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"I had a dream which was not all a dream The bright sun was extinguish' d, and the stars D d
wander darkling in the eternal space, Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth Swng blind and
bl ackening in the noonless air; Mrn cane and went -- and came, and brought no day . "

-- Darkness, by Lord Byron

One

The short, stocky Ibisian general notioned for his aides to step up to the bal cony. "Look
closely," he told themas they stood next to the Mediwevan deputato. "Here's true barbarism"

Bel ow t he bal cony, a parade of penitents filled the rain-slicked streets.

"These are ascetics from Mnta |gnazio, General Sulay," the deputato stuttered. H s teeth were
chattering. He had never been closer to his country's savage, unwel cone guests than he was now.

The nmethane lanterns in the room hi ssed.

"They whip thensel ves," Bar-Wten said. He was a |l ean, well-nmuscled man in his mnddle
thirties, with one gray eye and a bl ack patch. H s nose hooked sharply.

The penitents had gathered from | eagues around for the night march through Mediweva' s capital
Madr eghb. Men, wonen, and children dressed in brown sacks, black and white clerical robes, or the
red of deacons and priests swung | eather cats against their backs, the strands weighted to age and
devotion. Beneath cloth tatters their flesh was raw as ground neat.

"This is religious inspiration!" Sulay rasped. "The Heisos Kristos of Mediweva denmands that
they poison their bodies with infection to see His visions. Absorb this and learn fromit. W' ve
met with many peoples and their religions, but none is nore amazing than this."

Bar-Wten watched with distaste and finally turned away. Hi s eye caught the deputato's, and he
wi nked at the thin official. "Not to nmy style,” he explained. "I grow faint at the sight of
bl ood." The deputato | aughed nervously, then | apsed back to respectful silence.

Sul ay stepped back fromthe bal cony, shaking his head and fingering his pistol's holster
strap. "lI'd like to visit your library now. " The deputato nodded and | ed hi maway. Bar-Wten
stayed behind to watch the penitents floggi ng thensel ves. Their nmoans bothered himlike a boi
under his arnored vest. They were ecstatic. The ecstasy of visions. "Barthel!" he called. H's
servant appeared, grinning and dressed in splendid red silks.

"I think I could like living here,"” Barthel said, fanning his arnms out. "It's cool and the
clothes are beautiful."

"What can you tell nme about Kristians?"

"My country had a few, Bey. But | am of the Monad persuasion nyself, as you understand, and we
avoid intercourse with the unfaithful. Except for yourself, sir, who shine like the light..."

"' Shines,'" Bar-Wten corrected. "Your lessons in Mediwevan are slipping."” He had chosen
Barthel froma group of captured children fifteen years before in the now desol ate | and of Khem
The arm es of Sulay, Bar-Wten anong them were responsible for that desolation. But Barthe
showed no nenory of the slaughter. He knew only those things he was required to know, and the rest
seermed to sink in his nmenory |ike plumstones in a pond. He was a cheerful |ad.

"Bey, | could tell you tales ny nother told nme, but sonme are very crazy. You m ght not
believe. This Heisos Kristos -- or Yesu as we knew him-- is nmentioned in all the Obelisks | have
ever known, and his story is always the sane."

"Which is food for the argunment that all Obelisks have the sane words engraved on them"

"Certainly. |I believe that is part of Mnad's divine doctrine, as his word is nentioned on
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all, the faithful nust acknow edge that, and -- "

"Why do they beat thenselves for this Heisos?"

"It gives themstrength to deny the attractions of the world, Bey. By punishing thensel ves
they hope to distract their attentions fromHegira and focus them on Paradi se, or Heaven, which is
what their Yesu -- surely a great prophet-- desired and preached themto do."

"But Yesu never lived on Hegira."

"No. It is dogrma that no person mentioned on the Cbelisks ever lived on Hegira. They were the
First-born, Bey."

Bar - Wt en nodded and stared up into the night. Soon an orange fire dove would rise like a
distant flare, signaling the ninth hour of dark, and the sky would begin to turn purple. In a half
hour it would be norning blue. The streets would be enpty of pedestrians as Medi wevan | aw had
decreed for five hundred years. The wagons and steam vehicles would travel fromthe fields and
| akefronts, and the capital would come alive with day-life: nmarkets and buyers, bookdeal ers and
street historians, all whol esonme services for a fee. Bar-Wten enjoyed this city and its
peculiarities. He even felt a mxed affection for the crazy penitents.

"I can tell you very little about Yesu, Bey," Barthel said to indicate he had not been
di sm ssed. Bar-Wten waved his hand, and the boy vanished with a rustle of robes.

He was gl ad not enough of Sulay's armies was left to destroy Mediweva. In their twenty-year
March the armies had dwindled fromtwo nmillion to ten thousand. They could still rely on their
reputation to achieve diplomatic victories, and on occasion a few hills topped by lines of the
remai ni ng sol di ers could persuade reluctant |eaders, but the March was over

They had crossed fifty thousand kiloneters, the regions of five Obelisks, and yet spanned only
twenty-three degrees of Hegira's curve. The survivors of Sulay's March knew the i mensity of
Hegira as no ot hers had known before them For two years now, since the |ast of their geographers

and geoneters had finished their reports, Bar-Wten had marched in fear not of man -- he had
killed at | east two thousand nen, and they did not haunt him-- but of the world on which he
l'ived.

That evening Sulay called Bar-Wten to the library. The Ibisian left Barthel in their quarters and
wal ked down the cool stone hallways of the capital palace, |ooking up at the frescoes crunbling in
the dimy lit vaults. The sense of age oppressed himtonight. So many years, so much time to do
evil things ... layers and | ayers of human pressure bearing down on himlike mles of rock

The frescoes showed scenes of war taken from Obelisk texts. Bar-Wten felt the painter's |ack
of firsthand experience acutely, both proud and revolted by his own know edge. Shaki ng his head
and grinacing, he entered the door to the library.

The nusty snell of paper and ink and ol d | eather bindings hung heavy in the still air. The
oxygen seened to have been sucked out by years of rotting pulp. He restrained an i npul se to choke.
A m ddl e-aged, balding librarian guided himthrough | ong, w nding stacks and stopped, pointing
with a knobby ink-stained finger calloused on the first knuckl e.

Sul ay sat on a stool, a large book spread across his lap. Hs gray hair and bald spot shone in
the tier of oil lanps set beside him Bar-Wten noted the punp-action fire extingui sher hung on a
fixture.

"Young Bear-killer,"'

"The general needs his rest,

Sul ay said, |ooking up. Bar-Wten bowed slightly.
" he said solicitously.

Sulay ignored him "The Mediwevans have ascended a little higher than we have," he said,
t hunbi ng the pages. "Better balloons, | imagine. Mre texts, nore advances, but they haven't seen
fit to apply their new know edge, not yet. Many odd things as the texts go higher." Sulay closed
the book carefully and placed it on a small folding table. "I could spend ny whole life in

libraries. Miuch less exciting than the March, eh?"

Bar - Wt en nodded. Sul ay' s deneanor changed consi derably when he was anong books. Bar-Wten
wasn't sure he approved, though sonething in hinself was attracted to the endl ess shel ves. "Less
strenuous at |east," he said.

"These peopl e know us as soldiers, nurderers, plunderers,” Sulay said. "No doubt we've done
enough of that. But they will never appreciate us as scholars. Yet what we could tell them They
know very little of Hegira, but a great deal of the Obelisks. | know very little of the Obelisks .

and | wish | knew nore. But..." He sighed. "My tine is at an end, Bear-killer."

Bar- Wten respected the old nan's lengthy silence. At last Sulay lifted his head, and there
were tears on his cheeks. "Never enough tine. Never enough. The March is over. They aren't very
good at fighting here in Mediweva, but they far outnumber us, and our ruses aren't working any
more. My audiences with the Holy Pontiff have been nore and nore strained. An old soldier's
instincts warn me. . . . He will swat us like a buzzing wasp. Qur reputation travels before us,
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even in the insular countries. W have not been circunmspect." Sulay | ooked Bar-Wten steadily in

the eye. The old general's pupils were |arge, absorbing. "You will go on."

"Not without you, Ceneral."

"Wthout nme, without your fellow soldiers, however you nmust. You'll finish the March. W
didn't journey to kill and loot, but try telling that to an arny of Ibisians ..." Sulay put his
hand on the book. "That's ny comm ssion to you. |If anyone will survive, you will. Go now, or very
soon. "

Bar - W0t en nodded.

"G and find what | wanted to find."

"Yes, Ceneral."

"You woul d do that even if | didn't tell you, wouldn't you?"

"Yes."

Sul ay picked up the book again and opened it.

"It isn't safe here, General," Bar-Wten said. "They can conme fromboth directions and pen you
in"
Sulay didn't react.
" CGener al ?"
The old man di snissed Bar-Wten with a gesture. He turned and wal ked through the stacks, fists
cl enched.

The norning of their ninth day in Madreghb brought clouded skies and a pale drizzle that turned
the capital into a fairytale province. The richly carved walls of the Duono and the Mddle
Sacristy attracted Bar-Wten and dazzl ed Barthel as they wal ked al one through the city. Waring
his dress whites and a w ndbreaker, and according Barthel the sanme privilege, he ignored the danp
and studi ed the architecture.

The courtyard of | earned debate drew hi mas sugar draws an ant. Here scholars, readers, and
bel i sk students gathered with then" practical counterparts -- engi neers, geoneters, and
t heol ogi ci ans. They debated | oudly over a narrow roadway separating then: bleachers, bel ow an
aqueduct carrying water fromthe southern branch of the Ub. Cars and trucks hi ssed between them
irregularly. The white drizzle beaded and dripped fromthe debaters' black |eather cloaks, pooling
on the wooden planks that ran the length of the stone seats.

Bart hel was armused. "They di scuss the teachings of Yesu," he whispered in an aside to Bar-
Wt en. He nodded and |listened nore closely. They stood on a wal kway bridge nounted on one side of
t he aqueduct. Water rushed to its appointnments behind them splattered with occasional raindrops.

One theol ogician kept his dignity and cal mani dst the ruckus. He comanded a fine voice and
his wit was incisive. They listened for a while, then noved on. Bar-Wten frowned as they left the
aqueduct. Had Hei sos, or Yesu, been a firmwarrior with words or a debater of pedantries?

The weat her worsened. Lunching in a snoky wooden parl or-house with gl ass wi ndows sl acked by
age, they watched the drizzle thicken into rain, nuch as the grease of a |anb congeal ed on their
plates. "I change my m nd about the cold; it is unpleasant," Barthel said, drawing his jacket
collar tight around his ears. "I often wish the Bey had chosen to reside in Khem where it is
usual ly warm" Bar-Wten nodded.

The day woul d soon collapse into dark. He didn't enjoy the thought of walking after dark to
the capital square and the Nocturne, essentially unarnmed. It was unhealthy.

They set out just before the dinmm ng began. At this season the days were ten hours |ong and
the nights fourteen. The weather prom sed to be foul in the dark. The w nd ni pped and curl ed
around their backs, making their eyes sting. Cats scanpered in a wet tide fromone alley into
anot her, yowl ing miserably. Bar-Wten saw why as they passed the alley -- a rain gutter edging the
roof of the inn had broken, turning a dry corner into the base of a cascade.

"I't would be good to take shelter,” Barthel said fromunder his jacket. The boy's eyebrows,
bushy at the best of tinmes, now knitted to forma solid ragged streak across his brow. Hi s dark
brown eyes were slitted against the raindrops.

Bar - Wt en shi el ded his good eye and | ooked at the entrance to the hostel. He knew
instinctively it would be a verm n paradi se. But he distrusted wet weather in strange countries.
Enough di seases had plagued himin sinmilar conditions to make hi mwary.

"Wait," Barthel said, peering back into the alley where the cats had | odged. The cascade had
subsided to a trickle. Sonething noved at the back. It was shapel ess, larger than a man. Barthe
st epped backward and Bar-Wten's neck hair rose

He wi ped his eye with the knuckle of his thunb. The shape was nothing nonstrous after all. A
man was struggling under a pile of wet papers and rags, weak and unprom sing | abor at best. The
Ibisian's first thought was to | eave well enough alone -- this possible plague victimwas no
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friend to a visitor without immunity. But the man was not sick with plague; he was weak from bl ood
| oss. They approached hi m cautiously. Bar-Wten crouched next to the pile.

The man was a penitent. His whip was still hooked to his belt, lashes tangled in his scraped
and bruised legs. But this young fellow was no priest or professional ascetic. He was barely
twenty and nearly dead. H s back wounds had festered enough to give himfever visions sufficient
for a lifetinme. Now he was unconscious. Bar-Wten called for Barthel to help and together they
pi cked himup by the arns and legs. "W'I|l take himto the hostel," he said.

"He's in bad shape," Barthel said. "He'll die soon anyway."

The hostel desk was unstaffed. The interior of the building was fitfully Iighted by gas | anps.
Di sintegrating wal | paper crept up the walls, and the floor creaked suspiciously. A snell of wet,
decayi ng wood mixed with the aninal snell of the hostel's patrons. It was a niserable place for
anyone to die in. Therefore, Bar-Wten told hinself, the young nman woul d not die.

He rang a verdigris-crusted bell. The half-sotted proprietor appeared shortly after. He took
their names and their noney and raised a hairless, wormwhite eyebrow at the penitent. "Can you
get a physician?" Bar-Wten asked.

"No," the proprietor said, heading back to his room "If he dies, you'll have to nove nun."

"I aman |bisian," Bar-Wten said softly. "If this nman dies here, | will have this building
condemed. "

The proprietor stopped and turned to reexanmine him "You can find a doctor a block down. W
have nothing to do with penitents. They aren't too popul ar here."

"And | bi sians?" Bar-Wten asked testily.

"Unarned | bisians are only human,” the proprietor said. "I enploy bullboys |ike every other
i nnkeeper on this strip. They carry rifles and crossguns. Do you?" He turned and waddl ed of f.

Bar - Wt en picked up the key fromthe desk and told Barthel to sumon the physician. He hoisted
the penitent fromthe floor and swung hi mover his shoul der

The stairs were steep and in bad repair. The room was abomni nabl e. An open skylight adnmitted
rain until he tied a dirty blanket over it. The beds were in fair repair and | ooked cl ean. Perhaps
health regul ati ons were enforced with regard to beds, but cleaning facilities were m ni nal
toilets were one to a floor and public, and other regul ati ons ended at the edge of the mattress.
Paper scraps and dirt littered the torn patchwork carpet.

The penitent sighed and rolled over on the bed, then groaned. Bar-Wten stripped off his
bl oody cl othes and took the basin down the hall to clean it and fill it with water. The pl unbing
banged hideously in the narrow washroom Wen he came back the nman was sitting up against the
headboard and staring feverishly into enpty space. Using a handful of powdered soap and paper
towel s, Bar-Wten began to scrub himdown. Few of the wounds were deeply infected. Neverthel ess,
he knew an antiseptic and cl ean bandages woul d have to be applied, or blood poisoning would set
in. He had seen small wounds fester into deadly foul pockets many tines on the March

Barthel returned with a small, seamfaced doctor a half hour later. The man said his nane was
Lui gi, exam ned the penitent quickly, and expressed his reluctance to treat him "He's one of
God's own," he said. "God will take care of him"

"You will take care of him or he'll die," said Bar-Wten. "You wouldn't want to be charged
with mal practice, would you? | can take you before a deputato if you wi sh."

The little doctor shrugged and set his bag down. "You cleaned hin?" he asked. Bar-Wten

nodded. "1'll have to do it over again," the doctor conplained. "He's whipped hinself into a fine
fever."
An hour later the penitent was bandaged and sleeping fitfully. "He'll be weak for a day, maybe

| onger. Why do you want to help a penitent? Did he ask for hel p?"
Bar-Wten didn't answer. Barthel thanked the doctor and paid hima gold piece. They sat in
silence and fell asleep before norning.

Bar - Wten stood by the skylight on a rickety stool, lifting the stained bl anket and peering
out across the snmoke-tracked foggy rooftops at the wan norning light. The slate and tile roofs
glistened with an oily sheen of dew and refl ected the golden zenith. The horizon was still deep

blue. The zenith |ight expanded and turned yellow sh, then green. In a wink the green acconplished
its magical transformation into blue. A steamcan hissed and rattled in an alley bel ow

"Win't the nmaster Sulay nmiss us, Bey?" Barthel asked sleepily fromhis blanket on the floor

"Not for a while," Bar-Wten answered. He turned to | ook at the nan on the bed. Hi s breathing
was light and regular. His pale face had taken on a better color during the night. He | ooked
al nost heal t hy.

Bar - W0t en checked his pul se and pinched his fingernails, and still the man slept. Barthel said
poundi ng rocks together wouldn't wake a healing man before his body was ready.

"You told ne your nother knew stories about Kristians," Bar-Wten said. "Do you renenber any
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of thenP"
For the briefest of nonents the boy's face clouded and his eyes narrowed. Then it was clear
again and he smled. "Not too well, Bey. Mostly derogatory stories about their custons, which | am

no longer qualified to criticize since | share themw th you very often. The eating of unclean
foods, the drinking of wine and other forbidden beverages."

"Not hi ng about why a nan would drive hinmself to illness to neet his god?"
n '\b, Bey "
It was perhaps the same reason two million nmen had once left the beautiful land of Ibis to

cross the Atlasade range into Barthel's land, Khem O why they had tortured thensel ves by
crossing the Pais Vernmagne, a thousand kil oneters of swanp and pestilence and deadly reptiles,
instead of taking an easier route -- all to investigate legends in Khemof the Cty of the First-
born. They had found a nonotonous grassland and a central range of hills as barren and dusty as
the deserts west of Ibis. No treasure, no fabled city.

