, though: if she knew
not hi ng el se (and she did, much el se) she knew when and when not to tell what
the System reveal ed

But forget Little Belaire! She could not have thought | could forget it.
The longer I'maway, the nore it grows in my mnd, the streamthat runs
through it speaking, its bugs and birds and berrybushes, the mystery at the
heart of it hidden perhaps in the Filing Systemor the saved things of the
Carved Chests; and now, now after | have lived in a tree and gotten a letter
fromDr. Boots and been dark and light and |lived as an avvenger and been taken
apart and put back together any nunber of ways, though now | think sonetimes
that that place in the woods is inmaginary and | amnot a truthful speaker at
all, do not really nmean what | say or say what | really mean, and have
invented all of it: still, even if it's a dream it's a dreamdictated by a
voi ce that speaks truthfully: a voice that cannot lie.

_Second facet:



_You did, though, really set out to find Once a Day again. Didn't you?_
| don't know. Perhaps | did. | didn't knowit.

When | was a kid, | wanted to find our things that were lost; as | grew
up, and heard the stories of the saints, and listened to Seven Hands tal k,
had another anbition: | wanted to be a saint. | wanted to have strange

adventures, which | could tell of; and learn forgotten secrets, secrets
stronger than the ones Once a Day kept from ne; and nake sense of the world in
the stories | told.

Pai nt ed Red suspected that what | really wanted to do was follow Once a
Day; that perhaps she was the lost thing I nost wanted to find.

And she told ne that what saints attenpt to do is to become transparent.

How could | know, that spring, what it was | nost wanted, or what woul d
become of ne? And how was | to know that all of those things were true, that
they would all happen to ne, every single one?

Vell, | didn't. What | thought was this: that despite what Painted Red
had sai d about saints nowadays, sonewhere in the world there nust be a saint,
a saint like the saint | wanted to becone; and that what | ought to do first
was to find such a saint, and sit down before him and study him and |earn
from himhow to go about being what | couldn't inmagi ne being: transparent.

Seven Hands and | had made many expeditions together, sometinmes spending
a week outside Belaire, just seeing what we could see. | had learned to clinb
rocks, to nake fires with wet wood, tell directions, and to walk all day
wi thout worrying that | didn't know just where | was wal king to. Preparations,
Seven Hands called these; and as ny resolve to leave Little Belaire grew
stronger, | made these preparations nore eagerly, with greater attention. And
Seven Hands canme to know -- though we never spoke of it -- that the
preparati ons we nade were in the end mne, and not his.

| had a shaggy blue shirt, and bread and a pi pe and sone dried fruit and
nuts; | had a string hamock, |ight and strong, that Seven Hands had nade for
me, and a sheet of plastic to hang above it to make a tent. | had Four Pots
and some ot her doses; | had ny new spectacles that My Eyes had made for ne.
They were yellow, and turned the white May norning into deepest sumer; | took
them of f and put themon again for entertai nment, | ooking now and then up into
the trees for saints.

_In the trees?_

Because the saints always lived apart fromus, and often in houses built
into trees. | don't know why. | thought, one day, | would live in a tree as
those old saints had; |I would choose a great |ow branching oak or maple, like
some | passed. | loved already the saint | knew | would be, saw with strange
clarity that old man, could al nost, though not quite, hear the conpelling
stories he would tell. . . . Wen the sun was high, | crept into alittle
woods that bordered a marshy stream where wild cows sonetinmes could be seen
drinki ng, and snoked. Then there was nothing to do but keep on. Wth only a
nmorni ng of my adventure passed so far, it began to seeminpossibly |ong; and
decided | would lighten that |oad.

O the Four Pots, it is the silver one that lightens a load. It contains

many small black granules like cinders, of different sizes; | knewthis
because | had seen Modaba open it and swallow one. | knew also that to |lighten
the | oad of a journey, you nust know clearly before you lighten your |oad just
where you are going, how you will get there, and when you intend to arrive. |
knew the way to That River, and that it would take nme till nearly sunset to
find it and the bridge of iron that Seven Hands and | had crossed; so

cracked open the pot and -- a little uncertain and a little afraid of what was
about to happen to nme (for | had never done this before) -- | selected a snall

one of the black granules and swallowed it.

Alittle bit later ny footsteps slowed as | approached an enornous mapl e
t hat shaded the way. The sound of the wind in its branches grew sl ow al so, and
low, |ike a noan, and then slower, till it was too |low to be heard. The sound



of the birds slowed, and the noverment of the | eaves; the sunlight dimed to a
bl ue darkness that was still daylight, like the |ight of an eclipse; one
branch of | eaves absorbed ny attention, and then one leaf; | had |eisure
bet ween one footstep and the next to study it quite intensely, while the
sunlight on it didn't change and the |Iow call of a bird extended note by note
infinitely. I was waiting with enornmous patience for ny raised right foot to
fall, which it seened it woul d never do, when the |eaf and the birdcall and
t he soundl ess noan of the wind went away, the footfall struck and | found
nmysel f standi ng before That River, downstreamfromthe iron bridge, watching
the sun go down. | |aughed, amazed. Lighten ny load! | had travel ed the whole
of an afternoon, mles, and hadn't noticed it. | suddenly understood the
chuckl e of old nen when they look, a little startled, at some day-long task
t hey have conpl eted after taking one of these black cinders to Iighten the
| oad.

| 1 ooked back the way | had cone, the trees turning their |leaves in the
eveni ng breeze, and regretted mssing the journey. You lighten a load, | saw
t hen, which you have carried a hundred tines before; or to go a journey you
must nake but would rather not. It wasn't for new journeys or new saints.

There's a lesson, | thought, and spun the little pot so that it skipped across
the brown swollen river and sank
Across That River the sun still lit the tops of the hills, but down anmid

the weeds and roots at the water's edge it was growi ng dark and a little cold.
A frog plunked. | put ny hands in ny arnpits and watched the current go by; |
was tired -- | really had come a long way -- and | wondered if | had put nmatch
to nore than | could snoke. There was a gurgle and splash of water then, and
out on the river a man strode by. Strode: the water came up to his chest, and
hi s shoul ders made the vigorous notions of a man striding; a wake flowed out
behi nd him He shot on past me without seeing nme in the shadows; he was noving
qui ckly on the current.

Amazi ng! Wt hout exactly knowi ng why, | ran along the riverbank
followi ng him stunbling on roots and plunging nmy feet in mud. | |ost sight of
him then glinpsed himthrough the trees floating away serenely, a fair
pigtail and his wet white shirt flapping. | was sone time crashing through the
willows and vines at the river's edge, the nud sucking at nmy boots, till | saw
hi m agai n, standing up as ordinary as any nman, on a wooden wharf built out
over the water, laughing with a wonan who was toweling himvigorously as he
squeezed water fromhis pigtail. Just as they turned to see what was
cl anmbering through the bushes, | lost ny footing and slithered like an otter
into the muddy river.

They hel ped ne out, |aughing and wondering how | canme to be there, and
it was a noment -- a spluttering monent -- till | realized they were truthful
speakers. They took nme up onto their wharf, which connected by a set of stairs
to a house built into the bank of the river. And tied up to the wharf, riding
hi gh out of the water without his weight on it, was what had allowed himto
wal k the river: two big cylinders of light netal, with a seat attached between
them and handhol ds, and broad foot pedals to nake it go. He was Buckle cord,

I knew then. | was going to tell himabout ny amazenent at seeing himon the
river, but just then a boy burst through the door that |ed out of the house,
st oppi ng when he saw ne. He was a couple of years younger than ne, tanned

al ready, and his hair sun-streaked. He carried a stick and was naked except
for a blue band around his neck.

| was thinking how | mght explain nyself to him but at that nonent a
boy came Qut the door behind him stopping when he saw nme. He was tanned, and
his hair sun-streaked; he carried a stick and was naked except for a red band
around hi s neck.

They were the only twins | have ever seen. It was hard not to stare at
themas | wung out ny wet clothes. They stared at me too, not that there was
anyt hi ng remar kabl e about ne; they stared with a look | didn't understand
t hen, but know now is the | ook of people who don't see strangers often

"This is Budding," said the man, "and that is Blooning." | couldn't help



| aughi ng, and he |l aughed too. "My nanme is Sewn Up, and she is No Moon. Cone in
and get dry." Buckle cord, as | supposed; and the woman nust be Leaf; the two
boys were harder to tell, nmaybe because there were two of them

I nside the house, the sunset over the water glinted and glittered on the
ceiling and across the dark, rug-hung walls so that it felt as though we were
under water too. The gurgle of the river nmade nme sl eepy, and sitting with the
wat er-wal ker and his famly made nme feel like a fish visiting fish friends.
Sewn Up tal ked as he lowered and filled a glass pipe; his voice was a good
one, with odd insides that made me | augh, and made No Moon | augh even nore. |
asked himwhy he didn't live in Little Belaire.

"Well," he said, nmotioning to the two boys with a spoonful of bread,
"they liked the water, and the streamthat runs through Little Belaire wasn't
enough water for them Their Mdaba said they noped a lot, so | said if they
i ked water, they should conme back and stay here; and if they |iked people --
ot her peopl e besides us, anyway -- they should stay at Little Belaire. Well
they get along best with each other, so here they stay."

"W were born here," Bloom ng said, and Budding said, "This is our

spot."
"I took them back, you see, for a while," No Moon said; "it's their
hone, in a way, as it was mne and still is. But they like it here."
"Aren't they going to be truthful speakers?"
"Well, if we're truthful speakers, so will they be, won't they? There

are two truthful speakers in the river house and no river in Little Belaire,
so it all works out fine."

And it was better for them too, Sewn Up said; people would al ways make
much of them there were people who came a great distance just to see them
and he didn't want it to go to their heads; he had pointed out to themthat
there was nothing really so renmarkabl e about them They said nothing to this,
only smled the sane smile; they knew there was sonething very remarkabl e
about them and so did we.

There was a thick, dry snell of snoke in the cool room easier to
breat he al nost than air. Wien Sewn Up tal ked, puffs of snobke m micked his
words fromhis nose and nouth. "Odd you should find it odd to | eave Little

Belaire," he said, sprinkling new bread onto the blue ashes. "It seens you' ve
made t he same choice yoursel f, and younger than we were by quite a bit."
"Ch no," | started to say, but thought that, yes, | had, and had no

intention of returning, not for years and years; yet | had been feeling sorry
for Buddi ng and Bl ooni ng, who couldn't stay there in the best place in the
world all the tine. "I"mjust, well, ranging; 1'll go back, one day. It'd be
terrible if | couldn't ever go back." And terrible it did seemto ne for the
first tine.

"Well," No Moon said rising, "stay here anyway as long as you want. W
have room "

So when | could think of no nore news of the warren to give them and
the lights No Mbon lit were growing low, |I followed the two boys up a wi nding

flight of stairs to a roomwi th glass windows all around, open to the clear

ni ght which Little Moon sped across. But sleepy as | was, it was a long tine
before we were qui et under our shaggy bl ankets. | lay amazed and listened to
Buddi ng finish Blooning's words and then Bl oom ng Buddi ng's, as though they
were one person. Gggling and | aughing at things | didn't understand, they
roll ed over each other like otters; they had | ooked tan in the sun, but in the
pal e night Iight they were white agai nst the dark covers.

They had treasures to show ne, tucked away at the bottom of the bed and
in boxes, an enpty turtle shell, a tw tch-nose mouse in a nest of grass. And,
taken carefully fromits hiding place in the wall, their best thing. It was a
little cube of clear plastic; inside the plastic, poised for flight, a fly. A
real fly. A cube of plastic with, who could tell how, a fly right in the
mddle of it! We turned it in the noonlight, our faces close together. "Were
did it come fron?" | asked. "Is there a story? \Were did you get it?"

"The saint gave it to us," said one, and the other was draw ng out



sonmething else for ne to see, but | stopped himat hearing that.
"A saint gave you that? \Wat saint?"
"The one we know," said Buddi ng.
"You know a sai nt?"
"The one who gave us this," said Bl oom ng
"Way did he give it to you? What is it?"

"I don't know," said one. "lIt's a lesson, he said. The fly thinks he's
in the air, because he can see out all around, and can't see anything that
hol ds hi m back. But still he can't nove. And let that be a | esson, he said."

"It was just a present," said the other one.

"Can | see hin?" | asked, and they nust have been surprised at the
urgency in ny voice. "Is he far away?"

"Yes," said one.

"No," said the other. "He's not too far. Walk all norning. W can take
you. He might not Iike you."

"He |ikes you."

The two of them | ooked at each other and | aughed. "Maybe that's
because, " said Budding, and "there are two of us," said Bloom ng, and they
stood with their arms around each other, grinning at ne.

Wth true Leaf cord politeness, they let ne choose where | would sl eep
but I lay awake a long tinme, listening to the gurgle of the brown river, wth
a saint to see tonorrow, already, so soon

_Third facet: _

In the norning, Sewn Up ferried us across That River on his contraption

| aughi ng and naki ng jokes: |'ve never seen anyone as happy to be up in the
nmorni ng as he, except maybe nyself on this norning, off to neet a real saint.
Buddi ng and Bl oomi ng wore thick shirts against the norning chill and the m st

that lay thickly over the river and its fragrant tributaries, and | shivered.
No Moon had given me nore bread, and a nice plastic bottle full of grape soda
she'd put up in the winter, and a kiss.

"I'"ll go to the warren in the fall,"” she said. "I'll tell them| saw
you, and that you were well."

| thought of a thousand nessages she might bring for me -- gone only a
day! -- but | kept quiet and only nodded, an adventurer's uncaring nod, and

cl i mbed behi nd Sewn Up.

The twins and | followed a rushing tributary of the river for some tine
till it ran quietly between its wooded banks; when the sun was hi gh and hot
and the m st gone, we canme to an inlet where a little dish of a boat was tied
up anmong the saplings at the water's edge. It was somet hi ng angel - made of
white plastic, and (like so many things in the world) put to a use the angels
surely never intended; certainly, with its odd ridges and projections and
strange shape, it had not been made for a boat. So hot and still it had becone
t hat Buddi ng and Bl oonming threw their warmshirts into the bottom of the dish,
and | sat on them and watched the twins pole along. Some white water-flowers
cane away with the boat fromthe inlet, and the twins pulled themout of the
water to wear for hats; naked, they poled upstream the |eaf shadows fl ow ng
over them wearing flowers in their hair.

When the stream becane shall ow and poured fast over shadowed rocks, we
tied up the boat and followed the streamup its narrow ng rocky bed. The
breath of it was cold in the warm ng woods, still fed by snow nelting in
far-of f nmountains. When we had tramped through the new ferns at its side for a
| ong way, Buddi ng and Bl oom ng signaled ne to be quiet, and we clinbed the
bank. Past the trees that bordered the streamwas a snmall sunny pasture ful



of small white flowers; and on a slope amid themlay the saint.

He was fast asleep. Hi s hands were crossed over his bosom and he
snored; his feet, clad in big boots, stuck up. H's white hair lay all around
hi m on the ground, and his beard spread out around his small brown face so
that he |l ooked like a m | kweed seed. W crept up on him and Buddi ng whi spered
something in Bloonming's ear that nade himlaugh. That woke up the saint, who
sat up suddenly, |ooking around confused. Seeing us, he sneezed |oudly, got up
grunmbling, and stunbled of f toward the woods across the pasture. Budding cried
out and started chasing himas though he were a bird we'd raised; Bl oomn ng
followed after, and | hung behind, enbarrassed at how they approached him

When they had been sone time crashing around in the woods into which the
sai nt had gone, they cane back to ne panting.

"He's in a tree," said Bl ooning.

"We' |l never find himnow " said Budding, licking his finger and wi pi ng
a long scratch on his thigh
"Why didn't you just |eave him al one?" | asked. "He woul d have waked up

we could have waited."

"Bl oom ng | aughed," said Buddi ng, "and he woke up

"Buddi ng made ne | augh," said Blooning, "and he ran off."

"He saw you, is why," said Budding. "He's not scared of us."

| wished | could have approached himal one; now | could never get into
his good graces. The twins didn't really care about saints; they chased a
grasshopper now with the same enthusi asmthey had chased the little old man.
They sat for a while poking each other and whispering together, and then cane
to the log | was sitting on.

"We're sorry about the saint running off," said Bl oom ng. "But you saw
hi m anyway, and now you know what one | ooks like. Let's go hone."

He spoke kindly, because he could see | was di sappointed; but he said
too that even if we left nowit would be long after dark when we got back, day
was goi ng.

"I"'mgoing to stay," | said.

They | ooked at ne bl ankly.

"Maybe he'll cone down fromhis tree in the norning," | said, "and | can
talk to him and apol ogi ze for waking himand all. I'Il do that."

"Well," said one of them "I suppose, if you want to. But we brought you

here. Do you know how to get back?"

Wth a sudden decision that startled me as much as | hoped it would
startle them | said: "lI'mnot com ng back.” |I'mnot com ng back, twi ns, so go
chase your grasshoppers. "I guess I'll just stay here, and wait for him and
stay and live with him and | guess be a saint.”

The tw ns thought about that for a while, sitting down again and | ooking
fromme into the woods and at each other. Then Buddi ng cane and gravely kissed
nmy cheek; and Bl oom ng took the cue and ki ssed the other cheek. They brought
my pack to me fromwhere | had left it at the pasture's edge and put it by ne.
And wi t hout another word they turned back to the brook and di sappeared in the
aspens at its edge.

One thing about Leaf cord, they're very down to earth, but if an
occasion comes up, they'll rise to it.

Eveni ng gathered as | sat, and a stack of new nidges danced in the stil
air of the little pasture. The nore | thought about ny decision the nore
sensible it seemed to ne; but the more | thought how sensible it was, the | ess
| felt like getting up and going into the woods that breathed at the edge of
the pasture to | ook for the saint.

| practiced what | would say in apology to him-- no nore than "Hello
there" or the like, but | practiced till I felt it had enough weight to be
convincing. (You practice just by neaning it harder.) But in the end, what got
me into the woods were the tw ns' kisses burning on nmy cheeks, and the thought
of how!| would feel if I went back -- if, that is, | could find nmy way back at
all. O course they're Leaf cord, it wouldn't matter to them they'd just be
glad to see ne -- and sonehow that nmade it worse



So | got up in the growi ng gl oomand went into the woods, quietly so as
not to disturb himshould he be around. It was al nost dark already in the
woods, and grew darker as | went deeper in, and a breeze whi spered and creaked
init warningly, and soon it was inpossible to take steps without tripping. |
had conme on an enornous old oak as wide as a wall, which it seemed the woods
must have started with, and sat down amid its sheltering roots.

Too dark now to string nmy hanmock, but there was a star caught in the
web of |eaves, and the air was still; | could spend this night here. It was no
good thinking of the water house, or of Belaire, if | wanted to be a saint as
much as | said, but it was hard not to think of themas | sat with knees drawn
up. | rolled some snoke, carefully picking up the crunbs | dropped. | had
enough for several days, and there were always roots and berries that Seven
Hands had taught me about, though there would be no berries ripe yet; and if |
really got hungry I could kill some little animal and toast it over a fire and
eat the meat, as they did in ancient tines. And, | thought, if he's a rea
saint, he won't let ne starve to death, right in his own woods.

And if | did starve: perhaps something |like that was what was in store
for me. It would be sad, but maybe in future tinmes people would learn fromit;

perhaps | woul d becone a part of this saint's story, and so never die -- was
t hat what Painted Red had nmeant? | thought of Once a Day, and how she m ght
someday come to hear the story; she would know, then -- know sonething. | sat

and | ooked at the blue glinpses of heaven reveal ed by the noving | eaves and
t hought about bei ng dead.
"If you're going to sit there all night,’'

said a small voice over ny

head, "you m ght go and get me sonme water." | junped back fromthe dead and
| ooked upward into the darkness. | could just make out the whiteness of his
beard in the dark | eaves of the oak | had been |l eaning on. | couldn't renenber

what it was | had planned to say. The beard di sappeared, and a dark object was
thrown at me, and | ducked as it clattered near me. It was a plastic bucket. |
stood holding it and staring up at the tree.

"Wl ?" said the small voice

| picked my way out of the woods and down the hill, and filled the
bucket fromthe black water of the brook, and cane back with it, stumbling
t hrough the woods. When | stood again at the foot of the oak, a rope fell from
its branches with a hook on the end. | attached the bucket and watched it
haul ed up into the darkness.

"You' ve gone and spilled nost of it."

"It's dark."

"Well. You'll have to go again."

The bucket came down again and | went to refill it, trying to be
careful. The face didn't reappear. | stood | ooking up into the oak till ny
neck hurt; | heard sone splashing and knocking but the saint didn't speak

agai n.

In the first light of norning, when | woke stiff and chilled, and | ooked
upward, it was all clear: what had been a massy darkness in the tree was a
little house built in the broad arns of the oak with great care, of woven
branches and pi eces of angel -nade this and that, with small w ndows and a
snokest ack that | eaned out away fromthe branches. A rope ran froma w ndow to
a conveni ent branch, and fromit hung two |long shirts.

It hadn't once occurred to ne, you know, that perhaps the tw ns were
m staken, and their little old man wasn't a saint at all; | had just assumned
t hat somehow t hey knew. And | ooking up now at his tree house, | had no need
for doubt. It was just such houses that the saints lived in so many |ives ago,
when we wandered; St. Gary's great beech and the oak of St. Maureen, and the
tree whose stunp is still marked in Little Belaire's woods, where St. Andy
went to live after St. Bea died. "Saints in the trees!" | said aloud, as old
peopl e do when somet hi ng ast oni shes t hem

Should I call out to hinP | didn't know his name; and now in the
daylight, despite the errand I had run for him it was clear to nme that he
didn't want ne there, squatting at the foot of his tree. No doubt he was



sitting in his little house waiting for me to go away. In ny excitenent at
havi ng so soon in ny journey conme upon a real saint fromwhom!| could |earn,

hadn't considered his feelings in the matter at all -- and I Palmcord, too!
felt a hot flush of shame, and went quietly away from his oak, though not so
far that | couldn't observe him | sat on a patch of npbss there, and snoked

sone, and waited.

In not too long a time | saw his door open, and fromit fell a rope
| adder ingeniously made, and slowy but confidently the saint clinbed down. He
seened to be speaking to soneone not present, agreeing, disagreeing with
gestures; he carried a brush and a ragged towel.

Gone for a bath. And there was the rope | adder to his house, stil
moving fromthe last step he had taken fromit.

Did | dare? | would only take a brief peek while he was gone; | would go
only to the top of the | adder and | ook in. But when | got to the doorway and
| ooked in, | forgot that resolve and clinbed inside.

And where to begin to describe what | saw once | had got nyself inside!
The walls of wattle were chinked with nud and noss, and a big linb of the oak
runni ng up through the house at an angle, made a | ow arch that divided the
house in two; the fl oor was uneven, and stepped up and down to fit itself to
the branches it was built into. The ceiling was | ow, and peaked at odd angl es,
and everywhere, hung fromthe ceiling, on shelves built into the wall, in
cubbyholes in the corners, on tables and chests, were things | knew not hi ng
about but knew were treasures: things angel-nmade, by skills long gone fromthe
world, their purposes still potent in themif only you knew enough to di scover
them There were nore old mysteries and angel stuff crammed into that little
house, it seemed, than in all of Belaire itself.

So absorbed was | in all this that | failed to hear the saint returning
till the house creaked and noved with his clinbing up the | adder. There was
nowhere to hide; | picked up ny pack quickly and slung it over ny shoul der
just leaving, and stood fearful and enbarrassed as his head -- at first
ast oni shed, then displeased -- appeared in the doorway.

He gave his attention to getting in the door, and when he stood inside
-- shorter than | was -- he considered ne. | was too enbarrassed to speak. He

caught a thought then, and canme to me smling, holding out his hand to ne.
"Good-by," he said politely, and | shook his brown hand. He turned away

then and stood in the |low arch made by the linb with his back to ne, waiting

for me to be gone. But | couldn't bring nyself to | eave. H's hands behind his

back cl asped and uncl asped inmpatiently. Inspired, | reached into ny pack and
pul l ed out the bottle of grape soda that No Mbon had given ne; and when he
peeked around to see if | had gone, | showed it to him smling, still afraid

to speak. Hi s gaze stopped on the bottle for a nmonent, and when he | ooked away
he began to rock back and forth on his big boots. |I waited. At |ast he edged
away fromthe arch, ducked down beneath a cluttered table, and drew out an old
gl ass, lunpy and full of bubbles. Wthout |ooking at me, he put the glass on
the table, and | brought the bottle to him He | ooked up then suddenly,
smling as broadly as his small face could. "My name is Blink," he said.
"What's yours?"

"My name is Rush that Speaks." | put the bottle on the table, and we
both watched a bit of sun fromthe wi ndow stab through its purple heart. St
Bl i nk broke the seal and the bubbles crowded to the top. He poured out a
foam ng, hissing glassful, recapping it tight quickly to keep the bubbles in.
He picked up the glass and drank two | ong noisy gulps. A nonent later a snall
nmusi cal bel ch escaped him and he sniled at nme fondly. "Did you know, " he
said, sitting down slowy in a creaking chair of bent wood and rushes and
turning the glass in the sun, "that in very ancient tines, to keep sumer
fruits, they would boil themdown into a thick paste, |ike honey, very sweet,
and eat themthat way?"

There was another chair there |like the one he sat in, and gingerly I
| owered nyself intoit. "No," | said, and felt a strange lunp in ny throat.
"No, | didn't know that; but now | do."



"Yes," he said. He | ooked at me curiously, nodding his head and si ppi ng
his soda. | allowed nmy arnms to rest on the arns of the chair. | knew -- though
| was afraid, as yet, to let nyself wholly believe it -- that! had cone to a
pl ace I had | ong sought, and could stay.

_Fourth facet:

And | thought, as that sumrer went on and | was not sent away, when
woul d cone through the woods with water and see the tree house amd its
speaki ng | eaves, that perhaps Blink had found ne just as | had found him
someone whom he had long waited for. | would snmile at our luck even through
the conplicated task of getting nyself up, and then the water up, and then the
wat er inside and into Jug.

Jug on its table stood as high as my chin; made of plastic, bright
yel l ow, sleek and edgeless. It had a top that fit snugly, which had once been
cl ear but was now cl oudy. Water fromits little tap, though it had been
standing all day, tasted as fresh and cool as though you drank it fromthe
stream Painted or sonehow sealed on its front was a picture of a man, or a
creature like a man, with thick square running | egs and arns thrown w de. One
fat hand held a glass fromwhich orange |iquid splashed; the other hand thrust
up one clublike finger. His head, orange as the liquid in his glass, was
i mense for his body, a huge sphere, and bore an expression of wild gl ee, of
uni magi nabl e shrieking joy. That was Jug.

| asked if it was one of Blink's souvenirs fromthe city. He had nade a
trip to the city when he was young, and he would tell stories about it at
night. "I took it to carry the rest of the things I found," he said, "because
it was light and big. | strapped it to nmy shoulders.” And he would tell about
the silent city, nore silent than anywhere, because al nbst nothing lived there
to make noise. In ancient tinmes there had been not only the nen but the
popul ations that lived on nen, birds and rats and insects; they al
di sappeared when the nmen left. He had wal ked through the silence, and clinmbed
into buildings, and took Jug to carry the things he found.

When he told stories of the city and the things he had found there, |
t hought Blink m ght be Bones cord, or even Buckle, though Buckle cord has no
saints at all init. But | wasn't satisfied with this. Wen | saw himw th his
specs on, at the table working at his crostic-words, absorbed in their
nmystery, and beautiful in his absorption, brushing away a fly and crossing and
uncrossing his big feet in perplexity, | was sure he was of St. Gene's tiny
Thread cord. But still it wouldn't do.

Wiy didn't you ask hin®_

Ask hi m what ?

_What cord he was. _

well, if | didn't know, how was he to know?

_But you knew what cord you were. _

Yes. And if | had known St. Blink in the warren, with his friends and
hi s occupations and the places he chose to live, | would have known what cord
he was, too. Your cord, you see, isn't sonething you di scover just by
exam ni ng yourself, the way you look into a mrror and di scover you have red
hair. In Little Belaire, you are in a cord, and a cord is -- well, a _cord_,
like a piece of string, not like a nane you bear. That makes it clearer
doesn't it?

_Well. Just go on. What was it you said he was doi ng, so absorbed, that
made you think he was Thread cord?_

He was at his crostic-words.

Wien St. Ervin cane to learn to be a saint fromSt. Maureen in her oak



tree, he was never once allowed up into the house she had built there, never
once, though he stayed for years. She would dispute with himsonetines, and
tell himto go away and | eave her alone; he wouldn't go, he insisted on

stayi ng, he brought presents and she threw t hem away, he hid and she

di scovered himand ran himoff with a stick, well, the story is very long, but
the end is that when St. Maureen was dying and St. Ervin came to her as she
lay too weak to run himoff, and wept that he could not now ever be a saint,
she said, "Well, Ervin, that's a story; go tell that." And died.

When | had been a few days in the tree house, | told Blink, in sone
enbarrassnent, why | had conme, and like St. Maureen, he only said, "You want
to be a saint? A saint? Then why are you here? Wiy don't you be about it?"

"I thought," | said, head down, "that maybe | could stay here with you,
and |listen and watch, and see how you becane a saint, and learn to do the
sane. "

"Me?" he squeaked in consternation. "Me? Why, |'mnot a saint! \Watever
could have given you that idea? Me a saint! Boy, didn't they teach you to
speak truthfully in the warren? And couldn't you have heard it in all | said?
Do | sound to you like St. Roy?"

"Yes," | said truthfully.