The penitent was al so searching for treasure, and his trek was just as rugged. Bar-Wten
questioned his own sanity in feeling synpathy, but he did. Synpathy and warnth. Wl cone, fellow
travel er. How many souls have you killed inside yourself trying to find the right one to present
to God, saying, Look -- pure!

Surely not as many souls as | have killed, he thought, nostly in the bodies of others.

"Hello," the penitent said. Bar-Wten started fromhis reverie and | ooked at the nman sternly.
The pale face returned the stare like a statue. The lips were fever-cracked, the nostrils red with
broken vessels. "You' ve put nme up for the night?”

"Not hi ng honorable,” Bar-Wten said. "You nearly killed yourself. Mst people's gods resent
sui ci de. "

"Where am | ?"

"A hostel . "

"I have to leave." The penitent's watery green eyes filled with enornous bl ack pupils. The
corners of his nouth turned up perpetually, and his eyes crinkled at their edges as though, like a
m schi evous child, he mght |augh at any nonent. But these were betrayals of his body. He was
perfectly serious.

"Nobody' s hol di ng you. You should get your strength back, however. Eat sone food."

"I'"'mon a fast."

"For how long? Until you starve?"

"I"'mstarving now. It brings ne closer to ny goal ."

"And what is your goal ?"

"To live in the light of God, not the nmud of the world."

"What's your nanme?"

"Jacone. Yours?"

"Bar-Wten."
"A peculiar name."
"I"'man Ibisian. | picked the name up when |I killed a bear fifteen years ago. He clawed out an

eye before he died. Bear-killer, of the One-eyed God. Bar-Wten. Wiy do you call yourself Jacone?
That's not your name. Am| right that penitents, if they try to deny the world, nust deny
t hemsel ves? Change their nanes?"

"Yes," Jacone said. "Fools of God. Buffoons."

"Then what was your nane before you changed?"

"You'd have to ask the fellow |l was. | can't answer."

Bar-Wten notioned for Barthel to | eave.

"Tell me about your god," he said.

"You're interested?"

"I am"

Bart hel sat outside and | eaned against the wall. Hi s eyes surveyed the ceiling, searching for
bugs to anuse him certainly not interested by the drivel being spoken inside. He did not
understand his master at tinmes. It was often hard to |ike Bar-Wten. He was kind, but he |oved
not hing. Barthel, on the other hand, wi shed to | ove everything. That was inpossible with Bar-Wten
constantly calling for him The man's gl oom was sonetines appal | i ng.

Bar-Wten interrupted Jaconme's di scourse |ong enough to debate a few points of logic. "This
Hei sos, al so known as Yesu, is on every belisk across Hegira, right?"

"He is."

"Then why isn't everyone converted by H's truth?"

"Because there are words on the Obelisks that contradict what He taught. Inspired by the
adversary."
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"How do you know which to choose, which is right?"

"By the heart, the way it beats to the right words."

"Did Heisos live on Hegira?"

"No. "

"Then was His mission intended for the Second-born?"

"For all humanity."

Barthel paced in the hallway, bent to listen at the door, then had an inspiration. He would go
out for food. But he had very little of the Bey's noney with him He knocked cautiously. No

answer. They were still talking. He feared the penitent m ght convert the Bey. A dreadful thing.
He knocked agai n. Bar-Wten opened the door
"Master, shall | buy food for all of us?"

The Bey | ooked at himintensely through his single eye, then reached into his jacket pocket
for a coin. "CGood food, fresh, and a variety of it. Enough to last all of us for a day or so."

Bart hel grinned and ran off.

Bar - Wt en shut the door and asked Jacone anot her question. "Wat made you find the grace of
Kristos?"

"The gui dance of ny heart."

"Can you renmenber what nade you follow your heart?"

Jacone scow ed. "It's only inportant that | found the truth in tinme."

"But you forget what happened. WAs it soneone who hel ped you?"

"I haven't forgotten. No one helped nme at first. But when | joined the Franciscans, they
hel ped ne. "

"I want to know what converted you. Perhaps | can find something like it in nyself."

Barthel found his idea | ess attractive when he stood on the street. There were no food stalls
nearby. The Bey's presence, at any rate, was always reassuring. Now, alone in a city he did not
know wel I, he felt his pulse rise and his eyes w den. The people did not |look harnful. Still, any
city held thieves, cutthroats, pickpockets. Mnsters to suck a poor Mpnadan dry. The Bey's
teachings fromBarthel's youth could not eradicate this fear

As Barthel wal ked, swaggering slightly and | ooking fromside to side to show his confidence,
he thought of the conforts of Khem and how they had passed in such an inconceivably short tine.
The Bey had never bothered to explain or excuse the actions of Sulay in Khem-- and for this
Bart hel was thankful. He didn't think he could stand the propaganda other servants told himthey
were regaled with. Bar-Wten was a good master

But if it ever came to light who had killed his father and nother and two sisters
Bart hel 's swagger stiffened. He didn't know what he would do. He was young and no fighter. At
times he wished he could be a fighter and kill Sulay, cold fishy Sulay, who cared only for
kil ometers crossed and confirmati ons of the greatness of Sulay.

But food was the order of the nmoment. He found a clean-1ooking stall that purveyed crullers,
tins of coffee, and fresh vegetables. He didn't bother with the neat. |bisians, |ike Mmadans on
Hegira, were not neat-eaters for the nost part. They preferred vegetables, fruits, and fish or
fow .

He bargained rapidly and wi thout nercy. The stall's owner, a nan four tines Barthel's age,
smled and gave in a little. Eventually a price was reached and they hooked thunbs, Mediwevan
style.

The parcel s were heavy. Barthel decided to rent a cart. He hailed a bicycle-drawn taxi when he
saw no carts were available. The hack was little older than hinself and regarded himw th sharp
dark eyes and taut lips. The fare hardly seenmed worth pulling. But the hack nobunted his wooden
bi ke and pedal ed without strain up and down the fiat-cobbled dips and gutters. Barthel relaxed his
guard to |l ook at the surroundings nmore leisurely. It didn't seema bad city. Busy people were
everywhere, and few were lame or crippled or ill-Iooking.

The Bey was still talking with the penitent when Barthel returned. The young man was sweati ng
and | ooked upset. His hand notions were jagged, and he stammered. The Bey was as firm and
persi stent as ever. Barthel dropped the packages in a corner and sat down to listen

"I can't tell you how | saw the wi sdomof the Lord Heisos. It's a private matter.'

"Can there be private matters between two souls striving for sal vation?"

"For this soul there is. You may confess what you wi sh."

"Fra Jaconme, | have | earned rmuch fromyou. Wuld you care to raise your health for God' s work
by joining us in breaking fast?"

"You sound pious, Fra Bar-Wten. | know you're not. You're ridiculing ne.'

"I amsincere. | wish you to join us in our neal."

"You know | can't eat until the Fast of Francis is over."
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Bart hel disapproved of what the Bey was doing. He was baiting the penitent, drawi ng himonto
linbs and cutting themout fromunder. The Bey had a deadly way of finding out how other people

thought, like dissection. Barthel allowed hinself a nonent of judgnent on his naster.
"Your health will break and you'll die."
"Why are you interested in nmy health? Your people would sooner destroy us than spit on us!"
Bar - Wten shrugged and lifted his eyebrow "I can't speak for other |bisians. Perhaps they do.
Me, | wish to know what nmakes a man whip hinself in the name of a God Wwo is kind.'

"My God is not kind!" Jacone bell owed. "He takes away cruelly and has no nercy for those who
do not know and perform Hi s w shes!"

Barthel cringed in surprise. The Bey had found the weak point he wanted.

"Then how did you cone to |ove Hi n? Qut of fear?"

The penitent tried to speak, but stammered into silence. Hs eyes were bright with tears and
anger. "You p-p-pry," he managed to stutter. "You t-twist my tongue like a serpent."”

"I amcurious," Bar-Wten said. "And concerned."

"I sawthe light of God in the middle of an agony so great

| couldn't stand it. | grieved so deeply |I died. And when | was reborn, | was the child you
see now, still not mature in God's eyes. | was a scrittori. | recorded the witings on the
Qoelisk. | was going to nmarry a woman of ny own age in a village near oelisk Tara. W were nine

mont hs betrothed." He paused and caught his breath, his wild | ook abating.

"She had been born the sanme day as a boy in Castoreto. They cane fromdifferent fanilies, but
they | ooked alike. Some said they were twins by God's will. This boy was an apprentice scrittori
I knew himfromour schooling. He fell fromthe side of the Obelisk and died, and that sanme day ny
only life and love froze hard as a block of ice. Her skin becane a mirror. Nothing could revive
her. That is what killed me -- a touch fromGod's finger told ne not to adore the beauties of the
wor | d! "

It was Bar-Whten's turn to be astoni shed. Speechl ess, he stepped away fromthe bed and wal ked
to the skylight. "Doppel gangers, | think," he nused softly. Barthel cocked his head. "Do you
remenber the story?" the Bey asked him

Bart hel nodded, a little shiver going up his back.

Two

Jaconme sat in bed with his face frozen, staring stonily at the opposite wall. One finger tapped on
the counterpane. He seened willing to sit that way forever

Bar-Wten ate a quick breakfast. Barthel joined himon the floor, eating ravenously. His
mast er kept no eye on the penitent, so Barthel observed himcl osely.

"What does it mean to you?" Jacone finally asked.

"It's an old story," Bar-Wten answered around a bite of nelon. "A fable. The Princess and the
Poor Man."

"I't's no story. It happened."”

"I don't doubt that," Bar-Wten said, turning around on his hindquarters to face the bed.
"What was your nane then?"

"Kiril."
"And you felt God was punishing you."
"She was all | |oved."

"I't's ridiculous to believe God woul d puni sh soneone el se for your own wongdoi ngs. That's
ego, not Kristianity."

"I know that." Jacome-Kiril flushed like an enbarrassed child. "Wiy did you pull ne out of
hi di ng?"

"I don't know, " Bar-Wten said.

"I can't go back."

"You' ve never heard the story of the Princess and the Poor Man?"

"No. | never enjoyed children's stories.”

"I doubt it even exists in Mediweva, or someone would have pointed it out to you | ong ago.
It's about a Poor Man who wins a contest for the heart of a great king' s daughter. The day before
their wedding she's transforned into a silver statue as hard as di anond. The ki ng searches the
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I and for the responsible sorcerer, but never finds him However, he |learns a peasant family had a
son born the sane day as his daughter. They resenbl ed each other so nuch they coul d have been
twins. The boy had died at the nmoment of his daughter's affliction. The Poor Man was stricken with
grief."

"I don't believe you."

"You nmight find the end interesting. A seeress tells the Poor Man who won the contest that he
nmust travel very far to save his bride-to-be -- to the Land Were Night Is a River. He will find
the Princess's mal e doppel ganger, or double, when he crosses over that enpty river to the | and
beyond. Wien he returns the double to the king's land, the Princess will be restored. He does as
he is told, and she comes back to life."

Kiril stared at Bar-Wten. The pain in his expression was too nuch for Barthel. He turned his
eyes away.

"First you pull me out of ny cave, and now you tell nme there's sone way to bring back my nost
preci ous |ove."

"How could I have known about your grief?" Bar-Wten asked. "I'm no nonster. Ask any | bisian
It's a story known to all of us."

"God damm you!" Kiril spat.

Bar-Wten faced the penitent with a stare as inplacable as his own. He snmled. "Barthel," he
said without turning, "prepare our belongings and wap up the rest of the food. W're |eaving."
Then, his smile gone, he said, "Perhaps it's an offer, a chance to regain what you' ve lost."

"How? By sone fantasy?"

"That, or let your body and mnd rot in alife you' re not suited for. Come with us."

"You want ne to travel with your arny?"

"There is no arny," the Ibisian said coldly. "Soon there will be no Sulay. The dirt will
absorb us like the end of a river. | owe no allegiance to a dead dream |'ve been |ooking for a
reason to go. | now have a reason."

Bart hel was genuinely frightened. The Bey tal ked nonsense, believing a mad Kristian and
thinking a fairy-tal e coincidence could point |ike a beacon! Minmad save them all

"We're both insane,"” Kiril said softly. "I pity you nore than nyself."
"Pity no one. There's no roomfor it. | have other reasons to nake a journey. Some nysteries
to solve."

"What can possibly nmystify a nadman?"

"The world. The origin of the flesh. But nmostly the world, our world. Why we are Second-born
and take our truths from Qoelisks."” He sighed and saw that Barthel had fini shed packing the food
and their nmeager burden of clothes. "Are you well enough to travel ?"

"I can wal k. You conpel ne to follow?"

"As one madnan to another. | pulled you out of one cave, now |'mobligated to watch over you."
"It wasn't nuch of a cave," Kiril adnmitted. "I haven't net your conpanion."”
"This is Barthel, fromKhem" Barthel bowed and al nost dropped the sack from his shoul der

"But he won't be ny servant for long. | won't force anyone to follow ne."

"Where does the Bey think he will go?" Barthel asked.
"To the Land Where Night Is a River," he answered. "Or at the very least, to ny death."

Thr ee

"I don't think we're wel cone here, Bey," Barthel said. The horse narket was crowding with scowing
onl ookers.

Kiril swept his tattered robes over his shoulder and tightened the rope that held them
together. "Sonmething's in the wind."

"We'll stay close together,"” Bar-Wten said. "I think this trader wants our noney nore than
our necks. I'Il bargain. You two keep close watch." He returned to haggling with the rheuny-eyed
horse deal er. The man puffed his cheeks out at Bar-Wten's offer and held up his hands. "Too
cheap," he said. "These nounts are noble beasts worth twice that at least. Let's say four fifty
api ece. "

"Robbery," Bar-Wten said calmy. "Two fifty is all we have for horses today. W wll buy
el sewhere. ™
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"Three seventy-five," the dealer said, not batting an eye.

"Too much." Bar-Wten turned and notioned for his companions to follow. The dealer ran after
them | ooking concerned, but a small, portly man waddl ed froma nearby stall and whispered in his
ear. The deal er stopped and rai sed his bushy gray eyebrows.

"Not too high a price for a hunted nan," he said | oudly.

Bar-Wten tw sted around and threw a needl e stare at the trader. The man squirmed like a
pi nned insect, then started to back off. The crowd noved in a step at a tine, grunbling and
ml1ing about.

"Knife," Bar-Wten said. Barthel quickly passed a bl ade

under cover of their cloaks. He pressed another into Kiril's hand. "If we don't have a chance,
save your skin. But go on your own," the Ibisian said. "It's your only chance, penitent."

"I's that too high a price for an |bisian?" the trader asked contenptuously. "For a butcher?"

"For any sensible man," Bar-Wten answered, approaching himwith a long stride. "Perhaps
you'l'l | ower your price with sone persuasion?" The trader backed away farther. He | ooked at the
mar ket crowd with darting eyes and held out his hands to them-- attack, now But they did
not hing, still advancing slowy.

"Hup!" Bar-Wten shouted. Barthel rushed forward and pushed the trader aside. Kiril followed
at his heels. The crowd | eaped as one and Bar-Wten swung his curved knife wi ckedly this way and
that, nmaking themflex like a sheet in the wind. Then he ran backward with comic agility, turned
at the last nonment, and swung onto a horse Barthel had secured for him Kiril, unaccustonmed to his
own nount, had trouble controlling the animal's bucking and rearing, but was keeping the nob back
Bart hel reached for the Mediwevan's reins and pulled himafter as Bar-Wten cut a path through the
mar ket. The crowd screaned and grabbed at ankles, stirrups, whatever they could reach. For their
efforts they were kicked and cuffed and thrust aside by the running horses. The three broke from
the market pl ace and rode up an alley, stopping briefly to reconnoiter

"Whi ch way?" Kiril asked, out of breath and red-faced with exertion

"The east gate to the left. Farm ands and a road to the forests. The best way," Bar-Wten
said. He urged his horse forward and the others followed. Behind themthe market crowd surged up
the alley.

There were no troops between themand the gate. In the misty norning light, bright and
uniformy gray, they rode up the cobbled streets with forced equanimity. The horses pitched their
heads and frothed at the bits, unaccustoned to their new riders and uncertain of the adventure.

Barthel's animal laid its ears back and tried to bite himseveral times. On the last attenpt,
just before they passed under the great stone arch, Barthel |eaned forward and took an ear between
his teeth. The ani mal bucked and ki cked out, narrowy m ssing an old wonman wobbling by in her
bl ack robes. But Barthel held on, and the horse decided to be calm

"Farewel | to Madreghb," Bar-Wten said as they rode under the gate. Kiril | ooked
unconfortable. Barthel surveyed the green country beyond w th dark-eyed nonchal ance.

"Does the Bey know where he wants to go?" he asked.

"North. We'll cross the border into Mundus Lucifa as soon as we can. Sulay's net his end, and
ours will be close behind if we don't nove quickly."

"Your army generated a lot of good will," Kiril said.

"Keep on your horse and watch your nouth when you're an outlaw. Honor anong thieves is a
virtue sel dom observed -- be glad |'mnot often a thief and no | onger an |bisian."

"And | no longer have God on ny side."

"Your journey is a noble one, penitent. You' re off to save your love. W ride hard for an hour
or so -- hang on!"

The land outside the scattered and crunmbling walls of Madreghb was fresh and fertile with
spring rains. Al nond trees bl ossoned yellow in groves on either side, and olive orchards hunkered
gray-green in agi ng shadow. The road was a reddi sh-brown gash infrequently paved with flagstones
and Uttered with ruts and puddl es. Their horses splashed through at a dead run. The flanks of both
mounts and riders were soon sticky with mud. Kiril bounced and grow ed at growi ng blisters. "Ride
| oosely, ride with the horse," Bar-Wten shouted at him but he continued to wap his feet under
the horse's belly and soon had welts on his calves, thighs, and buttocks.

He si ghed al oud when they stopped at a tunbl edown farnmhouse to examne a well. "My God,
adventure!" Kiril rasped. "I nmight ask to die after another hour of that." H s vision swam and he
wanted to vonit.

"You'l | get used to it,"” Barthel told him

"You were whipping yourself only three days ago,
you prefer?"

The well was full, but the water was brackish. Still, it was drinkable, and they watered their

Bar - Wten rem nded him "Wich puni shnment do
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horses, watching carefully that they didn't bloat thenselves. Bar-Wten inspected his horse. It
was a dapple roan, very different fromany he'd ridden in his arny. He made sure the shoeing was
hol di ng up. The smithy work was rugged and durabl e, and no stones had worked into the hooves. He
did the sane for the other nmounts and pronounced themfit. "Ready?" he asked.

This time they rode at an even pace. The snell of danp |eather and warm horse rose to cheer
Bar-Wten and nade Barthel feel at honme, but Kiril winkled his nose. By nidafternoon, the
Medi wevan was weary but only a little nauseated. His back was still slightly infected. They found
a stand of oaks and settled in for a prolonged rest.

Across the valley, no nore than three or four kiloneters away, a village rested in the late
afternoon twilight. The white walls and red brick roads stood out in the diming golden light like
the bones and neat of a freshly-slaughtered steer. Bar-Wten watched it with narrowed eyes.

Bart hel napped, and Kiril lay on his stonmach in the grass and loam breathing fitfully.

He struggl ed awake an hour later and stretched painfully, pulling at the lash stripes across
his shoulders. "I wish | hadn't been so thorough," he said. Bar-Wten snoked beside the smnal
fire. Darkness was conplete. The Ibisian's face glowed in the firelight, and the reflection of the
pi pe coals was a bead of red on his nose. "I wish | knew what | was doing here," Kiril said, "with
a savage |like yourself and a pagan."

"You gave up one life," Bar-Wten nused. "Not so difficult to give up another, especially one
with no rewards."”

"I"'ma coward, | think," Kiril said. "I haven't had the conviction to stay with any sort of
life."

Bar - Wt en gave a nonconmittal nod and put out his pipe, pointing the stemat the village after
grinding the ashes into the ground. "W'Ill pick up supplies there. W have a long trip ahead --
several hundred kiloneters, maybe, before we | eave Mediweva."

"Less than that," Kiril said. "What happened in Madreghb? You have any idea?"

"Sul ay probably let his guard down. He was getting too old to be vigilant all the tine. No

doubt he was the last to die, though | think I see him. . . how he died. Not bravely. The way we
led our lives, few of us will die bravely now. "
"You . . . think of yourself as a savage?"

"OfF course," Bar-Wten said. "Twenty years of March and battle. How could | be anything but a
savage? | haven't narried a fine woman or fathered good children, and ny religion departed years
ago at ny own hand. |'ve killed nen brutally. And you're an ass to travel with ne." He grinned.

"Probably," Kiril admitted.

Bart hel woke quickly and doused the enbers with urine. They gathered the horses at their
tethers near a small, grassy glade and rode into the village under cover of darkness.

"Did you enjoy being a scrittori?" Bar-Wten asked. Kiril nodded and said it had been the
finest tine of his life.

"Did you ever wish to verify what you read?"

"No. What's witten on the Obelisk is taken for truth. Wiy else would God have gone to so nuch
troubl e?”

"Sh," Barthel hushed. A group of nen | eadi ng donkeys passed themon the road, briefly flashing
a lantern. No words passed between.

Most of the village was shuttered and quiet for the night. A few shops were open still, but
the hungry and sl eepy owners were grunpy at any custoners. They bought food and two small pistols.

Bar-Wten decided it wasn't wise to spend the night in the village. He could al nost snell the
pursuers.

"When peopl e want you dead, you always assune the worst," he said. Kiril drew his horse cl oser
to the center of the road as they left the town. Barthel stopped, and his nount pawed the ground
impatiently. Bar-Wten turned to the Khemite and also reined in his horse. In the dark, with only
a fewdimfire doves to light the | andscape, he could barely see the road, and he couldn't tel
what Barthel was thinking.

"Does the Bey wish ne to follow, or does he wish ne to go al one?"

"You are free to choose."

“I"'mnot used to that."

"You're free to cone with us if you want."

"I'mno | onger your servant?"

"You haven't been for a day or so, maybe |onger."

"I would Iike to go with you then."

" Cood. "

Bart hel brought bis horse up even with theirs, and they marched abreast in the dark

Bar-Wten was the next to call a halt. He perked his head up and listened intently. "Engines,"
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he said. Kiril could hear nothing but insects hunmi ng. Barthel kept silent, knowi ng Bar-Wten's
senses were sharper than his own.

"They' re about a kil oneter back, near the village. Steam buggies. And | think horses, too.
We'll have to ride hard to reach the next hills before them" He spurred his horse, and the group
gal l oped off. Kiril groaned aloud with each lurch. They reached the hills and heard the clear hiss-
chug of a steam buggy just as |lights appeared on the road behind them Shadows of horses prancing
across the |ight-beans gave Bar-Wten a rough idea how many were following them It was a |arge
group, maybe twenty nmen. He | ooked around desperately and saw a ravi ne angling away fromthe road,
not too deep to clinb out of, but deep enough to hide themif the horses could be kept quiet. It
pointed to a dense copse of trees where they'd have a better chance in a fight.

"Your horse," he called back to Kiril. "To keep it quiet, pull both its ears back gently and
tug with every sound it nmakes -- but not too hard!" They left the road and slid into the ravine
one by one, rocks and clods rattling behind. The soft sandy bottom nuffled the poundi ng hooves.
Wat er spl ashed and cl ouds of insects rose to feather them and cling.

Trees grew above the ravine after a hundred neters of wi nding run. Bar-Wten found the way
ahead bl ocked, brought his horse up short, and urged it to clanber up the side of the ravine into
the copse. It hesitated and reeled but finally dug its hooves into the soft dirt and hauled itself
up the slope. Barthel and Kiril followed. A bag of supplies dropped fromKiril's horse, and he
turned instinctively to retrieve it. "No!" Barthel stage-whispered. "Leave it!"

Al ready the chuggi ng and cl op of hooves was clearly audible. The pursuers were no nore than a
hundred neters from where the ravine began. The buggy woul dn't be able to follow but the horses
could give them a dangerous chase.

Branches whi pped by as they plunged through the trees. Bar-Wten held up his hand to push them
aside and gritted his teeth at the sting. A stemslapped Kiril across the nmouth, and he felt bl ood
on his lips, but he didn't dare stop. "This is mad," he whispered to hinself, licking his Iips.

Barthel's horse seened to lose its footing. It teetered, whinnied sharply, and vanished like a
ghost. Kiril shouted for Bar-Wten to stop and pulled his horse around to go back. "Hey!" he
called in a harsh whisper. "Hey! Wat's happened?”

He couldn't see anything. The fire doves were nearly down now. It would be a few m nutes
before other bright ones rose to replace them He heard the shouts of approaching nen and the
di stant chatter and runble of the idling steam buggy. But Barthel was not to be seen or heard.
Kiril cursed Bar-Wten. He ground his teeth and slapped his horse's flank in frustration. The
ani mal junped, then stood its ground shivering and chanping on its bit. "He's ridden away, damm
him*"

The forest was now conpletely dark. Lanterns gl eaned fromthe road, and sone bobbed cl oser
carried by nen on horseback. A bright spot cane on at the back of the steam buggy, and a whining
generator matched the chug, chug, hiss. The light scoured the forest, forned a blinding band on a
tree over Kuril's head, passed by, then circled back on the ground. He noved his horse to one
side. The upper arc of the circle passed within inches of the horse's hooves. He didn't dare speak
or call out nanmes, so he guided his horse between two oaks and di smounted. Should he grab the
animal's ears to keep it quiet? He decided not to. He patted its neck and whispered to it, not
audi bl e above the wind in the trees. He held his hand up and noved his fingers to see what he
could detect -- nothing. The pitchy woods were full of odd sounds now that he was blind -- sighs
of tree linbs, |eaves rustling, water groaning over rocks somepl ace near.

He couldn't see the lanterns frombehind the tree, but he could see their backwash. He heard
the voices plainly.

"Tracks! Dirt gouged up here."

"Yes, but which way? Did they doubl e back?"

"How many are there?"

"Too many! Dammed | bisians woul d sooner cut a throat than eat dinner."

"Many woul d say one leads to the other."

"Quiet! What's that?"

Kiril listened and tried to stop his own breathing. H s horse was cooperating and he felt a
great affection for it. Wnderful beast!

"Not hi ng. Leaves."

"Don't be too sure, dammit.''

"Where's Reynot ?"

"He was behind ne."

"Reynot, Reynot!"

"Quiet!"

The lanps canme into Kiril's line of sight, and he ducked closer to the trunk. There was
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not hi ng he coul d do about the horse. He could see their beans dodgi ng back and forth steadily. One
lanp fell and winked out. It didn't reappear. There was little sound now but the nickering of the
ani mal s.

"Where is Hispan?" The voice creaked with fear. Somewhere a bird twittered. Again the
searchl i ght passed through the woods. It swept over soneone hugging a tree like a |izard.

Who? Kiril couldn't tell. He began to trenble uncontrollably, and sweat stung his eyes. His
teeth chattered and he bit his thunb to quiet them

"We're | osing ourselves here. Back off-- is that a horse?"

Kiril junped.

"It's Reynot's horse. Sonebody got him"
"CGet together in a circle until the next fire dove rises. Quickly!"
"Hi span is gone. Wat's that?"

"\Wher e?"
Kiril decided the best thing would be to | eave. But which way? Away fromthe road he m ght run
into what had swal |l owed Barthel. He had no judgnent for distances at all. But he decided | eading

his horse out would be better than waiting for the next light. He tugged at the reins and urged
the animal to follow "Not a sound!" his |ips said.

Hs feet felt their way in the dark with tiny crunches. His back prickled -- at any nonent he
expected a light and a bullet. But they were still tal king anmong t hensel ves, about twenty neters
back. A dimtw nkle was starting to the north -- another fire dove was rising, a bright one.

"Quiet -- and step this way!" he heard Barthel say. "To your left."

They were waiting for himbehind a thrust of granite. Bar-Wten had a green-sneared face and
was smling like the Lotus Contenplative, wi thout showing his teeth. They were barely visible in
the dark, standing next to a streak of phosphorescent fungus.

"I"ve found the way out," Bar-Wten said. "Due north. No troops surrounding the forest, no one
to bl ock our way."

Kiril said he felt ashanmed the soldiers of Mediweva were so inconpetent. Bar-Wten | aughed
softly and guided him by the shoul der to a narrow natural path.

"Where did Barthel go? | saw himdrop,"” Kiril said.

"Into a ditch," Barthel said. "Tunbled me about, put the horse on its back and spilled the

supplies. But | gathered themup, pulled the horse to its side and kept it quiet until | could
hear what was going on. The Bey cane to tell me all was clear but to be quiet."
"Orders still stand,” Bar-Wten said.

They left the forest in a few mnutes and rode across fields of wild oats. Wen norni ng caught
themthey were riding hard for the north and the borders of Mindus Lucifa.

Four

The countryside of Medi weva was slowy changing its character. Low ands and pl ai ns gave way to
hi gh, craggy peaks and green river courses. Forests becane thinner and scrubby; green turned sere.
The air grew cool. And still they were pursued.

The parties trailing them had gi ven up steam vehicles. Now the chase was nounted and on foot.
Bar-Wten figured it wouldn't end with the border of Mindus Lucifa, either -- Ibisians, runored or
ot herwi se, were not popular in any land. So he stripped off all signs of his past twenty years and
gat hered together the accouternents of a nountain traveler -- aninal-skin clothes fromthe gane
they shot, rough bark fabric sewn together with the fibers of spear-tipped succulents, a
collection of furs over his shoulder. Barthel put aside his Ibisian clothes and went nearly naked
i ke an aborigine from Pashkesh -- a role he could minmic well enough by sinply down-grading his
Arbuck tongue to grunts and slides. Kiril remained a penitent and replaced his cat with the
remmants of a hide Bar-Wten had tossed aside.

The trio noved rapidly and efficiently, never so fast as to wear their horses down. They were
in generally unpopul ated countrysi de. Replacing good nounts would be difficult.

Because they frequently took cuts across rivers and over fields of snoothed rock and sand,
they threw off their searchers for hours at a stretch, and thus noved faster. The border of Mindus
Lucifa grew close -- a hundred kiloneters, fifty, ten. Then they crossed it -- a | ow barbed wire
strand posted with wood and stone markers.
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As they prepared to stop and hide for the night, Barthel's horse went | ane. He exanined the
beast's foreleg and found a splintered river stone had wedged into the hoof, splitting it to the
qui ck. Left alone, the beast could hobble about and feed off the grassland well enough -- but it
couldn't be ridden. And it wouldn't be able to nove fast enough to keep up with them

Their supplies were low. There was little to transfer fromhorse to horse. They buried the
saddle in a wadi as the sky was graying. Rain would fall before darkness cane -- and the wadi
would fill with water, likely to cover their traces.

They found a pile of rocks firmy nounted against the floods and hi gher than the water was
likely to rise. After checking it out for vermn, they rigged a hidden shelter and rested, waiting
for the stormto break

The front of rain hit with the inpact of a spilled bucket. Rivers grewin mnutes, carried
away whol e | andscapes as nmud and scum and rushed into the wadi. The search party bel ow faced
serious danger of drowning unless they could find high ground and wait out the storm

When daylight came the land was still as death. The grass had been pounded, into a thick
yel l ow mud. Water dripped fromthe rocks. No wind blew, no aninmals called, nothing noved.

The | and dropped away ahead of them Kiril had a dizzying prenonition -- where night was a
river? -- and | ooked into the canyon. It was a sheer drop of at least a kiloneter to a series of

declines and gorges running helter-skelter into the grandest chasm he had ever seen. It seened to
plunge forever into a murky, mist-filled shadow that conplained fromfar away with a tinny
grunmbl e. This was the natural border of Mindus Lucifa. But Kiril had heard of a way across. They
rode and wal ked gingerly along the canyon's rimfor the rest of the day trying to spot the
formati on he described. N ght glooned up again, and with it cane msts and fogs which filled the
canyon and wafted at the brimlike a ghost ocean

It was well into the afternoon of the next day before the vapors burned off. Then they saw
what Kiril had told themto |ook for -- a nonunental rock bridge. It was at |east three days away,
but they could see its four arches in the distance like the doors to a Mediwevan church. Bar-Wten
nodded grimy, satisfied he was seeing a true wonder. Barthel took it in stride. "Allah never
surprises nme," he said tersely.

Bar - Wt en decl ared they had thrown their pursuers off. "The flood probably convi nced them we
weren't worth the effort. Either that or it killed them"

"Did you kill any?" Kiril asked. Barthel |ooked at himsharply, sensing trouble.

"No," Bar-Wten said. "I didn't. | doubt if Barthel did -- he was too busy keeping his horse
quiet. Dd you?"

"No," Kiril said. "I'"mnot sure | could have."

"The Bey is ashamed that | didn't kill?" Barthel asked grudgingly.

"Not at all. It acconplishes nothing. A skillful hunter kills only for food -- and we weren't

in the circunstances to enjoy tall pig."

Kiril trudged across the hard-baked stone and nmud of the canyon edge. Barthel took his turn on
t he horse.

"The |bisians rmust have thought differently about killing at one tine," Kiril said.

"They did," Bar-Wten said. "I did, too."

They switched, and Bar-Wten wal ked in silence. Birds wheel ed over the canyon, wi ngs w de and
dark. Their cries counterpointed grunbling fromthe chasm To the south the white |ine of Obelisk
Tara still gave a point of reference. It would be thousands of kiloneters away before they | ost
sight of it, and by that time they'd have another (belisk to follow There would be the usua
regi on where the sky was darker and the air cooler, then another land with its own spire. But
they'd have to cross Mundus Lucifa first, and it had no Obelisk. Bar-Wten asked Kiril what he
knew about Miundus Luci fa.

"There are two parts, north and south. | only know about the south. It's a nmonarchy, fairly
backward. A series of fortresses, usually with towns inside, with high nountains and nany bri dges.
They're friendly with Mediweva, but not too friendly. Reluctant to advance their thought. They
won't allow anyone to read (belisk texts, so any know edge they have is fromthe past -- over two
thousand years ago -- or rediscovered i ndependently. I've only nmet a few, none fromthis far east.
They' re a handsone, stubborn people.”

"Monmad?" Barthel asked.

"No. Not Kristian, either. They worship a pantheon not nentioned on the Cbelisk -- not so far
as we've read, anyway."

"Well and good," Bar-Wten said. "Perhaps we can | earn sonething fromthem-- how rnuch the
bel i sks make us what we are. Sulay woul d have enjoyed the opportunity to investigate that. Al
the | ands we passed through believed in the Cbelisks. W had to nake our own atl ases as we
travel ed. No books were allowed that did not faithfully reprint the Qoelisk texts or
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conservatively coment on what they said. And there are no maps of Hegira on the Obelisks."