Abashed, he turned to ook at his crostic-words. "No, no," he said after
alittle thought. "I'Il tell you what. A saint will tell you stories of his
life, and . "

"And so do you, about going to the city, and all the things you found
there."”
"There's a difference. The stories | tell are not of nmy life, but of our
life, our life as nen. It's the difference between wi sdom and know edge. 1'I1

admt to know edge, even to a lot of it, if it nakes you happy to have found

nme; usel ess know edge though it is. But wisdom-- i'mno angel, | know this
much, that w sdom need not cone from know edge, and sonetimes can't at all. If
it's know edge you want, well, | haven't had anybody to tell about it for
years, so I'mglad you've conme; if it's wisdom then you' d better be about it
any way you can find; 1'Il be no help."

"Wuld it be possible to have know edge and still be a saint?"

He hmmed a bit over that. "I suppose,” he said; "but being a saint
woul dn't have anything to do with how nmuch know edge you had. It would be
like, you can be tall, or fat, or have blue eyes, and be a saint -- you see?"

"Well," | said, relieved, "maybe then | could start with getting

know edge, and take my chances with being wise as | go along."

"It's all right with me," said ny saint. "Wat would you like to know?"

"First of all," | said, "what is it that you' re doi ng?"

"This? This is ny crostic-wrds. Look."

On the table where the norning sun could light it lay a thin sheet of
glass. Below it was a paper, covered mnutely with what | knew was printing;
this took up nost of the paper, except for one block, a box divided into
smal | er boxes, sone black and some white. On the glass that covered the paper
Blink had made tiny black marks -- letters, he called them-- over the white
boxes. The paper was crunbl ed and yell ow, and over a part of it a brown stain
ran.

"When | was a boy in Little Belaire," he said, bending over it and
brushing away a spider that sat like a letter above one white box, "I found
this paper in a chest of Bones cord's. Nobody, though, could tell me what it
was, what the story was. One gossip said she thought it was a puzzle, you
know, like St. CGene's puzzles, but different. Another said it was a ganme, like
Rings, but different. Now, | wouldn't say it was only for this that | left
Bel aire to wander, but | thought 1'd find out how it was a puzzle or a gane,
and how to solve it or play it. And | did, nostly, though that was sixty years
ago, and it's not finished yet."

He ducked his head beneath the table and searched anong the bel ongi ngs
he kept there. "I talked with a ot of people, went a |l ong way. The first
thing I found out was that to figure out ny paper | had to learn to read



writing. That was good advice, but for a long tinme no one | nmet knew how to do
it." He drew out a wooden box and opened it. Inside were dark, thick bl ocks

that | had seen before. "That's Book," | said.
"Those are books," said St. Blink
"There's a lot there," | said.
"I"ve been places," he said, lifting the top Book, "where books filled

buil dings as large alnpst as Little Belaire, floor to ceiling.”" He lifted the
cover to reveal the paper sewn up inside, which released the peculiar snell of
Book, nusty, papery, distinct. "The book," he said slowy like a sleeptal ker,
drawi ng his finger under the largest witing, "about a thousand things." His
fingers wandered over the rest of the page, while he said "something sonething
somet hi ng" under his breath, and came to rest on a line of red witing at the
bottom "Time, life, books," he said thoughtfully, and lowered the lid over it
agai n.
"There are people," he said, tapping the gray block, "and | found sone
of them eventually, who spend their whole lives with this, peeking into the
secrets of the angels. They're turned around, you see, and | ook backwards
al ways; and though all | wanted to do was to solve ny puzzle, the nore
| earned to read witing, the nore | got turned around myself. It's endl ess,
the angels' witing, they wote down everything, down to the tiniest detail of
how they did everything. And it's all in books to be found."

"You nmean if we could read witing, we could do all those things again
that they did? Fly?"

"Well. They had a phrase, they said, 'Necessity is the nother of
invention'; and | can imagine that there could come a tine again when sone
i nner necessity makes us begin all that again. But | can nore easily imagine
that all that is done with, put away in these books, |ike toys that don't
anmuse you any | onger but which are too nuch a part of your childhood to pitch
out .

"Those old nmen, you know," he said, putting away all the Book and
sliding it back into place under the table, "they woul dn't dream of actually

trying to followthe instructions in any of the mllion instruction books.
That it was once all like that is sufficient for them That it could ever be
like that again -- well, it's like smling over the sadnesses of your youth,

and being glad they're all quite past."

He bent again over his ancient puzzle. He sighed. He wet a finger and
wi ped a mar on the glass. "You put letters in the boxes," he said, "according
to instructions witten here. But the instructions are the puzzle: they are
clues only, to words which, when broken up into letters, will fill the enpty
boxes. \When every clue has been deci phered, and the word it hints at guessed,
and all the letters rearranged rightly and put in their proper boxes, the
letters in the boxes will spell out a message. They will make sense as you
read them across."

That may not have been exactly what he said, because | didn't ever
really understand how it worked. But | understood why he had spent so nany
years at it: to have been hidden so well, what at |ast appeared in the boxes
nmust be of vast inportance. | |ooked down at what conposed the nmessage, filled
with gaps like an old man's mouth. "Wat does it say?"

THERE ARE COS KS IN SAN DI O CZ RS
OF THE STRE TS TH ALL THEMSELVES
PR TTY NAMES LIKE TH CI | ZE S COW

TEE BUT THEY ARE THE TIR TS
OF EU PE SPROOT NG A N IN THE SWEWT

SO L OF TH S FREE LAND

_He was right, that it was a puzzle or a gane; you were wong to think
it must be inmportant, to be so well hidden. It was one of thousands like it;



t he angel s solved themor played themin a few m nutes, or an hour, and tossed

t hem away. _

Angels. . . . If | could believe only a part of what St. Blink told ne,
t he hundred years or so before the Storm nust have been the nobst exciting to
be alive in since there have been nen. | spent a lot of time daydreamn ng about
those times, and what it would really have been like. The stories to furnish
nmy daydreans poured out of Blink like water; | think he had been |ike nme when
he was young, and still was in a way, though he snorted when | tal ked about
how wonderful it rmust have been. "Wdnderful ," he said. "Do you know that one
of the biggest causes of death in those days was people killing thensel ves?"

"How, killing thenmsel ves?"

"Wth weapons, like the ones | told you about; w th poisons and drugs;

by throw ng thensel ves from hi gh buildings; by enploying oh any nunber of
engi nes that the angels made for other reasons."

"And they did that deliberately?"

"Deliberately."

"\Why 2"

"For as many reasons as you have to say the time they lived in was
wonder ful . "

Wl |, there was no convincing ne, of course; | would still sit and dream
away the hot sleepy afternoons, thinking of the angels in their final agony,
their incredible dream ng restless pride that covered the world with Road and
flung Little Mon out to hang in the night sky and ended forcing themto | eap

to their deaths from high buildings still unsatisfied (though I thought
perhaps Blink was wong, and it was only that they thought they could fly).
Oh, the world was full in those days; it seened so rmuch nore alive than

these quiet tines when a new thing could take many lifetimes to finish its
long birth | abors and the world stay the same for generations. In those days a
t housand t hi ngs began and ended in a single lifetime, great forces clashed and
were swal l owed up in other forces riding over them It was |ike some nonstrous
race between destruction and perfection; as soon as some piece of the world
was conquered, after vast effort by millions, as when they built Road, the
conquest would turn on the conquerors, as Road killed thousands in their cars;
and in the same way, the mechanical dreams the angels made with great |abor
and inconceivabl e ingenuity, dreans broadcast on the air |ike mlkweed seeds,
all day long, passing invisibly through the air, through walls, through stone
wal I s, through the very bodies of the angels thensel ves as they sat to await
them and appearing then before every angel sinultaneously to warn or to

instruct, one dreamdreaned by all so that all could act in concert, until it
was di scovered that the dreams passing through their bodi es were poi sonous to
t hem somehow, don't ask me how, and nillions were sickening and dyi ng young

and unable to bear children, but unable to stop the dream ng even when the
dreans thensel ves warned themthat the dreams were poisoning them unable or
afraid to wake and find thensel ves al one, until the Long League awakened the
worren and the wonen ceased to dream and all this happening in one man's
[ifetime.

And it all went faster as the Stormcane on, that is the Stormcom ng on
was the race drawing to its end; the solutions grew stranger and nore
desperate, and the disasters greater, and in the teeth of themthe angels
dreaned their wldest dreans, that we would live forever or nearly, that we
woul d | eave the earth, the spoiled earth, entirely and float in cities
suspended between the earth and the noon forever, a dreamthey could not
achi eve because of the Wars starting and the nmillions of themfalling out in a
mllion different ways and all at each other's throats. And the Long League
growi ng secretly everywhere as the desperate solutions fell to ruins or
expl oded in the faces of their nakers, the Long League in secret struggle with
t he angel s, who hardly knew of its existence in their mdst till the League
was the only power left when the Law and the Gummi nt had exhausted thensel ves
with the Wars and in the struggle to keep the world man's; and for that matter
the truthful speakers beginning the speech over the thousand phones of the



Co-op Great Belaire; and while the million lights were going out, and the
nmechani cal dreans fading and | eaving the angels alone in the terrible dark
the Planters, thousand-arned and -eyed and w ser than any human bei ng,
searched other skies and suns at the angel's bidding, and brought hone the
trees of bread and who knows what el se now | ost; and nobody able to conprehend
everything going on all at once, and no wonder either; and then the Storm as
Seven Hands sai d, which anybody could have seen, and it all began to stop, and
kept stopping till all those mllions were standing in the old woodl ands which
t hey had never been in before and | ooking around in wonder at the old world as
though it were as strange as their dreans had truly been

Blink said: "It was as though a great sphere of many-col ored gl ass had
been fl oated above the world by the unimagi nabl e effort and power of the
angel s, so beautiful and strange and so needful of service to keep afloat that
for themthere was nothing else, and the world was forgotten by them as they
watched it float. Now the sphere is gone, snashed in the Storm and we are
left with the old world as it always was, save for a few wounds that can never
be healed. But littered all around this old ordinary world, scattered through
the years by that smashing, lost in the strangest places and put to the oddest
uses, are bits and pieces of that great sphere; bits to hold up to the sun and

| ook through and marvel at -- but which can never be put back together again."
W |ay stretched out in the | ate-sumer yell ow neadow and watched t he
sol emn cl ouds go by. There had been a chill that dried out the woods and | eft

t hem dusty and odorous, rustling and tinted brown, but sumrer kept on: engine
sumrer .

"Blink," | said, "are there cities in the sky?"

He scratched behind his ear and settled back with his hands behind his
head. "The angels' cities in the sky. That's what Little St. Roy called clouds
like those. But there's a story. It's said that at the time of the Stormthe
angel s built cities covered with domes of glass, which by some neans coul d
float like clouds. | don't know. | don't doubt they could. And they used to
say that one day, after thousands of years perhaps, the angels would cone
back; the cities would | and, and the angels would conme out and see all that
had been going on while they floated. Well. Hmm . . . Nobody, no angel's
returned. . . . | don't know. . . . Maybe they got it mixed up with Little
Moon, which really was a city in the sky. where angels did live, though al
there are dead now, caught in the Stormthey were with no way to get hone --
still there, | guess. Wo knows? The m | kweed's breaki ng, see there?"

The brown seed floated near him which | ooked so much like hiny |
thought that if | could get close enough to it, it would have a | ong nose,
little features, like Blink's. It rolled across his winkled white shirt and
got off again, going el sewhere. The air would choose.

"Bits and pieces,"” Blink said sleepily. "Bits and pieces."

He slept. | watched the clouds, peopling their valleys and canyons with
angel s.

_Fifth facet: _

Bits and pieces: a silver ball and glove. An angel picture of St. Gary's
Uncl e Plunkett. A house in which two children and an old woman told about the
weat her, and the stone dead men in between. A false leg; a clear sphere with
nothing at all inside it except all of Dr. Boots; a fly caught in plastic; a
city in the sky. No, it can't be put back together, he was right about that,
and | never wanted to put it back together; but it seemed that each of these
things in turn gave ne a nessage, a sign, pointed a finger toward the next,
and that sonmehow, at the end of the series, | would find something precious



whi ch was |l ost -- perhaps only know edge, but sonething which | wanted above
all else to find.

_You have found it. _

Have |? Who is this |? Didn't Mongolfier tell ne that it wasn't | at al
that woul d cone here, that what would come here was no nore than a reflection,
an unvani shed dream no nore | than the angel picture of Uncle Plunkett, made
by no human hand, was Pl unkett hinmsel f? Then why do you say | have found
anything at all?

_Because no one else found the silver ball and glove -- this silver bal
and gl ove. No one el se searched for it. No one else followed the series from
beginning to end -- and then took the | ast step. Perhaps anyone el se could
have -- but no one did. So it is you that found us. You that | speak to now
you al one who speaks to ne. Now. were you going to tell about Plunkett?_

I . . . yes. Yes: | was going to tell how | saw the picture, and what
Blink said. . . . Do you know this story better than | do?

_Go on. It's not for ny sake you tell it._

| had asked Blink about the little house Once a Day showed ne, and the
four stone dead nmen. "I know about four stone heads," he said, "four heads
that are a nountain; but they aren't the four dead men in the story |I know.

Per haps the four stone heads picture the four dead nen; or perhaps it's a joke
of Whisper cord's. Wiat was it she said of then? 'Are they mad.' Well. \Wo can
foll ow Whi sper? But there is a story:

"At the tinme of the Storm when at last the lights and phones of the
Co-op went off for good, and Geat St. Roy |led us away to wander, there was a
boy, Gary, anong us, who would become St. Gary. St. Gary had been raised by
his aunt, who was a speaker, and by his uncle, who was named Pl unkett.

Pl unkett's work, secret in nature, was one of those last plans of the angels
spoiled by the Storm a plan for immortality. The secret slipped out through
Pl unkett's wife, who revealed to Gary that although his uncle was dead and
buri ed, which she didn't dispute, he was also alive in an underground pl ace
near C evelen, far west, near the place the Co-op had been

"So St. Gary turned back fromthe speaker's flight to return to C evelen
to see if he could find his supposed uncle still alive, though as he went west
he passed the grave where he had seen his uncle laid. After a |l ong search
Gary did find the place Plunkett's wife had told himof; and by that tine so
had ot hers, some desperate to | earn what the angels knew of immortality,
others wishing to destroy the work as they were intent on destroying all that
t he angel s had done.

"What they had found, and now kept constant watch over and had fierce
di sputes about, were five clear spheres w thout any openings and with, it
appeared, nothing at all inside them Attached to four of these five were
angel - pi ctures, gray and shiny, of four faces. One of themwas St. Gary's
Uncl e Pl unkett.

"There was a | ot of resistance among the others there to St. Gary taking
his uncle away with him For some time he argued with them defendi ng Pl unkett
fromthose who wanted to smash the spheres, if they were smashable, and from
t hose who wanted to open them or operate them if that could be done. Then
the Long League intervened there. Wonen of the League cane, and said they
woul d decide the matter -- as they were just then deciding so nany matters --
and that no one should touch the spheres or investigate them further but they.
St. Gary wouldn't agree; and by stealth one night he made away with the sphere
that was in sone sense Plunkett, and fled.

"For many years and through many hazards, Gary kept Uncle Plunkett with
him though the speakers |aughed at him and the sphere that was so obviously
enpty. He becane a great saint in his old age, and lived in a beech near the
canp the speakers had then near New Neyork in the days of the Long League's
power; and he lived with Plunkett all that tine. And if Plunkett ever said a
word, nobody heard it.

"After Gary's death, Uncle Plunkett went into St. Andy's wagon with
ot her stuff, precious and useless; and |like so many other things, the silver



ball and glove they tell about, the snectacles to see at night with, the dream
machine, it was |ost eventually, or perhaps sold, no one renenbers, as no one
then cared nmuch. The Long League indeed did care: runors canme that they were
searching for the last of the four dead nmen, sone said to destroy it as they
had the others, or to keep it out of the hands of their enenies as others
said, but the speakers had little to do with these disputes. And then no nore
was heard about it."

| had questions, but to all of them Blink only shrugged and shook his
head: why were there five spheres, and only four pictures? If the five spheres
were all alike, why was it said there were only four dead nmen? How coul d they
be what they were said to be, alive? "Ask the angels, ask the Long League," he

said. "They alone know. Al | knowis Gary's story; if \Wisper cord knows
nore, it's their secret -- but sonmehow | think they don't, and their four dead
men are only a gane, like the three dreans of Aive, the seven wandering
stars, the nine last words of Little St. Roy. There is, though, one thing; one
tangi ble thing, and by a path I won't describe to you, | come to have it.

Look.

And |i ke Moaba going to her chests to prove a story of when-we-wander ed,
Bl i nk got up and searched anong his bel ongings, and froma cranny in the wall
he took out the cracked angel -picture of Uncle Plunkett which Gary had found
attached to the clear sphere, and taken away w th hi mwhen he took Pl unkett.
In the picture, Plunkett wore a shirt with buttons and had al nost no hair,
only a gray burr all over his head. Under his shaven chin he held a card with
witing on it. He wasn't | ooking right out, but a bit to one side, as though
he had heard soneone call to him The crack in the picture nade white seans
across his face like the scars of a terrible wound; he was smling a big
smle, and his teeth shone like the fitsall teeth. For sone reason the picture
made ne shiver violently.

"Maybe," | said at last, "they had it all wong. Maybe the spheres were
somet hing el se altogether, and there never really were four dead nen; they'd
got it mxed up with sone other story, or got it wong somehow. Probably."

Blink smled at ne and patted ny cheek. "Probably,"” he said. "Let's go
| ook for nushroons."

| didn't think that a man as old as Blink would spend the winter in a
pl ace as exposed as his house in the oak, but though autumm came on faster now
he showed no signs of noving. He pottered around working in Book or staring
glumy at the glass which covered his crostic-words, as nights grew col der and
cold mst filled the house in the nornings so that we sat wapped to our ears
late in the Three Bears, as Blink called the sewn-together shaggi es and skins
we kept warmin. We wapped up early in themtoo, and snmoked and tal ked
t hrough the I ong evening while we watched his little charcoal fire go out.
"That fire," | said, "won't be nmuch hel p soon."

"No," he said. "Good thing we won't need it."

The woods becane transparent. Fromthe w ndows of the house you could
see now all the way out to the pasture and nearly to where the brook ran
chilly between its frosted rocks. Blink and | worked at maki ng the house
secure: we chinked cracks with mud and nmoss, hung the walls with thick rugs he
had stored all sumer. W closed up the fire's mouth and bl ocked its chi nmey.
We made a new front door to fit over the old one, and bickered over how the
two could best be fitted together to keep out the cold. On a day when the
stillness and the curdl ed darkness of the clouds all day suggested a heavy
frost, Blink drew out fromwhere they were stored several thick sheets of
pl astic, unclouded, great treasures; a thickness went over the outside of each
smal I wi ndow, and another on the inside. Wen this was done, he arranged the
two bed-chairs so they faced the windows. "lIs Jug filled right up to the top?"
he sai d.

"Yes."

"Then | guess we're ready."



Inalittle brazier he lit twigs and started snmall |unps of charcoa
goi ng; while these caught, he found a small jar made of angel-silver, tightly
seal ed, and opened it. Fromit he took a big pinch of black powder, |ooked at
it, frowning, and shook sone back in. The rest he scattered on the gl ow ng
charcoal. It didn't snoke, but the snell was pronounced, a dense and
penetrating odor like no other | have ever snelled. W rmade sone | ast
preparations; Blink carefully resealed the jar and put it by him he | ooked
around, finger to his lips, satisfied that all was ready. | had begun to fee
deliciously warm and sl eepy, but alert as well, as though |I could go to sleep
and stay awake at the same tine. That seened to be Blink's idea too, and we
crept into the Three Bears, nmade even warmer with silver cloths Blink had
attached around them nmade ourselves confortable, and sat there for three
nont hs.

On the evening of that first day we talked little; we grew silent and

still as though asleep, but watching the clear cold sunset fade behind the
fuzz of black trees on the nountains beyond the pasture. Later, that nonth's
full moon lit the bald, still earth and we listened to the cracks and snaps of

its freezing. C ouds gathered, nmoving fast over the nmoon's white face. By
nmorning the year's first snow was falling, dusting the ground with a fine cold
powder which the bitter wind bl ew around Iike dust.

Jug kept water as warmin winter as it had kept it cool in sumer. Once

a day perhaps, | would fill a pipe with St. Bea's-bread, all flaky with cold.
At full noon time, St. Blink would clinb conplaining fromhis Bear, and |ight
charcoal, and burn nore of the black powder. Wen there was a warm spell, we

woul d sonetimes crawl out and open the two front doors and clinb down the
| adder, nmoving with careful gravity like tw ancient invalids; and then back
up in a short time utterly exhausted, though having seen a great deal

W slept a strange, utter sleep, coming out only past noon as wi nter
truly took hold, and passing back in again as evening came; nany days passed
wi t hout comment, only glinpsed between one doze and another. Snow choked the
woods deeply; we sat all day once absorbed in the progress of a fox across the
trackl ess pasture, and watched the doings of jays and sparrows, falling asleep
when they did. Two chi prmunks of the oak at last found a way into the tree
house, and woul d run cheerfully over us, breathing our heated breath; they
slept in Blink's lap for three days of blind violent storns that sheathed the
forest in ice, which seemed to make nusic in the fine blue norning that
followed, music too blinding to | ook at. The chi pnunks slept. W slept, dust
and | oose bits of nbss and spines of |eaves bl own up around our feet by
drafts. We had becone a part of Blink's beloved sl eeping oak, hearing its
branches creak and snap in wind, grieving when a great wei ght of ice broke one
fine linmb. Snow fell fromits branches to thud on our roof, and then slide
fromour roof to the ground. | blinked | ess often, | cane to notice; and when
| blinked, often | slept. My left hand lay on ny right for half a nonth.

On a white afternoon sonetinme in that endl ess season, a warm day when
Bl i nk had struggled out to take powder fromthe jug to steamus into our deep
hi bernati on again, | asked, "Where does it come fronP"

"\Where does what cone fronP?" he asked, |ooking around to see if | neant
sone beast.

"The powder," | said. "And how does it do that?" Already it had begun to
do it; the penetrating snmell was in the air, sharp and netallic, like the warm
breath froma brass throat, and | felt nmy haunches wi ggle nore confortably
into the seat | had sat in so |ong.

"Ask the angels how it does what it does," he said. "They'd tell you,
but you woul dn't understand. Can't you tell how it does it? Listen to it work;
you've got tine." Wth great care he worked hinself back into his chair as I
tried to listen to the powder work. | could begin to tell what he neant; and
knew that by winter's end I _would_ know how it did what it did, though I
woul dn't be able to explain it to anyone who hadn't spent a winter with it.

"And where it comes from" Blink was saying, finding a way to sit he
liked well enough to stay in, "well . . . that's a tale . "



| said we slept a lot; but awake, | felt strangely clear and smart, as
t hough everything were taking its tine to reveal itself to me with sl ow
precision, to surprise me that it contained nore than I'd thought it had: not
only the hunting fox's every movenent, but St. Blink's |ong tangl ed histories,
unfol ding neantinme, tw sting but patent, as the peach-col ored brook was patent
at sunset running through the black and white pasture.

He went on, tal king about the powder, and about other powders and
nmedi ci nes the angel s had nmade; about how the angels, not content with altering
the world for their convenience, had altered nmen too to fit the altered world,
pavi ng and renaking their deepest insides as they had the surface of the
earth. About medicine's daughters: he said, "Medicine is to nmedicine's
daughters as a dry stick is to a tree. Medicine is like paint; nedicine's
daughters are like the change of color in a crystal. Medicine changes you,
fights your diseases, drowns your sorrows; nedicine's daughters make you a
suggestion that you change yourself -- a suggestion that you can't refuse. A
medi cine lasts as long as a neal ; nedicine's daughters | eave you changed | ong
after they've di sappeared from your body."

Four of nedicine's daughters are contained in the Four Pots, the first
to cause you to throw off nearly every di sease, and the last, the bone-white
pot and its white contents, was nade to solve a strange problemthat was
caused by the first. "The angels learned to heal the things that kill nen
young, " Blink said, "and hoped therefore that they m ght Iive forever. They
were wong in that, but so successful at keeping nmen alive that it seened that
soon there would be in the world far too nmany healthy people, as good as
imortal, unable to be killed by anything but their own stupidity. flow ng
fromthe wonbs of wonen like ants froman anthill, and no food and no room for
themall. Think of the fear and revul sion you feel when you kick into a nest
of ants and see themswarm nen felt that for their kind, and the Law and the
@Qunmint nmost of all, who nost of all bore the burden of keeping the world
man' s.

"And so. by a nmeans we have forgotten, a nmeans |ike medicine's daughters
but far nore subtle even, they made thensel ves childless. It took sone
generations, but at last they made this childl essness permanent: it woul d be
passed on then, fromnother to child. And they nmade the nedicine's daughter
which is in the fourth of the Four Pots to start up again the inside goings-on
whi ch their means stopped. Wen it's taken, a woman can for a while conceive:
but her child will be childless, until she too makes the choice to take the
nmedi ci ne' s daughter. It's as though we were born w thout eyes, as though our
eyes were not stuck in our heads but passed down fromnother to child like a
treasure, and every child had the choice to take themup or not.

"And it would have worked out, perhaps, if the Stormhadn't cone; nen
woul d have chosen their nunmbers as they chose to build Road and put up a fal se
nmoon next to the real one. But the Stormdid come; and who can say it wasn't
hastened by this terrible choice of theirs? And in the winters that cane
after, in the Wars and catastrophes, nillions died by all the old neans the
angel s thought they had renoved forever fromthe world, and few were born by
this new neans of theirs.

"And we are left now, we few, unable to reverse what they did; carrying
a part of ourselves outside ourselves, in the white pot; left with their
choice still."

There was a winter when | was five or six, when | had gone | ooking for

nmy mot her, Speak a Wrd, and come upon her in a curtained place; | had come up
quietly, and she didn't see ne, for she was intent on what the old gossip
Laugh Al oud was saying to her, which | couldn't hear. | saw then that Seven
Hands was with them and so | cane no closer -- this was when ny knot with him
was nost tangled. | knelt there and watched themin the winter |ight. Laugh

Al oud had the box of pots open before her, and with one finger she noved the
white one across the table to ny nother. My nother's nose was shiny with
sweat, and she had an odd, fixed smle on her face. She picked up and put down
again the fourth pot.



"No," she said. "Not this year."

Seven Hands said nothing. Did he wish it? Did it matter? He said
not hi ng, for the angel's choice was only for Speak a Wrd. "Not this year,"
she said, and | ooked only at Laugh Al oud, who pursed her |ips and nodded. She
pl aced the pot in its fourth place in the holder, and returned the holder to
its box. The top of the box closed with a little noise.

At ny dream of that noise, | woke.
"The angels," Blink was saying, "with their phones and their cars and
their Road, they used to say: 'It's a small world. Getting smaller every

day.'" He shook his head. "A small world."

He went on, after we had snoked, talking of winter. OF the wi nters of
the Wars, and this black powder that had kept the fighters against the angels
alive, and how he cane to have it now, and the winter the Long League was nade
mani fest; and the winter Geat St. Roy |ocked the door of the Co-op Geat
Bel aire, and the speakers began their |ong, hunted wanderings, and about his
| ost | eg; about the rest of the world, beyond the oceans, from which no word
came any nore

"His lost leg?" | said.

"Fromcold," said St. Blink. "Frozen, and rotting fromit, and had to be
cut off. In years before, the angels' science could have replaced it, rmade him
a whol e new one, a real one; but he had to be content with a fal se one."

Patent as sunset water . . . "Wiich is in the warren now," | said.

"So it is." Intermnably the snow continued its silent, blind descent.
"You cry, Roy said, just after, and brood, and think you m ght as well be
dead. But you get an artificial one, even if it's not |like the angels could
make, it's wood but it works; and you force yourself to get up and wal k,
feeling foolish with it as much as hurt. But you set to, and one day you can
keep up. You can't dance, maybe, and it's a long tine before you nmake | ove
agai n, but you get along. You learn to live with it. You even |laugh; for sure
Roy did. But still he always had one less leg. No matter how good it got.

"And what Roy thought, who saw the Storm was that fromthen on we woul d
all be as he was -- all legless men. Whether it was the choice of
chil dl essness, or further back, in the angels' decision to hanmer the world
into a shape convenient for men, no matter what the cost -- whatever it was,
we |lost that terrible race.

"And it left us legless men.”" Twilight would be forever today, starting
al nrost as norni ng ended and sliding inperceptibly into noonless night. "And we

can | augh. We have our systens, and our wi sdom But still only one leg. It
doesn't get better, a lost leg, like a cold. W learn to live with it. W
try. "

He shifted, ever so slightly. "Well, these are winter stories . . . See
how gray the light is today, the world's as sleepy as | am Little Belaire's
closed up now, they're all close inside, and the old stories told . . . and

spring cones, when it cones."

And we sl ept again, not having noved. The days went by full of blown
snow, the sun's trip quick and cold and veiled. No stars, no moon for days:
the fox: the birds.

_Sixth facet: _

There was a day, after gray rain had nelted the last hillocks of
bl ack- peppered snow, and many birds had cone honme, and the woods were filled
with new snmells as with a stretch and a yawn, that Blink and | crept down the
| adder and stood in the new air burdened with odors, |ooking around blinking
and trying to stand up straight.



At the last full moon Blink, after judging the weather and counting
somet hing twice on his fingers, had put away his jar of black powder; but the
first warm days found us still sleeping out the last of our |ong sleep
staying in bed as you do on a fine norning when you know you shoul d be up, but
perversely roll and toss under your untidy blankets until the sun is high. Now
we wandered slowy in the whods, greeting the others who had conme from
hi bernation, a snail and a basking turtle, a woodchuck so | ean he seened to be
weari ng someone el se's baggy clothes, and the trees too; and as Blink and
stopped to watch the woodchuck sniff the air I was filled with gratitude that
| had made it, nmade it through another w nter through which many had not, a
winter that was over now, a winter which is half of life. Life is winter and
sumer, a day is half asleep and hal f awake, nmy kind is man and they have
lived and died; and | have cone through another winter to stand here now on
the winter-turned earth and snmell the wet woods. | thought of Once a Day, |
saw her vividly on travels far away. St. Roy had lost a leg to winter, but had
lived to see spring. | sat down with the weight of all this, and | ooked up at
Bl i nk, ancient and |ined, whomthe wi nter despite his powder had weakened and
aged, and knew there were those in Belaire who hadn't lived. | knew that what
t he powder Blink burned had done was to _stop:_ stop all this that | felt now
rush over ne intolerably. It had started again as the powder wore off, and it
was enornous. | sighed to breathe it out but could not; and wept suddenly, big
panting sobs where | sat on the bursting earth.