"Can | see a map?" Kiril asked. "And an atl as?" He snapped his fingers. "I once read a book
that nmentions them Atlas was a god -- he held up Earth on his shoul ders before Newton and
Koper ni ck destroyed him"

Bar-Woten pulled a square of parchment from his shoul der bag and handed it to Kiril. "Carefu

with it. It may be the only surviving record of what our geoneters and geographers learned. It's a
map of what we saw on our March fromlbis."

Kiril unfolded it gingerly, trying to stay bal anced on the horse. It was a network of I|ines
and fields of color with shading and odd narks. He could read the names well enough -- Obelisk
script was universal, so people who believed in Obelisks could always read each other's al phabets -
- but their positions and other signs nmeant nothing to him He had never bothered to read the
bel i sk texts that discussed cartography -- they seenmed usel ess intellectual exercises, since no
such maps existed on Hegira, and Earth was something of a mnyth.

"Pretty," he said. He folded it and handed it to Bar-Wten, who patiently refolded it and put
it in his bag.

"There's sonething in the canyon,"” Barthel said. He pointed. Kiloneters below lay a crunpled
mass which at one tinme could have been a cylinder. The area around it was too rugged to all ow easy
access. |t |ooked undi sturbed.

"Two or three hundred neters long," Bar-Wten said. "Made of netal. Look how the sun glints
off it. Do you know what it is?"

Kiril shook his head, no. He was frowning.

"Could be ... like the rockets of Khem" Barthel said. "Sanme shape, only bigger."

"@Qun powder would never lift that nonster," Bar-Wten said. "It nmust be a buil ding. Sonmeone
put it together and it was destroyed by a rock slide."

But Kiril saw the gouged scar that trailed behind the weck. He had read a text on nissiles
and other terrestrial weapons of war -- the things on which the First-born had planned to ride
away fromEarth. "It's a rocket of a kind," he said. He expl ai ned what he knew about them and Bar-
Wbt en rai sed his eyebrows appreciatively.

"I"d i ke to know who could build sonething |like that," he said.

"Not the Lucifans." Kiril threw a small pebble into the canyon and rose fromhis knees. "It
nmust have cone fromvery far away. And it was no weapon -- it didn't explode."
"That doesn't mean it wasn't a weapon. | understand the Cbelisks say not all things expl ode by

fire."

"True," Kiril agreed. "But we have yet to run into explanations for those passages. W accept
by faith."

"I think soneone el se needs no faith. They have proof."

They were sone twenty kiloneters fromthe rock bridge when they nade canp and bedded down for
the night. Dark, heavy clouds roil ed above the gray nountains beyond the canyon. Rain splattered
on themas they ate their dinner of dried fish and fruit, and later as they slept. \Wen norning
cast a pale orange light on their faces the air had chilled considerably, and light specks of snow
drifted down. They could not see across the canyon. The river in the chasm bellowed distantly as
they mounted. Barthel wal ked first.

They reached the rock bridge by m dafternoon. Few people traveled this route, Kiril said.
Commerce was carried on nuch farther west, where the canyon was swal |l owed up by a lush rain forest
and the river went underground.

Li ke ants on a highway, the three began the trek across the bridge. The slope to either side
was i nmperceptible, but it eventually rounded snoothly into the sheer walls. At |east four holes
had been scoured into the sides of the bridge to energe near the mddle. Wnd whistled through
themwith a fierce, mournful tone. When Kiril peered into one, the draft lifted the neck of his
cloak up and batted it |like a sail

"Wnd and water did this," Bar-Wten said. "Hegira has to have been here for mllions of
years."

"Been here?" Kiril asked. "Ah, if you're going to be profound, where is here?"

"Wherever, it is not the land of the First-born. It has no stars, no sun, and no noons.
Scrittori, can your |earning explain that?"

"Of course not."

"That's what 1'd like to explain.”

Bart hel said nothing, but |ooked down the |ength of the canyon into gray shadow. Light never
reached down there. The shadows were always the sanme. That seened inportant, but he didn't nention
it.

By dark they were across the bridge. They canped again, ate, and slept until norning.
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Fi ve

Kiril pondered Bar-Wten's quest as the nearest nountains of Muindus Lucifa |owered Iike black
gi ants through their clouds. Watever the |Ibisian | earned, the Qoelisks wouldn't help him-- that
Kiril knew as certainly as he knew he had two armns.

The Obelisks were an eni gma unchanged across the history of the Second-born. They were about a
thousand kiloneters tall, a kilometer across each side and as perfectly square as anyone coul d*
measure. They vani shed in the endl ess blue during the daytinme and dimy reflected the light of the
fire doves at night, rising until the eye couldn't trace them Entire civilizations were indelibly
etched on their faces: histories and phil osophies and literatures, records of the hone of the
First-born called Earth. The arrangenent of the texts by subject and date was seem ngly random
but a rough progression existed -- the higher one read, the nore advanced in tine and technol ogy
the records were. The highest the readers had ever gone in Ibis had been ten kil oneters, using
bal | oons |ike the readers in Mediweva and Khem

"From each you shall choose the flavor of your birth," the first text on each Obelisk read,
"the tine of your tine, the words you will speak and things you adore. Al other things will be as
nothing to you."

Al Obelisks were the sane. The civilizations of Hegira were not. That, Kiril's teachers had
told him was what the Obelisks nmeant. Al shall choose differently fromthe texts, clinb high or
| ow dependi ng on their technology, to pick what they need fromthe i mortal needl es.

They were the only things on Hegira that could be relied upon. Al else -- penitents, armies,
general s, and servants alike -- were inconsiderable. Humans twi nkled brief as candles. Obelisks
st ayed.

"What do you want to know?" Kiril asked Bar-Wten

"Anything concrete. I'Il feast on crunbs if | have to."

"The Bey knows about its name, Hegira," Barthel said. "It refers to the flight of Mmad from
Mecca, anong the First-born. The Qur'an tells many such wonderful tales. Not Yesu, not the Lotus
Cont enpl ati ve, nor any other can claimthat nanesake -- not even, pardon ny obstinance, Bey --

El oshim"

"I"d never heard of Ibis before your armies cane. How far did you travel to get here?"

"Fifty thousand kil oneters."

"How did you neasure it?"

"The angl e of the Obelisks to each other, triangulating and assuming five thousand kil oneters
bet ween each Obelisk. W would pick a point on the Cbelisk line and set that as our triangle apex -

Kiril interrupted. "So you crossed how rmany degrees . . . say, between the Cbelisk in Ibis and
the oelisk Tara?"
"You nmean?"

"How many degrees would they be apart if they could nmake an angl e?"

"Ah," Bar-Wten understood. "Twenty-three degrees."

"Did your geoneters decide that Hegira was round?"

"It was round as far as they could neasure. O course there was no way of knowing if we were
merely going up a gigantic hill fifty thousand kiloneters across. But we couldn't see distant
| ands by | ooking at the sky, no nmatter where we were. So we assuned Hegira was round."

"Then there's a way of figuring out how big across it is."

"Two hundred and forty-nine thousand kil onmeters."

Kiril | ooked down at the Ibisian, his mouth working to repeat the figure. He could hardly
grasp it. He sighed and shook his head. "It's inponderable. Earth was nowhere near that |arge.
Sonme stars were that size. They were supposed to be the fiercest things inmaginable.”

"Then Hegira nay be a star."

"I don't think so," Kiril said. "I didn't study the texts too heavily when | copied them but
an object the size of a star would hold us to the ground Iike ghosts to a funeral stone."
"Gravity."

"Even if it isn't a star, though, Hegira must be very light, or it would hold us as strongly.
Perhaps it's hollow "
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"And we are on the outside."
"If the ohelisks |lean away from each other, that would seemto be true. And as you say, we
t see distant |ands when we | ook at the sky."
"Perhaps Allah neant it to be inponderable," Barthel offered.
"Al'lah, as you say, gave us brains to think and solve," Bar-Wten said.
Anot her question bothered Kiril. If the armes of Ibis had di scovered so nany wondrous t hings,
why did they | eave a bl oody swath wherever they went? He couldn't put the concepts of barbarians
and schol ars in one package. He opened his nouth to talk about it, then shut it grimy. He knew so
little about the nen he was traveling with. Better to keep his peace and see what they offered to
tell first.

A shiver nade his hands falter. "Wiy?" he asked hinself

silently. "Wy have | delivered nyself to wolves?" Then, glancing upward covertly, "Wy have
You?"

Because he loved. Hi s | ove would not stop clawing the inside of his chest and burning fires
beneath his brain. Myve, it denmanded. And he noved.

don

Si x

"It's called the Uhuru Massif,"” Kiril said. "There should be a few small towns and forts here, but
| don't see any."

"They could be hidden in the ridges and valleys," Bar-Wten said. "I don't see any roads. No
trails."

"No commerce cones this way from Medi weva. There may not be any."

"Have you ever talked with Lucifans?" the |bisian asked.

"Not often. | was very young when we went to the western end. They don't trust Obelisk nations
very much."

"They feel deprived, hn?"

Barthel countered strongly. "Perhaps they feel we are nisled. There is nuch that is doubtfu
on the Obelisks."

Bar - Wt en nodded and pursed his lips. "W'll probably nmeet any greeting parties where the two
pl ateaus divide, in the cleft between. If you say they're not usually hostile, we shouldn't greet
themw th drawn weapons. But no polite society will resent our hands on the hilts."

Kiril wal ked beside the |Ibisian's horse as they approached the cleft. A snmall streamtrickled
nmuddi |y down the nmiddle of the wadi, but grotesque ridges and rills running parallel to it
suggested this was a powerful watercourse when rains cascaded fromthe nountain sl opes. The horses
pi cked their way cautiously over the rugged ground. Bar-Wten kept his eyes on the pillars of
scoured soft stone walling the gorge on both sides. They were near the bluff below the plateau
flats when voices called out. Their owners couldn't be seen

"Ua hi ght thee?" one asked.

Kiril frowned, trying to understand the dialect fromhis studies of Ooelisk English. He knew
the word hight. Fromthat he pieced together the rest. "W are three from Medi weva, " he answer ed.
"Trithi de Medi weval!"

They continued clinbing until they were level with the plateau. Behind a ridge of rocks ahead
three faces peered at them "Your purpose!” one denmanded.

"To travel through Mundus Lucifa. W are scholars."

"Your studies?"

"Fol kl ore," Bar-Wten undertoned, |ooking down at his saddl ebags and rearrangi ng t hem
nonchal antly.

"Fol kl ore and nyth!" Kiril answered.

"What woul d Cbel i skers want with an ignorant |and?"

"Natural truth," he answered, hoping to guess the correct response to the formula. They
weren't dealing with sinple barbarians. The border guards to Mindus Lucifa were specially trained
and erudite.

"Come forward. You have papers?"

The Lucifan's Medi wevan was excellent. He had no accent.

"No papers,” Kiril said. "Qur studies aren't condoned in Mdiweva. W don't use the Cbelisk
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texts."

Two sets of three horsenen galloped fromboth sides to ride as escort. The three behind the
ri dge energed and wal ked to neet the strangers. The guards wore carefully beaded buskins,
pat chwor k | eat her | eggi ngs, sporranlike pouches, and netal skullcaps engraved with designs in an
al phabet Kiril didn't recognize. Their shirts were khaki with square, puffed pockets. Bandoliers
hung fromtheir shoul ders and supported pouches and scabbards at their waists.

"You' ve traveled far?" the | eader asked. He was a short, stocky man with a boomi ng voice.

"Across the chasm" Kiril said, gesturing behind them

The nmen were tall and dark, except for their |eader; alnost olive-colored, their skin shining
like old leather. Their eyes were white as talc with enornous blue or green pupils. Al in all,
Bar - Wt en deci ded, they were as handsone a group of nen as any he'd met on the March

"Ah," the | eader said, nodding his head. "Then you saw the thing at the bottom You think we
built that?"

"No," Kiril said.

The guard | ooked insulted, but finally grinned and shrugged his shoul ders. "The Medi wevans
didn't?"

"I doubt it," Kiril said, |aughing.

"The ol d scholars drove you out of the country then, hnm?" He shifted subjects w thout bunking.

"I'n a manner of speaking."

The guards whi spered to each other. The six men on horseback watched the intruders silently.
Kiril felt sweat formng on his back. "Listen," the | eader said, "not many people cone through
this way, and we wonder why you do. You have an excuse, but there's trouble in your country now.
So you'll be taken to the city ahead and our superiors will decide what should be done. Follow ny
nmen, please." They crossed the plateau and took an old trail around an escarpnent of weathered
grani te rock.

Each escort wore a different insignia on the ribbon that secured his skullcap. One bore a
coi |l ed snake surrounding a clutch of eggs; another a hawk with wings spread; and a third a rosette
of spiked red petals. Three of the horsenen left themat the top of the ridge and rode to the
west. The renai ning ensigns tal ked anong thensel ves as they paced, ignoring the intruders.

The Lucifan with the rosette pointed down the snmoothly paved road and said, "Ubidharm" Com ng
around a sandy hummock covered with thorny bushes, they had their first view of a Lucifan city.

It was small but inpressive. The architecture was predom nantly stone, which was to be
expected fromthe | andscape. Walls three tines as high as a man curved and snaked around the inner
city, which rose fromnunerous hills like a display of stone drinking cups and hourgl asses. Bar-
Wit en spotted an aqueduct plunging in a straight line froma snow hatted peak. It was |arge enough
to satisfy this town, certainly, and several nore like it. The water rushed over baffles in the
stone run and glistened with white foam

Kiril had seen sinilar architecture years before as a child on his short journey to the
western border of Mundus Lucifa. But it had been scrubby and undi sciplined conpared to this. The
walls were painted in browns and earth greens with intricate mandai as, highlighted by hem spheres
of white marble as big as a man's head. Red sandstone crenels topped the walls, capped by balls of
gray granite expertly cut and polished. The city within was a conplete contrast to the snoke-
stai ned buildings of Madreghb. Brilliant whitewashed masonry and pl aster caught cloud-filtered,
greeni sh nountain light and stood out |ike snow agai nst the black vol canic rock. The glare was
dazzling. Beyond the walls on all sides natural protrusions of stone hid Ubidharmfrom vi ew of al
but the hi ghest peaks.

Bart hel |ooked it over with gaping delight. "Sone cities in Khemwere like this," he told
Kiril in a hushed voice. "Holy places where prophets lived."

The gates of Ubi dharm were open, lightly guarded by a few nen dressed |ike the escorts. They
passed through the outer village, a hundred-neter stretch of | ow mud and brick buil di ngs dun-
col ored, neat but uninpressive; then under the corbel arch of the gate. They stopped at a red
brick structure, which Kiril guessed was a custom house, or a guard station, or both.

They were signaled to disnount and go into the station

The interior was square and clean with a polished slate floor and furniture nmade of rugged
wood and rattan. The officer of the guard -- without a skull-cap, but wearing a green sash around
his neck like a prelate -- | ooked them over nonconmittally and spoke to the escorts. He took the
guard with the rosette into a separate room

They returned a nonent |later, and the officer extended his right hand to Barthel, apparently
starting with the darkest and working down. "Wl conme to the Land of Light," he said. He was tal
and black with a bristling nmoustache and a head shaved clean but for three closely braided stripes
running fromnape to crown. "Wio | eads this party?" He | ooked at Barthel expectantly. The young

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (17 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:57 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

man stammered and was about to point to Bar-Wten.
"No one," the |bisian answered. "W travel as equals. W appreciate your wel cone.”
"I hear you are scholars of the Cbelisks -- readers, | take it?"
Kiril decided a nodified sort of truth was best. "I'm a reader,"
actually. But we haven't conme here to preach.”
"No." The officer went to a heavy wooden cabinet with thin horizontal drawers and opened one
He pulled out a short stack of forms and took a reed pen froma cup on the desk. Til have to know

he said. "A scrittori

your purpose in the Land of Light. Your nanes, where you are from-- Pashkesh, am| correct?" he
asked Barthel. The Khemite nodded. "And where you intend to go within the country. Few Medi wevans
cross this part of the border. None for at least five years. And sone -- ah -- |bisians have

escaped here recently. Thirty or forty in fact."

Bar - W0t en nodded casually. "W heard of the final purge,
ground, sone drops nust escape."

"A particularly foul and nasty river, too.
were you in Mediweva, sir?"

"A balloonwright. | took nmy learning in Mnora, outside Madreghb, and left with my conpani ons
to avoid -- "he hemred, "rigid thinking."

"W have synpathy for the Obeliskers," the officer said, scribing away at one of the forns.
"No under st andi ng, perhaps, but synpathy. W do not fear preachers here. Usually they are the ones
with something to fear. The peopl e of Ubi dharm are mountai nfol k; and insular, proud. M ssionaries
who are obnoxi ous pass through rapidly if they pass at all. W nust often apol ogize to their
honel ands. "

The forns were already translated, and it took themonly a few mnutes to fill in the required
information. The official paperwork was brief. Wen it was over a short oath was adm nistered --
in dialect, then in translation -- and they were given cards.

"You will report to the gatehouse of each city or town you visit. There aren't many here --
but if you go west you will need identification. If you plan to cross the nountains and go north
you will probably have to register again -- | don't know. Northern Land of Light is very different
fromthe south. And | wouldn't recommend crossing now. It's rugged travel. W won't have you
foll owed, but we have a good senaphore system Any trouble and we send out troops, not always with
pl easant results. W trust, though, you are honest nen. Be discreet -- | repeat we are insular --
and pl ease follow the basics of cleanliness. |I'msure the Pash-kesher will be able to informyou
what they arc." Barthel nodded vi gorously.