At Little Belaire they would be making new roons fromold in honor of
spring. Buckle cord would be shifting walls and opening doors all along Path,
new dirt would be wal ked into hard floors, sun would be let in. Belaire opens
like a newinsect in the warnth, and Leaf cord trinms and decorates and invites
people to watch it unfold. Insulation is taken down, roons swept of |eaves and
wi nter, favorite chairs lugged along Path to favorite bits of sun; and a new
word that makes all the cords humw th thought and | aughter.

"And you want to go home to it," said St. Blink.

"What ? Go hone? Wiy do you say that?"

"You don't answer when | speak to you, you can't hear what | say. You've
been staring out the wi ndow all norning when there is a way out of the house,
and things to do too, | don't just mean hauling and fixing, there are things
abroad now to see and flowers bl oom ng. And you sit instead indoors."

"It's not really indoors here."

"You know what | nean. You itch all over, but there's no place to
scratch.”

"Well, | can't go back," | said. "OF course."

"Of course.”

There woul d be the bees swarm ng and the expeditions out beyond Little
Mountain to see the new bread, and Mdaba's birds returning; and soon the
travelers fromthe List com ng, and perhaps she anong themthis tinme, and so
much to tell her.

"I suppose,” | said, "there are other places in the world."

"Yes," Blink said, "I suppose there are; other places, and just as
nice."

| got up fromny wi ndow and hustl ed down the | adder, alnmpst angry with
him Because he was right: | went out to sit in the bl oom ng neadow and | et
nmysel f think Yes, | want to go home, now, in spring, now, | want to go hone;
my throat was hard and painful with it. | wanted to go home so badly for such
along tine that day that | was only a little surprised when ny wanting
sumoned fromthe leafy trees by the brook two pal e boys, |ankier than they
had been, one with a red and one with a blue band around his neck. Anong ot her
nore inmportant things, | had forgotten, during the wi nter, which was which

They clinmbed the bank in their dawdling way, stopping to poke into
bushes for animals; when one saw ne he waved, and | waved back. It was as
t hough they had been waiting all wi nter just around the turn of the brook for



the first hot day of spring.
"Hello," said, |I think, Budding. "Are you a saint yet?"

"No," | said. "Not yet."

"Well," said the other, conming up behind, "they'd |ike to see you back
inLittle Belaire."

"No Moon went in the fall," said the first, "and again in the spring;

your nother nisses you."
H s brother hunkered down on the neadow and ran his hand through his
| ank blond hair to find a |l eaf. "Maybe," he said, "if you had a whol e year
and you're not a saint yet, you should go hone and start again later."
"Maybe," said the other.
"Maybe," | said, thinking of my mother, and of the little that No Mon
could tell her, and how easily | had left and howlittle |I had thought of hers
or anyone's feelings. A hot wave of shane and inpatience made me junp up with

clenched fists. "Yes. Yes, | should,” | said. "Maybe | should . "
"Where's the saint?" the twins said, alnbst in unison
The saint. | turned fromthe twi ns and | ooked back toward the woods,

where fromthe cover of the hawthorns a brown face ringed with white hair
peeped out at us like sone shy wild thing, and disappeared into the shadows
when he saw that | saw him | stood hal fway between the woods and a fallen | og
where the twi ns sat absorbed in something they had found. "Wait!" | shouted to
the twi ns, who | ooked up, surprised. They were in no hurry.

| remenbered the spring before, when | had crashed through these trees
in search of him it had been just a wood then, |ike any wood. Now, |ike a
face you' ve learned to love, it had grown so famliar that the first wood was
gone forever, and | knew this one only, which had a path through it, secret
like Path, by the split birches, around the dense evergreens and down t he bank
to the nmossy, ferny places and the black fallen trees where nushroons grew, up
t he sl ate outcroppi ng splashed now with clinging green, and up the sl oping,
brambly ground to where the old oaks grew, and to the ol dest oak. To Blink
who sat at its foot, |ooking down it seened in sorrow

| crept up slowmy to himand sat by himwi thout speaking. He didn't |ook
up at me, but now | sawthat it wasn't sorrow that nmade hi m| ook down, but
something in the grass at his feet which he watched intently: a black ant of
the largest kind. It struggled through the bending grasses, its feelers waving
unceasi ngly.

"Lost," Blink said. "Can't find his nest, lost the path. Nothing worse
than that can happen to an ant. For an ant, being lost is a tragedy."

"What is that? Tragedy."

"Tragedy, it's an ancient word; it meant a description of a terrible
thi ng that had happened to someone; sonething that, given circunstances and
some fault in you, could happen to you, or to anybody. It was like truthful
speaki ng, because it showed that we share the same nature, a nature we can't
change and so cease to suffer. If this ant ever finds his nest again, and
could tell about his experience and the suffering he felt, they' d have a
tragedy. But he's unable, even if he does get back. In a way, no ant has ever
before been in the tragedy of being lost; this one's the first, because ants
have no way of telling about such things, and so being forewarned. Do you
see?"

"I think I do."

He rai sed his eyes fromthe ground and regarded ne calmy. "Well. |
think ny stories are all told, Rush, the inportant ones; and now that those

two | ook-alikes have come back, you'll be going home, | suppose.”
ad Blink! I had learned truthful speaking in that winter with him and
t he wei ght and tenderness in his words made no answer possible. | only knelt

by himand waited. He said nothing nore, though; only watched the ant
struggling through the grass like a man in the dark

"Tell me what | should do," | said at |ast.

"No, no," he said, as though to hinself. "No. . . . | guess, you know,
all your foolish talk about ne being a saint did affect me a little. Enough so



that | wanted to tell you a story you would renenber, and could repeat. But

it's no story, isit, only "and then, and then, and then' endlessly. . . . A
saint, no. If I were a saint, | wouldn't tell you, now, what you should do
And since I'"'mnot a saint, | can't."

| thought of Seven Hands, and the day we had gone to see Road. He'd
said: "If you' re going to go somewhere, you have to believe you can get there.
Sonehow, some way." | thought of Sewn Up and No Moon, living at the river
house but tied to the warren by strong cords. | thought of Once a Day. No:
t hough Bel aire tugged at ne, | couldn't go home again. Not yet.

"Blink," | said. "You said, about the four dead nmen, that if | wanted to
know nore, | should ask the Long League, or the angels."

"Both gone."

"Dr. Boots's List is a child of the League. And knows things the League
knew. "

"So they say of thenselves."

"Well," | said, and took a breath. "I'lIl go ask them then."

He sat silent, blinking at ne as though he had just then noticed ne
kneeling by him and wondered how | had got there.

"Maybe," | said, "i'mnot to be a saint. Maybe not. But there are stil
stories to learn, and tell." | reached down with a finger and nade a path
t hrough the grass for the ant, who stopped his | abors, bew ldered. | wondered
if I would weep. | had wanted to be a saint.

"I know the way there," Blink said. "Or | knew it once."
| 1 ooked up. His brown face was creased in the begi nnings of
smle-winkles. He hadn't wanted to tell nme what to do; but | had chosen as he

woul d have chosen for nme. "I wonder, though, if they'll tell you what you want
to know. "

"There was a girl," | said, "a Wisper cord girl, who years ago left
Belaire, and went to live with them if | could find her, she'd tell ne."

"Wul d she?"

| didn't answer. | didn't know

"Well," Blink said, "if you listen now, I'Il tell you howto reach them

That's the first thing."

| couldn't think, at the sane tine, of Little Belaire, of Once a Day,
and of the directions Blink would give ne, so | held up my hand for a noment,
pal mtoward Blink, as gossips do before they hear a tale, and nmade nyself as
much as | could an enpty bow; and Blink told me then how | rnust go from here
to where the List lived; and he told it in such a way that | couldn't forget
it: because in a way he was a saint, he was: ny saint.

W rose, and linked arns, and wal ked out into the blinding meadow strewn
with new flowers. The twins cane to their saint, who patted them and giggl ed,
become again the little old man they knew. We sat and tal ked, and his eyebrows
danced up and down and his tiny hands sl apped his knees. The tw ns supplied
news fromthe warren, what little they knew He listened, and yawned in the
heat; finally he lay down, his feet up, on the slope. "Yes, it goes on there
as always. . . . No newthing, and if there were you woul dn't know of it
wel . And then, and then, and then. Another spring, and getting hot too.

Qui ck enough it comes and goes . " He was asl eep, hands behind his head
breathing quietly in the warm ng south w nd.

W went away quietly. | gathered ny pack, but left the fine string
hamrock for Blink: a small enough gift.

"We'|| be at the river house tonight,"'

Buddi ng sai d; and Bl ooni ng said,

"Then you'll get home tonorrow "
"No," | said. "I"mnot going hone. But I'll go with you as far as the
river. I'Il find Road there."

"I thought you weren't going to be a saint,"” Budding said.

"I don't know about saints." We had reached the edge of the little
brook. "But | decided to | eave home, and | think | ought to stay left." |
| ooked back as we went into the woods and caught a glinpse of Blink, asleep in
the neadow. | wondered if 1'd ever see him again.



I wonder if | ever did.

_Seventh facet:

| stood next dawn at a great joint of Road, kicking apart the pink
enbers of the night's fire. Southward, Road fell away to woodl ands gl eanmi ng in
a clear norning, westward it led into lands still night. Above ny head,
spanning all of Road, was a great green panel supported on rustless pillars,
that creaked and swayed in the rising wind. It was lettered, meaninglessly to
me, except for two arrows of stained white: one pointing south, one west. |
packed ny little canp and went south.

In the afternoon | came into the wooded country | had seen. Road entered
the forest; and the forest too entered Road. The forest stepped down steep
inclines in great trees, and gracefully out onto Road in saplings and weedy
trees which tore up the gray surface as spring breaks ice on a river. The
liquid slide of the big trees' shade was over it, and when | waded a stream
that had cut a deep wound across it, | saw that anong the stones in the stream
were pieces of Road. And will it all one day be washed away? | thought of
Blink tal king about the bits of the great angel sphere.

| was in the forest seven days without it thinning or breaking, only
growi ng deeper and ol der (though not as old as Road). It was an ancient place,
and nice to be in -- nice to foll ow Road through, anyway. N ght nmade it
different; it made you think that a thousand years ago there had been no
forest here; there m ght have been houses, or towns, and now there were only
trees, huge and indifferent, the undergrowth thick and inpassible except by
animals. Only Road here was for man any nore; and Road woul d be conquered in
the end. The fire | built nmade a great vague hole in the dark, and kept
ani mal s away, though | heard noises; and the nations of the insects nade their
songs all night. | slept lightly through them waking and dozing, my dreans
i ke waking and ny waking like a dream all filled with those ceasel ess
engi nes.

It was as though | had been taken in, by the forest, and forgotten that
| had ever been el sewhere. | continued to be afraid at night, but that seened
proper; in the day | wal ked, turning ny head side to side to see only trees. |
even stopped talking to myself (which truthful speakers do all the tine,
al one) and just watched, as the forest watched ne. | had beconme part of it. So
much so that when between waking and sl eeping in a nmoonless night | heard two
| arge ani mal s pass near ne, and one come cl ose on padded feet, | only waited,
absolutely still like any small prey, alert but sonehow unable to wake fully
and shout or run. And they passed. And next norning | was hardly sure they had
been there. | sat smoking in the norning, wondering if | should be grateful
had escaped; the forest had so far convinced ne that | was the only man in the
world that it was not until | heard human voices singing that | realized it
was a man who had passed ne in the night.

The birds tal ked to each other and even the sunlight seenmed to nake a
noise as it fell unceasingly, but the human voi ces were another kind of noise,
which sorted itself fromthe forest's as soon as | heard it. For a reason
renmenmber but can't quite express, | hid when | heard it was comning cl oser
coming fromthe way | had cone. Fromw thin the great ferns at Road's side
wat ched; and along the broad gray of Road came, not men but one, then two,

then three enormous cats. | had seen cats before, shy feral faces in the
woods, and one or two who lived at Belaire and caught nmice and noles. These
cats were not of that kind; it wasn't only that they were huge -- if they had

stood on their hind feet |ike nen, they would have been nearly ny height --
but that their soft, padding notion was purposeful and their |anplike eyes so



observant, so calmy smart. | had heard of one cat like them the cat that
cane to Belaire with dive

They sensed ne, and without altering their steady paddi ng cane toward
the place | hid; | was afraid for a nonent, but they were not threatening,
only interested. And now down the road those singing cane into sight: ten or
so, in black, with wide black hats that shaded their faces. Wen they saw that
the cats saw sonmething in the ferns that interested them the singing died
away, and, as interested as the cats, they cane toward ne. | stood up and
st epped out onto Road. They were nore surprised than | was, because of course
it was they | was |ooking for, though | hadn't expected to find them so soon

| greeted themas they gathered around nme, and smiled. One said: "He's a
warren boy."

"How did you find our canmp?" another said.

"I didn't know | had."

"What do you want with us? Wiy have you cone here?"

The urgency and hostility in their voices made it hard to say, hard to
say anything at all; | stamrered. The first who had spoken, tall and
| ong-1inbed, strode over to me and took ny arm holding tight and | ooking hard
into ny face. "What are you?" he said, low and insistent. "Spy? Trader? W
want nothing nore fromyou. Did you follow us here? Are there others hidden in
t he woods?"

They all stood close around ne, their faces secret and blank. "1've
come," | said, "to -- to see you. Visitors to Little Belaire aren't treated
this way. | didn't follow you, I was ahead of you. | don't mean any harmto
you, and |I'm alone. Very much alone." It was amazing to see them pause and

puzzl e over this, and | ook darkly at ne; because of course | had spoken
truthfully. And with the force of a blow | realized that none of those | faced
di d. Perhaps Once a Day, supposing | found her, no | onger woul d; nobody that I
woul d neet, for hundreds of mles around, spoke truthfully. M throat
tightened, and | started to sweat in the cool norning.

Anot her man, whose beard was grizzled gray and whose novenents were as
graceful as the cat's beside him cane up to ne. "You have your secrets,
there," he said. "You guard yoursel ves. W have our secrets. This canp is one
of them W' re surprised, nostly."

"Well," | said, "I don't know where this canp is you talk about, and if
I went on now, |'d never be able to find it again. If you want, I'Il do that."

W had nothing further to say, then. They wanted to go on to this canp,
and | didn't want to lose them they didn't want to take me to it, but didn't
know how to part fromne. | was a real wonder.

The cats had started to go on, having grown bored with ne, and sone
others drifted after them as though sumoned. The question of nme wasn't
resol ved, but the cats seened to nmake up everyone's mind. The big man took ny

arm again, nore gently, though his |look was still black, and we started down
Road after the cats. (There would be a lot of arguments and hesitations
resol ved that way anmong the List, | would conme to find; the cats decided.)

Soon a spur of Road fell away from Road itself, and |l ed downward in a
sharp curve, broken in places and seemnming about to lose itself in woods; and
only when, at the bottom it straightened itself and joined Road again, but
Road going in another direction, under a bridge hung with ivy as with a |ong
garment, did | realize we had gone around one of the great somersaults | had
seen Road do so many years ago. Through the trees we could see its broad back
hunped as it nade its big circles; no doubt the whole forest was seaned with
Road, if you knew where it ran. \Where does it go? |I'd asked Seven Hands.
Everywhere, he'd said.

W | eft Road then, and went through what seened inpassible woods, though
there were hidden paths, and cane to a small stone clearing, and nestled in
the woods at the edge of the clearing was their canmp: a low, flat-roofed
bui | di ng, angel -made with wi de windows filled in noww th |logs. Before it were
two ranks of decayed netal piles, alnobst nan-high, that had once been engi nes
of some kind, of which I could make not hi ng.



Bef ore the door sat a bony, black-hatted old man, who waved to us slowy
with a stick. The cats had found himalready, and sat in the sun by him
switching their tails and licking. The tall nan who held ne showed ne to the
old one. "He stays outside," he said, and | ooked at ne; | shrugged and nodded
as though that would be all right with ne, and they went through the door

| smled at the old man fromwhere | stood on the stone clearing, and he
snmi | ed back, seeming not in the |east surprised or apprehensive, though he was

clearly the guard and the doorkeeper. | noticed | eaning against the building' s
side a huge square cake of plastic, sleek as Blink's Jug, dirty and cracked,
but its red and yell ow col ors undi mred, that bore a picture of a shell. The

sun was getting hot; finally | ventured over to sit with the old man in the
shade of the building.

W exchanged further smles. He was no nore doorkeeper than the rotting
rows of angel engines before us. | said: "Years ago

"Yes, oh yes," he said, nodding reflectively and | ooki ng upward.

"Years ago, there was a girl, who cane to you fromlLittle Belaire. A
young girl, naned Once a Day."

"Swi mmi ng, " he said.

| didn't know what to say to that. Perhaps he was senile. | sat for a
whi l e, and then began again. "This girl," | said, "cane here, | nean perhaps
not here, but came to live with you. . . . Well. I'Il ask the others."

"Not back yet," said the old man. "Is she back yet?"

"Back yet . . ."

"She went off to the pool in the woods, a while ago. That's the one you
mean?"

"l don't know, I . . ."

He | ooked at me as though | were behaving oddly. "She went out to neet
you last night," he said, "when Brom knew you were close. Isn't that right?
And cane back early, early this norning, after greeting you. Then she slept.
Now she's at the pool. | think."

He thought | had cone with the rest, fromfar away. And that | nust have
seen her. . . . And | had: between wake and sl eeping, tw had passed ne. A
man, and anot her, who must have been a cat. | junped up, startling the old
man. "Were is this pool?" | said loudly. He pointed with his stick toward an
opening in the woods that showed a path. | ran off.

How huge the world is, and how fewin it, and she passed ne in the
darkness in the forest and L hadn't known. | was hurrying through the woods as
though to a long-lost friend, but thought suddenly that perhaps | shoul dn't
rush on her: she may not be the person | knew at all, mght not know ne at
all, why am| here anyway, and yet | rushed on as fast as | could. The path
went straight up a nossy rocky ridge; on the other side |I could hear water
falling. | clinbed, slipping on the nbss, and scranbled to the top, and | ooked
down.

A deep rippled pool of water that |eaves floated across. Alittle falls
that poured into it chimng and spl ashing; the rocks were wet and shiny al
around it, black and green and bronze. And at the water's edge, a girl knelt
to drink, her hands under the clear water and her breasts touching its
surface. Beside her, drinking too, was a great white cat marked black in no
pattern. He had heard nme; he raised his huge head to | ook, the water running
down his white chin. She saw him | ook, and rose to | ook too, w ping her nouth
and her breasts. Her face nade sonething like a smle, quick, with open nouth,

and then was still, alert as the cat's, watching ne clinb carefully down the
rocks to the pool's edge opposite her

But this is not she, | thought; the girl | had known had not had
breasts, her dark aureoles were like small closed nouths, |ike unopened buds.

This one's thick hair was black, and her eyes startlingly blue, her
down-turned eyebrows made an angry sulk; but it wasn't she. Six springs had
passed; there was a light beard on ny face. | wasn't |I.

"Once a Day," | said, at the edge of the pool, ny hands on its wet rocks
as hers were. Her eyes never left mine, and she nmade again the snile | had



seen from above, but now, close to her, | could hear her quick exhal ation as
she made it; and when the cat beside her made it too, | sawthat it was a
cat's smle, a snle to bare teeth and to hiss.

| could think of nothing to say that she would hear. The cat had nade
hi nsel f clear, and she had nmade herself as the cat. | tore off the pants and
shirt I wore and stepped down into the icy water. She watched ne, unnoving; in
two | ong strokes | reached and touched the rocks where she sat. \Wien | grasped
t he rocks near her feet, and began to say a word about cold water, she rose
and stepped back, as though afraid | would touch her. The cat, when |I drew ny
nunb body out and water streaned fromme, turned and | oped away silently. And
then she, deserted and pursued, without a word turned on her toes and ran from
ne.

| called after her, and alnost followed, but felt suddenly that that
woul d be the worst thing | could do. | sat where she had sat and watched her
wet footprints on the stone dry up and di sappear. | listened: the woods had
st opped maki ng noi se at her passage; she hadn't run far. There was not hing
could do but talk.

| don't remenmber now what | said, but | said ny name, and said it again;
| told her how far | had cone, and how amazed | was that she had passed nme in
the night; "cone nore mles than | thought | could hold," | said, "and | don't
have any other gift for you than that, but as many nore as you want . . ." |
said that | thought of her often, thought of her in the spring, had thought of
her this spring after a winter in a tree and the thought had nade ne weep;

but, but, I said, |I haven't chased you, haven't followed you, no, by the Money
you gave me | said | wouldn't and | didn't, only there were stories | wanted
to hear, secrets | learned, froma saint, Once a Day, froma saint | |ived
with, that | wanted to hear nmore about; it's your own fault, | said, for
setting me on a path |I've wal ked ever since, and you might at |east say ny
nane to nme now so that | know you are the girl | renenber, because

She stood before ne. She had put on a coat of softest black covered with
stars, black as her hair. "Rush that Speaks," she said, |ooking deeply into
me, but |ike a sleepwal ker, seeing sonething else. "How did you think about mne
when | wasn't there?"

She spoke truthfully, | thought, | hoped, but her speech was nasked,
masked with a blank face Iike a cat's or like the blank secret faces of the
ones who had found nme in the woods. "You never thought of ne?"

The cat came fromthe woods, warily, and passed us. "Brom" she said,
not as though to call to it but only to say its nane. It glanced once at us as
it passed, and started up a path toward the canp. She watched it for a noment,
and then foll owed. She glanced back at ne, her arns crossed, and said, "Cone
on, then,"” and all the years between now and the first day | had seen her
folded up for a monment and went away, because it was just that way she had
said it to me when | had followed her to Painted Red's room when we were
seven, as though | needed her protection, and she nust, reluctantly, give it.

She didn't ask how | cane to be here, so | told her

"Are you a prisoner?" she said.

"I think so," | said.

"Al'l right," she said.

Sonet hi ng nore than years had happened to Once a Day, nore than a nask
put over her speech. The girl who had kissed ne for showing her a famly of
foxes, and lain dowmn with me as Aive had with Little St. Roy, was gone, gone
entirely. And | didn't care at all, at all, so long as | could follow this
girl 1 had found, this black-robed starred girl, forever.

_Eighth facet: _



At evening | sat alert anong them though they were easeful, resting
their backs against the walls of their canp in the gathering dusk. For what
they were di scussing, they didn't seem fierce enough

"We could tie himto a tree,"” said one of them mpving his hands in a

circle as though tying ne up, "and then hit himwth sticks till he's dead."
"Yes?" said the older one, the one with gray in his beard. "And what if
he doesn't hold still while all this tying and hitting is going on?"
"I wouldn't,"” | said.

"W'd hold him" the first said. "Use your head."

Once a Day sat apart fromne, with Brom |ooking fromface to face as
the others spoke, not concerned init, it seemed. | would never be able to run
fromthemin their forest.

"I'f we had a knife," said another, yawning, "we could cut his tongue
out. He wouldn't be able to talk then."

"Are you going to be the one to cut it out?" Once a Day said, and when
he didn't answer, she shook her head in sone contenpt.

"W don't have a knife, anyway," he said, not much cast down.

They were afraid, you see, that 1'd go back and tell everyone where
their canmp was, and that they would be invaded or stolen fron there were
thieves still; they had no reason to trust me. They just didn't know what to
do.

"If we were nice to him" Once a Day said. "And gave himthings."

"Yes, yes," said a voice, soneone |ost now in darkness, "and one day
he's dark, and then what does any ki ndness nean?"

"He's not like that," she said in a little voice. And no nore was said
for a long time. | junped when soneone near the door got up suddenly; it was
the ol d doorkeeper, who went inside and canme out a nonent |ater pushing before
hima white ball of light, cold and bright, which when he released it floated
like a m | kweed seed and shone softly over the nen and wonen seated there. My
m nd was set on ny fate, but when he released the Light and it floated, |
t hought of dive and the full noon; | |ooked at Brom and the other cats
there, who regarded ne with the same frank candor that was in the faces of
t hose discussing hitting ne till | died. And in Little St. Roy's ear Qive
whi spered her terrible secrets.

"I have an idea," | said, trying to keep the quaver out of ny voice.
"Suppose | didn't leave." They all |ooked at nme with the same graceful
i ndul gence they granted one another. "Suppose | just stayed on with you and
never went back. | could help out; | could carry things. Then |I'd grow ol d,
and die naturally, and the secret would be safe." They were silent, not
t houghtful particularly; it was as though they hadn't heard. "I'm strong, and
I know a lot. | know stories. | don't want to | eave."

They | ooked at me, and at the Light that noved slightly when the breeze
pushed it. Finally one young nan | eaned forward. "I know a story," he said.
And he told it.

So | spent that eveni ng between Brom and Once a Day, not sl eeping,

t hough they were asleep in a nonent. Nothing further had been said about
hitting me or cutting nme; nothing further at all had been said, except the
story, which | smiled at with the rest, though | hadn't understood any of it.

And not long after | had at |ast fallen asleep, before dawn, she woke
me. "The cats are wal king," she said, her face dimand strange; | forgot, for
a nonent, who she was. | stunbled up, shivering, and snmoked a little with her
and drank sonething hot she gave me in a cup; it tasted of dried flowers.
VWhatever it was, it stopped the shivers, that and a | ong cape of black she
gave me, giggling when she saw ne dressed in it. The others were 'aughing too,
to see me in this disguise. In the long night while ny fear passed, | |earned
somet hing: that the truthful speakers have little need to be brave, because
t hey al ways know where others stand. It had been only that these people
couldn't speak that way that had made nme afraid of themwhen, in fact, they
would do no harmto nme. | had been afraid of men for the first time in ny



life, and | saw that it would happen often fromnow on -- fear, confusion
uncertainty -- and | would just have to be brave. Odd to find it out, old as |
was, for the first tinme. And to think of the warren, where ol d people died
peaceful |y, never having learned it.

The cats were walking: it was time to go. There was sone di scussi on over
who was to carry what of the things that had been packed the day before;
shoul dered a big shiny black pack whose rustle told ne it was full of dried
bread, enough to last many through a year. It seenmed right that | should carry
it. And we set off along still-dark Road, in a long line, the cats dimin the
di stance and the sky beginning to glowto the left through the forest.

When the sun was high and the cats had had enough wal ki ng, we found a
place to stop for the rest of the day, to sleep and dawdl e t hrough the

afternoon with them till evening when they were restless to nove again. In a
nmount ai n meadow where tall feathery grasses grew up between dark pines and
birches, Once a Day and | lay on our stomachs with our heads close and drew
out sedges fromtheir casings and chewed the sweet ends.

"When | was a little kid," | said, "I thought | would |l eave Belaire to

go find things of ours that had been lost, and to bring them back to put in
their places in the carved chests . "

"What did you find?"

" Not hi ng. "

"oh. "

"I found a saint, though; a saint in a tree. And | thought | would stay
and live with him and learn to be a saint too. And I did."

"Are you a saint?"

"No. "

"Well," she said, smling, with the grass between her teeth, "that's a
story."
| laughed. It was the first tine since | had found her again that Once a
Day had been the girl | had known in the warren.

"And he told you to conme here to find us," she said.

"No. There was a story, a story you started, about four dead nen .
A cloud passed over her face, and she | ooked away. "And ny saint said the
League knew that story. But that's not why | cane."”

"\Why 2"
"I came to find you." | hadn't known that, not truly, till | had seen
her at the pool; but all the other reasons were no reason at all, after that.
| drew anot her sedge squeaking fromits fibrous case. Wy are they nade |ike
this, | wondered, in segnments that fit together? | bit down on its sweetness.

"I used to think, in Belaire, that maybe you had gone to live with the List,
and it hadn't suited you, and that one spring they'd bring you home dead. From
honesi ckness. | saw how you woul d | ook, pale and sad."

"I did die," she said. "It was easy."

The puzzlement in nmy face must have been funny to see, because she
| aughed her |ow, pleased |augh; pushing herself forward on her el bows, she
brought her face close to mne, and plucked the grass from between ny teeth,

and kissed me with eyes and nouth open. "It's nice you thought of ne," she
said then. "I"'msorry you were dark."

| didn't know what that neant. "You thought of me," | said. "You nust
have."

"Maybe, " she said. "But then | forgot how "

The cat Brom besi de her made an i nmense sharp-toot hed yawn, his rough
tongue arching up in his nouth and his eyes crossing; she pillowed her head on
her hands, as the cat did. "N ce," she said; and slept.

That journey |asted many days, nornings and eveni ngs of |ong wal ki ng and
hot, vacant m ddles when we slept. Valking, the List sang their endl ess
tunel ess song, which at first I could hear no sense in, but which cane to seem
full of interest; | began to hear who was good at it, and waited for the
entrance of their voices. Their singing was a way to lighten a load, | saw, it
was |ike the second of the Four Pots | had used: it stretched tinme out so



endl essly that it vanished, and the mles fell behind us w thout our noticing
them It was only when, one dawn, we came out upon a great spiderweb of Road,
wher e huge concrete necks and shoul ders supported the enpty skulls of high
rui ned buil dings fromwhich the glass and plastic had been stripped hundreds
of years before, that they stopped singing; they were nearing honme, awaking
fromthe dream of notion.

They didn't stop when the sun was high, but hurried on, pointing out to

one anot her the |l andmarks they saw, ruins great or small in the forest; and,
at a wi de sweeping curve of Road, cheering, they caught sight of their hone.
Once a Day pointed. | could see, far off, a black square; a square so dark

black it nmade a neat hole in the noonday.

"What is it?" | said

"Way-wal | ," she said. "Come on!"

W | eft Road on a spur of concrete, and canme out suddenly onto one of
t hose wi de naked pl azas, vast and cracked, wi ndy, useless, as though the
angel s had wanted to show how rmuch of the world they could cover with stone at
once. Buildings stood around the stone place, some ruined, others whole; one
was the odd blue and orange that are the colors of the first of the Four Pots,
and had a little steeple. The largest building, in the center, was made of
huge arched ribs rising out of the ground to a great height; and taking up
nost of its flat face was the square of utter blackness. The ivy that covered
the building like a nmessy beard didn't grow on this blackness, and no dayli ght
shone on it; it seened to be a place that wasn't there; ny eyes tried to cross
in looking at it.

There were others, people and cats, com ng out of the buildings toward
us, greeting and shouting; one was an old worman, taller by a head than I,
striding ahead of the others, a huge tiger cat rubbing herself against her
skirts. Her long arnms used a staff, but she wal ked as though she didn't need
it; she notioned Once a Day to her and wapped her in her long arms with a
| augh. Once a Day hugged her and said a nane |like a sigh: Thinsinura. The old
worman' s eyes fell on nme, and she raised her staff to indicate ne. "And where
did you find hinP" she said to Once a Day tucked under her arm "O did AQive
Grayhair send himto us, to tell us we're all dead?" Once a Day snuggl ed
| aughing within her arnms and sai d not hi ng.

"I came to stay," | said.

"What ? What ?"

"I came to stay," | said loudly. "And Aive's dead many |lives herself."

She | aughed at that. "You're carrying," she said. "Bread, is it? Cone,
put it down; we'll taste it. If | were dark now, |I'd question you. Staying is
one thing, but . . . anyway, welcone to Service City." She raised her stick
and swept it around to indicate the buildings that stood on the stone pl aza.
"Well. Conme, warren boy; we'll think awhile, and see.”

She put an arm around me as strong as the bearded nan's who had taken ne
in the forest, and we wal ked together toward the black hole in the wall that
Once a Day had called way-wall. Zhinsinura's long strides took us directly
toward it, and though I tried to nake us turn away, she gripped nme and we kept
on till it |oomed above us, naking nme dizzy with its unseeabl e no-place. | had
a noment to feel limtless fear, that if we walked into it we would be lost in
its blackness, blind, and we struck it. O didn't strike: there was a nonment
that felt like a cracked knuckle all through me -- and we were inside, not in
dar kness but in the hugest indoors | had ever been in, vast, glittering with
light; as though there were a raindrop on ny gl asses, there was an odd shi mer
and sense of refraction everywhere and nowhere. | |ooked back at the black
wal I | had passed through and was | ooking outside. The light that lit this
pl ace fell through that wall. Way-wall!

And the place that black wall lit, the house that housed Dr. Boots's
List: | stood still in wonder at it. Zhinsinura wal ked away with Once a Day
across the black and white tiles that made the vast floor, and their heels
cl acked and their voices echoed, for the place went up, up, up to the netal
ribs that nade the roof's curve. In that huge echoey space, so different from



the warren's hivelike insides, there were enough people it seened to fill a
city. At the back of the place a great shelf jutted out and made a second
floor, reached by a wide sweep of stairs cable-flown fromthe ceiling; people
sat on the shelf's lip and on the stairs with | egs dangling and called down to
t hose below, the travelers piled up their goods and sat on them talking to
friends who enbraced them and children ran with drink for them across the
tiles. Couds of bread-snoke arose fromgroups visiting, and the big cats
sniffed the air and nmewed. The whol e pl ace hutmmed and buzzed with the purr of
the List's ancient speech (though sone fell silent as they turned to see ne)
and none seened surprised in the slightest to have stepped through N ght and
fallen into a treasure house of the angels.

For that's what it was. Once a Day ran across the floor to ne, skipping
away from friends who reached out hands to her, and came to take me in amd it
all.

Al'l along the long, |Iong sides of that place were bins and chests and
cases, angel-made; sonme were waist-high to me and nade of gl ossy white
pl astic, others were tall, with hinged doors of glass and nade all, all of
angel silver -- there were so many of these there that the dull glow of them
seened to lower the heat in the place and make it cool. Some of the open | ow
bins had mirrors above them slanted in such a way as to make what was inside

seemtwi ce as nuch as it really was -- only the angels woul d have thought of
t hat .

Once a Day ran fromone of these cases to another, show ng me things
kept in them which she had told ne about while we wal ked -- "and here's this
that | told you about and here's that that | told you about,"” and her eyes

were wi de and bright and she was light and | |oved her intensely. She took ne
by the hand to see the huge pictures fixed all along the sides above the bins;
t hough they were so large | couldn't have missed them she felt | mnust be
shown, and stood pointing themout. The colors of them seemed as bright as the
day the angel s nade them one was carrots, beets, and beans; another had eggs
and white bottles; one was a cow, with a smle like a man's, which was

ridicul ous. As she stood solemmly pointing to the cow, she saw soneone, and
said softly, "Zher."

It was a nane. A boy, pale blond and with a pink tint of sunburn on his
shoul ders and nose, sat in a circle of people, nostly ol der, who seened to
keep a distance fromhim though they smled at him and occasionally one
reached out to stroke his armor touch him Once a Day went over to them The
boy Zher | ooked up at her, who was known to him and at ne, who was a
stranger, and his | ook was the sane. Once a Day went through the circle and
knelt before the boy; he | ooked at her, his eyes searching her but seeming to
| ook for nothing. She touched his face and hands, and ki ssed his cheek, and
wi thout a word cane back and sat with ne.

"What is it?" | asked.

"Zher," she said. "Just this year cone of age, and got his first letter
fromDr. Boots today."

"What's that?"

"It's aletter. And it's fromDr. Boots."

"Why is he naked?"

"Because he wants to be."

Zher smiled a little, and then nore; a laugh seemed to be within him
and those around himsniled too, and | ooked at each other and at him and he
did | augh, and they | aughed with him Somewhere soneone dropped sonething wth
a clang, and the cats' ears all rose, and Zher's head snapped around with eyes
wi de.

"Have you had this letter fromDr. Boots?" | asked

"Yes. Every May nonth since | was his age; the first, the sumrer after
cane; and just before | went out to the canp, and net you, this year."

"Was it like that for you when you got your letter?"

"Yes. Just the sanme. | felt that way."

"Were you silent? Do you have to be?"



"You don't have to be. You just are, especially after the first. You

don't have anything to say. It's all done. It's all like it will be. Talking,
after that, is just -- just for fun. Just something to do."
"When you talk to ne -- is it like that?"

She brushed her black hair with her hand and said nothing, and | didn't
dare talk nore about it. Evening was falling in the room the blue daytine
shi mrer turning dusty gold.

"Doesn't he | ook beautiful ?" she said.

"Yes."

"Beautiful."

"Yes."

As the sun set, the singing began, |ow and quiet, touched off by the
purring of sone cat, Bromor Zhinsinura's tiger, and taken up by one group of
them and then by another, a | ow sweet chuckle and drone and growl, each voice
finding roomin the nedley to purr; and, as night cane on, left off, voice by
voi ce, Once a Day's high sad sound nearly the last, until they were al
silent. And the Lights were let out.

Per haps the angel s knew a way to nmake the cool globes dark in the day;
the List just keeps themin black bags, and lets themout at night. There were
many there, but still in that great place there were pockets and vague pl aces
of darkness. No one around Zher moved to bring a Light near him and in the
gloom | could see his fair body gl owi ng as though a lanmp were lit within him

THE TH RD CRYSTAL

A Letter fromDr. Boots_

_First facet: _

_ and wait till |I've inserted it._

What ? Shall | begi n again?

_No. It's all right. Here is the second crystal: see howtiny: yet it's
all there. Blink and Buddi ng and Bl ooning, all that part. _

How many nore? The sun is setting. Look: the clouds below us are al
pi nk and yel | ow

_The third is the last, usually._

Angel . . . tell ne this now . .

_No. Not yet. Tell me: what happened next day, at Service Cty?_

Vel l, that night we slept; she took ne up the wide flight of stairs that
led to the big platformwhich covered the back part of the place -- the
nmezzanine, they called it (the List knew such words, words that rang like
anci ent coins flung down angel stone -- nezzanine). There, roonms had been made
with curtains and low walls, and it renminded me a little of hone. Once a Day
found us an enpty nook piled with pillows, and we | ay together there, she
talking all the while as though to pull me into her List's arnms by strength of
stories, until she was yawning too nmuch to tal k. She was so happy to be there,



and so glad I was with her to see it, that it made nme ache with sone unnamabl e
feeling -- oh, Dr. Boots, you nake them-- no, you |let them nake thensel ves --
so happy, so sel don

Dr. Boots's List can do a thing that | never could, that Once a Day had
| earned in her years with them they sleep Iike cats. They cat nap. Once a Day
woul d sleep for a time, and be up for as long, and sleep sone nore and be up
again. Al through that night | felt her get up and go and come back to watch
me, inpatient for ne to get done ny long sleep; but | was in the mddl e of
thick dreanms, the dreans a sleeper in a strange house has, and coul dn't wake.

When | did, it was with a cry that woke nme from sone adventure; | lay staring
trying to renenber where | was. | stumbled out through the curtains and found
nmysel f on the very edge of the mezzanine, |ooking out over the vast hall Ilit

by a clear nmorning turned faintly blue by way-wall. Once a Day stood by it,

bent over with her hands on her knees, by a little nuscled brown man who sat
hol ding up a ball of clear blue glass, turning it so the light shot through
it; he bit on a tiny wooden pipe fromwhich rose a fine white snoke.

When | reached them stunbling past groups that fell silent when |
smled at them | saw that on the brown man's wist was the bracel et of blue
stones which Once a Day had given to himon the day of the trading at Little
Belaire. H s name was Houd, but when he said it it was as soft and | ong and
unspeakable as a cat's sigh. Qthers gathered around us, and | was nmade nmuch
of ; they stared as frankly as cats at ny pigtail and ny spectacl es and
marvel ed at nmy ignorance of Dr. Boots and the List; and | couldn't understand
much of their talk, though |I knew the words. Qutside in the norning, Bromthe
bl ack and white cat wal ked across the wi de stone, and Once a Day and the
others turned to watch ne do what | had to do, being newto waywall: | tried
to walk out there. It doesn't work that way; | could get close to it (always
fromit a hot breath blew, snelling of nmetal sonehow) but -- it doesn't work
that way. | |ooked around at them and they were all smiling the sane snile

"It doesn't work that way," Houd said around his pipe, and Once a Day
cane and pulled me away. "It's only one way," she said | aughing. "Don't you
see? Only one way."

She took ny hand and we went across the black and white squares of the
floor and out the heavy gl ass doors ranged all along the back of the place,
and around to the front through the real norning light, and then ran together
headl ong across the stone, with Brom beside us, and we nmust drown in its
[imtless blackness, but of course didn't, and we were inside again, panting
and huggi ng. "One way," she said, "only one way! | learned that, | |earned
that; it's all only one way, don't you see?" And the brown man Houd seened to
watch me to see if | had heard in her words all that she said; and | knew
hadn' t.

There was one other thing that one newto way-wall has to do: | tried
putting nmy armthrough and then drawing it back out. | never tried it again.

In Little Belaire we said a month the same way we said a mnute or a
mle: to the angels they nmeant exact things, so that every nmonth and minute
and mle were the sane length. To us, they just nmean a lot or a little,
dependi ng. The List is the sanme, about mnutes and miles, but they know how
long a nonth is. They count it off in a nunber of days, thirty or so to the
nmont h, twelve nmonths to the year, and you are back at the begi nning again; and
for a reason they explained to ne but which I can't remenber, to every fourth
year they add one winter day that has no number.

To ne, the nanme of a nonth is the nane of a season. |'ve been in years
with two Marches and no April, or where Cctober canme in the niddle of
Septenber; but | loved the List's cal endar, because it didn't only count the
days for some reason you m ght want them counted, it told too about the twelve
seasons of the year.

The building at Service City that had the orange roof and the little
white steeple was called by them Twenty-ei ght Flavors, and it was there they



made nost of the medicines and doses for which they're famus. Once a Day took
me there, and we sat at two seats that enclosed a little table, private in the
di mess (Twenty-ei ght Flavors had once had big wi ndows of glass, but npst had
been broken and filled with sticks and plastic). There were many tables there
like the one we sat at, angel-made with a fal se wood grain and not even narred
i n how many-centuries. On the table was a beautiful box such as the List makes
for precious things, and with a reverent care Once a Day took off its cover.

"The cal endar," she said.

I nside the box were shiny square tiles, a pile of themface up, and
anot her face down, about this size: two hands would just have covered their
faces. The one showi ng, the one on top of the pile that was face up, was a
picture, and bel ow the picture were ranks of squares, a little like Blink's
crostic-words. The picture showed two children, younger than Once a Day had
been in our first June, in a neadow inpossibly full of pale blue flowers,
whi ch they picked with faces qui et and absorbed. He wore short pants, she a
tiny dress of the sane blue as the flowers they picked.

Once a Day touched a black word bel ow the picture. "June," she said.
There was a small stone, nade sticky with pine gum in a square bel ow the
pi cture; she plucked it off and noved it to the next square. Ten days in June.
The bell which hung before the way-wall house sounded four times, clear in the
di mess, and we went to the great room for evening.

When twenty days had passed, and the stone had made its way through al
the squares, we sat again in Twenty-eight Flavors. There were others there
that day to watch, and they stood in the heat as Zhinsinura s big hands noved
the June tile to the face-down pile and showed the next. Wen it was reveal ed,
they all nade a satisfied sound, |ike _aaaah_.

That picture let ne know, and | augh to know, that however strange and
old the angels were, still they were nmen, and knew what men know, if they
could make this. The sane two children, she still in her blue dress, lay on
green grass darker than June's, older with length of hot days, and | ooked into
a sky nmy great changeable clouds were piled up in, cities in the sky. But what
made ne | augh: the grass and they were at the top of the picture, and | ooked
down into the clouds which floated below and that's howit feels, in summer,
to watch cl ouds.

"July," Once a Day said. The evening bell rang.

In July I went with her on expeditions to gather things, plants and
rocks and soils and funguses the List uses for their nedicines; and when we
grew tired of searching, we lay to watch cl ouds.

"What are dark and light?" | asked. "Why do you say soneone is dark, and
another tine that he's light?"

She said nothing, only pillowed her head on her hands and cl osed her
eyes.

"Is it a game?" | asked. "I remenber Little St. Roy said, about Qive
t hat when she was dark she was very, very dark, and when she was |ight she was
lighter than air."

She | aughed at that, her flat stomach shaking. "I heard that," she said.

"What did he nean?"

She lay silent for a tine, and then rose on one elbow to | ook at ne.

"When will you go back to Little Belaire?" she said.
The nane in her nouth sounded odd; it was the first tinme | had heard her
say it here, and it sounded like a place inmpossibly renpte. "I won't," | said.

"I promised | wouldn't."

"Ch, they've forgotten that. If you left, no one would m nd; no one
woul d ask you where you went."

"Wuld you mind?" | said, for | hadn't heard in her speech that she
woul d, or that she wouldn't; had seemed to hear only that there was no m ndi ng
in her, which couldn't be so. For a noment ny heart felt cold, or hot, and
qui ckly said: "Anyway | don't want my tongue cut out."

"Tongue?" she said, and then | aughed. "Ch, they were dark. Now
And she | ooked away from nme, closing her nmouth, as though she had told a



riddle wongly, so that its answer was reveal ed. But nothi ng had been reveal ed
to ne.

"It was a joke of Roy's," Once a Day said. "A joke is all; an old joke.
Look, look, we're falling!"
Bel ow us -- yes, below -- the sky was tunbled full of clouds. By sone

magi c we stuck to the grass, we were even cross-legged and calm but we were
falling endlessly into cities, faces, nonstrous white aninals, hol di ng hands
to hold onto the roof of the world: strange, when the clouds roll close bel ow
you and the sky is grass.

And July's tile turned at the tinme table nade seven in one pile, five in
t he ot her.

The calendar's two children lay in deep shade; the boy was asleep, a
straw hat over his face and a long yellow straw in his nouth, his small bare
feet wide apart. She in her blue dress sat beside himlooking over a field of
the sane yellow straw to a red angel's tower with a conical top; and the gray
cl ouds of a sumer stormgrew far off. August.

W had a shade house we shared for summer, under two maples that grew
together on a hill, and we could see far off too, though all the angels' works
were gone, and Once a Day wore no blue dress; no dress at all. The edges of
our house changed as day went on, and the brown bodi es of our guests noved
with the shade.

"Four doors along the spine," Houd said. One of his skinny | egs he
dangl ed over his knee, and a wi de hat shadowed his face, fromwhich his wooden
pi pe protruded. "And press with all your might against them you wouldn't be
able to open them That's ny opinion."

"That's because they _are_ open,'
makes ne sl eepy.”

"Just as hard to shut them" Houd said.

"No," she said. "They bl ow open; as doors are bl own open one by one down
a corridor by wind; and that's the end of that; they're open.”

"You're light to think so," Houd said, and Once a Day yawned agai n and
stretched out her little tawny body on the matted grass so her breasts were
nearly flat; she smled ne a sleepy snmile

"Sun's conme around," soneone said. "Everybody nmove one place."

Shade.

At evening one let out a light he had brought, but the air drew it away
toward Service City, and one by one they followed it there. W lay together as
the nmoon rose and remade our shade house all different.

"Do you think," she said then, noving away fromnme by a series of slow
changes of posture, "that there are four doors al ong your spine? And how do
you think they open?"

"I don't know," | said, follow ng her.

"Neither do I."

There was a faint runble of thunder, |ike soneone huge, over the
hori zon, grunmbling in his sleep; and as we | ay together our nmoon house too
gradual |y noved away from under us, |eaving us splashed with still, cold
l'ight.

And Septenber's tile shown at the time table made eight in one pile,
four in the other.

"I know her," | said when | sawit, "and now | know those two as well."

"How coul d you know t hen?" she asked.

"Because you showed themto ne. Look: there's the ol d one, who conmes out
when it's dark; and see? she waits now, inside, in this nmonth, and the two
children are out "

"No, you're wong."

"And in the next nmonths she'll be out, and they'll be hid."

"They won't," she said. "They're just two, |like any two .

"Dark and light," | said, "just as you said, don't you remnenber

"No!" she shouted, to silence ne.

The tile we | ooked at showed a gol den engi ne-sunmer day. The two

Once a Day said, yawning. "The heat



children wal ked together with shining faces; slung over his shoul der by a
strap was sone Book, and she carried proudly a bright Septenber apple. In al
this it was |ike every other tile, he and she, she in her dress of blue, in a
day just the color of the nonth it pictured, as though squeezed fromthe nmonth
as froma fruit. But in this month only, there was sonebody el se: the children
wal ked smling toward a tiny red house with a peaked roof, in whose door could
just be seen a snall and aged wonan.

And yes, it would grow dark, though it was nice now, the old woman woul d
cone out, and the two children nust retire to wherever they could, to wait out
the dark nonths, isn't that right? The angels, even in their covered cities
wi t hout weat her, would not have forgotten that, that in warm perfect engine
sunmer the old woman waited

"No!" she said, and ran from ne.

"I want to understand," | said, when | found her anmid her pillows on the
nmezzani ne. "You have to speak truthfully to me. There was the house on the
wal I you showed ne, where St. Roy's |leg was kept. The children cane out when
it was light, and the old woman when it was dark. In between were the four
dead men, who never changed. It was about the weather. So are the tiles."

"Yes. About the weather."

"Yes. But, when we saw it, a cloud passed overhead, and the old wonan
didn't come out; and the last time | sawit, on the day you left, it was
spring, and yet the old wonman stood there.

She lay face down away from ne, her head on her arns |ike a cat; now she
turned her face to see ne. "Then," she said, "was it about the weather?"

"I don't know. \What else was it about? Whay can't | hear it in what you
say?"

She turned her face away again. "The tiles are about the weather. The
angel s nade themto tell the nmonths, and they are very true. That's all."

"Then why did you run from ne?"

She said nothing, and though she lay still | felt her run fromne
further. | wanted to pursue her where she ran, and | took her shoulders in ny
hands as though to stop her, restrain her: but she had fled.

There's a certain kind of dream the kind where you set off to do an
urgent errand, or a task, and directions are given you, but as you go on the
pl aces you have been sent to are not the places you intended to go, and the
nature of the task changes; the person you set out to find becomes the one who
sent you; the thing you were to do turns into a place, and the place into a
box of treasure or a horrid runmor; and the goal can never be reached because
it's never the sanme goal; and yet you search on, never surprised by these
changes, only persistent, only endlessly trying to do the changing thing set
bef ore you.

Until you wake, and there is no search after all.

"Once a Day," | said, and laid ny cheek against her hair, which hid her
face; "Once a Day, tell me there's no winter; tell me wi nter never comes, and
"1l believe you."

_Second facet:

On a blowi ng, rain-swept day which I would have called the first day of
November but which the cal endar called the twentieth of Septenber, | went to
Twenty-ei ght Fl avors, summoned by Zhinsinura. She sat at the tine table with
Septenber's tile before her

"Did you wonder who they are?" she asked ne.



"Yes," | said.

"Just two," she said. "Like any two in this nonth. The other is an old
worman, to whomin this nonth they go for counsel." She smiled at ne. Her big
sol emn head was made bi gger by her wide gray hair, and her eyes were

many- pouched and al ways sad; but her smle was quick and real. "And how do you
get on, now, warren boy?"
"Fine," | said, and woul d have said nothing nore, but that Zhinsinura

woul dn't hear in my speech just what | meant, what was fine and what not. "Can
you tell me, though, what a letter fromDr. Boots is?"

There were others there, working and sitting, some | knew. | had got
used to being stared at around Service City; | would have preferred now to be
alone with Zhinsinura, but that's not the List's way. The others | ooked at ne
with great interest.

"lt's a letter,"” she said. "And it's fromDr. Boots."

| felt their eyes on nme. | | ooked down at Zhinsinura's |ong hands
feeling the snmooth edges of the tile. "There's sonething," | said carefully,
"a thing, that | don't know. "

"Always, | should hope."

"That's what she seens to nean. Your dark and light, you know, it's not
an easy thing to understand. | thought I'd seen a path, that it was about
Wi nter com ng; but that was only another riddle; and she seems to say the
riddles are answers."

"Every riddle is its own answer,'

sai d Zhinsinura. "That's easy. But how

could a riddle knowits own answer? Don't think | nock you. | don't mean to, a
bit. It _is_a secret thing. The truthful speakers haven't much believed in
such secrets, is all. You ask for her secret, though you nmay not know that's

what you're about; and she can't tell you without learning it herself. And she
wants not to |learn that secret.”

"How can you have a secret you don't know?"

The others there | ooked away now. They didn't like this conversation
not the younger ones; the older weren't |listening any nore; but Zhinsinura

only laced her fingers together and | eaned toward ne smling. "Well, how do
you speak truthfully?" she asked. "Let's both tell a secret.”
"That's not a secret,"” | said. "lIt's sonething you learn so well you

forget you know it."
"Well then," she said, opening her hands, "there it is."
Pai nted Red had said: for Whisper cord a secret isn't sonething you

won't tell, but something that can't be told. "There's sonmething,” | said
slowy, like someone stupid, "I don't know | want to know it. There nmust be a
way to learn it, because you all knowit. If it can't be told, I'll learn it

any way there is."

Zhinsinura's steady eyes seened hooded and pouched from so nmuch seeing.
"Do you know what you ask?" she said gently. "You know, a thing about secrets
is that once you learn one, you know it for good. It's your secret. You don't
go back out and stand outside again not knowi ng. There's no way back Qut."

"Li ke way-wall," | said.

"Way-wal | ?" she said smiling. "There's no such thing."

Everybody | aughed gently, as though an old joke had been told at just
the right time. Their |aughter woke the tiger cat naned Fa'afa, who was al ways
near Zhinsinura. She touched its head and it rested again.

"You know, " she said, "the League had no love for the truthful speakers.
Perhaps it was that their women wouldn't join the League in the very ancient
times, or then help out after the Stormwhen they m ght have, but only kept to
t hensel ves. Then perhaps it was the League's pride, that you all had survived
wi thout their help. It was only long after wonmen had gone to others to tel
them t he League was dissolved that Adive went to the warren. The League
t hought never to nake peace with you; and there were sone, to the League's
shane, who tried to prevent Aive. Wll. Al that is old.

"But we have grown old differently, in all those lifetines since then.
know how differently: | visited your warren often, oh, so long ago it's



neither light nor dark now. There was a boy there -- well, a boy, an old, old
man now if he's lived -- who asked nme to stay there with him wth you all. |
wanted to, though | was afraid; in the end he was nore sensible; but | think
we both knew we would end up in a corner. And even so, | think the harder way
is to cone here fromthere. Your girl could because she is a cousin; you
well. | don't say it to frighten you."

She | ooked away, raising her |Iong bony armto shake down her bracel ets.
The evening bell rang. She thought; then said: "Yes, there is a thing you
don't know. Yes, there is a way to learn it, though not this tine of year; and
it's too soon for you, anyway. Stay; listen and |earn; and don't ask for
what's not given you." She noved the sticky stone fromthe twentieth to the
twenty-first day. "You say she ties riddles for you. Well, I'Il tie you
another. I"'mnot afraid to tell it because _ay , though it's not a riddle at
all you'll think it's one; and _bee_, if you're going to stay here | think it
will have to be by your way and not ours; and _see_, it's the day and the tine
for it anyway.

"This is the riddle: you can tie a string around your finger to renenber
somet hing, until you forget there's a string tied around your finger. Then you

wi || have forgotten doubly, and for good. This calendar is the string tied
around our finger -- and the letter fromDr. Boots is how we forget it, doubly
and for good.

"You can |l ook for a path through that. |I know your fampbus Path. If you

want to find it here, think this: _path_is only a name for a place where you
find yourself. Where you're going on it is only a story. \Were you' ve been on
it is only another. Some of the stories are pleasant ones; sone are not.
That's dark and light."

| sat with ny head bowed before her and the Septenber tile between us
and |istened; and | m ght have understood, too, if | had ever in all ny
growi ng up been told a story that wasn't true.

"Did she send you away?" Once a Day asked. She sat am d baskets of
appl es that were being brought in through the way-wall, hel ping the children
sort fromthemthe bad ones, which would spoil the others.

"No," | said. "I don't think she did."

She polished on her starred robe and held up for me an orange appl e that
bl ushed red like a cheek. "I'"mglad," she said.

| had been wrong about her speech. There was no mask put over it to hide
fromme;, only an opacity filling it up, fromwthin, filling up its

transparency as fog fills up transparent autumm nornings. Yet overhead the sky
is blue. Zhinsinura had offered ne every way not to enter into their secrets;
what she didn't know was that | had already gone in, by the pool in the
forest, no, long before then, in a ganme of whose-knee in Little Belaire that
seened now as long ago as a tine when angels flew, and | had al ways known

there was no way out. | had never truly | ooked behind ne to see.

_She was right, you know, | think, about way-wall: that there's no such
t hi ng. _

Yes?

I mean it wasn't a thing, like a door; only a condition. A condition of
the air in the doorway, air altered, as ice is only altered water. _

Was it?

I think it had been done |ong before, in order to heat the place. You
said a hot breath blew fromit. | think it was just an engine, to nmake heat

Maybe so. And the little house on the wall, in the warren, was only a

bonbom a barom a thing to tell the weather. Is it all only and nerely and
just? Wiy is it you know so rmuch and understand nothing at all?

_I"msorry. _

No; no. It's only that this is the hard part of the story, the part that
was hardest to live through, the part hardest to tell rightly; and if you



don't understand it, the story won't make sense. You nust try to inmagine ne
t here, angel; you mnust imagi ne ne, because if you don't imagine me | won't
exist. None of it will exist.

_Yes. Go on. _

In Cctober Twenty-eight Flavors was an argunent of odors. There was a
| ong counter there, wood-grained |like the tables, behind which rose a great
mrror, black-flecked and dull: and on it were drawn in white two people, a
man with an apron and a tall hat, and a boy to whom he of fered what | ooked
like a giant version of the Four Pots. It was in Twenty-eight Flavors that the
Li st kept and made their nedicines. Fromthe ceiling hung brown roots strung
in loops, and on the plastic were heaps of wrinkled | eaves and the crushed
buds of flowers; in the great stainless-steel ovens and sinks behind the
mrror, things were baked and washed and mni xed: the kitchen, they called it.
Brown Houd, who knew much of such things, went anong themw th a confusion in
his cup, |ooking and grinning.

_A confusion?_

They made confusions froml eaves and such, boiling themw th water.
There were confusions to wake you up, others to put you to sleep. There were
confusions that made you strong or weak, stupid or smart, warmor cool. "It
confuses the dark and light," Houd said, "and gives you a pause: for a while
you think only about the confusion, and not about everything."

"Everyt hi ng?"

"That's Relativity," he said.

In that crowded house were al so hung the I ong gol den | eaves to dry,
whi ch Houd and others there snoked in little pipes, racks and racks of it,
snelling as it | ooked, dry and golden. It hung near the cal endar, whose
Cctober tile of the two children raking orange | eaves to burn was changed by
Houd to Novenber's: those two wal king armin-arm scared perhaps, past
| eafl ess trees through which black crows cawed. One curled brown |eaf was
tossed past them on a curved black Iine that neant W nd.

I think Houd was a child of Novenber, like ne. Often he would sit rnuch
of the day on a huge stunp on the edge of the stone plaza Service City
occupi ed, well wrapped up, and there he could be visited. The white snoke from
his pipe was |i ke the smoke fromthe orange | eaves the cal endar children
burned, but the | eaves that piled up around his stunp were gray, and he
hi rsel f was the col or of Novenber: nut-brown and whorled |ike wood.