They |l eft the gatehouse and their horses were returned to them Bar-Wten saw the saddl ebags
had been searched. He had expected it -- the map was in his shirt pocket. Perhaps they woul dn't
have understood it -- or, being non-Qoeliskers, perhaps there were no rulings on maps and they
woul d have. Either way he had taken no chances. He was surprised to find they'd been allowed to
keep their pistols.

The city was pleasant, with narrow alleys and streets bricked and tarred, sidewal ks of freshly
scrubbed tile, and slatted wood wi ndow | ouvers painted clear, bright colors. It was so different
from Madreghb as to nake Bar-Wten draw a deep breath, as if he were in open country again. "You
seemto know a little of the patois," he said to Kiril. "How nuch?"

"Very little. It was nentioned in secondary training as an offshoot of several Obelisk
| anguages -- chiefly Add French and East M dl ands dialect in English. They read the Obelisks ages
ago, in the Prine Epoch, but isolated thenselves here later."

Bar - Wt en | ooked i npressed. "You really were a diligent scrittori, weren't you?" he said.
"There's a |l ot you can teach us."

Kiril snmiled warily but said nothing.

Sout hern Mundus Lucifa was barely a hundred kilometers wi de, nost of it nountains and high
pl ateaus. Kiril had no idea how many cities there were, or what woul d be the easiest route to
cross. "Maybe we should ask," he said. Bar-Wten nodded, took Kuril's nount by the reins, and |led
them t hrough the gate-street.

A faint drizzle fell, mxed with snowflakes as wide as butterflies. The greenish air between
the nountains indicated night would be coming within the hour. But Bar-Wten didn't stop at the
inns along the street. He seened to be | ooking for sonething else. Hi s route took themthrough the
nore hi dden recesses of the town.

Bart hel was stonily quiet, not unhappy, but keeping a close watch on Kiril. This made the
Medi wevan nervous. He concentrated on the carved stonework and tile that covered the walls. The
designs weren't markedly different fromsuch work in Madreghb. The predom nant patterns were
flowerlike, rosettes and intricate daisy chains that nade the closed eye spin. |ncreasingly,
however, the walls were the sane whitewash as the upper floors, or ocher nud-brick sealed with a

he said. "Where a river runs to

The officer's eyes exami ned himclosely. "What
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waxy var ni sh.

Bar-Wten | eaned forward in his saddl e and peered down the street with his single eye. The
street sloped at a twenty-degree angle down to a courtyard wet with rain and slush. They were
al nost soaked through and Kiril was getting angry.

"Barthel ?" the Ibisian asked.

"That is one, Bey," Barthel answered. Bar-Wten grunted and nodded, spurring his horse ahead

"I'd thought they were everywhere, until | couldn't find one in Mediweva," he said. "Strange
country your people keep, friend."

"One what?" Kiril asked.

Barthel snmiled and pointed. The cl osed wi ndows surrounding the courtyard were painted an
agel ess red. A ponchoed, drowsing livery boy sat next to an open stable door from which a warm
gl ow i ssued. They could snell fodder and aninmals. The boy sat up at their approach, rubbing his
eyes and | ooki ng them over inperturbably. He greeted them and took the two horses by their reins.
Bar - Wt en purveyed Medi wevan scrip, which the boy | ooked at closely, then accepted.

"We'l|l stay here tonight and relax,"” the Ibisian told Kiril. "I don't know what your creed
says about such things, but a country w thout one of these is hardly civilized."

"One of what?" He | ooked up at the wi ndows on the second fl oor and saw a bosony girl |ean out,
dark as midnight, with hair braided in circular ringlets, her teeth gleanming |like | anterns between
pi nk 1ips.

"Ch." Kiril pulled on his horse's reins in surprise, jerking themfromthe stable boy's grip
The ani mal reared back. "O o0-oh! One of thosel"” He wheeled the aninmal around, trying to contro
it, and the courtyard filled with clopping and whi nnyi ng. The stabl e boy grabbed the halter and
|l et himdisnmount. "W can't rest here," Kiril said loudly. "Wy should we rest here?"

Bar- Wt en wal ked with a heavy, water-spiashing tread to the |arge wooden door of the inn. "You
may sleep with the horses if you want."

Kiril was furious. This was worse, in its own way, than finding his compani ons were thieves
and nurderers. They were whore patrons! He ran after them but stopped at the open doorway,
weavi ng back and forth, trying to decide whether to follow or stay outside. The cold and wet
decided for him He stood on the threshold, nouth agape, as he saw the Ibisian and the Khenite
enter an incense-filled roombeyond a round doorway. Dark tapestries wi th suggestive designs hung
in the anteroom He didn't want to stay there. "Wait!"

Bar-Wten renmoved his cloak and smiled at a young woman dressed in a straight black dress. Red
Sower designs rinmed her dress's sleeves and hem Though he couldn't have known her | anguage,
comuni cati on passed easily enough between them Barthel carried his own coat on one arm and
| ooked around the roomw th the sane subdued snmile he'd worn earlier. Kiril joined them
reluctantly, unable to say anything intelligent and afraid to make a fool of hinself.

Bar-Wten's wonan -- lighter in color than the one who'd | eaned over the sill in the courtyard
-- took himby the armand led himup the stairs to the second floor. A second girl appeared from
anot her room and took Barthel. None appeared for Kiril. He felt left out and relieved at the sane

time; but why had he been ignored? What part of the ritual had he failed to observe? H's face
burned, and he held his hands up to feel his forehead. He was hot, as if he'd whipped hinself into
a fever again.

He sat alone in the darkened roomand funed. Finally a small child -- he couldn't tell if it
was a boy or a girl -- cane up behind himand sat next to himon the bench. "Ama sol ?" it asked.
He t hought that over and decided the child was asking if he wanted a room He nodded. The child
took himby the hand and led himup the stairs. For a nonent he was frightened he was getting
i nvol ved in sonmething far worse than what Bar-Wten and Barthel had chosen, but he rel axed when a
bare, confortabl e-looking roomwas shown to him enpty of conpani onship. He thanked the child and
went to the small, clean bed to sit and think

Bar - Wten squatted in the dark with his girl beside him listening to her snores. A fire
dove's faint light cane through a wi ndow high in the wall and threw a bl ui sh square on the
carpeted and pillowed floor. He ran his hand over the girl's shoul der and she hissed in her sleep
His hair rose for a nonent, the reaction was so alien -- to grunt or grunble but not to hiss! Then
he lay back on the hard stone neck rest. His nose itched with incense. It had been a year since
he'd last lain with a fenmale. The snell of her body, as sweet (because she was a vegetarian) as
that of a horse, had maddened him and he'd taken her several tines, alnost furiously, each tine
facing her cairn, restrained smle with a wi de single-eyed grinace.

The rain returned to patter at the wi ndow. A squabbl e between birds bounced back and forth in
the courtyard, spears and arrows of song.

He sl ept.

Barthel, in another room kept his girl awake explaining the Faith of Prophets to her. She
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listened with stifled yawns and good hunor until dawn, understandi ng nothing, then put her hand
over his nmouth, pushed himgently back into the mattress, and went to sleep sitting up. Her eyes
cl osed, her body drooped ever so slightly, and her breathing becane easier. Barthel watched with
wi de eyes, haunted and delighted, then fl opped back and giggled in the dawn glow. Allah, that had
been fine! Hours with kauris were never wasted. Especially if they were so close to bei ng Monadans
anyway, that only the words differed.

Mundus Lucifa was a friendly land, if insular

Seven

Snow covered the courtyard and old nen in yellow jackets with | oose bl ack pants pushed it around
with broons and shovels. Water sloshed in their wake; it was a half-hearted snow and woul d be
mel ted by mdday. Bar-Wten watched fromthe high w ndow, standing on tiptoe on a wooden bench
Sonet hi ng bustl ed behind him and he turned to face a parade, one child carrying a tray of food,
one girl with another, Barthel with a robe wapped around him and Kiril dressed as if he were
ready to | eave.

The girl and the child exited, chartering to each other and carrying the enpty trays. Barthe
and Kiril sat down to the neal, and Bar-Wten kneel ed beside themon a | ow stool. The covered
ceram c bow s steanmed, and hot liquid -- a thick, buttery tea -- piped in its valved pot. They set
to eating without a word. Kiril | ooked between themwith a fixed, accusing expression. The |bisian
finished his first bow and wi ped his nouth with a lap towel. He frowned and stared at Kiril

"Ckay," he said. "You're unhappy. What are you unhappy about?"

"Your behavior."

"You' re our keeper, no? Self-appointed?"

"l don't understand why you engage in a debauch as soon as you enter a foreign |and. There
aren't any brothels in Mediweva, and with good reason. They're an affront to hunman dignity and
God's law. "

"Kristians generally object to |love," Barthel told Bar-Wten around a bite of bread.

"Not at all! We object to the profanation of the spiritual body of the woman."

"I profaned nothing; | exchanged. | did justice by the girl -- so did Barthel, | hope. You
shoul d have too. It would have cleared anxieties fromyour soul."

"That's barbaric! | was starting to think Ibis nust have been civilized, if not Sulay's
armes, but now |'mnot so sure!"

"To paraphrase the oelisks, each to his own fashion. | have been holding within for a year

Barthel as long. It does no good to hold within for such a tine."

Kiril turned to the Khemte. "You re a Momadan, you shoul d know t he Prophet forbids such
actions."

"Then why is Paradi se equi pped with such pleasures for the faithful ? Monad forbade those
excesses that woul d weaken the body and prevent his people fromperformng their duties on Earth."

Kiril shook his head. "It is a sin!"
"l don't understand the word," Bar-Wten said.
"You woul dn't. Not with the conscience of thousands of murders -- how nany rapes, how many

debauches wi t hout paynent ?"
The I bisian put down his lap towel and reached across with a broad, wiry hand to grab Kiril's

| apels. "I grudge no one's beliefs, but no one judges ne. So | ama devil. |'ve been told that
many tinmes. | have never stolen or raped. | have never dishonored in battle. That could not be
said for all Ibisians. | may be evil, but ny evil has yet to rot ny standards. Understand? It may
eat at ne every day, but the fiber remains, and | intend to purge nyself with the know edge we

find. My crines are ny own concern.” He let Kiril go and cursed under his breath. "Eat, don't
talk."
Kiril sat trenmbling and wild-eyed at the table for a long breath, then stood and wal ked out.
Bart hel | ooked after him synpathetically and suggested the Bey shoul dn't have | ost his tenper.
"He's young," Bar-Wten said. "I'Il apol ogize when he's ready but | won't beg forgiveness."
Kiril ran to the end of the hall trying not to listen to the sounds that cane froma few of
the rooms. He wal ked stiffly down the stairs into the foyer, then stonped through the anteroom and
stood in the slushy courtyard, trying to decide what to do. He had had enough of his own insanity.
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The livery boy brought his horse out for himupon request and hel ped hi m adjust the saddle.
Kiril didn't care if the others were going to be left with fewer provisions. "Let themspend their
money on that instead of another debauch!" he whispered harshly to hinself. The boy | ooked up at
himwi th curious eyes. "Vasheesh?" he asked in the Pashkesh tongue -- a tip?

"Maf eesh,” Kiril answered. "My pockets are enpty."

He spurred his horse forward and left the courtyard.

Horses were crowding the crest of the road. Kiril stopped short at the bottom of the inclined
street. In front of the horses stunbled a party of bloody and tattered nmen in white unifornms, much
li ke what he had first seen Bar-Wten wearing. The drive was heading in his direction, right for
the courtyard. The nmen on horseback were Medi wevan.

The purge had crossed the border. The Holy Pontiff was running his quarry to ground even in
foreign fields.

Shout s arose when they spotted him "Stop!" And a shot rang out. For a |long, paralyzed nonent
he stood his ground, wanting to cry out that he was one of them that he was a Medi wevan. But he
knew it was crazy to face them even as an acconplice. Hi s insanity had cone to the only possible
end.

He pul l ed his horse around and gal | oped back into the courtyard. "Bar-Wten!" he call ed.
"Barthel! Munt up! They're here!"

He saw the Ibisian's face in a small w ndow on the second floor. He di sappeared. Barthe
replaced him "Bring out the other horse!" the Khenite ordered.

Kiril dismunted and stopped. How |l ong would it take the soldiers to get to the bottom of the
street with nmen running before then? "Kristos!" he panted. He ran to the stables, pushed the boy
asi de, and knocked his hand on the beam beside each stall, trying to find the other horse. It was
still bl anketed but unsaddl ed. "The saddle!" he shouted to the boy. "The saddle!"

"Maf eesh,” the boy answered in a falsetto, waggling his hips. "Bastardi!"

Kiril threw open the stall door and avoided the animal's tentative back-kick, whapping it
across the nose with the flat of his hand to make it behave. He pushed it out of the stall and
breathed his thanks it was still haltered. The Ibisian ran into the stables with cl othes dangling
and took the horse fromhim Kiril spied the saddle on a rack, whipped it off with surprising
strength, and tossed it on the ground beside the horse. "lIs there tine?" Bar-Wten asked.

"How the hell should I know?" Kiril shouted.

He wal ked backward fromthe stable trying to keep his eyes on all things at once -- the
saddl i ng, the courtyard, the frightened-I|ooking stable boy who had stepped into nore trouble than
he'd expected. Kiril stunbled in his crabwi se gait and fell on his side and hands, scraping
hinsel f and wetting his clothes. Cursing, he stood up again and ran into the doorway of the
brothel. Grls and old nmen and wonen were flooding the anteroom He couldn't break through the
crowd. "I have the bags!" Barthel called fromthe other side.

"Then come this side with themfor God's sake!"

The Khemite pushed and kicked his way through. He energed with the | eather pouches and they
turned to the courtyard. They were just in time to see the chained |bisians being shoved ahead of
the nounted troops. The press of the crowd in the room behi nd pushed the two into the courtyard
like corks froma bottle. The wet stones were suddenly crowded with running, shrieking whores. The
I bi sian prisoners backed off as though they'd stepped in a nest of ants. The horses of their
captors reared and plunged. The archway to the courtyard was a chaos of nei ghing aninals and
shouti ng nen.

Bar - Wt en rode out of the stable with his pistol in one hand. "Munt up!" he shouted to Kiril
"Get the other horse!" he told Barthel. Kiril took his offered hand, slipped on the stirrup, and
nearly fell on his back, but found hinself lifted bodily with great strain on his arminto the
saddl e, where the hard | eather curve put excruciating pressure on his groin. To nmake it worse, Bar-
Wit en ki cked the horse forward.

The courtyard had a small gate in the rear, barely tall enough for a riderless horse. The
| bi si an headed for that, and Barthel followed. Kiril swng down only too gladly to open the | atch
Then, renmounting and hangi ng over the side, he plunged with the Ibisian through the gate into an
al | eyway crowded with gawking Lucifans. "Aside!" Bar-Wten shouted. "Aside, dam you!"

Behi nd them the troops found thenmselves mred in stunbling, groaning prisoners and scream ng
worren. The Grand Pinmp, splendid in his flowing red and gold robes, came out briefly to see what
t he confusi on was, gawped and ran back to his inner office.

The all ey opened onto another street paralleling the main boul evard. They turned on it and
rode as fast as they could, scattering pedestrians and sidestepping carts. Kiril |ooked back and
saw a pair of Mediwevans leap froma sidestreet and ride hard after. "They're all behind us!" he
cried out. Bar-Wten shook his head angrily and turned onto another street, then around to the
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gate thoroughfare. "I hope that confuses them" he called back to Kiril.

Kiril | ooked behind. He couldn't see anyone but Barthel. The gate ahead | ooked cal m The
cust om house had two guards standing idly in front, snoking |ong-handl ed pi pes and tal ki ng. They
saw the riders galloping toward themand ran inside to grab weapons, but the two horses were out
the gate before they could return. More soldiers nounted and foll owed, alnost colliding with their
col | eagues, who had tracked the chase back to the gate after the detour

A dirt road ran around the outside of the huts clustered below the walls. They followed it,

still riding at bone-jarring speed, and rounded the first major curve of the wall. Barthel called
frombehind. "They're foll ow ng!"
In five mnutes, they were on the north side of Ubidharm Their luck was holding -- a broad,

wel | -paved road led away fromthe city, skirted the aqueduct, and rose into the northern nountains
of the Uhuru Massif. The riders behind gave up in a few kilonmeters. The Medi wevans coul dn't get
out of the city gates -- front or rear -- before the chase was futile.

Bar-Wten slowed his pace after diverting themonto a dirty byroad. They di smounted next to a
tunbl i ng snow stream and wal ked the horses until they were calmand | ess heated. They watered t hem
sparingly. Bar-Wten then let Kiril ride as he ran beside for a few kil oneters.

Their prospects on the road ahead -- with depleted supplies and sparse countryside -- were not
cheering. Barthel counted the rounds of anmmunition in the pistols and the two boxes they had
purchased in Mediweva. They had a little over sixty rounds and seven arrows to fit a fol d-up bow
that had been part of Bar-Wten's kit. "We're going to be linmted," Kiril said when the count was
fini shed.

"W won't be able to fight it out if that's a tiling to worry about,’
I'"'ma fair shot with a pistol. Yoursel f?"

"An amateur," Kiril said. "You were stupid to take ne al ong. What good can | do you?"