"It's not like your bread," he said to ne; "it won't do you any good to
inhale it; inhale it enough and it'll kill you, so the angels said, who snoked
it by the bale. . . . | only tell you that because it does taste good, once

you get used to it." He offered the pipe to Once a Day, who refused it with a
grimace, and to nme. It was an acrid, harsh taste, that fit the day, autummal
and burnt and brown.

He sniffed the air and put the pipe back between the teeth that |iked
it. "You know things now that you won't know again in the year. It's in this
nmont h, they say, that you can see the City."

"The City," sonmeone said, in a |lowtone of delighted horror, and the
children said, "Tell it, tell the Gty."

"Say on a day like this," Houd said, raising his yellow palmto us, "in
a big sky like that deep with clouds that turn in the wind, a wind you can
al nost see, that you know will bring cold rain again soon. See there? Were
that gray knot of cloud is like a tabby face? It could yawn -- it could yawn
now -- and out of it would cone, of a color like it of gray stone and frozen
earth, the City. The Cty that the angels plucked out of the earth like a
root. It'd be far away and high, floating, but still you would see the high

square towers on it like crystals growing on a rock; and bel ow, the whol e pl ug
of earth that came away with it, and tree roots feathering the top and bridges
hangi ng torn away, and tunnels fromwhich roads run out to nothing. And the

cl ouds would wi nd and stream around it, that mght be its own anci ent snoke,
and half-hide it; until it grewcloser (if it weren't quickly swallowed up
again to | eave you wondering), close enough for you to see the glitter of its



uncount abl e gl ass, and the bits of rock and earth that fall ceaselessly from
its base; and you would see that the vast wind turns it, makes it revol ve ever
in the sky Iike a great wheel.

"And in its square streets where nothing lives the dead men wal k, nade
too of stone or worse; and, stuck in life |ike death, and dream ng, nake no
noti on.

"That woul d make you shudder."

"Just the story does," said Once a Day, and clutched herself.

"That's like this nmonth," Houd said. "lIt's the world's shudder that
winter is comng."

Just the story does . . . Little St. Roy called the clouds Cities in the
Sky; and Houd called the Gty a cloud, and put the four dead nmen there to nake
the chil dren shudder, a Novenber shudder. And | ong ago Seven Hands had said
all lost things end up in the Gty in the Sky, to nake Mdaba | augh when her
spectacl es were | ost. Somewhere a burnt sun was beginning to set; the sky and
the afternoon were snoky with it.

"Then winter does cone," | said.

"Ch, winter conmes," Houd said. "But only when it comes." He puffed his
pi pe and grinned. "That's Relativity," he said; and everybody | aughed, of
course, except me, of course.

The great forest which circled around the stone plaza where Service City
sat, two fingers of a gigantic hand about to pinch Service Gty out like a
bug, didn't seemto grow and thin insubstantial in winter as Belaire's woods
did. It was nuch greater than that woods, and seemed to grow, as Belaire's did
not, at a great rate: the ivied buildings seened now nore settled into the
forest even than when |I had cone in the spring. You could still see Road
t hrough the black trees; but it wouldn't be so forever

The forest was strong; the world was slow but strong. As Service Gty
fell back into the forest, so Road was drowned in brooks and broken by w nter
weat her. And so too, | thought, was Belaire drawn in; the bridges around it
fell, and its paths to the great world were bl ocked, slowy for sure, but for
sure. Al our nen's places were stained and whelmed by the world and wi nter;
the | eaves piled up behind Service City and littered its stone plaza, they
found their way into Blink's tree house; and on the roofs of Little Belaire
they were bound up in hoarfrost with bird droppi ngs and | ast year's nests.

Yet at Belaire the ancient war of man with the world was if not stil
fought at |east remenbered. Maybe it was because Dr. Boots's List lived not in
a gentle river valley but in a great and inpatient forest, but it seemed they
had forgotten such things; they no | onger struggled to hold back the world,
nor even much renenbered how t he angel s had fought and won and | ost agai nst
it. But there it is: the whole tangle of their lives was based on sonething
they were trying to forget.

For the doctor was there, indoors for winter, along those walls; she
could clinb the stairs to the mezzanine, way-wall adm tted her, and she | ooked
out all the eyes which I |ooked into, though | didn't see her

They shoul d have seened childlike, the List, with their changeabl e
sadnesses and ent husiasns, their dark and light, their endless, pointless

smal | bickerings. But they weren't childlike; they seened old -- not aged, but
like grownups, with histories, with old know edge, old manners, a careful
circunmspect way -- and how could that be, | wondered, that they could change

like children and play like kittens, that yesterday and tonorrow could be rea
for themonly as a dreamis real, and yet seem circunspect?

Like a dream yes . . . | thought winter woul d make Once a Day sad, you
know, dark; but she was the same, or never the sane the sane, and whatever the
gane or trick of dark and Iight was it was a thing which happened day to day,
nmonent to nonment, and not by seasons. In the nezzanine we made private pl aces
for ourselves where we spent the long, long twilights; sonetinmes the sadness
of them woul d make her sad -- no, in the sadness of them she woul d happen to



be sad -- and we would let out a Light early to pretend it was al ready night.
Her sunmer-tawny body grew pale again, and the light hair that downed her
linbs dark. And we dreaned together amid the crowd there. | thought it was for
shane, a shame like their old nmanners, that she never spoke of these things
el sewhere, and never wanted them spoken of, as though they hadn't happened.
But it wasn't shame. It was that she wanted to mark nothing: wanted to make
each tine the only tinme, as pastless as a dream There were no words: she
want ed none.

And then | woke. And now | only know | dreaned, and am awake.

_Third facet: _

The big snows fell in that nmonth in which the cal endar chil dren, bundled
up, made a faced pile of snowwith twigs for arms and a hat |like the hats the
men of the List wear. On a day in the month that foll owed, February, we lay on
t he nmezzani ne and wat ched snow fall, turning to rain; through the veil of it
the black trees seened to proceed slowy toward us, though they came no
closer. Once a Day |lay against Brom carefully biting her nails to the |ength
she Iiked themand filing them snmooth on the rough stone of the wall. Around
us we heard tiny winter stories told, stories of doors in the forest, tiny
doors at the top of worn steps, a light inside; they open a crack, and eyes
| ook out.

This was the time of the List's long laziness; if it could be said they
ever waited for anything, you could say they did little in this tinme except
wait for spring. It was now that nmost of their children were born, the tine
carefully cal cul ated; below, a group was cooing over a new child, a girl |
supposed by the way they nade nmuch of it. Two older children stood at an open
bin of the long white bins in an endl ess gane of changi ng cl othes; one stepped
out of a black, shimering belt and changed it for the other's frayed wi g and
false fur. They dangled jewels and stained ribbons, armcl ocks and rags of
shirts, each twirling for the other's criticismand grudgi ng adniration.
wat ched them enjoying their moments of pal e nakedness; their voices rose up
to where we sat, |ow and indistinct.

"The door in the elbow " the sleepy storyteller near us said, "the door
open a crack, through which winter conmes, blowing on the heart."

| thought of Blink, bundled and sleepy, saying _it's a small world_.

And yes, you see: circunmspect, as | said, and careful for thenselves:
for they won't disappear, the List would never choose that, though it
sonmetines seenmed to ne that di sappearance was what they aimed at in the end --
no, but they will be wholly taken in, because they have forgotten, doubly and
for good, the ancient struggle of man against the world, forgotten doubly and
for good the string once tied around all nen's fingers; and in the forest,
like shellfish in a secret shellfish bed, they will nove only for the
current's sake, and keep their counsel as close as cats, endlessly counting
of f the twelve seasons of the year while the forest and the water and the
wi nter eat up the angels' works and Road and perhaps even Little Belaire.

"The shortest nonth is February,"” Once a Day said, testing her filed
nai |l s agai nst her cheek for snoothness; "or the |ongest too."

The fl oor bel ow bel onged as nuch to the cats who wal ked it as to the
peopl e they wal ked anong. | said there were cats who lived at Little Belaire;
but the List seened to live with their cats and not the reverse. They were
deferred to. Houd had told nme that the cats of the List were not of the sane
famly at all as the cats | had known; these great, pacific, w se aninmals were
descended froma race the angels invented, so to speak; a race they nade out
of the old race of cats, altering themby the same means we nen had been



altered, and for the sane reason -- convenience. And in the thousand
generations that cane after, they had been altered further by careful

sel ection of mates. They hunted little, but ate the food made for themin the
ki tchens of Twenty-eight Flavors; alnost never did | hear them make that
eerie, tornmented cry | had used to hear, like a | ost baby, in the woods near
Little Belaire. | said the List were grownups: but now | ooki ng down at the
floor where the cats wal ked | thought it was the cats who were the grownups,
and the people their children. And as children learn their manners from

wat chi ng grownups, so the List learned theirs fromcats.

| was proud of this small insight; |I had no notion how close | was to
the truth, and therefore | was as far away as ever.

Zhi nsi nura cane through the way-wall, and others after her, dressed in
their raggedies -- winter warmcl othes piled on however to keep the cold out.

"We're going to the forest,
"Why?" asked Once a Day.
"Acat's lost. Help find her."

The cat's nane was Puff, a very old and tired orange fenale with a big
scruffy mane, blind in one eye. She'd been gone two days, Zzhinsinura said as
we struggled into warmcl ot hes, which woul dn't have worried anyone if it was
Bromor Fa'afa, but Puff in the winter . . . She hurried our dressing

It was wet, black, and hopeless in the forest, a thin rain stil
falling, and I didn't know how t hey thought they would find anything but nud
and ol d snowbanks to fall in, but they kept on through the day just as though
they had a path. W spread out, and soon |ost sight of each other, and | found
nmysel f struggling al ong beside sonmeone | didn't know, bound up to his eyes in
gray. He slashed at the dirty snow with a stick, breathing wet clouds fromhis
nose.

she called up to us. "You cone."

"Help me here," | said, my foot caught in something beneath the snow
"Dog days," he said.
W pulled nme | oose. "What did you say?"

"Dog days." He waved his stick, indicating the forest. "February's the
l ean nonth for them They're said, when they find nothing at all to eat, to
run around in a circle till the weakest drops, and then he's it. | don't know.
| guess that's fair. But usually they find sonething."

Li ke Puff, | thought, old and cold as she was. The story at Little
Belaire was that all the dogs had | ong ago been eaten or killed, but in this
forest . . . "Dog days," he said again, his eyes shifting fromside to side
above the gray scarves covering his nouth. W stopped to get our bearings. The
relentless drip seenmed to fill nmy ears, making it hard to hear other sounds.

The high trees' tops were lost in fog, and their black trunks seened rotten
wi th wetness. The forest crackled suddenly quite near us, and we spun around:
two of our number came out of the trees toward us, dressed in black |ike the
day. W called out and kept on; and now nmy eyes were shifting around Iike ny
gray friend s.

For a long time we tore through a thicket of harsh bushes, clawed at by
springing linbs and tripped up by roots. Beyond it the ground fell away
sharply into a sort of depression in the ground, whose |owest part was filled
with dark water edged with papery ice. As we canme out on the edge of this
bowl, he saw one thing on its far side, and |I saw anot her.

He saw Puff, off to the left, struggling up through the snow to reach
the crest on the other side.

| saw Once a Day, off to the right, also clinbing, trying to reach Puff.

W both pointed and said, "Look!" at the same time. Once a Day nust have
been to the cat's blind side, because the cat kept on, desperately, up to her
chin in snow, and just then we heard what she was running from The noise tore
t hrough the fog, a sharp, snarling yelp made again and agai n that made ne
freeze in terror. Once a Day stopped too, but Puff kept on; the woods crackl ed
and thrashed to the left, and there burst from cover an aninmal. The man next
to nme bared his teeth and hissed out in fear, and the animal -- a dirtyyell ow,
ski nny, big-headed thing -- stopped and with great snaps of his head | ooked



from Once a Day to Puff who was di sappearing over the ridge. The woods behind
hi m spoke, and a red one charged out; he didn't stop at all, but hunched his
ski nny back up through the snow. The yellow one followed. Bursting fromthe
woods, a spotted one slipped into the water and sl opped out again, clinbing
after the others.

Once a Day had got to the top and over, beating the snowbound dogs, and
the man with me was hal fway to the pool's edge, shouting and waving his stick
before | unfroze and slid after him As we circled the pool, stepping up to
our knees in black water and muck, two nore dogs cane yel ping fromthe woods,
and stopped when they saw us. They backed and ran to and fromus as we tried
to clinb the bank, we not daring to turn our backs on them shouting at them
as they shouted at us. Two nmen now canme fromthe woods followi ng Once a Day's
footprints, and nmy stick friend tore the gray scarf away fromhis face and
waved to them and the dogs, seeing them ran off in another direction

Heavy with water, sobbing painful cold breaths, we got to the top. Puff,
Once a Day, and the dogs were gone. The snow, stirred and footprinted, nelted
out in hillocks along the wet black ground; and across the snow, starting at
my feet and running crazily away in drops, was a long stripe of bl ood.

Cat's blood: | grasped at that. Puff's blood. Poor Puff, but old after
all, still too bad, anyway it's cat's blood. . . . The two in black passed ne,
hurrying on, pointing out the signs of the trail to each other. | still stood
stricken. Stick came up next to me, his sodden boots squi shing.

"Dog days," he said; "a lean nonth, and nothing's that large, if they're
together they'll try it "

“"No," | said.
He went off, follow ng the others, his head nodding rapidly side to
side. "If she stayed with the cat," | heard himsay, "they'd take them bot h,

oh yes, drag themto the woods, you hear the silence now, you see what that
woul d nean . "

No, no, no, he's not kept his head, | thought, starting after him then
turning back to | ook again at the snow, not kept his head about the cat's
bl ood that it was, why does he go on like that?

"Dogs are dogs are dogs are dogs at least," said Stick

"Why don't you just |ook?" | shouted at him ny feet nunbly plucking
mud. "Way don't you just be quiet about it and | ook?"

"Wod snoke," said Stick, stopping still.

| snelled it and saw it at once: a dark smudge in the woods, browner
than the gray day. He ran on toward it, calling out to the others; | only
stood, still trying to speak truthfully to nyself, scared, not know ng what a
fire in the forest would nean anyway. Stick turned and waved to ne, and
di sappeared in a clunmp of trees.

There was a path through the clunmp of trees, and at the end of the path
a cabin of logs built against an old angel stone wall; ashy snoke rose up
through a hole in the roof of wattles. The yellow dog, the first one Stick and
| had seen at the pond, paced back and forth before the door until he saw us,
and backed away and ran as we came close. From another direction the two in
bl ack canme up to the cabin, and disappeared into the darkness inside, as

t hough wal ki ng through way-wall; they seened to be |aughing. Stick went in. |
cane up last, and heard themtal king inside.
I went in.

In the flare of firelight and snoke, the bl ack-cl oaked peopl e sat
| aughi ng softly, relaxing in the warmh. Zhinsinura was |aughing too; beside
her old Puff lay asleep; and within her arns Once a Day |ay, her eyes bright

inthe firelight, smling. | crept to her, ny fear still a hard knot in ny
stomach, to touch her, to know for real it was she.

"You're all right," | said, and the others | aughed.

"Yes," she said. "The doctor was there."

"What doctor? What doctor?"
She only shook her head, smling.
"How, what happened? How did this fire get here? How, what . . ."



Zhi nsinura put her hand firmy on my wist. "Hush," she said. "It's nice

NOW.
The others had fallen silent, and for a nonment Puff awoke and eyed ne

with her one eye. | saw that | wouldn't |earn now, probably would never |earn

what had happened, whose bl ood was on the snow, because it was then not now

it was nice now. | was not to ask for what | wasn't given. | sat slowy,

thinking: if it had been | anpbng the dogs, | wouldn't have found this nice

pl ace, because | would have | ooked for it.

"Yes," | said. "Yes, it is nice now, with the fire and all, yes."

" He was dark," said Stick, whose face | could see across the fire
grinning widely. "Dark even to shouting." He laced his hands confortably
behi nd his head and showed nore teeth. "Dog days," he said, pleased.

And that's how | found out what dark and |ight are.

_You didn't tell about February's tile._

| don't remenber it well. | renmenber that it was "crazed," you know,
heat or sonething had made it a web of fine cracks. | renenber that it was
bl ack, nostly, like the nonth. They stood on a bridge, | think, over a cold
river; there was sonething huge out on the river. | don't remenber.

In March's pale tile the hem of her blue dress curled with the sanme curl
that marked the dead leaf's path in Novenber: the curved |ine that neant W nd.
They stood in the wind atop a brown hill that |ooked to be the top of the
world -- nothing could be seen around them but a big sky, pale and purplish.
The wind that bl ew behind themtangled their curls and held their kites high
up, so high they seened tiny.

In the still-roofed part of one of Service Gity's ruined buildings, amd
pil es and bundles of the List's things stored there, Once a Day found her
kite. We sat amid the clutter and listened to Zher as she tied, with infinite
absorption, a newtail for it. Her eyes were cast down, and her nmouth seened
to obey the sane commands that her hands were following: closing firnmy to
tighten a string, opening then pursing to find the next rag; when she nade a
knot, her tongue peeked out.

"When the nmoon is full in March," said Zher, "the hare goes crazy." His
eyes grew wide and fierce. "He stanps his feet." Zher's | eg kicked the ground
with a thunmp. "He balls his fists and can't _stand_ it, can't _stand_it." He
stared around him his leg twitching to kick again. "Wen another cones, he
shouts out, '"No room no rooml' even if there's plenty."

Once a Day | aughed at his craziness, and then returned to her work. O
any there at Service City | found her absorption nost beautiful, because
| oved her, but they were all like her init. On each thing they did their
attention was conmplete. It was as though the thing to be done directed the
doer, as though the task were nmaster

O course there weren't many things the List did. One of themwas to fly
kites in March. There were many in that building, broken and whol e, hung
between a pile of plastic boots and gray capes and a stand of furled
unbrellas. On the right day, chill and blowing, a day like a stiff new broom
for winter, they would all be scattered across a brown hilltop with their hats
tied on and their raggedi es snatched at and billowi ng, and all their
bright-tailed kites aloft. O then again maybe they woul dn't.

Anyway. On a day still and odorous, with pale things sprouting in the
forest, the kite tile was noved, and there were three in one pile and nine in
the other; the ones who stood to see it turned made their small sound of
satisfaction as April was reveal ed.

A silvery, sidew se-falling shower struck splashes from puddl es. The
puddl es, silver-edged, reflected a soft green that was indistinct,
rai n-shrouded, all around. In this tile only was the girl not in blue; she and
he were identical in shiny yellow coats, and her calves curved gently rising
fromthe wi de nouths of yellow boots. Her unbrella, though, was blue; and
though it rained in other nmonths, it was only in April that the List took out



their unbrellas to water them

On a showery day | watched themthrough the way-wall, strolling across
the wide stone with their unbrellas in bloom Some were patched, sone bent and
with mssing struts, sone stretched wong on the frame and | ooking |ike bats'
Wi ngs. Houd was among them his gray and green barred unbrella was | arger than
the others and had a strangely carved grip, and he grinned at me just as
t hough he could see ne through the way-wall as | could see him

They began to come in when the bell sounded five tinmes, not for evening
but in the mddle of the day. They shook water fromtheir hats and fromthe
flapping unbrellas -- not allowed taut indoors, for some reason -- and they
snel l ed of the warm wet day, and brought in green things, ferns and shoots and
bl ossonms sparkling with drops. As they collected around the floor, Zzhinsinura,
who had had a high seat brought out for her, watched themas the cats did, and
her gaze was the same, a mild and accustomed curiosity. She sat them down
wi t hout words, her big hands lightly guiding them children were shushed and
the mlling subsided as people found seats facing her, arranging thensel ves
with the List's patience for such things. After a time tw rough half-circles
had been drawn up, one closer in all of wonen and girl children, and an outer
one of nen and boys.

Once a Day went past me, brushing the clean rain fromher face, smled
at me and went to sit with the wonen. | would have liked to sit by her, but
this was the day the List renenbers the Long League and Mdther Tom and on
such a day the men know their place, sit back and hold their tongues.

Beyond the way-wall, the rain grew strong for a monment, like a fit of
sobbi ng, then | essened. W were silent. Zhinsinura began speaki ng, and the
cats grew curious.

_Fourth facet:

"In the last nmonth of winter," she began, al nmost as though she were
talking only to the cat at her feet, "which is the first of spring, the ice on
the river, which had been solid and coul d bear weight, broke up and fl oated
away in great clashing chunks, which nakes a pretty sight.

"The ice asked: Howis it that the river could acconplish such a thing?
And the river might answer: lce set itself a task it could not finish, and al
that was | eft undone remained the river; and for the undoing of what you did
do, well, it wasn't | at all but time and changes, and | amleft.

"I say the river mght answer so, but it doesn't answer, there being no
ice left to answer to.

"If we were to tell a story about ancient tines, we would say that the

men were angels who could fly: they were the ice's brittle, still surface. The
river flow ng quick unseen beneath we woul d name the wormen and their League.
And as for tinme and changes, well, they have al ways been the same, without

anot her nane.

"Now the nmen in those tines said to the wonen, 'See: we have thrown
Little Mon into the sky, our planters have escaped the sun, and we mnust
struggle to further these works forever. Men have things to do, and nust use
their time properly; any of you who can do so may help in these tasks. But
while we build a new noon and get it put up next to the old one, you are stil
controlled by the old noon; you can't use your time properly; that is your
great est weakness.'

"And Mother Tom said to the League: 'That is your only strength. Spring
is comng, and the ice nmust break on every river. Time is in need of you, and,
dark or light, will put you to its use."'"

She reached behind her chair and took up a tall box which she set before



her. The front of the box was made to | ook like a sort of archway; and when
Zhi nsinura turned sonething at the back of the box vigorously, the archway
brightened, and it seemed we | ooked into a garden where a fruit tree fl owered,
and where a huge, fat woman waved. She waved: | nmean it wasn't a picture of
her wavi ng, she waved, her hand rose, made a hello, and returned to her side;
then it rose again, waved again, came down again, then rose again and waved.
Whi | e she waved, Zhinsinura spoke, her hands resting lightly on the box.

"Mot her Tomsaid: 'I'mpart man, part cat, part dream and Al Wrnman.'
"Mt her Tom had had an Operation, you see. She had been a nman, and then
been turned into a wonan. And very well, too, these were the days of every

possibility and contrivance. Her female parts were real, as real as her nan's
parts had been; she named her female parts Janice, after a wonan nurdered on
Road, from whom they had been taken. She said, 'Janice would be glad, if she
knew.' The doctors then could just replace one set of parts with another, easy
as that, and in their angel way thought that was the end of it; but Mbther
Tom s fermal e parts began to grow a person outward fromthem a wonman, that
dark by light outgrew the old man Mother Tom had been. Mt her Tom said,
"Janice is changing ny nmind.' Mther Tom wei ghed as nuch as any two wonen, and
had a voice like a | oon, and wanted to be a Wman entirely, even to being in

t he wonen' s League.

"The angel s had a joke, in those days, about the League. \Wen the League
neets, they said, wonmen with breasts |ike pigeons fold their hands before them
and speak to other wonmen from between bow s of cut flowers. They all wear
flowered hats, and they speak only foolishness." Zhinsinura took a nut, and a
cracker for it, fromwthin her deep pocket. "It was a good joke," she said,
"but the angels didn't know why it was funny.

"I have wept," she said, "to think of their struggles to use their tine
properly; and | have thought of them weeping. Mther Tom wept often after
t hose neetings, when once again the wonen had struggled nore with one anot her
than with the angels; wept when she heard in her dreanms their voices, abused
and frightened and angry and silly and above all Femninine. 'Fem ninel' Mther
Tom woul d weep. 'Fem nine!' She was beginning to learn, | guess, what she had
let herself in for, and was glad to knowit. 'l wouldn't be a man again for
all the planters in the universe,' she said, 'or all the Mney in the bank or
all the cities in the sky.'

"Mt her Tom confused the League, and for a long tine she was not all owed
anong them but she wouldn't stop tal king, whenever she was let to, and as the
years went by her story grew | onger: about what was to cone, as nuch as she
could see; about nen, for she had been one; about dark and light, though what
was there to say? The wonen began to listen, sone of them and understand; but
sonmetines they would only | ook away, and smle, and not listen, and wait for
it to be nice again.

"'Nice!" Mther Tomwould shriek. 'Nice!l' For as she grew ol der, and as
nore and nore of the League's wonen listened to her, the | ess Mdther Tom wept
and the nore she shouted.

"The angel s nade a mni stake, then. They had al ways thought the League was
funny, and they thought Mther Tomwas funnier still. But Mther Tom knew nen
and kept on tal king, and grew ol der and | ouder, and the nmore listened to the
ol der and | ouder she got; until men were |ike someone who had a bird in his
hand that is struggling to escape: squeeze tight, and the bird dies; don't
squeeze tight, and the bird escapes. The angels squeezed tight, and the bird
escaped. It was ever their way."

Zhi nsi nura broke and ate her nut with cal mabsorption. "You see," she
said, "the angels at long | ast got the joke: that as |ong as wonen struggl ed
to use their time properly and join the terrific enterprises of the angels,
there was nothing to fear, but as soon as the wonmen shut up, as Mther Tom
told themto shut up, then the angels' enterprises were in terrible danger. So
what they did was to send some two or three to Mother Tom s garden, this
garden, and kill her. Mther Tomwas near eighty then. And they killed her

"If you were to tell a story about ancient tines," she went on, "you



woul d say that the day the angels killed Mother Tomin her garden was that day
in winter which is the shortest, the day on which winter begins in earnest,

but the day too after which the days, however slowy, begin to | engthen toward
spring. Because, in her long life, Mther Tomhad finally got herself
under st ood by the wonmen she |l oved, the angels for a long tine thought the bird
was dead. The ice grew thick -- but the river was deeper; the ice was silent,
and the river spoke only to itself, all unheard.

"The river spoke about Mdther Tom It was in those days that this
pi cture was made, to renmenber her by, and a thousand like it, which wonen
kept. They said of Mdther Tom when she was dark she was very, very dark, and
when she was light she was lighter than air.

"About the things Mother Tom had sai d. About what was to conme, which
their nmen canme hone every night from planning for and struggling with and
failing against and using their time properly to defeat: and they renenbered
Mot her Tom s advi ce, when the nen tal ked: shut up

"About gardens and clothes and the difficulties of food and how the
lights kept going out. About their children and which was nost beautiful, and
Money stories, and what to do when the lights went out for good. About the
| atest of the angels' wonders and how it seened that soon there would be
not hi ng i npossi bl e and their nen could give them everything they wanted.

"Everything they wanted." Zhinsinura passed her hand over her eyes and
touched the box in which Mdther Tom waved endlessly. "I would have been dark
dark, dark, then; amdark to think it. How hard, how hard! To be tinme's too
when those who think thenselves tine's masters tell endless, useless tales to
bind it, tales which even if the wonmen understood they coul d never contradict.
To watch your kind like a sick cat eat and be not satisfied, to gorge and
cough up worns. And still shut up. And never know, any nore than any tool can
when the need for you will come -- or if perhaps you have been wong, and your
task is not after all sinply the satisfaction of that endl ess angel hunger, is
not after all Everything you Wanted. It wasn't Mther Tom no, and she had
known it wouldn't be -- it was that long fire that made tine's tool, endlessly
shaping it in the flame of dark and light until its task was ready.

"To the angels, the Stormwas the darkest tine since our kind began: for
what does ice know about spring? And though the League was full-grown then
and all their stories learned by heart when they gathered here for the first
tine after the fall of the Law and the Gummint, here on this floor in Service
City and in a thousand places like it; and though they remenbered Mther Tom
and knew now what she meant, and knew somewhat what to do to begin to help --
t hough they knew all this, yet they were not |ight then. For renenber,
children, renenber: for all that the wonen of the League knew better, for al
their dark and light, _they too were angels thenselves_. Never forget that,
for it is their greatest glory. | have felt them neeting here then, in those
days: and | know that whatever skills they had, it was terror, dark, and panic
that they felt; and that whatever they created later, they knew that their
task just then was nostly to watch the angels die. For with a sound I|ike
weepi ng and | aughter, the ice had parted in the sun."

The wonen before Zhinsinura, some of them had listened intently, chins
i n hands; others had been preoccupi ed with hushing children, or nudging cats
away, or changing their places for better ones. The children played at
di stracting each other, as children do when serious things are said. For it
was an old, old story, after all, and heard hundreds of tinmes; this was only
the day in April when the List chose to tell it all together. | had |istened
perhaps nore intently than any of them

Mot her Tomin her garden raised her hand, waved, |owered her hand.

"W who are the League's child," said Zhinsinura, "and who renenber
Mot her Tom -- we who feel those ancient wonen still to be here, here, where
t hey guarded and di spensed the food that once burdened the thousand shel ves
| ong since gone; where they made medicines to save lives now | ong over; to
where they returned fromtheir journeys with stories and angels' things which
remain here still; where their plans were |aid, and where the old agreenents



were come to which nade the world the way it is today; and where in the end
that struggle was resigned -- we don't forget, though we regret nothing, as no
one in old age regrets the death of a parent |ong ago.

"If you were to tell a story of the days in which the League grew to be
the Long League of fanous menory, you would say that a cat is curious when
it's not confortable. That their curiosity found the secrets of nedicine's
daughters and all the angels' nedicines, we are grateful. That it uncovered
the four dead nen, nost horrid of all the angels' secrets, and destroyed them
we shudder at: and praise their courage. That it learned Dr. Boots and so cane
to know dark and light as we do, well, what is there to say? But the League as
it was is gone; the curiosity is satisfied; the struggle over. Dark or light,
the world is lighter than it was."

She shook her head, smling, and brushed shell crunbs fromher |ap. "Yet
think of it," she said, snmiling wi der and | ooking out over them who caught
her smle, "only think of it |ong enough to feel how odd it is, children, how
odd in the end, far, far nore odd than either happy or sad. May cones now, and
t hat communi on: the oddest of all. | want no one's secret: only think a noment
that we are here now, and that that was then, and it has cone to this, and how
odd, odd, odd it is!"

On the faces around nme, as Zhinsinura asked, it seenmed to dawn on them
the one thing I had known and they had not, seemi ngly. There was even a ripple
of laughter that rose here and caught there, grew deep ampong the nmen and died
away as our evening song did. Their |aughter at the oddness of it was the
first time they had seenmed |ike ordinary people -- | mean |ike truthful
speakers -- since | had cone there.

In their laughter, it seened, that day cane to an end. The rain would go
on till night, or through the night; in the silver glimer of it the afternoon
was al ready dark. Zhinsinura still sat, with Mther Tom before her, and broke
nuts to eat, while the rest of us stretched and noved, wal ked and tal ked
agai n.

| made ny way to where Once a Day sat before the box inside which Mt her
Tom st ood waving. It had grown dinrer in that garden, and Mother Tom s eterna
wave noved nore slowy. Because Once a Day still watched it, | watched it.

"What did she nean," | asked, "when she said 'May cones, and that
comuni on' ?"

"She nmeant our letters fromDr. Boots,'
| eavi ng the box.

There was a flowering tree in the garden, and now, close to it, | could
see that there was a tiny cat curled up at her big feet. Mther Tom s hand
rose, and a petal began to drift fromthe tree. Her hand rose high and waved;
t he petal reached the ground; Mther Tomsniled, and the cat at her feet
closed its eyes peacefully. Mther Tom | owered her hand; her smile faded as
her hand came to rest against her side. Then the whol e garden seened to give a
m nute shake. Mother Tom s face becanme set and gri mand apprehensive, the
cat's eyes were suddenly open and alert. Her hand rose, in the sanme way; her
face lightened to a snmile, the cat's eyes began to close -- and anot her petal
fell fromthe tree, exactly then

When she was dark, they said, she was very, very dark, and when she was
light she was lighter than air.

She waved, and waved again. Each time, her face would be dark and
apprehensive, then lighten to a smle; each time as she smled the cat would
close its eyes. And each tinme another petal would drift in rocking |ightness
to the ground.

"I'f we watch | ong enough,” | said, "there will be no nore petals. The
tree will fruit.”

"No," said Once a Day. "No, it won't."

There was a puzzle that St. Gene nade: he took a strip of paper, and
hal f-twisted it, and sealed it in a |loop. Now, he said, trace the outside of
the loop with your finger. But don't trace the inside. But the beginning of
the inside always cane before the end of the outside; the | oop always began

Once a Day said, her eyes not



again before it cane to an end.

"That's ariddle," | said. "You promised ne, |ast nonth, you woul dn't
set ne riddles any nore."

"I don't renenber riddles,"” she said.

Mot her Tom waved. The cat slept. The petal fell. Wth a sudden
suffocating sense of having di scovered nyself to be in a small, closed place
for ever and ever, | understood: all the petals that fell were one petal
Mot her Tonmls wave was one wave. Wnter never cones.

_Fifth facet: _

"When do you go?" | asked her

May had rebuilt our shade house on the hill; the grass we had beaten
down there had sprung up gol den-green again.

"Soon," she said. "They'll cone to tell ne.

They had been goi ng away, one by one, down toward the river, and
returni ng, naked many of them fromDr. Boots, the old | ooking like children
and the young ancient. The letter was got by each, and their secrets grew

strong and sure, and intersected ne everywhere. | turned to them one by one,
to the friends | had nmade, and found they had di sappeared, though they | ooked
at me still; and the greeting died on ny lips. Even the youngest children
though left out as | was, seened nore still, and played games | didn't know

with cats who seened restless and watchful. And though it was the List that
had becone-becone di senbodied, in a way, yet it seened that it was | who was
not there, who was only a flicker of nenmory and m sunderstanding amid the
solid weight of their magic.

"What if," | said to her, "what if you didn't go, this year?"
"What do you nmean?" she said, not as though she truly wanted to know,
but as though | had said something wthout any neaning at all, which hardly

interested her. A thick wave of despair cane over ne. She could never, even
Whi sper cord as she was, have asked ne that question in Little Belaire: what
do you nean?

"I mean what | say," | said softly. "I really mean what | say."

She | ooked at me, the blue of her eyes as blank and opaque as the sky
behi nd us. She | ooked away, at the hoppers that hopped in the danp grass; at

Brom who chased them daintily for one so huge. She couldn't hear. | would
have to say it all in words.

"I don't want you to go and get this letter," | said.

Through the year | had lived with her, she had cone slowy to be soneone
I knew, not the girl | had once known, but, month by nmonth, soneone | knew. |

hadn't asked for what wasn't given ne; yet she had given me herself. And
knew t hat when she got her letter she would be abstracted fromme again as
surely as if she fled fromhere to Little Mon. "Listen to me now," | said,
and took her thin wist. "W could go away. You said they wouldn't care, and
surely now of any tinme they would care least. W could go tonight."

"Go where?" She smiled at ne as though | were telling some fantastic
tale, one of their jokes.

"We could go back to Little Belaire.”" | meant: to Belaire, where we were
born, Belaire and the saints and the Filing System and the gossi ps who untie
knots instead of tying themtighter as the old ones here do, Belaire where
every story has a proof and all the secrets have nanes at least; | neant _\We
could go hone_.

"I't wasn't ny home," she said, and ny heart |eaped, for | heard she had
heard me. "It wasn't ny hone, only a place | found nyself in."

"But, then, anywhere, anywhere you like, only .



"Don't," she said gently, looking at the grass, at the glitter of the
hoppers. She neant: don't darken nme now, not now of any tine.

Far off, we saw soneone coming toward us, in a sleevel ess black coat and
a wide hat. Houd. He stopped sone way off and watched us for a nonment. Then he
rai sed the stick he wal ked with, sumoni ng her, and turned and wal ked away.

"I"'mto go now," she said, and rose.

"Do you know | lose you by it?" | said, but she didn't answer, only
started after Houd toward Service City.

I put ny head on nmy knees and | ooked at the grass between nmy feet. Each
bl ade of grass, tiny bud, tinier bug, was clear, clearer than | had ever seen
them before. | wondered at that.

No! | | eaped up, and Brom stopped playing to watch ne. | caught up with
her as she started across the w de, sun-heated stone plaza. Wnter had cracked
it, adding mnute winkles to its face as years add themto a hunman face.

"Once a Day," | said to her back, "lI'mgoing away. | don't know where,
but I'mgoing. In a year, I'll come back. But promi se me: prom se you'll think
about me. Think about me, always. Think about . . . think about Belaire, and

t he foxes, about the Mney, think about how | came and found you, think about

"I don't remenber foxes," she said, not turning to ne.

"I'"ll come back and ask you again. WIIl you think about ne?"

"How can | think about you if you're not here?"

| grasped her shoul der, suddenly furious. "You can! Stop it! Speak to
me, speak to ne, | can't bear it if you don't. . . . Al right, all right,"”
for she was closing her face against me, turning away, taking nmy hand from her
as though it were sone accidental obstruction, a dead branch, an old coat,

"only listen: no matter what you say, | know you can hear ne: |I'Il go away
now, and we can both think, and I'll come back. In the spring."
"This is spring," she said, and wal ked away across the plaza. | watched
her, vivid, white, and living for a nonment agai nst the inmrense absent
bl ackness of way-wall; and then gone. Blink: gone. As though she hadn't been
And what if, | thought, ny heart a cold stone, what if she had spoken
truthfully to ne, what if she had heard in all | said that I could no nore go
away fromhere for a year -- for a nonth, for a day -- than Brom coul d speak

or St. Blink tell alie?

| don't remenber the rest of that day, what | did with myself. Perhaps |
stayed where | had been left, on that stone. But at evening, before I could
see her return, | went to Twenty-eight Flavors to find Thinsinura.

She stood with other old ones at the Iong counter, pondering with them a
great piece of snmooth slate which had been carefully coated with beeswax, so
that signs could be made on it. After some thought, she brought forward one
woman and gave her a pointed stick; as the others sniled and nodded, she bent
and nmade a sign on the wax. Zhinsinura hugged her then, and she departed with
one or two others.

"I want to go too," | said, and zhinsinura turned her hooded eyes on ne.
"I'"ve passed all your tests. | haven't asked for what wasn't given nme: but |
ask now for that."

She held up her hand for the others to wait, and took me by the shoul der
to the tine table, where we could talk alone. "No tests were set you," she
said. "But | will ask you this: why did you conme here?"

There were a |l ot of answers to that, though only one that mattered now.
"There was a story," | said, "about four dead men. A wise man | knew told ne
that you here m ght know the ending to it. | suppose he was wrong. It doesn't
matter now. "

"The four dead nen are dead," she said, chin in her hand. "The League
destroyed them the four clear spheres with nothing at all inside them they
destroyed all but one, which is lost for good, as good as destroyed . "

"There were five."

She smled. "Yes. So there were, five." In her hooded eyes were answers
to that nystery; the last test was not to ask for them



"I don't care now. | only want to stay, here, with her. | can't, unless
| know what you know, unless | understand. .

"What if it doesn't help? | think you truthful speakers put too nuch
faith in knowi ng and understandi ng and such things."

"No. Please. It's not even understanding | want. She . . . | want,
want to be, _her_. | want to be her. | don't want to be ne any nore. It
doesn't help. Nothing | know helps a bit. | don't know if being her is better
than being ne, but | don't care any nore. | give up. Help nme. | have no nore

reservations."

Zhinsinura listened. She chewed a finger and thought. W were al one now
in the place, except for the cat Fa'afa, who wasn't interested. | |ooked down
at May's tile between us: the children (who had not grown older in a year)
stood in a wooden house with a wi de door, a house filled with cut yell ow grass
in piles -- the sun shone fromit and lit their cheeks and placid downcast
eyes. Hands on their knees, they | ooked down at a cat. a tiny tabby |lying on
her side, at whose nipples sucked three, four, five kittens. Mre than any cat
nmot her and her children | had ever seen, it looked like the famly of foxes |
had found for Once a Day. Wuld | forget themtoo?

Zhinsinura | eaned toward ne and stroked ny cheek; | felt her rings catch
at nmy beard. "I |love Boots," she said quietly. "I'mas old as anyone | ever
heard of, and I would not have had it any other way. | love Boots; so | wll
grant your request; and | hope you will be done by as | have been. But
renenber: there is no hoping for it to do anything. It will do as it does, and
is not accountable: not Boots, not me or your young girl, not even, as you
will see, you.

"But that's too many words already. They won't help." She rose, and | ed
me to the counter where the slate slab covered with wax | ay. "Be al one
tonight," she said. "Cone early tomorrow and find me. I'Il take you. You'l
have your letter fromDr. Boots." She gave ne the pointed stick. "Now sign the
List."

Al their marks were there; Once a Day's was there. | had no mark, so
carefully and clunsily | scratched on the List the palmsign of my cord

| was alone that night, though | didn't sleep. | lay thinking that
however nmuch it had been Once a Day that had brought ne to this, it mnust
anyway have lain on the path I had wal ked fromthe beginning. | had seen the
four dead men, and Once a Day had whispered Aive's inaudible secrets in ny
ear; | had gone out to be a saint to solve those nysteries, and | earned that
winter is half of life, though I could come no closer to Once a Day's heart
than that -- could conme no closer ever, unless | took this |last step.

t hought of Zher, as | had seen himthe first day | had cone to Service City,
and thought that now Once a Day sat anmobng the old ones as he had, as though a
lanp were lit within her. Tormorrow I would be as she was. And my only regret,
now, is that |I didn't pack nmy old pack that night and | eave Service City
forever.

| came early to zhinsinura, shivering and yawning with nmorning chill and
expectation, and followed her through the forest to the river's edge. There
was a log raft there lashed with plastic closeline; a nan and a woman ny
parents' age sat within it waiting. He and |, when Zhinsinura was seated,
untied the boat and poled it with poles worn and snooth out onto the My-quick
river.

Silent but for the spank of the river on the raft's sides and the
chuckl e of the forest, we followed the current. Zhinsinura snoked tobacco, and
continually changed the pipe fromplace to place between her teeth. "About the
letter,"” she said once, "we have only an old joke. The angels said every
letter has three parts: the Salutation, the Body, and the Conplinentary
Close." | listened to the roll of the ancient words and said nothing. The
gul l'i ed banks were tunmbled with ruined places, nostly becone forest now,
reveal ed only by an angel made angle or straight Iine in the noss. W glided
past them passing through drooping willows as through thin draperies, and
after a tinme cane up against a wharf in the river, swng the raft around and



tied it up.

A path fromthe wharf led up to a -- what was their word -- _glade_: a
kept place of young willows and soft grass, which the sun reached into. Sone
of the List were there and wat ched us approach, but gave no sign; sonme were
naked. In the center of the glade stood a small house of angei stone, which
over tinme had sunk and was now partly buried in the soft earth; a narrow path
led down to its | ow door. Zhinsinura took aside the two we had come with; they
nodded together, |ooked at ne smiling, and sat to wait. As she had before
waywal | , Zhinsinura took my shoulder in a firmgrip and |l ed me down into the
darkness within the little house.

There was but one small w ndow. For a nonment the di mess was spangl ed
with the sunlight still in ny eyes. | saw that the small square place was
enpty; then | sawthat it was not. There stood there a box, or pedestal, as
clear as glass or clearer; inside it, silver and black balls or knobs were
suspended in rows as though in water. And on top of the box was a clear

sphere, the size of a man's head, with nothing at all inside it.

"The fifth," | whispered.

"Boots," she said. She was drawi ng on her hand a silver glove, a silver
glove that glowed like ice. "Sit," she said. | sat; | didn't think nmy knees

woul d hol d ne anyway; Zhinsinura with her gl oved hand pretended to turn one of
t he knobs within the box. The knob turned. The clear sphere, with a small

noi se |i ke a shocked, indrawn breath, changed instantly to black: black so

bl ack it appeared no | onger a sphere, a black circle cut out of the world.

"Now cl ose your eyes," Zhinsinura said; "It's best to close your eyes."
| did; but not before | saw that with her silver glove she was pretending to
turn anot her of the knobs within the box; and that the black circle was rising
fromthe pedestal, nmoving like a Light; and that it came toward ne.

And then there canme the time that | must tell you of, but can't; the
ti me when Boots was there, and I was not. Wien | was not in Rush that Speaks,
and Boots was; when Boots lived; when she was Rush and | was not; when | was
not at all. | renmenber nothing of it -- | wasn't there -- and though Rush was
stained with Boots's being, stained and colored with it forever, he renenbers
not hing, forgot all even as | returned to him because though Boots has nany
lives she has no nmenory. | know only the last thing Boots did: and that was to
cl ose her eyes. And then she left him It was in that nmoment, when Boots |eft,
that | got nmy letter: ny letter was nyself.

"Open your eyes," said Zhinsinura.

That -- "open your eyes" -- entered in at the doors of Rush. | was not,
and that entered nothing; but still as quick as ever it found and ran al ong
the old path which such things had taken countless times before. Only this
time, as though it were a Light, it was able to see the path, infinitely I|ong,
which it took. The path was Rush: the walls and snake' s-hands were his stuff,
the countl ess steps and twi sts and fal se ways and roonms were him chest ful
of Rush, it was all Rush: all along, Rush was handhol ds, ways, stairs, a path
for that to get deep in. And | -- | was nothing; but when Zhinsinura said
that, "open your eyes,"” | uncurled outward fromsone tiny center of not-being
and built Rush to receive it: the path those words took and the place the path
| ed through spun out both together. The words watched nme watch nyself nmake a
pl ace that held a path which the words took through the place to where | built
it. A place like spheres, like the trees of bread, but all w thin each other
spheres of bright conplexity made only of making, each sphere fitting within a
larger just intime to let "open your eyes" escape into the smaller, until the
words and | had nmade up Rush to hold us both; and we all three, in a silent
swift coupling, laced all our ways together. And | opened ny eyes.

The bl ack sphere was retreating fromny face, returning to the pedesta
to perch. Zhinsinura with the silver glove pretended to turn knobs. The sphere
settled; Zzhinsinura turned a knob. The sphere was cl ear again. Boots slept.

Zhi nsinura said, "Can you go? W'll go now. "

The whol e great place I had built to hold Open Your Eyes vanished like a
cloud, and just a little nore quickly than | had built it, | built a new Rush



with a new path to receive these new words. And | knew then (unmovi ng, unable
to, hands gripped around ny updrawn knees, nouth wi de as ny eyes were w de)
that | had built oh how many mllion before, and | ost each, changed from each
they were less real than clouds, | was | ess changel ess than a banner in the
wind, and | knew that | would build a mllion others, each as different as
this one was from. . . what? How had | been, a nonment before? What was the
huge thing | had only just learned? Gone . . . | tried to grasp at sonething
to Be, sone house to Be in, and could not; and Dread cane chasi ng out through
all the spangl ed spheres of Rush, and | felt nyself building a house for it to
live in, and as soon forgetting | had ever lived in any other thing than
Dread. | struggled to rebuild, renmenber, but struggle only enriched Dread' s
house, and | was only Rush here now afraid.

But sunlight happened then, for Zhinsinura | ed nme out.

And the house of Dread was | ess than nmenory because Sun took up all ny
room

| al nrost wept and al nost | aughed to think how | rmust build a house not
just for every word but for every thing at all that has a name. A WII| ow
happened, and Wl ki ng on the Grass; a Person | Knew happened. Each tinme I
turned my head a thousand things ordered their paths and chattered with each
ot her about whose woul d be next, and each tine | turned a thousand Rushes were
made and fell away tinkling, sighing, whispering, crashing.

| stopped, stock still. Zhinsinura's tug on nmy hand nmade ne recoil. |
must be careful. Surely, in this rush, sonething, something is bound to |ose
its way. | must be careful not to draw Path wong for any nanme to |ose itself
on. Wait, wait, | pleaded; but they wouldn't wait, and how had | ever been
able to build fast enough for Everything? | was tense as stone with effort,
and Dread was all | knew how to accomopdate: but at Dread' s door | stopped:

something was rising in me, sonething was rising to neet all that | could not
neet .

What rose was, | will say, Boots. | will say that though Boots had left,
she had also stayed. | will say that Boots rose, and that out of her house
deep within ne she spoke and said: _Forget . Forget you were ever other than
t he perfect house you are forever building, and whether it is a house of dark
or light it will build itself. As for any nane that enters there, it couldn't
lose itself; for if the house is whole, why then isn't Path drawn just as
wholly on its feet?

I will say Boots said this, | will say that this was what her letter
said; | will say even that at her words the stone tension went out of me, |
fluttered like a banner in the wind, and wept and smiled at once. | wll say

so: but the secret, oh the secret is that Boots has nothi ng, nothing, nothing
at all to say.

_Sixth facet: _
Time, | think, is like walking backward away from sonething: say, froma
kiss. First there is the kiss; then you step back, and the eyes fill up your

vision, then the eyes are franmed in the face as you step further away; the
face then is part of a body, and then the body is framed in a doorway, then
the doorway framed in the trees beside it. The path grows | onger and the door

smaller, the trees fill up your sight and the door is lost, then the path is
lost in the woods and the woods lost in the hills. Yet sonewhere in the center
still is the kiss. That's what tinme is |iKke.

| know that at nmy center nowis the time | was not there and Dr. Boots
was. That's the kiss. The letter cane, not then, but in the first step | took
away: when | returned, as though newborn, to the place | had always |ived:



Rush and this world. Yet Boots is there, at the center; sonetines, in a nonment
t hat makes ny heart beat slow and hard, or a dream shatter, or a present
monent fall to bits, | can renenber -- taste, nore nearly -- what it was to
have been Boots. | think that if | had lived on at Service City, and every
year repeated that kiss, | would have cone to be as much Boots as nyself, to
share Rush with Boots -- as all the List shared thenselves with her. And even
as it was | knew, as | sat on the pier waiting for the raft to return, that |
woul d carry Boots forever

| say waited: | did for a moment try waiting, but couldn't for |ong;
becanme instead a pier man, who waited for nothing. | had no nmeanwhile.

"Can soneone pol e?" Zhinsinura said to sone others who sat there with
me. "He can't."

Sli ppi ng through the brown current the raft came to the pier; it struck
wet wood on stone, and swung about. The two on board stood up with its notion
and | ooked at me from beneath their wi de hats; one flung a white rope to ne,

and | stared at it where it lay without taking it. | heard them Il augh, and
| aughed too, but then forgot why in the task of watching the |ong poles laid
up with a great wood sound. | sighed a huge sigh, as though |I had just done

sobbing; a sigh for the vast richness of it all.

They put ne on the boat, and Zhinsinura came on; and the turning of it
upstreamturned the world in ny eyes dizzyingly.

| suppose it was they, the two in the boat, who brought Zhinsinura the
news about Once a Day. | think | can remenber themtal king with her, and they
all three turning to look at me. if |I heard them say her nanme, | could not
then build a house | arge enough to hold it; and watched instead the ripple of
the water by the boat, the sun's countless bright eyes in the | eaves overhead.
| couldn't have known, wouldn't have guessed, that to be absent for a tinme, to
be for a time inhabited by a creature sinpler, |less confused, nore sinply w se
than I, could so alter ne, could so alter the world that I am nmade of: but
with growing joy | learned. | learned, as the raft noved and | slid through
the day, as the day slid through ne, to let the task be master: which is only
not to choose to do anything but what has chosen nme to be done. Wthout any
suffering every cat knows how, every living thing but nan, who must learn it.
Letting the task be master is a hard task for nen, hardest of all for the
angel's children, however distantly descended. But it could be | earned:
learned is the only way it could be learned, for | ama nman. Far away and | ong
ago the angels struggled in great anguish with the world, struggled
unceasingly; but I would learn, yes, in the long engine sumer of the world I

would learn to live with it, | would. It was after all so sinple, so
harrowi ngly sinmple. | felt my sweet taskmasters nultiply, and fromny eyes the
salt tears fell, even as they do now from yours.

Zhinsinura crossed the raft and sat by nme. Unable to speak to express ny
gratitude to her, | only laid nmy head in her lap. She stroked nmy hair. "Once a
Day," she said, "has gone this norning with sone who are gone trading, to the
west. She wasn't chosen to go; she chose herself. She said to Houd: | won't

return until Rush is gone, and gone for good."

Doubly and for good. There are houses outside houses over tine, far, far
harder to live in than the mllion small ones within thenm just then I was
enjoying a little one about the intersecting ripples of the water skiers in
the river shall ows.

"I'f I had known this,"” Zhinsinura said, and then no nore; for what is
there to say? Then: "Rush," she said, "you nmust stay as |long as you have to;
but we want her to cone honme, sonetine."”

How wi se of her to say it to himthen! For | was |ight, and she knew it;
and though | felt for sure a distant dark house begin to assenble itself

around all | did, I was light then, and watched the water skiers. | sighed,
and perhaps it was for a vast and hopel ess burden in this way lifted from
Rush's back, and from Once a Day's back too. | thought, content, how sad it
woul d be never to be able to go hone again. | think | slept.

I"'mvery tired, now, angel. | have to rest.



Rest .
Take out your crystal, there's nothing, nothing nmore to tell
_Only the end. That won't be |ong. _
The nmoon has risen. It's crescent now It was full when | chose to cone
here. Is that how long |I've been here?

_No. Longer. _
The clouds are thick. | suppose, below, they can't see the noon.
Ch, angel, take it out, stop, | can't any nore.

THE FOURTH CRYSTAL

_The Sky Is Grass_

_First facet: _

_ and begin again with another, the fourth. _

Per haps you shouldn't waste them W didn't finish the |ast.

_It's all right. Can you go on now?_

Did you tell nme why you need such things, these crystals | nean? If you
did I've forgotten.

_Only to see . . . to see how strong you are. | nean whether the story
wi || change, dependi ng on who

Dependi ng on who | am

_Dependi ng on who tells it._

Has it changed?

~Yes. in small ways. | don't think . . . | don't think any other |oved
Once a Day as much as you, | mean as much as in this story. And | never heard
of the fly caught in plastic before. _

WIl you tell ne about him the one who | an? Is it a man?

It is.

Do you | ove hin?

_Yes. _

I wonder why | thought so? Because you remnd ne of her? . No, well, I'm
not to know, amlI1? Well. 1I'll go on.

I'"d tell you about how | passed the tine at Service City with Once a Day
gone, except that | remenber alnbst nothing of it, and that's not surprising.
I remenber only how it seemed at once enpty and full. And | renenber the cats:
changi ng pl aces around the floor, arguing and forgetting argunments, stepping
down (by steps that were clearer to ne than words) into rest, and fromrest
into sleep, and fromsleep into deeper sleep. Watching them made nme sl eep too.

And then | left. | don't renember how | chose a day, or if | was dark or
light; or how !l chose a direction, except that it wasn't west. | do renmenber,
in July, sitting on a rock far from Service Cty and naking friends with a
COW.

My beard was longer; | hadn't clipped it short in the warren's way.
Beside me was ny canp: a big square of something not cloth but I|ike cloth,



whi ch Zhi nsinura had given ne out of the List's treasures. It was silver on
one side and black on the other, and wapped in it, though it was as fine as
their finest cloaks, | was warm and dry on wet ground. In ny pack was bread,
enough to last a year alnost if | was careful, in a dry pouch the List nakes;
and Four Pots and sone other doses; and a handful of fine blue papers made by
hands | knew of Buckle cord; and matches, that fizzled out as often as not,
not as good as ny people nmake. And on my silver canp next to ny pack Brom sat,
wat ching the cow warily and ready to run

Wul d you have t hought Brom woul d have foll owed Once a Day? | woul d
have. But he followed me. Or | followed him it's easier that way with a cat,
and | had no place to go; he was the adventurer. W ended here, in July, in
grassl ands, good for wal king in, where there were nice and rabbits for Bromto
chase, and cows seen far off. | wore a wide black hat. In all the time | had
lived at Service City, | hadn't worn a man's hat, but the day | |left Houd took
this one off his head and put it on mne. It fit. It wasn't as though | had
earned it, though | hadn't worn one because |I felt | hadn't earned it. It fit,
is all.

The cow had seem ngly lost her kid. Her great teated breast was swoll en,
and she made | anenting sounds because of it. Because | had canped there
quietly for a few days, or because of Dr. Boots, the cow came close to ne.
didn't nove, but sat and snoked, and Brom hi ssed and she noved away. She cane
back and went away again in a little dance. Well, | thought, there's no way I
can suck for you, friend. She came cl ose enough finally for ne to touch
t hough she threw off nmy hand when | tried. She had amazi ng eyes: great,

liquid, and brown, like a beautiful woman's in a way that was al nost comi cal
and | ong sil ky | ashes.
After a day of this (Dr. Boots's endl ess patience!) | |earned, and the

cow allowed ne, to stroke and squeeze her teats so the mlk ran out. Once |
started, she stood calmas a stone and |l et ne, must even have sighed (can they
sigh?) for relief at it. The mlk ran out in quick, thin streans. As she was
running dry, | took off ny indestructible hat and laid it on the ground bel ow
her, and the last of the mlk made a little pool in the bottomof it, and with
some msgivings | tasted it. Warm thick, and white it tasted; | wondered if |
woul d renenber the taste fromwhen | was a baby, but | didn't, or perhaps I
did, sincel liked it. On ny way to the brook to wash nmy hat | thought that if
she stayed around, it would nmake a nice change from bread and water, and
supposed it wouldn't hurt me; it tasted good, and that's the best sign

She did stay, and Brom stopped hi ssing when she cane cl ose, though
can't say they ever becane friends. Wen | noved (I nean when Brom noved, and

| followed) she followed ne. | nanmed her Fido, which Blink had said was a nane
the angels gave their animals in ancient tinmes. Traveling with the two of them
was a little tedious, but have | said | was patient? If I lost them | would

stop and sit, and in an afternoon or a day they would both have returned to
ne.

You woul d think I would be dark, darkest then of any tine. It's not so.
| was happy. It was sunmer, and a fine hot dry one; the sea of grass was
endl ess, and ran silver in little winds, as though fish darted through its
pool s. For conpanion | had another cat, Brom and a cow for mlk; for
anusenment | had Rush. In the hours when Fido ate grass and Brom hunted or
slept, I would wal k al ong his paths, which Boots had showed ne. | liked him
There seened to be endl ess insides to him nooks and odd pl aces where he
attached to the world and to words, to other people, to the things he knew and
liked and didn't like.

It was only later, in the winter, that | grew afraid of him

When Cctober or so (without the List's calendar, | was back to ny old
judgrments) made the grass sea brown and rain fell in banners across it, |
began to |l ook for a place to spend the winter. It was the first thing | had
chosen to do since | left Service City; | thought perhaps | had forgotten how
Anyway, the place really found nme: all | did was to find Road, and walk it for
some days, and then go off on a little spur that (I knew) would | ead back to



Road agai n; and found nyself |ooking into his face.

He was a head only, about three times ny height, and his thick neck sat
on a small square of stone cracked and weedy; all around the woods grew rank
and full of falling | eaves. Perhaps he had once been painted, but now he was a
dull white save for dark streaks of rust that ran fromhis eye-places |like
grinmy tears. Since he grinned fromgreat ear to great ear, it seemed he wept
from sonme unbearabl e joy.

It was for sure a head; there were two bul ging eyes, and a ball of a
nose; the grinning nmouth had once been an open space, the lower |lip ran broad
and flat like a counter, and the rusted nmetal plates that filled it were like
a nmout hful of bad teeth. Only, for a head, it was absurdly, perfectly
gl obul ar. Standing before it, | had the inpression | had seen it before, but
even now | can't renenber where.