"You'll prove your inportance in tine," Bar-Wten said. They nounted again.

"Il just have to growup a little, hn?" He said it angrily, flushing at the thought that
this man would think himinmmature. Bar-Wten didn't answer.

The road turned froma defile into a | edge, following the circunference of a wedge-shaped peak
whose cap was lost in cloud. They saw that the main road, now fifty or sixty neters below, canme to
an abrupt end. "Qur luck is holding so far," Bar-Wten said. "Let's hope we don't run out of road
this way."

Bar - Wt en agreed. "But

Ei ght

The Ibisian fell asleep very late, shivering and half-hallucinating fires and warnth. The three
huddl ed together; their blankets kept themfromfreezing as ni ght tenperatures dropped bel ow zero,
but didn't keep them confortable. Bar-Wten slipped in and out of a dream about his father and a
trip to the Ohelisk in Ibis. As he renmenbered it, they had passed the | akes whose birds gave |bis
its nanme, vast seas and clouds of white feathers, and taken the |Iong road through the plantations
of Thosala to the spire. In the dream people crowded around the circunference of the spire and
stared up. The walls of the Cbelisk were covered with witing, his father told him but as they
grew cl oser and pushed through the crowd -- which was filled with nmounted Medi wevans | ooki ng for
children to harass -- he sawthe wall go blank. "It's a sign," a tall woman near himsaid. "Wen
the walls go blank it neans there are no nore reasons for people to exist, because there's nothing
left to read.”

"The books," Bar-Wten said al oud.

Kiril peered sleepily fromhis own numy of bl ankets.

"No," the woman in the dreamsaid. "They're blank, too. No nore reason to read, no nore people
to read.”

The crowds slowly vani shed, first legs and arns and then torsos. The heads were the last to
go. One head, his father, it seenmed (though they were all hairless and hard to recognize), told
himthe words of the Obelisks still existed in their nmenories, and they woul d not be eradicated
until they forgot. "No!" he said. "I'ma little boy, | don't know enough to be saved, that can't
be the way it is!"

"Then why are you di sappeari ng?" the head said. "Look, all of you is gone now "

Kiril watched the squirm ng |Ibisian and wondered what bl oody ni ght mares he was experi enci ng.
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No doubt they were about battles and debauchery. Then he drifted off into his own fitful dreans.

Their trackers never appeared again. For six days they journeyed across the cold passes, and
on the norning of the seventh day -- which Barthel said was synbolic for Kristians and Monadans --
they | ooked over the side of the road into a broad green valley. Several kiloneters below, the
rift extended into bluish haze, ending at the shores of the |argest body of water they had ever
seen. It reached to the horizon, and between distant peaks ahead, they could see its gray-blue
I'ine.

Fromthe altitude the valley was a patchwork of farm and and unworked or dormant fields. On
the shoreline a city rose. It |ooked as |arge as Madreghb

The I and rem nded Bar-Wten of Ibis. Near sea |level the ground was rich and fertile, and the
sl opes of the foothills were covered with terraced paddi es and forests of canphor-wood and pine.
He told themof his days in Ibis -- stories Barthel had never heard before -- and the nenories
made himfeel warmand nmellow. Twenty years of battle, msery, and bl oodshed hadn't obscured the
joy he had known as a child.

The weat her was too warm and pl easant for any of themto feel gloony. Conming through one |ast
scattered patch of cloud into the valley proper, they chatted cheerfully.

Kiril forgot his distress in Ubidharm He was sonewhat ashanmed of his prudery. He tal ked
freely about his training as a scrittori. The balloons and their use along the walls of the
Qoel i sk fasci nated Bar-Wten, who asked many questions.

The road had fallen into disrepair in the nountains and was now a token trail with ruts where
carts ran. Their horses were sweating and tired, so they stopped in the shade of feathery yell ow
green trees near the trail for a brief rest. The wind whistling through the upper branches nade
Kiril drowsy, but Bar-Wten stayed alert. Barthel suggested a short nap, and Kiril agreed, but the
| bi sian stood by the horses | ooking across the valley. He wanted to avoid nore surprises.

After an hour's rest they continued along the farm sideroads until the city was little nore

than a kil onmeter away. Barthel exam ned the valley walls behind them There was still that
connection to make -- why were sone valleys unlivable to the Faithful ? Because t he darkness was
too deep in then? Wiy did this valley fill with light and warnmth? Qhers certainly didn't, no
mat t er what season.

They nmade a snall canp as night fell. Kiril greeted a few carriages that rolled past them on

the i nmproved roads. They were curious vehicles, orange as a darkling zenith, with glossy |acquer
over wood, carved and enbellished with inlaid shellwrk and covered with a tapestry-like top
fringed with tied | eather ornaments. The beasts pulling themwere not horses, but bluish and
horselike with a touch of wild noose. Bar-Wten said he had never seen aninmals |ike them The
carriages rattled past, friendly and unconcerned.

The next nmorning they entered the city and discovered it was naned Mir-es-Werd. It was truly a
city, not a walled hideaway |ike Ubidharm Its comerce extended up and down the coast of the sea
for thousands of kilometers. This was the heart and the bl ood of Mundus Lucifa, then, not the
little patch of nountain conmunities. Kiril had never heard of Mir-es-Wrd, nor of the ocean
beyond, and his ignorance

di stressed him Obviously his life in Mdiweva had been extrenely insul ar

"It's the way with all Qbelisk countries," Bar-Wten assured him "Wen truth sits in your
m dst, why search el sewhere?"

"For sheer curiosity,"” Kiril nuttered. "At |east what you learn is interesting and tells you
nmor e about the Second-born."

"The Second-born don't always want to know nore about thenselves," Barthel said.

Mur - es-Werd began as a series of vineyards and orchards. Varieties of fruit grew here that
they had never seen before. The fields gave way to scattered whitewashed villas and a centra
stupa topping a gathering place. These in turn gave way to suburban sluns wth narrow cobbl ed
streets wi nding every which way |like wornms trailing through wood. The atnobsphere was not one of
cl eanliness, as in Wbidharm but of vibrant, rapid Iife. At tines the sanitation was depl orabl e,
but no worse on the whole than in some Mediwevan cities.

Smal|l rocky hills rose in the center of the city, cordoned by the crunbling walls of what nust
have once been an inpressive bastion. A few towers, square and inposing, renmained in fair
condition. Around these were wall ed conpounds adorned wi th Lucifan mandalas in stony green and
red.

Kiril found his dialect al nost useless, since what little he knew was not conparable to the
northern patois. They had little trouble, however -- tourists were not unknown and not unwel comre
either. The shoreline was sonething of a resort.

By noon they had deci ded t he nei ghborhoods al ong the beaches were nore suited to them Curious
children crowded around, trying to sell trinkets and stale crullers.
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Bar - Wten stopped at a sea wall overlooking the resort beaches. He shaded his eye and | ooked
across the bay, allowi ng hinmself a nmonent of awe. "The ships!" he said. "Look at the ships!"

Barthel followed the Bey's eye and felt his throat catch. They were huge, as graceful as
seabirds. He had never seen any larger. He | ooked at Bar-Wten and knew what the next leg of their
journey would be. "I don't even |like water, not to swmin," Barthel said quietly. Kiril smled,
t hen sobered as he caught the Khenmite's neaning.

"Over that?" he asked Bar-Wten, pointing at the uni magi nabl e bl ue-green. The |bisian nodded

N ne

Thei r Medi wevan coi ns were wel come, but they were fast running out, and as yet they had no way to
repl ace their nmoney. There was al so the matter of the sea voyage, which Bar-Wten was talking up
nmore each day. His conpanions tried to ignore him but there was no other way to go but across the
water. North lay that way, and their way was north.

Their first step was to purchase a nunber of small, old dictionaries froma bookstore in Mir-
es-Werd. Bar-Wten found the decrepit shop fascinating. Kiril was |ess than charnmed. There were
dozens of books lying around that he was certain had never conme from Qbelisk texts -- histories of

Mundus Luci fa, books of maps, and biographies. It was plainly an unorthodox pl ace.

At night, room ess, they slept on the beach. One always sat guard on a small rock above then
adopted spit of sand. The waves sounded |ike fighting annuals up and down the coast. Sone were as
big as two-story buildings, pouring up between of fshore channels of rock and how i ng across the
turbul ent sand. At night, when the waves gl owed |ike graceful ghosts, Barthel hid his eyes from
the sight and concentrated on the light-scattered city.

Their fourth nmorning in Mir-es-Wrd, Bar-Wten woke to the snmell of snmoke and saw Kiril fixing
a breakfast of fish. Along pole strung with Iine was stuck in the sand beside him "I bought it
an hour ago," Kiril explained. "Mre practical than books, no?"

Bar- Wt en had been | earning the dialect rapidly, nmuch faster than Barthel, and could speak to
the Lucifans well enough to be understood. As he ate Kiril's breakfast he wondered out |oud why
the country was called Mindus Lucifa. Kirl held up his finger to show a pause whil e he chewed.

"Si mpl e enough, " he said. "Lightning comes out of the npuntains. Sone of the storns are
frightful.” But he'd never actually seen one, other than the rainburst they'd passed through
before crossing the chasm

They nmade inquiries that day in the shipyards about the need for seanen. The response was
di scouragi ng -- blank stares and shaking heads. There was a glut on the market. Ten nen for every
berth. Still, foreign ships conming in frequently had roomfor new nmen -- usually because a few had
been | ost at sea.

"The foreign ships won't be as picky about taking on strangers," Bar-Wten said. "W night
have a chance with them"

They did odd jobs around the ports, wal king fromone duster of docks and yards to another.
Kiril had his first taste of heavy physical labor and didn't like it. He resented the Ibisian's
stoic indifference to the work.

They lived this way for three weeks. No foreign ships put into port, and no donestic ships put
out. The season was difficult for trading. Soon big storms would | ash the ocean into strips of
wave-w acked | ace. Spouts and hurricanes would begin within sight of |Iand and conti nue unbroken
for hundreds of kiloneters. No, this was definitely the wong tine of year to think about putting
out to sea.

There was one exception, but it was an ominous one. A large Lucifan freighter traveling on
met hane steam and sails put into Mur-es-Werd in poor condition. It had been at sea for two years
but hadn't been damaged by storns. It had been shelled by a ship the Iikes of which they'd never
seen, which raced across the water on huge feet. The strange ship had no sails, gave off no steam
and yet had easily averaged ninety to a hundred kiloneters an hour. Sone speculated it wasn't a
boat but a crustacean fromthe Pale Seas farther north than anyone had travel ed. The trio heard of
it in pubs and restaurants. Soon it was a common story nuch enl arged upon

The story changed the at nosphere around the ports radically. But Bar-Wten naintained
sonmething else was up -- a sinple tale of strange doings at sea couldn't account for the way Mir-
es-Werd was behaving. Kiril sensed it too. "Everyone's junpy,"” he said. The |bisian nodded.
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The next day brought a warm dry wind fromthe sout hwest. The skies were the color of bl oody
m | k. Though the wind on the ground was mild, high above it tortured and twi sted the clouds into
thin, smooth ribbons and shot themw th desert dirt. Miur-es-Wrd was covered by a pink pall, and
everyone wal ked warily as in a dangerous dream

By evening it was clear and the winds died down. But the city was restless that night. The
bars stayed open later than was nornally allowed by |aw. Gangs of drunken nen were herded hone
angrily in the early norning by wonen w el di ng cane broons. The wormen wore dark dresses with
strips of white tied around their arnms. From a di stance doves seened to flutter around the men,
driving themalong the street with angry swi shes.

Bar-Wten sat on the sand with his legs curled beneath him watching and listening to the
foany waves. He thought they could tell himsonething. But they gl owed and tossed and fussed
i ncoherently, less powerfully than usual. Suddenly, they slowed to an oily trickle, rushing al ong
the shore with a drawing bead of light. H s neck hair prickled, and he sat up on his knees wanting
to run. It was near dawn -- soon the sky would turn green at the zenith as it always had.

But ten ninutes passed and the dark renmined. Two fire doves tw nkled pink and orange j ust
above the northern horizon. A third, bluish in color, hovered above the western nountains.

They w nked out.

Thousands in the city were awake, watching the sky with him A |low npban rose fromthe city,
the sound of distant screans and wailing. Barthel and Kiril awoke abruptly and asked what was
happeni ng. Bar-Wten coul dn't answer. How coul d anyone describe sonething they had never seen
bef ore?

The bl ackness of the sky turned nuddy. Not a single fire dove was to be seen. Like the opening
of two pal ns cl asped together, the nmuddi ness drew aside, and a vortex of dun purple, barely
vi sible, spread across the sky, |eaving another sort of darkness at its center

This wasn't the warmy inmedi ate, enpty black that had al ways neant night for Hegira. It was a
vel vety dark strewn with glow ng ribbons, and between and around and in these, tw nkled points of
light so fine no shape could be discerned. Gouds of light filled the sky. For the first tine in
menory of anyone living, starshine visibly brightened the | and.

The city was silent under the frosty gaze of the stars. Barthel nade a grow ing sound deep in
his throat, and tears streaned down his cheeks. "Holy Allah," he said. "Blessed Allah."

Kiril's hand tightened around his belt. He felt like rolling in the sand and screani ng

The streets were soon crowded with crying, stumbling nobs. They washed onto the beaches and
human waves net the water waves, form ng a splashing tunmult as the citizens of Mir-es-Werd tried
to put out the mad fevers that caused themto see such visions.

The stars were crossed by sudden, silky ripples. Kiril's stomach sank. He felt his body
crawmling this way and that, yet he wasn't noving; his nuscles weren't twitching. H s head
threatened to turn inside out, but painlessly -- a dreany sort of dizziness, disorientation. The
ocean waves grew brighter, becane al nost turquoise. He heard a deep bass note |like the buzzing of
gi ant bees. If the whole world had been a tapestry and sonebody had started flapping it to shake
out the dust, perhaps this was howit would feel -- he didn't know. For a tinme he thought he would
be better off dead.

The rippling in the sky stopped, and the stars steadi ed. The beach was encased in silence. The
peopl e around them noved slowy; even falling they drifted |ike puffs of down.

Looki ng up, Bar-Wten thought he was going to black out. At the periphery of his eye he could
see darkness close in, cutting out the stars. But the dizziness was gone, and his head seened al
right. The stars were being obscured again. At the edge of the closing circle the points of |ight
becanme lines of purple, twi sted, and winked out. The fam liar enpty black returned. One by one,
flickering, the fire doves resuned their glows. The sky at zenith turned green, then purple, then
bronze; the dawn was picking up where it had left off.

The di splay had taken about five minutes. Everyone stood in silence for perhaps five mnutes
nmore, then | ooked at each other, enbarrassed, and returned to their homes, trying to act as if
everyt hing was nor mal

But Bar-Wten knew nothing would ever be normal again. He smiled crookedly. Then he began to
| augh.

Ten
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Barthel |eft the beach al one before nidday and took a twisting road up the city's central hill.
For a few hundred neters he wal ked al ongside a crunbling wall centuries old. Grass grewin the
chi nks between stones. It had becone part of the ground now, like the shell of a dead snail. The
wall no longer served as arnor but as a place for people to walk by and things to grown in. From
the top of the Kassarva, the fortress that circled the sutmit, he could | ook down across the town
and port and think with nothing to bother him Insects buzzed hypnotically through the dried grass
and sparse flowers. A large tenple was visible through the trees far bel ow, ceram c donmes glinting
at each of its five corners. Inside it, too, looked like a fortress. There was a courtyard and
smal | buildings within the courtyard arranged in a tonoye. Birds flew above the tenple -- gulls,
curlews, and others he hadn't |earned the nanmes of. Sone resenbl ed hawks but caught fish by the
sea and had red and white feathers in their crests.

He felt singularly ugly and afraid. The predawn unveiling had struck himdeeply. What had it
told him that nmessage for all to see? He didn't know But it nade nun feel as tiny as the ants
beneath him carrying bits of white stuff in a line under his legs into a hole a few yards away.

Al'l these creatures -- ants, birds, builders of tenples -- had been put here by the blessed One,
Who had unveil ed the sky that norning.

"I amBarthel," he told the sky with tears in his eyes. "I amsmall. Did you do all these
things that | mght see them snell thenP? I've done nothing in return for you, Allah. | haven't

even learned fromthem" He asked what it was Allah wanted himto do, and Allah told himthis:
Survi ve. He nodded. He woul d survive. The Bey had taught himhow to survive. Wat el se then?
Fat her and nother and fanily

That was all the voice said. Be to them what they woul d have wi shed you to be.

Hs lips curled. He stood up fromthe grass and gravel and brushed his ragged pants off. "I'I|
al so find out where your light comes from" he said. "You'll be happy to see |I'mclever enough to
figure that out.”

Bar - Wt en wandered through the closed and confused streets. Kiril followed hal f-heartedly, not
wanting to be left alone on the beach. No shops were open, and the people who passed them were
solem and tired. The city was quiet.

"What was it?" Kiril asked after a long silence. "Have you ever seen anything like it where
you' ve been?"

"No," Bar-Wten answered. 'The sky is the same wherever you go. What we saw | ast night was
seen everywhere, even on the other side of Hegira."

"Then what was it?"

"You tell ne."

"Stars, of course. But the Second-born have no stars over their heads. That's the way it's
al ways been."

"Do we have stars over our heads now?"

"Not that we see. But sonething nust stop us fromseeing them-- a lid, a hatch. And God
opened that lid last night to show us glory."