There was a door of netal in the back, rusted as thin as paper, and
broke through it. Inside it was dark and close, with the snmell of a place
cl osed for who knew how | ong, and of small aninmals that had found a way in;
they fled from Brom and nme, who took possession. Wth the door open, | could
see what sort of place we had: it had been, of all things, a kitchen. It
| ooked like a miniature of the one in Twenty-eight Flavors. And for what,
here, in the m ddle of nothing, where only Road ran? Maybe the angel s had
wanted to show they could build one of their kitchens anywhere. . . . A
ceiling cut the place in half, at about nose level, and there was a door in
it, and by piling up things |I clanbered up through it. Very dark, but | could
make out the curve of the skull, which | stood inside, and the concave eye
sockets. After a lot of tripping through ancient ness and new nests, | found a
| ength of something netal, pipe perhaps, and with it |I whacked out both great
round pupils and let in light.

It took a day or two to pitch out all the ancient junk, and find the

floor was sound and the skull l|eakless. | built a stair for Bromand ne to
climb up into the skull, and fixed the door in the neck, and made shutters for
the eyes, to close at night. | have sone skill in ancient ways, you know, and

I knew enough to spend sone days gathering in what dry grass and ot her
eatables | could for Fido when winter came. (O course | gathered in too
little.) It surprised me that though for sure the time nmust be past when any
child she had would be grown, still as long as | plucked her mlk ran

Downstairs in the tubs of angel silver | could make fires; there was
even a hood of angel silver over them and a hole to the outside, so it wasn't
too snoky; the heat rose up, and up above | nmade a bed of boughs and | eaves
and pi ne needl es, covered with ny black and silver. And so | had ny hat hung
up there as w nter began

If you had been there, if you' d stood at the bottom of the woods and
| ooked up through the leafless trees slick with rain (it seemed to rain every
day now), you would have seen the head we lived in, bone-white in the drizzle,
grinning idiotically with rusted teeth; and | ooking down at you (but not at
you; at nothing; at no one) would have been Brom in his left eye, and nme, in
his right, peeking out. | had a lot of tinme, as | sat, to think about what ny
head coul d possi bly have been for. | was alone for all that winter there, and
many expl anations occurred to me. Once | scared nyself dark by coming to the
sudden concl usion that what | lived in wasn't sonething the angels had nade
but one of the angels thenselves, buried up to his neck in stone in this
desol ate place, dead grinning weeping with a kitchen in his mouth and nme in
his brain -- it was all | could do to keep fromrunning out in terror

Wll, |I got over it. | had to. | had no place else to go

It was in this winter that | took up avvenging for a living. In a way,
everyone who lives nowis an avvenger; certainly the List with its treasure
house of angel stuff, and the warren with its chests; Blink was an avvenger if
you count know edge. But there are sone whose sole occupation it is: like
Teepl ee.



There was a day when | thought | would see if |I could find sonme glass to
repl ace the wooden shutters | had nade for ny eyes, or perhaps even some nice

clear plastic. | had passed a great ruin coming to the head, and | took the
day to go there and see if | couldn't find sonmething | could use. It was a
war m Decenbery day, clear and brown and cheerful; | had just passed ny
birth-tine; | had turned seventeen

The ruin had been one of those places the angel s nade countl ess
t housands of something in, a place huge enough to raise its head or heads
above the woods that grew around it. One tall wall stood alone, like a cutout,
all its windows enpty; strange, but though the sunlight passed nore easily now
t hrough all those wi ndows, it seened only nore blind. Big trees had gotten
fingers and toes inside the walls of other fallen buildings, though they had
left the wide stone plaza (which all nust have) nostly al one; spiky brown
grass grew over the odd hillocks made of fallen walls. It was no nore stil
there, | suppose, than any place; jays screaned at ne, and chi pmunks whi stl ed;
but it seened stiller. You could see where paths had crossed between the
bui | di ngs at proper angles; the broadest of these led up to the largest and

| east ruined of the buildings, and I went up to its wi de dark mouth. | al nost
went in, but stopped to blink in the darkness -- and saw that the place had no
floor. I stood on the edge of a drop several tinmes ny height. Far down,

somet hing scurried; one of the animals that had found living roomthere. The
tiny sound echoed hugely.

The dusty shafts of light fromthe enpty windows didn't illumnate the
dark tangl e below, but | made out that there were ways to clinb down. | had
got some way down when | wondered if | could get back up, and stopped.
ki cked something off the ledge | stood on, and listened to it clatter down in

the depths; | sat and brushed away sonething that had fallen on ny shoul der
| turned. What had fallen on ny shoul der was a gl ove, and inside the
glove was a hand. | cried out, but couldn't stand, because the | edge was too

narrow. The hand was attached to a whole |l ong body topped with a pale face,
whose curly-browed eyes | ooked down into mne bright with suspicion

"Now, " he said, and his grip tightened on ny shoul der. The gl ove his
hand was in was shiny black plastic, with a big stiff cuff fromwhich plastic
fringe dangled. On the cuff was printed or painted a dimwhite star. | didn't
know whether to be afraid or astonished: head to foot he was cloaked in a
thick, shiny stuff caught in a hood with string; it was broad-striped in red
and white, except over his shoul der where there was a square of bright blue
crossed by even rows of perfect white stars. Fromout of the red and white
hood snaked his Iong neck, so long it bent in the m ddl e as though broken; his
hair was a fine stubble of netal color, cropped nearly off. In spite of
nmysel f, | smled; and though his grip didn't |l essen, he smled too. Hs teeth
were even, whole, and perfect; and as green as grass.

"Avvenger ?" he said.

"I don't know," | said, though the word sounded famliar to me. "I was
| ooking for some glass. | thought | might find some | could use here, sone
gl ass or clear plastic.

"Avvenger," he said, nodding and grinning greenly. He rel eased ny
shoul der and drew his hand out of its glove. The hand was pal e and sparkl ed
with rings; he held it out to ne and said "Shake." | thought he neant to help
me stand up, but when | took his hand he just -- shook it, quickly up and

down, and let go. Was this a warning or a greeting or what? He was still
smling, but the green teeth made it hard to tell the reason, for sone reason
He slipped past ne, gathering in his barred skirts, and began to clinb down
qui ckly on handholds | hadn't noticed, then turned and waved at nme to foll ow
hi m

He wasn't easy to follow. He went like a spider or a squirrel down the
wal | and over the vast nanel ess piles of rust and collapse. Now and then a
great wi ndow far above threw a bl ock of December |ight over him and his
gor geous robe shone for a nonent and went out, |ike a barred | anp. And
renenbered: "I'mnot an avvenger," | said. Then, l|louder, to be heard over the



mul ti pl e echoes of our clanbering, | shouted, "I thought all the avvengers
were dead. "

At that he stopped and turned to ne, standing half in, half out of a
wi ndow s light. "Dead?" he said. "Did you say dead? You di d? Do you see this
National thing here?" He flung the robe wide in the light. "This Nationa
thi ng here has been dead since it was made, and is still as good as new, and
suppose that long after I'mnyself as dead as it is, sonebody's body will be
wrapped in its old glory. So don't say dead. Just follow ne."

_Second facet:

"Avvengers," Teeplee said, "are |like buzzers."

The room he had at last led me to, down in the bowels of the ruin, was
small and lit by a harsh lamp. On the way here | had glinpsed a human face in
a dark doorway, and a human back just retreating into another; and under the
table we sat at, a child rummged silently through things, learning his trade,
| suppose, for the roomwas so full of old stuff that it was like sitting
i nside a carved chest, except that none of these things seened to have any
order at all.

Teeplee had told ne -- besides his nane-that the others there were his
famly, and all the children there were his. All! "My gang," he called them
As | said, | had renenbered: avvengers were nmen who, in the days of the
League's power, wouldn't submit to the League, and went around taking what
they could of the angels' ruin, and using it and swapping it and living as
much in the angels' way as they could; and their chiefest treasures were wonen
who could bear in the old way, w thout intercession, over and over |ike cats.
Natural Iy, nen who t hought wonen of any kind were treasures were the League's
enem es, and they were nostly hunted down; so sitting with Teeplee in his den
of angel-stuff | felt as though it were hundreds of years ago.

"Buzzers?" | said

"You know, buzzers. Big, w de-w nged, bal d-headed birds that |ive on

dead things." He drew hinmself up grandly in his cloak. "Buzzers are National,"
he said. "They're the National bird."

"I don't know what National is," | said, "except that it was sonething
about the angels . "

"Well, there it is," Teeplee said, pointing a long finger at ne.

"Haven't you ever seen angel s? All bal d-headed, or as near as they could get;
just like buzzers."

For a nonent | thought he nmeant he really had seen angels, but of course
he meant pictures; and yes, | had seen one, the gray picture of Uncle
Plunkett, bald as a buzzer

He began going through piles of stuff in this roomand the next, |ooking
for the glass or plastic | wanted. "Wat an avvenger is," he said as he | ooked
-- and | began to see that there was a kind of squirrelly order to the place
-- "is soneone, like nme, who lives on what the angels made that doesn't spoil
"Doesn't spoil' means it's not 'throw away.' See, the angels once thought it
woul d be good to have things you woul d just use once and then throw away. |
forget why they thought so. But after a while they saw if they kept that up
t hey' d soon have thrown away everything in the world, so they changed their
m nds and nade things you would only have one of, that would | ast forever. By

the tine they were good at that, it was all over, but the things still don't
spoil. . . . Hey, how about these?"

He showed nme a box full of bottle bottoms, green and brown.

"I thought sonething bigger," | said.

He put them away, not disappointed. "Now | said, 'lives on," he said.



"That means nmaybe you dress in it, like this National thing, or you swap it
for things to eat, or give it to wonen for presents and like that, or maybe"

-- he leaned close to me grinning -- "maybe you eat it. Find the angels' food,
and eat it yourself."
He was | ooking so triunphant | had to laugh. "lIsn't it alittle stale?"
"I said, 'doesn't spoil,'" Teeplee said seriously. "I said, 'Avvengers
are |like buzzers'; | said, 'Buzzers live on dead things.' You see, boy -- say

here, look at this."
He had come up with sone convex black plastic, warped and scratched. "I

t hought maybe sonmething clearer," | said. He threwit down with a clatter and
went on searchi ng.
"You see," he said, "the idea of making things that don't spoil is to

make them dead to start with, so they don't need to ever die. There's dead
metal, that's angel silver, that won't rust or pit or tarnish; and dead cloths
like this; and plastics |ike dead wood that won't dry-rot or get wormy or

split. And strangest of all: the angels could make dead food. Food that never
gets stale, never rots, never spoils. | eat it."

"I have food like that. | smoke it."

"No, no! Not that evil pink stuff! | mean food, food you eat. Look
here." He stood on tiptoe and took down froma high shelf a closed pot of
metal, with a dull plastic glow about it. "Metal," he said, "that won't rust,

and a jacket of plastic over that. Now watch and listen." There was a ring
attached to the top, and Teepl ee worked his finger under it and pull ed.
expected the ring to cone off, but instead there was a hiss like an indrawn

breath and the whole top came off in a graceful spiral. "Look," he said, and
showed me what was inside: it |ooked |ike sawdust, or small chips of wood.
"Potato," he said. "Not now, | nean, not just yet; but mx this with water,

and you'd be surprised: a mashed-up potato is just what it is, and as good as
new. "

"As good as new? What does it taste |ike?"

"Well|. Dead. But like food. Throw it in water and you' ve got sonething
li ke a mashed-up potato that the angels nade, boy, a potato that's a thousand
years old." He | ooked reverently within the pot and shook the stuff; it nade a
dry, sandy sound. "Now even a rock," he said, "even a _nountain_ changes in a
t housand years. But the angels could nmake this potato that's dead to begin
with, so it couldn't change. They could nake a potato that's inmmortal."

He sat, suddenly lost in thought or wonder. "No gl ass today. Come back

in two, three days, we'll see."” He set the child to guide me out. "But
renenber," he said as | left, "it'll cost you."

| came back; | came back often. That was a |ong winter, and Teepl ee was
good to have for conpany. | tal ked about a dark house; | tal ked about
forgetting over time. And it's strange: alone in ny head, | would sonetinmes
seem on the edge of losing nyself altogether, but with old Teeplee | was
confortable -- maybe because there's no one so different fromeverything | had
grown up with than an avvenger

What | mean about |osing nyself: when | was alone, still there seenmed to
be soneone there to talk to. | would wake in ny cold head (the fire long since

out) and lie wapped in my black and silver, and start a conversation wth
this other, and he would answer, and we would lie there |Iong and bicker |ike
two gossips trying to tell the sane story two different ways.

What we tal ked about was Boots. At the heart of the story was her
letter, but I had forgotten it, had forgotten that her letter was Forget.
woul d get up at last, and get nmilk fromthe cow and sit and snoke, and maybe
t hen cl amber back into my cold bed, and all the while chat endlessly with this
ot her about sonething we couldn't remenber to forget.

| really had wanted to be her, | explained; | neant that. | still do.
I"mnot to blame; no one is accountable, | said, not Boots, not her, not even
me; | chose, don't you see, and what is there to say? But he said: then why



are you here now and not there? You nust not have tried hard enough. | know
you're wong, | replied; | can't renenmber why, but that's not it, it's just
the opposite of that; anyway, | did try, I did. . . . Not hard enough, he
said. And we would try to turn our backs on each other; that doesn't work.
VWhat frightened me was that | had failed in the attenpt to becone her
and that in the attenpt | had stopped being ne. My earliest selves frightened
me when they returned to me in the nonents before sleep (have | told you
| earned to sunmon then? Yes) and | felt that rather than |earning anything,

anything at all, | had instead suffered a grievous, an unheal abl e wound; that,
try as | might, | could no longer really nean what | said, nor say what |
really nmeant. And a hiss of fear would go all through me. | would stare out ny
eyes and wonder if it wasn't warm enough to go see what Teepl ee was about
t oday.

So we woul d spend the day together, wapped to our chins in
i ndestructible angel -stuff -- he in his barred robe, |I in ny black cloak and
nmy hat -- and cl anber over the old nesses, and tal k about ancient things unti

our hands and feet got nunmb; and in the crackling freeze, trudge back to his
hole in the ruin to unload our treasures and tal k about who shoul d take what.
Since | went nmostly for the wal k and the company, he always got the best

t hi ngs, though I would put up a show of bargaining so as not to hurt his
feelings. He would deal hard for dead, usel ess contraptions, and only abandon
them after |ong thought and nuch insistence that they could be put to sone
use.

Sonetimes we woul d be gone two or three days, if Teepl ee had di scovered
a good big stretch of Housing as he called it; sonetinmes he would bring al ong
one of his boys, but never a wife. ("This is nmen's work," he would say, with
his chin out.)

He knew a | ot of angel lore, Teeplee, though |I never knew how nuch of it
to believe. | asked himwhy all the Housing |I had ever seen was the sane: each
little tunbl edown place the same, each with its roomfor a kitchen and a stone
pl ace for washing. Didn't any of the angels think of a different way of
putting things together? He said that if what | had seen had surprised ne, |
shoul d have traveled as far as he had, and seen it everywhere, Housing
stretching as far as the eye could see was how he put it, and yes, everywhere
fitted out exactly as the angels always did, so they could travel thousands of
mles, from Coast to Coast, and have anot her box just |ike the one they had
cone from He said sonme even trundled one around with them wherever they went,
like a snail shell, just in case they ended up somewhere where everything was
not just as they required. Think of them he said, rushing over vast distances
you won't travel even if you have many lives, and everywhere findi ng Housing
exactly the sanme, and wanting it that way too.

Now, how coul d he know that? Maybe there was some ot her expl anation
al together. Maybe it was a Law.

One riny day, in a huge place of great fallen blocks sunken by their own
weight into the earth -- it |ooked as though the earth had taken a big, a too
bi g, nouthful of the angels' works -- | found a good thing: a big box of
glittering screws, as good as new. "As good as new," Teeplee said trenbling
with cold and envy. Al the way back, he kept asking if | hadn't lost them if
maybe it wouldn't be safer if he carried them and so on; and when we were
once again in the stuffy warnth of his hideout, and | put themon the table
bet ween us. Teepl ee ungl oved one hand and dipped it into the rustling bits; he

felt their clean-cut spiral edges, stuck a thunbnail in their slots. "A
screw," he said; "now a screwisn't like a nail, isn't like tying sonething on
with string, boy. A screw, a screw has" -- he balled his fist -- "a screw has
_authority_." Then, as though the answer were of no real inportance to him
"What do you want for then®"

"Well," | said, "I could use a pair of gloves."

He quickly gl oved his bare hand. "Sure," he said. "O course you'd want
warm good ones, not |like these things." He raised his black plastic fingers
and wi ggled them Wy was there a star painted on each cuff?



"They | ook good to me," | said. "lIndestructible.”

"You say 'gloves,'" he said. "I've seen gloves conpared to which these
are bare hands." He | ooked at me sidewise. "Not a pair." He raised his hand to
forestall sonme criticismI| mght have, and went to search in his other room

He returned with sonething wapped in a griny rag. "There are gl oves,"
he said, "and there are gloves." He unwapped the rag, and laid on the table
before me a silver glove that glowed like ice.

W1l you believe, angel, that until | sawit there -- like a hand nore
than a glove, like the bright shadow of a hand -- | had forgotten that it was
wi th such a glove that Zzhinsinura had mani pul ated Boots, had forgotten
entirely that it was a glove like the glove stolen from St. Andy whi ch had

replaced me with Boots? It's so: not until | saw Teeplee's glove on his
cracked table, did I renenber that other -- no, nore: when | saw it, that
monent was delivered to ne again, whole, in all its wonder and terror: | saw
the small room the clear sphere and its pedestal; | saw Zhinsinura slipping
on her glove, and heard her say _C ose your eyes_ . Too nany wonders al nost
i medi ately succeeded that one: | had forgotten entirely.

"I"ve seen a glove like that," | said, when the nmonent had -- not faded,
no -- but passed.

"Seeing is one thing," Teeplee said. "Having is another."
"And | know a story of one like it, a story about this one, maybe."

There was a place -- a single small place, a point even -- where everything in
my life intersected every other. | felt ny mind cross |like ny eyes can cross.
"About these screws," Teepl ee said.

"Yes, yes," | said. "Take them" He did, slowy, surprised at ny
i ndi fference, wondering if maybe he'd made a bad bargain for them "Were did
you find it?" | asked.

"Well, well, there it is.”

"Was there, with it, anywhere near it, a ball -- a silver ball, well,
maybe not silver, but this color?"

"No. "

"Are you sure? Maybe there was. WIIl you go there again? | could go with
you. "

He narrowed his eyes at me. "Wat about this ball?"

"I don't know what about it," | said, laughing at his confusion, and at
my own. "I don't know. | wish | did. |I only know |'d give everything | have to

get it, not that that's very nuch."
He scratched his bald buzzer's head and | ooked down glumy at the gl ove.
"It isn't even a pair," he said.

So | had this thing then to think about. For a long time | wouldn't put
it on; it lay, stainless and inpossible, amd nmy things, and no matter how
folded it took the shape of a living hand, though it was fine and nearly

wei ghtless to hold. Wien at last | did drawit on -- it slid voraciously over
my fingers and up ny wist, as though hungry for a human hand after |ong years
-- | took it off again alnmst inrediately. | think | was afraid of what ny

hand within it mght do. Fromthen on | only |ooked at it and thought about it
-- thought in circles.

There were other things, too, to occupy the nights. The other would
argue that it only made me want her nore, and | would concede that; anyway, ny
reconstructions of our pale twilight dreams were feeble, we had narked too
few Sometinmes | would lie with my skirts up working furiously with the
usel ess thing and find nyself at the same tinme shedding cold tears just as
usel ess.

You really shouldn't |augh



_Third facet: _

There came a day when | understood wi nter was forever; though there
woul d be days when it didn't freeze and days when the sun shone, they would
al ways be foll owed by cold and rain again.

That day had begun fair, but afternoon dragged the clouds back over and
t hey began again their ceasel ess weeping. Toward evening the drizzle subsided
to a sniffle, but the clouds hung | ow and baggy with further business to do. |
sat snoking, letting pile up on the inside of the concave eyeball a little
pile of rose-colored ash which the wet wind played with. No, no spring this
year; the wood was sliny with despair and chilled to the marrow. Not quite
dead, not frozen; there had been little snow all wi nter. But hopel ess.

Be thankful, he told nme, that she wasn't there to go back to. She knew
you woul dn't come back from Boots being as she was, only a poor cripple, not
the one and not the other; not yourself whomshe first |oved, yet nothing
ot her either.

I don't understand, | told him | have understood nothing, and now
have nothing left. | overthrew ny deepest wi sdomfor her sake, made nyself a
clear pool for her reflection. And now there's only enpty sky.

VWll, don't you see? he said. You tried to beconme transparent, and al
the whil e she was working to be opaque.

Li ke way-wal I, | said.

She nust become opaque: you nust become transparent. There's no force on
earth left stronger than |ove, but

Opaque, | said. Yes.

Transparent, he said.

Never a noment when | revealed to her | had seen sonething in her but
she changed it at that nonent to hide further from ne.

She wanted not to know it herself, he said. There's no blanme in that.

It was as though | went after her into a cave, marking nmy way with a
long string; and just when | canme to the end of the string, and so coul dn't
follow any further, Dr. Boots snatched the string fromny hand

It was only one way, anyway, he said. So there's no way out.

W agree, he said, on that.

Well then, | said, | think it's time to lighten that | oad.

I went to the pack that held everything | had and took fromit the case
that held the Four Pots. | took it back to the wi ndow, unsealed it and opened
it. The first pot was blue and contained stuff colored orange -- the two
colors of the house called Twenty-eight Flavors; it was medicine's daughters
for every sickness. The second pot was bl ack and contai ned the rose-col ored
stuff that had dreamed ne out of a knot with Seven Hands. The third was
silver, and contained the black granules that lighten a | oad. The fourth was
bone-white, and contained the white angel's choice | had seen Speak a Wrd
refuse (no, she said, not this year). | picked up the cigar | had |l eft burning
on the edge of the window, | held it deep within two fingers, closing ny eyes
agai nst the rising snoke, and thought about them 1 thought of Houd standi ng
before that mirror which showed a tall-hatted man giving giant pots to a boy.
"It confuses the dark and light," he'd said, "and for a while you think only
about the confusion, and not about everything."

"Everythi ng?" | asked.

"That's Relativity," he said.

Well, Relativity, then, whatever that is; we'll try a confusion. |
opened the silver and the black pots; fromthe one | took a granule of black,
like a cinder, and swallowed it. | wet nmy thunb and pressed it across the rose

surface of the other, and then w ped the thunb inside ny lip. And then went on
snoking, building a pile of ash in the wi ndow, which the wi nd, grown harder
bl ew off into the wet.



There was just enough roominside nmy head for the gane, though people
standing in back to watch filled up the w ndow eyes and nmade it dark. The
pl ayers sat cheek to cheek in a circle with knees drawn up. They played with
only one ball, and though there was a |lot of chatter, there was no argunent
about how to begin: the ball began on my nother's knee.

"Whose knee?" they said, and the gossip Laugh Al oud noved the ball to
Mbaba's knee. "As for the silver ball and glove," Maba said, "they' re gone;
but for the rest, see here": and she opened her nouth to show a perfect set of
teeth, as green as grass.

"Whose knee?" they said, and the ball noved to Painted Red's knee, and
fromhers to Seven Hands's, who said, "One day, big man, one day," and back to
Pai nted Red, who was saying, "A knot in the cord -- that nmakes me |augh." The
ball in her long, sure tweezers paused in air. "Wiose knee?" they said, and
the ball went to Once a Day's knee. She raised her inpossible blue eyes and
said, "Ever after.”

"Ask wonen," said Seven Hands, and noved the ball to In a Corner, who
sai d, smoking softly, "Lighter than air, lighter than air."

"An ol d joke of Roy's," said Once a Day, and noved ne to Painted Red.
"Many lives," she said, "many lives in the nonent between birth and dying."

"This is spring," said Once a Day, and with an unsure hand she noved
tweezers toward the ball on Painted Red' s knee. Zhinsinura shook her head
slowy as the tweezers cane cl ose

"How many |ives does a cat have?" she asked.

"N ne," said Painted Red.

"M ss," said Houd, who wore a bracelet of blue stones; and with his
yel  ownai l ed hand he put the dropped ball on his own knee.

"Whose knee?" they all said, and tweezers canme for the ball. "G eat Knot
and First Trap nake Little Trap, Little Trap and the Expedition make Little
Second Gate, or Great Trap Unl ocked in Leaf cord," said Painted Red, and the
bal|l began to fly again fromknee to knee.

"The fly sees out all around," said Budding, and noved ne to Bl oom ng's
knee.

"And sees nothing that holds himback," said Budding; "and still he
can't nove."

"And let that be a lesson," said Blooning, and noved ne to Blink's knee.
"We're all legless nmen," Blink said, yawning. "It doesn't get better, a | ost
leg, like a cold."

"Are you a saint yet?" said Budding, and Bl oonm ng noved me back to Once
a Day's sharp knee, and Blink said, "Bits and pieces," and nmoved ne to the
knee of another girl, a girl in a starred black robe with a great cat beside
her, watching. "How can you think about nme," she said, "when |I'mnot there?"

"M ss! Two misses,” said the cat. The ball was retrieved and went to
Zher's knee. Once a Day said softly: "Beautiful."

"After all," said Painted Red as they paused, "it's only a gane."
"Whose knee?"
The ball started fast around. "The object," said Houd, "is to never

di scover you're playing it."

"To someday," said Painted Red, 'becone transparent; and in transparent
life to be free fromdeath."

"To learn to live with it," said Blink. "W learn to live with it; we
try. We have our systems and our w sdom .

"How i s truthful speaking done?" asked Zhinsinura. "Let's both tell a
secret."

"I don't renmenber riddles," said Once a Day.

"The Sal utation, the Body, and the Conplinmentary C ose. You can find a
path through that."

"A path," said Painted Red.

"I's only a nane," said Zhinsinura.

"I's drawn on your feet," said Maba.



"For the place where you are," said Zhinsinura.

"When- we- wander ed, " sai d Moaba.

"Where you've been on it," said Zhinsinura, "is only a story."

"And then, and then, and then," said Blink.

"Some of the stories are pleasant ones

"That's Relativity," said Houd.

" and sone are not. That's dark and light."

" He_was dark," said Stick, and picked up the ball with tweezers of wet
bl ack wood. The ball slipped and bobbled within the tw ggy tweezers. He could
get no grip. And they had been doing so well.

"How many |ives does a cat have?" asked Puff. "Quick."

"Many lives," said Painted Red, "many lives in the nonent between birth
and dying." Stick just nanaged to wiggle the ball to her knee, and everyone
said _aaaah_.

"Whose knee?" they all said. "Dr. Boots's knee," said Once a Day softly;
"this is spring.”

"And truthful speaking is

"Transparent," said Painted Red.

"And dark and light is . . ."

"Opaque, " said Zhinsinura.

The ball they played with was a hazel nut. Zhinsinura's tweezers that
reached for it were like a nutcracker. "Opaque, transparent," said the ball
"Li ke way-wall."

"Mss," said Once a Day, a little sadly, but as though she'd expected

it.

Zhinsinura, smling, picked up the ball in her fingers. "Way-wall?" she
said. "There's no such thing." She inserted the nut in her cracker

"Three msses," Teeplee said. "Gane's over." Zhinsinura calmy cracked
the nut.

| looked up at that sound. Above ne, a thin crack ran the width of the
skul I, making fingers.

The cigar in ny hand had gone out. Bromlay asleep, but not in the bed
where he usually lay. Through the door in the floor | could see the fire
burni ng | ow and shadowy. Qutside the sound of the evening was heavy, and
realized what it was -- rain. The crack in the skull widened with a little
noi se, and | junped up with a cry, which woke the doctor but not Brom

_What doctor?_

"That's not right, though,” | said. "It wasn't really three msses."

"Yes," the doctor said. She wasn't old, though her hair was white and
t he hands which held nmy black and silver cloth around her were |lined. She
noved, and the bed crackl ed beneath her. She | ooked at me with w de stil
eyes.

"Because," | said, "I do know how truthful speaking' s done."

"Yes," the doctor said.

"It's done the same as dark and light."

"Yes," the doctor said.

"Yes," | said, "because when you speak truthfully, what you're doing is
telling whoever can hear you about the dark and light, just then. The better
you tell an old story, the nore you are tal king about right now "

"Yes," the doctor said.

"So | have al ways been dark and light. |I never had to learn it, because
| didn't knowit."

"Yes," she said.

"And never stopped saying what | really nmeant or really meani ng what |
sai d, because how could | do otherw se?"

"Yes."

"Then there's no difference. They're the sane."

"Yes."



"And is that what it neans, then, that there's no such thing as
way-wal | ?"

"Yes.

"So. All right. Two misses, then."

"Yes."

"The gane goes on."

"Yes."

"So. Al right. But," | said, sitting down, "if they're the sane, then
what's the difference?"

"Yes," the doctor said.

A loud crack overhead nade ne duck. | |ooked up. The split in ny head
was w dening horribly. Rain seeped in, staining the white gray. Brom | ooked
upward, and then at me. | went to ny pack, tossed in the Four Pots, and found
my specs. | put themon. "I think," | said, "that it's time to be going."

The doctor watched nme as | came close to where she lay in the bed. "This
will cover us, it's big enough," | said, and drew off the black and silver

whi ch covered her.

In the gloom | thought there was a cat with her in the bed; but of
course she was the cat. She turned herself with careful grace and went on
fours out of the bed and across the floor. Her tabby |legs and thighs were |ike
those of Fa'afa of the List; her hands hel ped her across the floor to | ook out
the wi ndow. There she sat with knees up and her hands on the w ndow | edge. Her
tail swept around to cover her clawed feet. Above us the skull crunched and
split; a fine white powder fell.

"Anyway," | said, ny voice catching, "we have to go."

She | ooked fromnme to the rain, and then to the door in the floor
Soundl essly she padded to it and di sappeared through it. Bromfoll owed her.
shoul dered ny pack, and gathered up the black and silver, put on ny hat.
gl anced up: the skull was crazed.

They were waiting at the outside door, with the thoughtful reluctance of
cats before rain. Brom would have to decide for hinself; | noved hesitantly to
the doctor and knelt before her. The wet wind fromthe door nade her shiver,
but when she saw | wore the silver glove -- | don't know how | came to have it
on -- she grew calmand raised her arnms slowmy to slip them around my neck
Wth a soft cry that | don't remenber, was it Yes or No, | put one arm beneath
her and lifted her to carry. And we stepped out into the night and the rain.

The | eaves oozed under my feet as | stunmbled down the incline away from
the head. Gusts of rainy wind blew across the way, and | nearly stunbled with
nmy burden. Behind ne, | thought | heard the head | had abandoned crunble to
pieces; | tried to | ook back, but it was all darkness and woods, and the
doctor's hands held ne. | could feel her breath on nme, gentle and warm as
t hough she were asl eep and though my grip on her tightened at every stunble
and lurch, she was easy; she even seemed to nestle against me under the robe
whi ch covered us.

When | cane to broad naked Road | stopped. | |ooked both ways, but it
was all wind and rain and stone and di m bl ack-boned trees. "I think," | said,
al ready panting, "I think | know a place where we m ght go."

"Yes," the doctor said, nmuffled by the black, She sighed; | sighed; and
we started north.

That was a long wal k. It had taken after all, some nmonths to cone this
far south fromhone: the walk to Blink's woods, and south to Service Cty, and
a sunmer after that, always going south; and this burden was heavy. "And what
with the rain," |I sobbed, my lungs aching, "what with spring not com ng
When at last drizzly dawn cane, and | stood on a bare hill pied with snow and
| ooked down into the wide valley of That River from whose hidden |length white
steamrose |like winter breath, my arns and hands had been | ocked so | ong that
| knew the hardest part would be letting go.

"Sonmewhere," | said to her, "down in those hills across That River is a
wood; and in that wood, if you knowit, is a path. The path gets clearer as
you wal k it, until it wi dens under the trees, and you see a door. The door



will grow clearer as you cone closer to it, until you are standing before it;
and then you can step in, and look: a girl with blue eyes as opaque as sky is
pl ayi ng Ri ngs, and | ooks up when you enter. But | can't go any further."

| sagged to my knees and |l et down ny weight. Slowy, trenbling,
uncurl ed nmy hands as ny nuscl es snapped back on thensel ves with vengeance. |
drew back the cloth and | ooked at what | had brought, and wondered if it had
been worth it to carry this stuff so far

There was a nice plastic jug and a funnel, which | had caught rain water

in -- scarce, they are. There was a spade bl ade, not too rusted, and a length
of white close-line. There was some Book, nostly nol dered, which | had thought
to give to Blink if | ever saw himagain. Angel silver bits and pieces -- one
of them Teepl ee had called a dog collar; | thought that m ght be useful. And
-- heaviest of all -- a machine, rusted where it wasn't plastic-coated, that

| ooked sonething |like a nechanical version of Blink's crostic-words: it had
rows of little tabs with letters on them and other inexplicable parts.

Teeplee called it a spelling machine, with sonme contenpt. | had kept it to see
if I mght learn to spell fromit.
"It's all just too heavy to carry, though," | said. "Just too heavy."
"So your avvengi ng days are over?" Teeplee said. "I thought the speakers

never threw away anyt hing."
My heart slowed. The hilltop and the valley patched with fog seened to
thin, as though | could press upon it only a little harder with nmy senses and

see through it. | did press: what | saw was the road |l eading into Teeplee's
ruin, and the old avvenger hinself in his stars and stripes. | had wal ked
t hrough the night and reached, not home, carrying the doctor, but this place,
carrying a load of junk. Probably, behind ne, nmy head was still whole. It
didn't matter: | wasn't goi ng back

"No, not over," | said. My voice sounded thin and uncertain in this

reality. "But they have a lot of stuff there already."

"\Where are you goi ng?" he asked.

"Home," | said, "now that spring's conming." And it was: the rain had
foretold it and I hadn't known: but now where | knelt before that quiet pile
it was quite clear: in the wet bushes around ne each drop of water on each
twig had within it an eye of green, and the wind that conbed the dull grass
showed tender new shoots starting. O course Boots woul d never have told such

a secret, would never whisper that spring was for sure until | had forgotten
it was possible at all. That's dark and light, | thought; this is spring; it's
nice now | let go then of the doctor: and letting go felt like falling,

falling gently backward into a waiting pair of hands | would never see but
coul d not doubt were there.
"How about this, though?" Teeplee said, and fromwi thin his robe he took

out something small, a piece of winter ice, no, sonething else. "I took a
trip," he said.

It wasn't a ball at all; it |ooked |ike one of the knobs that hung
suspended as though in water within Boots's pedestal. | raised the silver
glove on ny hand. "Gve it to nme," | said.

"I't"ll cost you," Teepl ee said.

"Everything | have," | said. He made as though to hand ne the thing, but

rel eased it; perhaps he dropped it, but it didn't drop: ny glove began to
sound, a strange whistle cane fromit yet not fromit, and the ball cane
floating to it and landed in ny palmas gently as a bird.

And j oi ned, they made a double note, a note that sone engine here, in
the City, heard, isn't that right? Yes, some angel ear that had been waiting
for how many centuries to hear it: and when it was heard, Mongolfier began to
pr epare.

"This stuff isn't much," Teeplee said, nudging ny treasures with a toe.
"Not for a good thing like that ball. That's a good thing, and in perfect
condition."

"Al'l right," | said; and | found and took fromny sleeve a bright piece
of ancient Mney, the piece with which I had been _bot . | held it for a



nmonent, feeling under my thunmb the upswept hair of the angel's face cut on it,
but it no longer mattered to ne. | had found what was | ost and could take it
to the warren and put it in its place again, and tell the Iong, the strange
story of how | had conme by it: and anyway, giving it to Teeplee in exchange
for St. Andy's ball couldn't free me, for it's the same with Money as with
anything, as with every other thing nen do: it's all only one way.

_Fourth facet:

It was nearly sumrer when | stood for real on the hilltop that overl ooks
the valley Little Belaire lives in, for there really is such a place; it was
nmore tricked out with details than in my confusion, and of course green, but |
recognized it. It was just the time that | had left, three years before.

| had thought at first just to run down the hill as fast as | could and
find the path to Buckle cord's door; but something stopped nme there. | laid
out ny canp, as | had for every night along the way, and sat. N ght cane, and
a nmoon near full; day again. | thought: when | go down the hill | will be as
Aive was, arriving suddenly fromfar away, a great cat beside ne with frank
yel l ow eyes, and a terrible secret to tell

| didn't tell you that at my first canp after | had |left Teeplee's, Brom
found ne. He frightened me by sneaking up to the fire, and then | |aughed
aloud to see him But after he'd snelled ny breath, just to make sure | was I,
and | ooked over the canp, he only lay on his feet with a sigh and went to
sl eep. A cat.

It was Bromwho first saw ny visitor. Another day had passed; | was
still unable to make up nmy mind to go down the hill and across That River, and
lay on ny back | ooking up at the gol d-green new | eaves thinki ng of nothing,
when | heard Brom maki ng that noi se -- ak-ak-ak-ak -- that some cats nake at
birds or for no reason at the sky. | rolled over to see what nade hi m sni cker
-- a hawk, perhaps, hanging high up -- and sat up with a cry.

Soneone was |letting hinmself down out of the clouded sky on a huge white
unbrel | a.

It was a great half-globe of translucent white. Ropes ran fromits
edges, holding it taut over a ball of air; and in the ropes a man hung like a
fly caught in a web, holding on, his feet nmoving idly as he descended.
| eaped up and ran, following his |ong descent as it changed with the wind. As
it cane closer, it seemed to grow | arger, an inmrense, undul ating done; | could
see clearly the man in the ropes. He waved to ne, and then gave all his
attention to mani pulating his thing by tugging on the ropes so that it would

fall on the hillside meadow and not in the trees. | ran after him He hurtled
to the ground, moving fast and not gently at all, and it seened certain he
woul d strike the ground with trenendous force, despite his unbrella, which now
| ooked like a very bad idea and not workable at all. | held nmy breath as his
feet struck the meadow. He flung hinself over just then, thinking, | suppose,
to break his fall that way; and down after him cane the done, just cloth after
all, collapsing and then billow ng away outward in the breeze.

It tried, with great lassitude, to rise again on the breeze, but the man
was on his feet, being wal ked away by it, struggling to untie himself fromit,
fighting with a fierce single-mndedness to stop it; got hinmself free, and
began to haul his thing in with violent tugs as it rippled and rose across the
ground |like a conmpact fog. | cane with a stone and threwit on top to pinit.
It was easy then; he piled it up anyhow and turned to face ne.

"Mongol fier," he said, and | didn't know what to say to that.

He was a pale, unsmling man, with | ank black hair that fell always over
his eyes. Top to toe he was dressed in tight brown, a snug manypocketed coat



and pants, and strange gl ossy boots that reached to his knees, tightly thonged
with yards of lacing. | smled, and nodded, and made to cone closer -- at

whi ch he drew back, never |ooking away fromnme with eyes dark and wi de, eyes
such as | have seen only in wild things that have suffered sonme terrible hurt.

Just then Brom cane warily out of the bushes behind ne; and seeing him
the man cried out. He backed up, seened about to fall over -- there was a pack
on his back as large as hinself -- and funbl ed desperately for sonmething in a
hol der at his side. He whipped it out: it was a hand-sized engi ne of sone
sort, with a grip and a black netal finger which he pointed at Brom He stood
stock still with the thing, staring. Only when Brom sensing his fear, crept
behind me and sat warily peeking out did he pocket his thing, and then w thout
taking his eyes fromBrom he squatted, so that the bottom of his huge pack
touched the ground. He pressed a bl ack spot on his belt, and stood up. The
pack remai ned standing in the neadow.

"Mongol fier," he said again. There were no straps at all attached to the
pack, which was an irregul ar shape covered up in what | ooked |ike ny own bl ack
and silver cloth, which clung closely around it as though wet, or as though
wind pressed on it fromall sides at once.

"How did you do that," | said, "with the pack?"

He held his hand up to silence me. Wth the other hand he reached into
one of his many pockets and pulled out another small black machine. This one
he fitted over one of his ears, fiddling with it to make it stay; it |ooked
like a great black false ear. Wiich is just what it was. He nmade a "come here"
motion with his hand, eyes cocked to the false ear, but when | stepped up to
hi m he junped away.

"You're junpier than a cow | used to have," | said; at that he ducked
his head and |istened at his ear. He screwed up his eyes and bit his lip.
"More jumping," he said slowy, like a sleeptalker, and we stared at

each other in confusion. He waved at me to conme on again, and | was about to
step toward hi m agai n when | understood what he was about. W didn't speak the
same. He understood nothing of what | said, nor would |I understand anything he
said. But the fal se ear apparently could; it whispered to himwhat | said, and
then he spoke back to ne in ny way, as well as he could. If that were so, it
woul d be a long time before | could ask hi mwhat he had been doing up in the
sky, so | sat down slowy, and started to talk.

He sat down too, after a while, and |listened -- to his ear, not to ne,
noddi ng sonetimes, sonetinmes throw ng up his hands in confusion; he clenched
his fist in front of his mouth till the knuckles went white. He understood

pretty quickly some hard things | said, but when | said, "N ce weather," he
| ooked baffled. Late in the day, we were tal king back and forth pretty well;
he chose his words carefully and made sense as often as not. Hi s eyes were
never still, but darted always to the source of small noises, birds and bugs;
a butterfly nade himjunp to his feet when it came near. Here he sat with ne,
not surprised at all by ne, making ne speak to himas though we had a
| ong- st andi ng agreenent to neet here and do that, but every ordinary thing
scared him The only thing that distracted himfromhis fear was |istening and
speaki ng, which he struggled with fiercely.

Finally he waved nme silent. He drew up his shod knees and cl osed his
hands around them "Yes," he said. "Now | nust tell you why | am here."

"Good," | said. "You nmight tell ne how, too."

He gritted his teeth with inpatience, and | waved himcalm "I|'ve cone,"
he said, "to get back property of ours, which | think you have."

The strange thing was that "property" wasn't a word | had used to him |
don't think I've said it twice in ny life. "What property?"

From anot her of his pockets he drew out a fine silver glove, dull in the
sunlight. "A glove," he said, "like this one; and nore inportant, another
thing, a small thing, like a, like a

"Ball," | said. It was ny turn to be afraid. "Could you," | said, and

swal | owed the fear, "could you answer a question for ne?"
"Three," he said, holding up three fingers. "Three questions."



"Why t hree?"

"Traditional."

"Al'l right. Three," | said. | counted themoff in the List's way: "_ Ay :
what is this ball and glove, and what does it have to do with the dead nen,
like Uncle Plunkett? and _bee_ : how did you know | had it? and _see_: where
did you cone fron?"

When he heard ny questions, eyes toward his fal se ear, he began to nod;
he | ooked at ne, and for the first tine since he had fallen, began to smile, a
strange, dark smle that was nore renote than his tightly closed face had

been. "Very well," he said. "I answer themstarting with the last -- also

traditional. | have cone" -- he pointed skyward -- "fromthere. Froma City
there, sone call it Laputa. | knew you had our property because of the sound
it makes -- not the sound you hear, but another, far subtler sound, which an

engine in the City detected. And it has everything to do with the nan Dani el
Pl unkett whom you call dead, and whom | have brought on ny back fromthe City.
That's that." And he pointed to the black shape which squatted amid the
grasses of the meadow.

"You're an angel, then," | said, "to tell me such things." He stopped
smling to listen, and then nmade his gesture of not understanding. "I don't
think," | said after a long tine, "that three questions are enough."

He set hinsel f, nodding, as though to begin a great task. He nade a
start three different ways, and each tine stopped, strangled up; it was as
t hough each word were a piece of him drawn up out of his insides wth pain.
He told ne there were not cities in the sky, only this one called Laputa,
whi ch the angels had built when the | ast days were at hand; it was a great
hal f sphere a mle wide at its base, and all transparent -- a fine | acework of
triangul ar panes, he had a word for them which neant they were joined in such
a way as to bear their own weight, and the panes not glass at all but
something -- nothing, rather -- a thing or a condition that allowed |ight
t hrough but was not itself anything, but through which nothing could escape --

"Li ke way-wall," | said, and he | ooked at ne, but didn't say there was
no such thing. He tried to explain howthe air inside was heated, and the air
out si de col der, and got confused, and | said | know just because of that, the
whol e was lighter than air.

"Yes," he said. "Lighter than air." And so it rose into the sky, the
whole nmile of it, and, supported by its perfect sinplicity, had floated ever
since, while generations of angels had been born and |ived and died there. He
tal ked of engi nes and machi nes, and | wondered at first why they woul d choose
to fill up their Gty with such stuff, until | saw he meant their nmachines
were still perfect: still did what they were made to do. | |ooked at his fal se
ear, and then at the pack in the nmeadow, he saw nmy | ook. "Yes," he said. "Even
that still works."

He told ne how after the Stormthe angels had returned to find the four
dead men, the greatest of their works, and how they found three of them
destroyed by the League, and one lost; and they had foll owed that |ost one,

Pl unkett, as the League had, but they found it first, and carried it away to
the City in the Sky. Only, he said, there was a part missing: a ball, and the
glove made to work it, which . . . which . . . And he stopped, and had to
begi n again another way, to explain Plunkett to ne. It took a long tine,
because he must stop to think, and chew his knuckles, and slap his boots with
i npatience; and his tension affected ne, and | interrupted with questions
until he shouted at nme to be quiet.

W began to understand each other when | told himl had seen a picture
of Plunkett. He breathed deeply and told me: the sphere that was Plunkett was
like that picture: but instead of being of his face, it was of his self.
Instead of |ooking at his picture and seeing what his face | ooked |ike, you
nmust take the sphere on your own head, and for as long as you wore that
sphere, like a mask, for so long you would not be there and Pl unkett woul d be:
Pl unkett would live again in you, you would | ook out Plunkett's eyes, no,



Pl unkett woul d | ook out yours. The sphere was solid with Plunkett, and only

waited for soneone to Be in; like, like the nmeaning of a word waiting for a
word to be the meani ng of
"Like a letter," | said. He nodded slowy, not sure what | neant. "And

the ball and gl ove?"

"To erase the sphere,"” he said. The sphere was a container only; now it
contai ned Plunkett, but with the ball and glove he could enpty it, Plunkett
woul d be no nore, the sphere would be as enpty as a mirror no one |ooks into,
and then could mirror soneone el se instead. The dead nan woul d be dead.

"Doubly and for good," | said. "lIs that what happened to the others?"

"I think so."

"Except the fifth."

"There were only four," he said.

"There were five," | said.

He stood and went to the pack. He had slipped on his silver glove, and
with it drew away the black stuff that clung around his pack. There stood a
cl ear box or pedestal, with rows of black and silver knobs suspended in it as
though in water, and on top a clear sphere the size of a man's head with, it
seened, nothing at all inside it. "There were four," he said. "There was an
experiment, with an aninmal. They did that because they didn't know if taking
such a, such a picture of a man would kill him or injure hin if it killed
the animal, well, that didn't matter, but they would know not to do it with a
man. But the experiment was a success. And they did it with four people." He
sat again, and drew up his knees. "So the fifth you talk about: it was the
experiment. It was a cat, a cat naned Boots."

Eveni ng had cone. The valley bel ow was dark, and tree shadows reached
across the sloping neadow, but we were still in light: he in his brown,
clutching his knees, and I, and the thing which was Plunkett though Pl unkett
was dead.

"l have been that cat," | said.

H s fear | ooked out his eyes; his pale face was drawn. "And 1," he said,
"have been Daniel Plunkett."

"And then returned."”

"And then returned," he said.

"Angel ," | said, "why have you come here?"

"I"ve answered your questions," he said. "Now you nust answer one for
me." He set hinmself, adjusted his ear, and asked: "How would you like to live
forever, or nearly?"

_Fifth facet: _

Al'l night till nmoonrise | tried to answer him | tried to tell him how I
had seen the four dead nmen nmade of stone, and shivered in the warnmth; how it
had been to solve that nystery that | had foll owed Once a Day to Service City
and been Boots: how the four dead nen had al ways been the crossing place in ny
life where | turned further into darkness. And all night he tried to explain,
and tal ked of processes and pictures and how painl ess and harm ess it had been
proved to be. We both tal ked, and despite his angel's ear, neither understood.

"You ask ne," | said, "to be your dead nman in Plunkett's stead. Even if
| understood why you needed such a one, | couldn't choose to be one. Don't you
see?"

"But | would take nothing fromyou," he said, trembling with effort. "No
nore -- no nmore than a frosted gl ass takes anything fromyou when you print it
wi th your thunb!"

"I don't know," | said. "Boots was there, when | was not. Alive as ever.



She didn't mind, | don't think; but I think a man would. | think of a fly,
stuck in a cube of plastic, able to see all around, but not able to nove. It
frightens ne."

"Fly?" he said to his ear. "Fly?" He couldn't make it make sense.
roll ed snoke for nyself, and saw that my hands trenbled. "Fly," he said
desperately. | struck a match but the head flew off, sizzling, and struck
Brom who junped up with a how, and what with it all, the fly and the flane
and Brom and me so stupid, he plucked the false ear fromhis head, flung it on
t he ground, and burst into tears.

What is it?

It's just . . . well, you make hi msound comical. He wasn't. He was
brave and fine and the best man of his tinme. Wen he came down, you know, he
didn't know what he would find; he knew only the City -- and the world
Pl unkett had lived in. For all Mongolfier knew, the |and bel ow hi mwoul d
swal l ow himlike a mouth. Except for pictures, he'd never seen an animal. And
yet he jumped fromhis honme to change our lives. He wacn't comical._

| only nmeant to show ny wondernent. | have no words for his sufferings;
before them!| felt thin and old, as you do before an angry child. | couldn't
foll ow what he said, and it nade himweep, is all | neant.

_If he could have spoken your way, he could have made it clear. _

_He woul d have told you that when the angels raised the Gty, it wasn't
out of despair, or to flee the ruin they had created.' they were proud of it,
it was the | ast hope and greatest engine of man, and in it would be preserved
t he know edge that led to its creation, preserved fromthe mass of men who
wi shed insanely to destroy Everything they Wanted. Plunkett was the npst
conpl ex and precious of all their works, and when they first used it, it was
as they had used all the other things they had saved: to remenber, in its use,
the learning and skill that had made it._

_But in its use they |earned sonething unexpected, sonething terrible
and wonderful: they learned what it is to be a nan. As you | earned from Boots
what it is to be alive, they learned fromPlunkett what it is to be a nan: and
it wasn't what they had thought, at all._

_You see, you think all nen who lived in Plunkett's time were angels,
and could fly, and were consunmed with fierce passions to alter the world and
make it man's, wi thout renorse, w thout patience, without fear. it's not so.
The mass of nen then were no nore angel s than you are. Unable to understand
t he angels' world, ignorant of how to do any wonders at all, they only
suffered fromthe angels' hunger, suffered blindly in the weckage of the
angel s' world. Plunkett was such a one. Zhinsinura said that even the League's
worren were angels: the angels | earned from Plunkett that even they were nen. _

_And the first of themto | ook out Plunkett's eyes and learn it, when he
returned, never spoke again. _

You make nme afraid for this one who I am How hard, how hard
Har der than Boots, it nust be, far harder

_Yes: because though Boots has no nenory, you have. And Plunkett had:
they came away from hi mrenmenbering everything, his shane, his hurt, his
confusion, Everything he Wanted. Boots's letter was Forget: Plunkett's letter
was Renenber.

_They said it made for madness, then, that it had been a m stake, that
it shouldn't be used again. But it was used again. The bravest |earned to bear
Pl unkett, and to speak of it. And while in the warren they told stories of the
saints, and grew old in speaking; and as the List renenbered the League, and
grewold in Boots; so we grew old in Plunkett. Al we knew was |learning to
live with his suffering: our suffering. We forgot our plans; the years canme to
t he hundreds; our pride vani shed, we studied Plunkett only, our hope becane
dread, our escape exile._

But why didn't you stop? Cone back again? The Gty could return,
couldn't it, if they' d seen they were m staken?

_No. The world they left was Plunkett's world: it was all they knew of
earth. Plunkett taught themthat the rule of nmen had not been sufficient; and



if that were so, then the world beneath them nust have died, and the nen with
it. It was the only possibility._

But it's not so. It got different, is all. You could come back; there's
no hard feelings. You must cone back. It's hone.

_Home. . . . Do you know how | arge the world is? | do. The wi nds bl ow
al ways westerly around it, and the City is noved with them and in a lifetine
goes around to the place where it began. | was born over sea: when | was
grown, still the sea was beneath us. Wen we pass through stornms, they aren't

the stornms that fall on earth; we know them at their birthplaces; we pass

t hrough them and are not shaken. Do you know, when it snows here, the snow
flies upward; |ightning comes close enough to touch, and comes not fromthe
sky but upward fromthe earth. It has never nade nme afraid. _

_Far off, when the clouds part, we see earth; vague and | ovely and
possi bl e, | suppose the way you | ook at distant nountains, and wonder, but
never visit. No: this is nmy home. It was Mongolfier's. For its sake, dark with
Pl unkett's fear and suffering, he junmped down to earth, to find you, who would
heal us; you, who had found the ball and glove that could free us from
Pl unkett; you who would dry our old tears. _

_If he could have spoken your way, he would have said this to you

How is it you can speak ny way, and he coul dn't?
_You' ve taught us. We are truthful speakers too now, Rush._

And you? Are you, angel? Do you know what it is to be . . . another, to
return fromnot being, to tunble back through all your ways, as though you
fell froma height, and see, and see. . . . Do you?

No. | only know what they've said: that the cruelest was to have been

Pl unkett; that heavy as you are, to put you down is joyful in the end, that
after the days of silence, it's easy; that | could learn to live with you, as
none ever could with Plunk ett. Plunkett made us brave, they say, and you have
made us happy. But | haven't, yet; I'mafraid to bear your weight._

And Mongol fier could? Did | nmake hi m easier?

_No. He never dared, after Plunkett. He brought you here. They told him
he saw it work: but never dared. _

You nmake me ashamed. Ashamed, with all that, of why in the end | did
agree to let himtake me, or whatever it was he wanted to take, with him

_Wy?_

It was just, well: ever since | was a kid |I've sonewhere in ne believed
ina  Cty inthe Sky. Not as Blink did, as a perhaps, or as the List did, as a
story, or as Little St. Roy did, as a pretty thought, but that it was real. As
real as clouds. And an angel had dropped fromthere, and said he'd take ne.

And however much he said that I, nortal I, would feel no change, that |I would
be left sitting in the meadow just as | was while he went off with -- with
something like a slide of the Filing System if he could have thought to say
that: still, | thought maybe | would get to see it, what it was |like; that
done, those clouds. That's all

But | slept, first. I was exhausted by our struggle. | wapped up in ny

bl ack and silver and watched the noon for a while; Bromlay next to ne
roaring. Mongolfier wouldn't sleep; he sat straight up, with his back agai nst
a tree, and watched.

| dreaned that night of the warren, of running on Path toward the
i nside, through great and little roonms where chests were kept and gossi ps
studied cords, circling in a spiral nearer to the center past people snoking
and kids playing, into narrow passages of angelstone in the dimsmall deep
i nsides. | awoke w thout reaching the center, and thinking that after all
had never known where exactly the center of Belaire was, to see Mngol fier
still sitting, paler with his vigil and with his, his Gun, as he called it, in
his lap, waiting.

"All right," | said. "Al'l right." | rubbed nmy eyes and sat up. He got
up, stiff with tension, and held out his hand for the silver ball and gl ove.
searched in ny pack for them they called to nme softly from beneath the



raggedi es piled on top of them "Now, " he said, when he had them his voice
hoarse with no sleep, but calmfor the first time since I'd met him He led ne
down through the pasture to where Plunkett stood am d the neadow fl owers.
"Sit, sit," he said, "and cl ose your eyes."

| sat, but wouldn't close ny eyes. | watched silver fog rising out of
the valley of That River. | watched Mngol fier at the engine: he drew on ny
glove, and with it brought the ball close to the pedestal on which Pl unkett
sat, and then released it: as though thrown, it buried itself within the
gl assy box, lining up with the others there. Its whistle ceased as it entered.
He pretended, with his gloved hand, to turn that ball, that knob, and it
turned. The sphere on top of the pedestal, clearer than glass, grew cl ouded,
as though filling with snoke; Mongolfier turned the knob until the sphere was
bl ack: as bl ack as way-wall: a black no-place in the norning.

"Plunkett is dead," he said. "Close your eyes." Wth the other glove,
t he gl ove he had brought, he pretended to turn a black knob, and the sphere

rose off its pedestal. "Cl ose your eyes," he said again, worried, glancing
fromme to his nachine.

"All right," | said, but didn"t. | put ny hat on. | took it off again.
The bl ack sphere cane slowly before ny face. | had a nonment to feel the

limtless fear | had felt before way-wall as it filled up ny sight: and then I
cl osed ny eyes.

And opened them here.

_Yes. And you must close them now again, the story's told.

Wait. Put down the glove. |I'm afraid.

_Afraid?_

Afraid for him for me. What do | do, angel, alone, stuck like the fly,
when |'mnot here telling this?

_Nothing. If you dream they are the dreanms you wake from having al ready
forgotten. But | don't think you dream no, nothing, probably.

It seems I'mstill in that neadow, and that I, | nean ny story, just got
here to be told. But that can't be so. |I've told all this before

_Yes. _

Why don't | renenber?

_You aren't here, Rush. There isn't anything here of you but -- but

something like a slide of the Filing System that can only reveal you by -- _

I nt er penetration.

_Interpenetration, yes. Wth another. W is gone now, while you're
here, who will return when you are gone. But nothing spoken to you while you
are here can affect you, any nore than the picture of Plunkett could snile
back at you if you smiled at it; when you are in yet another, you will be
surprised again to find yourself here, surprised that a nmonent ago you sat in
t he neadow with Mongol fier; and you'll marvel at the done, the clouds,' and
tell your story again. What it is to be you when you aren't here but on your
pedestal, we don't know, we only know that sonetinmes you conme fromthat sleep
asl eep, sonetinmes awake . _

How many times? How nmany?

_ and each tinme ask that. Wen our son . . . when nmy son is grown,
Rush, and takes you on hinmself, if he dares, you will have been awakened here
three hundred tinmes, in twice as many years. _

No. No, angel.

_Many lives, Rush. Painted Red said. _

But she's gone. They're all gone. And I . . . what did | do, then
angel, inny life? Did | grow old? Did | ever go down the hill? And Once a
Day. . . oh, angel, what became of ne?

_I don't know. There are those who, having been you, have guessed; have
dreaned or inmagined how you returned to Belaire, the saint you becane.
Mongol fier said he watched you, after the old copter had cone for him watched
you marvel at it, watched you watch it fly off with him' that's all we know.
We know not hing el se, Rush, but what you tell us. it's all you here now,
Rush



And do | each tine learn this? And then forget? As though |I were Mt her
Tomin her box, like the strip of paper |ooped by St. Gene?

Yes.

Then free me now, angel. Let nme sleep, if | can't die. Free ne, quickly,
while | can still bear all this.

_Yes. Sleep now, brave man; sleep again, Rush; close your eyes, close
your eyes. Forget._

Only. . . wait, wait. Listen: the one who | am you nust be gentle with
him angel, when he returns, renmenber. Here, take ny hand, take his hand. Yes.
Don't |let go. Prom se.

_Yes. | promse. _

Stay with him

_Ever after. | prom se. Now cl ose your eyes. _