"He showed us stars. dory is what you feel when |ooking at them Mself, | felt the glory
perhaps. But nore inportant, | learned that we are not so different fromthe First-born. W are
not cursed. It may be -- " But Bar-Wten stopped and shook his head.

"I't was beautiful," Kiril said reverently, wal king beside the Ibisian. He al nost felt

affection for the older warrior, as if they shared something no others did: their inner thoughts
on an unprecedented act of Cod.

"It made ny heart icy. It |ooked young out there.”

"What do you nean?" Kiril asked.

"I't wasn't all stars," he said. "There were a lot of other things out there. The fog. Maybe we
didn't see a starry sky at all. Maybe we saw sonething el se that we haven't read about yet."

They found Barthel wandering by the wharves, where all the noored boats knocked idle and empty
agai nst die pier buffers. They rejoined silently and wal ked al ong the | engthy quays, snelling the
sea -- which snelled no differently -- and listening to the cat-cries of the seabirds. The birds
sounded the sane.

A five-masted steamer had docked at the end of a pier, three stacks poking jauntily above the
steel hull. Gangs of sailors and stevedores haul ed cargo fromthe holds am dshi ps and scurried
down pl anks, to a warehouse at the side of the pier. Cranes and winches lifted the heavier crates
onto dollies. It was the only ship so occupied, and it wasn't Lucifan. They had never seen its
flag before nor heard the tongue die nmen were speaking. Bar-Wten notioned for themto follow
They boarded unnoticed, or ignored, and watched the proceedings with interest.
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Bar- Wt en spotted a man who stood out fromthe clanor, wal king with deliberate speed al ong the
dock to the gangway. Khaki pantal oons ball ooned fromhis I egs, and he wore a tight blue waistcoat
over a white linen shirt. He boarded as if he were long famliar with the swayi ng rope bridge and
made his way to the forecastle, striding past the three where they | eaned on the starboard
railing. Bar-Wten stepped forward and addressed himin Lucifan

"I'"'mbusy," the man said. "Wat're you bothering nme for?"

"We're | ooking for work and passage."

"Talk later.” He hurried off. The Ibisian raised his eyebrow and wi nked at his conpani ons.

That was sonme sort of encouragenment -- not an offhand di sm ssal
They inspected the ship in the neanwhile. Kuril counted their nobnies speculatively. "Look
with the cash fromselling the horses -- that and what we've earned -- we can last four, five nore
days. Not nmuch tine."
"1 know not hi ng about ships," Bar-Wten said, naking it seemof small inmportance to his
judgnment. "Nor |," Barthel concurred hopefully.
"We'll have to eat. I'mtired of a sandy bed. Tired of carrying everything I own on ny back."
"We've got a long way to go, friend. There'll be a |ot nore of that ahead.”

"We shoul d take any chance we get to board a ship, though,"” Kiril pursued. Barthel |ooked at
himwi th di smay.

"No argument," Bar-Wten said. "Wat do you think we've been planning? You' re the one who's
been reluctant."

"I, too," Barthel said. "The sea is an unpl easant bed, Bey."

"But | nean to say that |I'd rather go to sea than live a vagrant."

"You're inconsistent. You were a vagrant on your pilgrimage. | found you in an alley. You have
a sudden taste for confort?"

"Then let's not discuss it," Kiril said, grow ng angry.

"Certainly."

They waited until |ate afternoon. By then, the ship was unl oaded, and the sailors and
dockwor kers had gone to ship's ness and honmes on the | and, respectively.

"The captain will take a walk after his neal," Bar-Wten predicted. "We'll talk to himagain

when he does."

The man reappeared just before dusk. The deck was deserted except for the three and a sail or
standi ng watch on the stern. The captain wal ked over and | ooked at them sharply. "You want
passage?" he asked. They nodded. "What ships have you sail ed on?"

"None, " Bar-Wten said.

"You think this is University of the Sea, eh?"

"I think we can | earn fast enough not to stunble."

"You been to sea before, for a long tinme? A year or two?"

The | bi si an shook his head.

"Then what can | use you for? Mps? Wwo told you I needed hands?"

No one did.

"Then what nekes you think | do?"

They weren't sure he did.

"Dammit, | have to take ny stock where | can! Don't think that | |ike your faces because | say
yes. Take it that the sky spoke and no one wants to sign on! They all believe the seas w |
swal | ow t hem when the world ends."

"It's not going to end," Bar-Wten said.

"OfF course not. But sailors are bastards for a pretty story of ginnunga-gaps,"” the captain
said. "You'll report to the quartermaster tonorrow norning. We sail with the second bell. | am
Captain Prekari. Conditions are board and thirty standard dialers a nmonth, your positions and rank
to be determined according to nmerit and ability. Accepted?"

They nodded. The captain | ooked them over again and marched off nuttering. Kiril turned around
and |l ooked into the filthy water |apping against the ship's side.

"Where do we spend the night?" he asked.

"On the beach. Say farewell to your sand fleas."

El even
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The ship was called Trident and cane froma |land just south of the Pale Seas. Her crew was a
qui et, strong breed with few quarrels and steady | oyalty. Such enotions sustained a ship over the
di stances she had to travel -- discontent could only sink her

Bar - Wten studiously set to | earning the | anguage they spoke, which to Kiril sounded Gernanic.
He had never spent nuch tinme learning the Germanic texts of the Qohelisk -- so far as the
Medi wevans had read, they consisted of inconmprehensible treatises on mechanics and a few scattered
fairy tales mxed with heavy phil osophy -- but he knew enough to get along. Barthel had a harder
tinme.

The Trident took her cargo of fiber, dried fish, and nachine parts aboard a day after the
three reported to the quartermaster. By the next norning they were at sea. They travel ed along the
coast eastward for several days, passing four inlets surrounded by cliffs several kilonmeters tall
Huge birds nested there, the sailors told them-- al batrosses with webbed feet that could match a
man' s arm span. The exaggerati on wasn't enough to nmake Bar-Wten think they were |ying. Besides,
now and then dark flying shapes could actually be seen, and at that distance they had to be
i mpressively large to be spotted at all. No one lived in the fjords. Few people ever went there.

At a port called Trincona they put off a cargo of dried fish and copra and took aboard nore
henp as well as a nunber of unlabel ed boxes. Kiril thought they might be drugs -- Bar-Wten
t hought ot herw se. "Spices," he ventured. "Did you snell the crates?" Barthel confirmed the Bey's

guess by announcing they snelled |ike saffron -- and there were several tons of it aboard.
The dark inhabitants of Mur-es-Werd had given way in Trincona to |ight brown peoples wth
broad noses, thick lips, tall, noble foreheads and eyes white as bone. Kiril conpared his own pal e

skin and regul ar features and found hinmself wanting. Each day he grew nore dissatisfied with
hi nsel f. But he was |learning the duties of a sailor rapidly enough and received few conpl ai nts.

They began their first push far fromland by the end of the week. On Skeitag, the day after
CGei stag and the day before Duvetag in the | anguage of the Trident's crew, the ship set her sails
and brought her boilers to full steam Her triple screws churned the water below the iron stern
until she was outracing the gentle wind. Sails were pulled in, and Kiril was taught the art of
mai nt ai ni ng the nethane supply in the ship.

Tanks were kept on each side of the forecastle deck that gathered rai nwater when possible or
served as storage for seawater desalinated by the sun in plastic tarp-slings rigged between the
masts. Into this water were placed quantities of dried seaweed and dormant infusion. The tanks
wer e capped, and nan-operated punps began to collect and store the resulting gases in a few days.
The stink that sonetinmes escaped was regrettable -- but it kept the boil ers going when the wi nd
was | ow and provided electricity at all tines. Small chugging cylinders operated two generators
for the ship's current.

Bar-Wten took instruction in ship's nmechanics. He enjoyed the chall enge of the engines nore

than he thought he would -- nore than he let on he did -- and soon was apprenticed to the boiler-
tender and his thirty hel pers.
Barthel, least literate of the three as far as the Teutans were concerned, was given standard

mast - nronkey duties and was contented with such exertions. Though he frequently had to craw out on
a yardarm over open, churning water, his fear of the sea dimnished to a healthy respect. Hi s skin
became even nore bronzed. Hi s nuscles developed into flexible and agil e bul ges, which he thought
he m ght put to good advantage in other places besides the rigging. The crew of the Trident was
integrated, nale and fenale.

Kiril sighed at this eventuality and resigned hinself to quiet regret. Bar-Wten began his
i nevitable romanci ng. For the first few weeks, however, the voyage went snoothly enough

The work of the day was over for their watches when Kiril and Bar-Wten nmet on the quarterdeck
to talk and rel ax before the evening neal. The ship would soon be m dway between Obelisks, where
the ocean air would be cooler and the weather |ess predictable. Thus far the Trident had avoi ded
the seasonal storns that plagued parts of the coast south of them They tal ked about rough storns
and what they nust be like as they | eaned over the brass railings, looking into the water. The
hazy horizon was interrupted by shadows of distant coastline.

"I sometimes think we'll forget what we're really after,” Kiril said. "O you will, at |east.
It isn'"t as i mediate a goal for you."

"It's a goal," Bar-Wten said. "No need to worry about that."

"I can't even renmenber her face,"” Kiril admtted. Hs throat caught suddenly. "I hardly

remenber what it was |ike to hold her."

"Then tell ne about her. Maybe that will help."

But Kiril found words difficult, especially before the burly Ibisian. "She was at |east as
tall as Barthel, perhaps a centinmeter or two taller," he began. "Blonde hair as |long as her wai st
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when it wasn't tied in a bun, with a tail down to her shoul der bkdes. She had . . . has a soft
voice. Can | still say she has?"

"I don't know, " Bar-Wten said.

"Smal| feet. She seens so far away now. |I'mnot even sure |I'mthe sane nan who | oved her."

"Men have gone off on nore foolish journeys for |less certain reasons."”
"You know, hnP" Kiril said, not intending to gibe.

Bar-Wten didn't take offense. "I know, " he agreed. "Wat was her fanily |ike?"

"They didn't Iike ne nuch. | suppose no family likes a suitor -- they bring too many changes.
But | didn't fit in with their activities. She never accused nme of that, or ninded, but her famly
was very clanni sh, played ganes and sports together all the time -- she had a huge fanily, twelve
brothers and sisters. Her father was a quiet man. He nmanaged a business in a small town called
Torres de Cristobal. He owed a small ranch and raised cattle. | was a scrittori -- not a very

reliable occupation, not nuch better than being a student or a theologian. But | was doi ng wel
enough that they couldn't fault ne nmy choice of lifetines."

"Choice of lifetimes?"

"OfF course. A man chooses when he is to be born, to carry out a certain task on Hegira. If he
chooses wongly, then he comes at an inopportune tune, and he can only turn out bad or usel ess.
was doi ng well enough not to be usel ess.”

"What was her nane?" Bar-Wten asked.

"El ena," he said.

Bart hel began taking lessons in navigation fromthree deck officers. He was getting better
with the | anguage, and two of his teachers coul d speak passable Lucifan. In turn for his |essons
he of fered them | essons in Arbuck, which sone of the western coastal countries spoke and which had
al ways been a nystery to the crew of the Trident.

Navi gation on Hegira, they explained, was entirely different from navigation as described by
the Obelisk texts. There were different objects to be sighted and different problens to be dealt
with. The meteorol ogy of Hegira was radically different fromold Earth, and there were no stars or
sun or nopon to use as guides. Instead the paths of certain fire doves were charted, and each fire
dove was given a nane according to its peculiar qualities. In all there were at |east five hundred
different fire doves, two dozen of which were easily discernible. They could be identified by
col or and brightness, not unlike the nethods used by the First-born to distinguish stars, but the
fire doves were obviously not stars. They were not fixed -- they wandered in relation to each
other according to conplex orbits, all of which appeared to be centered on Hegira. Not all the
orbits had been cal cul ated, however. Only ten especially bright fire doves were used for npst
navi gati onal probl ens.

One of the mmjor problens of navigation was knowi ng when a fire dove would be illum nated.
Each had its own cycle of |ight and dark, which ranged from seven hours to six nonths. It was
consi dered bad formto be tracking a fire dove and have it unexpectedly go out on you

During the day prevailing winds -- which seldomshifted -- were used to indicate direction
according to how the ship ran with them Sonme ocean currents were al so used as gui des. Wen
weat her permitted, the Obelisks were referred to, and these fixed points were the nost reliable.
The four points of the conpass weren't used in their nornal sense by Hegirans. Magnetized needl es
didn't point any particular direction, though it was runored that | odestone poles did exist to the
very far northwest. The side of an Cbelisk that began with the invocation text was called the
north side. Left of it was west, right east, and opposite, south. Beyond that one travel ed by
original orientation, using Cbelisks and fire doves as references.

The Trident would soon |ose sight of the Qbelisk Tara in Mediweva, and of the Obelisk Onmassee
east of it in the central highlands of Fedderland. Trincoma was the westernnost port of
Fedderl and, and while the belisk Onnassee was not visible fromthat city, a kilonmeter out to sea
brought it into plain view

Bart hel studied the books and charts given to him They obviously did not come from Obelisk
texts. Therefore the crew of the Trident, though they cane froma |and that had access to an
bel i sk, didn't share the prejudices of the Mediwevans. He read voraci ously.

One of his teachers was a deck officer nanmed Avra, a wonan at |east tw ce Bar-Wten's age,
with thick black hair and a thin, stern face. Her eyes were the sane green as the phantomlights
that formed rings in the waves at night. She spoke in a small, precise voice and carried her
shoul ders with an arrogant squareness belying her personality, which was pleasant and gracious.
She was a wi dow. Her husband had been a nethane-tender, and they had sailed on the Trident for
twenty years together in nore foreign ports and strange seas than anyone el se aboard, even the
captain, who had joined the ship four years before. At age fifteen she had hired on as a cook, and
all her training and schooling had been aboard the Trident. She was an excellent teacher, and she
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found the Khenmite an eager pupil.

Bar-Wten remained quietly puzzled by the Trident. She had no true hone port, though nost of
her crew called the country of Waggi smarche home. They were headi ng there now, by way of a few
ports along the Bicht av Genevar, a broad archipel ago between Weggi smarche and the Ooel i sk Daana
In a few nonths they woul d pass the Ccean Obelisk. The Trident had spent nost of her half-century
in these waters plying trade between the islands and Weggi smarche. In this way she had devel oped a
good reputation that sustained her when she had been isolated from her previous owners through
several revolutions in Wggi snarche. For a few harsh years she had becone a pirate of sorts

But that was all past now The Trident carried only a token conpl enent of guns that were
power ful enough for defense, but would never let her play the role of a raiding ship. Besides, she
wasn't fast enough.

What puzzled the Ibisian was the spirit of cooperation that powered the ship al nbost as nuch as
the wind. Survival in the tough trade of the Bicht av Genevar and el sewhere was apparently
determ ned by bl atant and dependabl e honesty. He had never known a systemrun in such a way. He
doubted its efficacy.

Kiril accepted it with a joyous heart. He listened intently to stories told by the crew of
dozens of encounters with civilizations that had never known foreign trade, or even foreigners --
without a single mishap. "She's a goddess!" he told Bar-Wten enthusiastically, patting the
varni shed oak railings. "One king even called her a Kwan-Yin -- Mercy. Wat a ship we chose to
joinl"

The 1bisian kept his silence and | earned all he could about the |lands the Trident had visited.
He kept a notebook in which he drew his naps and charts and recorded private observations.

They had been at sea for three nonths w thout sight of |and, navigating by the Ten Agreeabl e
Fire Doves, when a call for general quarters was rung. The crew took positions in a few ninutes.
Not hi ng coul d be spotted fromthe decks, but the |ookout in the mainmast tower-nest had spotted
sonet hi ng odd ahead of them Wthin a quarter hour people on the decks spotted it too.

Kiril was standing next to a wiry old man who usually supervised repairs to the ship's sails
and deck canvas. The old sailor's eyes were sharper than Kiril's -- he held his hand above them
and nmunbl ed sonething about it being the |argest he'd ever seen.

"What is it?" Kiril asked, al nost shaking. The sea was suddenly a very unpl easant place again
green and cold and unknown.

"Unt ersay draken" the canvasmaker answered.

"What's that?" Kiril wanted -- and at the same tine didn't want -- specifics.

"Spruten.”

"I don't know that word."

"Cchobras, diesbras, dolfijn-nanker."

No better off than before, he turned his eyes back to the horizon and sawit. At first it
| ooked like a thick tangle of what the sailors called sargass, a weed that fornmed in ocean eddies
like floating islands. But its pulpy tendrils took on a ropey sort of life which made his neck
hairs crawl. Sonetines it was pink, sonetinmes blue. He regretted ever |eaving his |andl ocked hone.

"Pol ypus," another sailor said, approaching the rail to get a better view, pointing with a
| ean brown finger. Kiril |ooked at him and the man rai sed his shaggy eyebrows urging himto see
it while he could. "Rare sight!" he explained. "Mikes a seaman of you."

"Or a pudding," another said. A few wonen and one young girl joined the group, and Kiril tried

to pull himself together for their benefit. But he still trenbled.

The pol ypus -- a word cl ose enough to the Medi wevan equi val ent that he coul d understand they
were tal king about a squid -- was basking wi thout nuch concern off the port side, barely a hundred
meters away. The Trident was giving it a wide berth. It was comobn know edge that untersay
drakens, like fishernen's floats, carried nine tenths of their bulk below the water |ine.

At night the sea was alive with growing lights. This was truly the real mof drakens, Kiri
| earned -- a hundred | eagues of squid and glowi ng fish and fliegen-say-drakens, which could |and

on deck and squash a nman, but were harm ess otherwi se. Then there was the possibility of neeting a
pack of true serpents, not shy like the squid, not harmess |like the flying beasts, but
carnivorous and nasty and difficult to drive off.

Bar - Wt en was unpl easantly awed as he stared over the railing and saw the |ights pass and
flash in the depths. Overhead were the fire doves in the velvet black sky, and bel ow that the
gl owi ng soup of the sea's surface, and beneath that |uninous spots |like eyes as wi de across as the
spread of his arms. The night was alive with seeing things and gl owi ng things and curious unknown
things. He had never known disconfort -- or even fear -- like what he felt now, even on the worst
and nost wetched nights of the March

But with norning the sea was blue and bright and the air was warnmer. No nore fl eshy nasses
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were spotted, and sone cheer returned.

Bart hel watched the tenperature rise on the ship's thernoneters as they entered the regi on of
the Ocean (helisk. He frowned each tinme he stood at the base of the mai nnast, where the
instrunments were nounted on a nahogany plaque. He scratched his head and squinted comically. Then
when the Obelisk was in plain view, just before nightfall as the sky di med and turned gold and
green, his frown cleared. He | ooked at the thermonmeters wi th astoni shment and started to shout.

"It's sinple!" he yelled. "It's so beautifully sinple!"

Twel ve

Bar-Wten and Kiril took turns | eaning on the wench, grunting and straining in the close dark
heat of the engine room bilge. The wench was w apped around a fist-sized nut that held a tension
plate in position, keeping a secondary rod on the high-pressure cylinder in line with its sw ng
alley. It had been rubbing for a day, causing a hideous screech with each punp and swi ng t hat
echoed t hrough the engi ne and nmade the crankshaft trenble and buck. Wth the gradual |oosening of
the nut the tension plate could be shifted by deft hanmer blows until the cylinder rod crept back
into line. It was rough, filthy work with old paint rubbing off on their pants and sweat fl ooding
over their cotton brow bands and prickling in their eyes. They set the wrench and hamer down for
a rest. Bar-Wten rubbed the blisters on his hand.

Feet banged down the | adder fromthe upper engine roomcatwal k. "lI've figured it out!" Barthe
shouted. "I've got it!"

He sat down next to them on one of the nmin bearings, squirnmng on the uneven surface, and
told them It came out in a quick and happy babble, in Mediwevan, which nost of the attending
engi ne hands didn't understand, leaving themto sit and listen blankly on the port stringer beam
and bil ge keel son

"That nmeans the oelisks have light and heat on top," he concluded. "That explains why sone
deep canyons are dark the sanme way all the tine and others aren't."

Bar - Wt en nodded, too tired to think. Kiril |eaned agai nst a condenser pipe and said it
sounded convi nci ng.

"It's very inportant,"” Barthel said, disappointed that his excitenent wasn't conmunicating
itself. He | ooked fromface to face and tried to explain it to the other sailors in broken Teutan
They nodded agreeably. Frustrated, he stood and brushed his pants off, turned around, and | ooked
at the engine as though he distrusted it and all other deaf and dunb things he couldn't explain
hinself to. He clinbed out of the engine-well and went about on deck to | ook for Avra.

Kiril and Bar-Wten switched with another pair of sailors, and the wenching and hanmering
conti nued.

The water becane warner and nore turbulent. Geat spouts tore the sea into ragged shards to
the west. In a few days the water cooled slightly, but the tenperature increased the closer they
approached the Ccean Obeli sk.

Avra hel ped Barthel put his theory into witing, and together they gathered facts and figures
to back it up. He was disappointed to find the idea wasn't original with him but he still worked
to prove his assertions, and Avra tutored himon how to go about the research

The Ocean belisk passed on the port side the day after the engi ne overhaul was conpl et ed.
Kiril watched it fromthe railing and thought about Barthel's theory, wondering how correct he
was. His world was taking shape nore each day. He thought he might have it all in the palmof his
hand in a few nore years. The Qbelisks were higher than the air, and the sun did not rise or set
on the Second-born, but grew bright or dim and perhaps hid where nothing but its Iight could be
seen ... He daydreanmed for an instant, and the Obelisk turned scaly and withed like the tail of a
dragon. He shook his head briskly to clear it. In a week the Cbelisk was in the horizon haze.

The smell of the sea changed as they approached the waters of the Bicht. I|slands grew nore
nunerous, sonme with small fishing settlenents and huts on tall poles. The sea frequently rose
above the islands during a storm Bar-Wten learned. It was a rough life. Still people clung like
barnacl es, and he knew the glue that held them was the past. Were the past had meani ng, people
st ayed.

The Trident did brisk trade between the islands, also acting as a haul er and nedi ator. Her
princi pal |oad was destined for Wggi smarche, but she had several tons of tools and nets which
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she' d picked up on other landfalls. Kiril and Barthel helped with the inventory. Bar-Wten drove
one of the notor |aunches that delivered the goods to the islands |acking port facilities.

In these weeks they saw white beaches backed with palmtrees that rustled and crackled in the
breeze, and high green nountains thick with brush no nan had ever craw ed t hrough, and islands so
big there was no way to tell they weren't the mainland until you had sail ed conpletely around one
and seen the sane banyan tree fromtwo directions. Kiril breathed it in and blewit out and took
energy fromit all. At night he ran his hands along his back and felt the ridges of |lash scars
there, asking: Wio did this? | did? Not |. The other one.

The Young One.

He worked with the | oading crews on cargo watches until sweat covered himin a fine sheen. He
hel ped trimand refit piping fromthe nethane tanks and went with the boats to kel p beds to gather
the great underwater trees. On deck they hung in canvas-covered bags until they were cut and
stacked to dry. The snell was outrageous. In a few days, though, they were in neat odorless
bl ocks, boxed and stored for use in the nethane-generation tanks. The wind was fromthe sea, and
the kelp was fromthe sea, and he knew, as he sweated in the day and felt his scars by night, that
the Trident did nothing to the sea that any other sea creature didn't do. He was no | onger a
penitent, a traveler out of fear, but a crewnan of the Trident.

Conversely, Bar-Wten enjoyed the work and grew fanmiliar with the sea, but was not part of the
ship. He could never whol eheartedly join anything again. He worked with the boilers and the engine
and knew them for what they were, pieces of nmetal that filled and punped and thrust, not parts of
a living thing.

Bart hel's ent husi asm sel dom reached him Mst of what the Khemite was |earning from Avra
woul dn't be nuch use to them when they landed in the north and started the trek again. It seened
to Bar-Wten that the original journey was | osing steam |t was being absorbed into this |esser
niggling trip across sea and between i sl ands.

The central island of the Bicht was called Golunbine. It was twenty-five hundred kil oneters
from Weggi smarche. On extrenely cl ear days, the Weggi smarche Obeli sk could be seen fromits
northern side as an alnost invisible line. The Trident sailed around the eastern tip, passing huge
pillars of granite topped with tenples carved fromsolid rock thousands of years ago. Above the
beaches, in the craggy hills, three statues rose fromthe jungle. Each was a hundred neters tall
made from bronze al nost black with the centuries. The central scul pture was a worman danci ng, her
right leg crooked to put her foot just over her left knee, both arns held out with palms up toward
the sky. She was rounded and stocky, built to hold her weight as much as to resenble a wonan. Her
hair radiated in bronze sunbursts, a fan of metal twenty neters w de. To each side her conpanion
statues were serpents curling around central columms of rock white as snow, except where the
bronze had stained them green

The Trident put into the deepwater port in the north of the island eight nonths after |eaving
Mur - es-Werd, and the brown, |ight-baked inhabitants wel coned themto Gol unbine. Liberty was
granted to all aboard the ship but a skeleton watch, of which Bar-Wten was a disgruntled nenber.

That evening the crew of the Trident feasted in a palace made of quartz. It was only the
climax of a heady day spent as near-heroes, wel coned after a |l ong absence at sea by a kingdomthe
Trident had saved from starvation during droughts three years before. The crew and officers were
led along the bund in the late afternoon after the day's business had been conpl eted. They were
seated in a shady building of white wood slats and rattan roofing. Wiile they were served drinks
in the hard rinds of sari, a juicy red-fleshed fruit, wagons pulled by |arge island deer parked in
front. They clinbed in with drinks in hand and were driven along a path that snaked through an
orchard, rose gently to a hilltop, and after an exhilarating downhill gallop, presented themto
the stone city of Mppu

Mappu was at |east ten thousand years old, Avra told Kiril and Barthel as they rode in the
cart. A thousand years ago it had been rebuilt because its stones had grown too worn to be
dignified. In all that tinme it had known only three dynasties of royal famlies. Each had
succeeded without bl oodshed under the decrees of the priests and priestesses of Dat, the goddess
whose statue rose on the island' s eastern peninsula. There had been sonme war with western islands
during the past two hundred years, but Gol unbine was now at peace. Its hundred-and-fifty-kiloneter
| ength supported fifty thousand peopl e confortably.

She finished her history just as the carts pulled up to the crystalline palace. The officers
and crew stepped down and nilled at the base of the white marble steps. Footprints had worn
grooves in the stone. Above the steps a half-circle arch of white quartz led to the al cove of the

main hall. The arch was covered with etched figurines engaged in every aspect of living --
fanni ng, herding, studying, building, eating, nmaking |ove, giving birth, dying. . . coronation and
funerals, life and death in dizzying detail. Barthel patiently ignored them Kiril was |ess
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circunmspect. He walked with the others into the al cove beneath the arch, frustrated and curious to
examine it longer. They were taken into the main hall.

Curtains and banners hung rippling with red and green ribbons tied at their ends, suspended
fromrafters of dark rich wood inlaid with bone and ivory friezes. Low tables covered by white
cloth with a bowl at each place setting awaited them covering the floor of the hall. The nen and
worren and children of the Trident took their seats on pillows. The captain was given a seat of
honor next to a sinple wooden throne.

At one side of the hall was a curtained stage. The curtains coursed with the activity behind
them sequins twinkling in the red and green and blue silk

Everyone stood. Wi spers passed -- the Queen and King were approaching. Kiril expected |ong,
fine robes and blaring trunpets, but there was no fanfare or ponp. He could barely see the throne
over the heads of his crewrates, but what he did see caught himoff guard.

The Queen and King were little nore than a nmeter high, well proportioned and graying wth age,
dressed in sinple gray suits and | acking crowns or any overt signs of distinction. They took their
seats -- the Queen on her throne, the King at her feet. The neal was served.

The first course was clear broth soup with bits of crunchy vegetables floating in it, spiced
with curry. Then canme a dish of wheat grains steaned and topped with a sauce of shellfish and
green beans. The main course was nmatu paka, beef and pork cooked in broth and butter and garni shed
with thick | eaves of sweet cabbage. Barthel picked at it w thout enthusiasm-- pork was a
forbidden itemfor him-- but Kiril thought he'd never tasted anything so delicious. A grain
i queur, sweet and biting, was served with thick creamand a coffeelike brew Dessert followed.
When the conmpany was through with the spiced fruit and creamegg chiffon, the entertai nment began

The curtains drew aside, showing a stage enpty except for voluninous folds of blue cloth
draped over hidden set pieces and |ighted by dozens of insect-wax |anps. A single man dressed in
bl ue rose from behind a draped box and stood on top of it, drawing a fan fromhis shirt and
spreading it wide. He smled, whistled, and beckoned with the fan to the left of the stage.

Sonme of the crew knew what to expect. Many others didn't, and a cry of dismay went up as the
beast stal ked onto the stage. Barthel felt a chill, as though he was seei ng sonethi ng ungodly.

It was about two neters tall and stood on thick, powerful hind | egs, balanced by a sinuous
tail. It was sky blue around its throat and stonmach and dewl aps and enanel green |ike a beetle
everywhere else. Its eyes were red as rubies and ringed with black and orange. It was a
magni ficent animal, its gait as snmpboth as a dancer's, its long nouth studded with glittering
teeth. It bowed to the man in blue and hunkered down in the nmiddle of the stage with its tai
curled under it. It bird-blinked back to front with nictitating nmenbranes as it surveyed the
audi ence. A thick black tongue slithered between iridescent |ips.

A wonman dressed in red baggy pants and shirt stood up and clinbed onto anot her draped
pedestal . She produced a second fan, spread it, and beckoned to the right. A nan-tall, heavy-
beaked bird crossed the stage and perched in front of her, beak open, staring and twisting its
head. It | ooked nore alarmed than its reptile conpanion. A second man sumoned two lions, and a
second wonman brought out a tiger four neters long fromhead to tail with gray-green and white
stripes instead of the usual black and orange. The aninals took their positions quietly.

The first man began a gliding dance around the stage between the aninmals. The tiger Iicked one
paw contentedly. The bird stal ked forward and joined the man in a strange, appealing ballet. The
first woman began her own dance, and the tiger stalked with perfect precision under her swirling
l egs. The reptile stood up

Wth the lions joining in, they becane a shifting in-and-out sequence of fluid bodies and
startling colors. The first dance ended with one wonan riding the tiger and a man | eading the
reptile by a short halter. Kiril couldn't break his eyes away. He expected di saster and
carnivorous reprisal at any instant. As the curtains closed the crew of the Trident crossed their
arns and sl apped their pal ms against their biceps. Kiril and Barthel mnimicked the applause. A grin
covered the Khenite's face, and his eyes sparkled like a child's.

The chandeliers lighting the hall tinkled and quivered slightly. Kiril felt his neck hair
prickling. A low, inaudible vibration passed through the floor and tables. The hall was suddenly
qui et. Behind the curtains the sounds of scuffling and grow s interrupted the silence.

There were no quakes on Hegira. There were no records of quakes except on the Cbelisks; it was
assuned they were plagues visited upon the First-born in nonents of hubris. But very clearly the
pal ace |lights were swaying, and the floor sustained its subsensuous nurnur. The King and Queen
stood up hesitantly, and a retinue of guards surrounded them A man dressed in flow ng, shiny
green robes passed al ong one side of the hall with two |ackeys in red follow ng, each carrying
bow s of incense. They left the hall.

The reptile poked through the curtains and stood on the apron of the stage, uncertain and
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unwilling to junp into the audience. A trainer dressed in black came out and led it backstage
again. Its tail swi shed back and forth like a cat's under the curtain.

Bart hel crouched w de-eyed by the table.

The captain ordered his crew to be seated.

Qutside, it had been dark for an hour and a slight drizzle was falling. The watch on the
Trident felt the trenor as a singing in the hull. Water rippled fromthe shore, and the |ogs of
t he bund creaked.

Bar - Wt en wal ked up the | adder fromthe engine roomand went to the port side to stare out
into the dark. He could see nothing but the patient gleamof the fire doves and snall, fitfu
gl ows of disturbed aninmals in the water. He squinted his eyes, |ooking directly north.

A hand span up fromthe horizon, sonething dimy flickered, and it wasn't a fire dove. It was
in the same vicinity as the Wqggi smarche Qobelisk -- could, in fact, have been the top of the spire
-- and it suggested heat lightning on a warm sumer night. Its flicker sent synpathetic flashes
across the sky |ike nessages between gods.

Suddenly, fromacross the sea, it was daylight. To the south the glow was dull gray and
listless, but in the north the day was full and bright. Bar-Wten saw the Cbelisk clearly, a line
of white drawn fromthe sky down, its top lost in the sheet of daylight glow.

It was no longer vertical. Wth clocklike slowness it changed its angle. The trenble that made
his feet ache and his head throb was a nmuch-reduced and distant effect. The Obelisk was tilting
and falling.

He was enough of a seanman now and had studied the charts enough to know that the fall of
anyt hing of such size would create havoc along that distant sea and coastline. The result would be
nore quakes, and sonething he had never inmagined until now, but knew was inevitable.

The sea would rise fromthe collision of world and spire |ike an unl eashed nonster. He knew
instinctively it would carry itself to Golunbine and beyond. He had no idea how fast such a
vi bration could travel through water or the |and beneath, but it would be rapid.

He ran to the poop deck and toid a cabin boy to take a nessage to the captain. As the boy ran
to the gangway and crossed to the shore, the Ibisian saw the final nmoment of the fall

In awmful silence the spire dropped bel ow the horizon. The daylight flickered and bunked out.

Wth agoni zi ng awareness of his ignorance, Bar-Wten tried to calculate how | ong they had. He
had | earned enough about basic physics in the |ast few nonths to nmake a guess -- it would be
measured in hours instead of mnutes -- but how many? Sound travel ed t hrough rock faster than
through air or water.

In a half hour the crew and hundreds of Gol unbi nes were running along the bund and docks.

The captain boarded without cerenony and issued a call to general quarters. "W're taking the
ship out to sea," he shouted. Sails were rigged and steam was brought up. The boilers protested
the rapi d heating by creaking and poundi ng.

In another half hour the ship was ready to cruise at one third out of the harbor. The
Gol umbi nes followed its exanple, hauling their boats ashore if they were snmall enough or follow ng
the Trident out to sea. Bar-Wten watched the barges and outrigged clippers following in their
wake. In the wavering glow of |anps nounted al ong the sides of the boats, he saw the faces of
sailors working at oars and rigging or sinply waiting, eyes north and nouths w de.

Wien the engines were up to full steam he turned his deck gauge over to another sailor and
went to find Kiril.

The Medi wevan was stowi ng gear with a dozen other nen. Bar-Wten hel ped them and as they
wor ked he asked Kiril what he had read about big waves and the First-born.

"They were called tidal waves,"” Kiril said. "That's about all | know. But we don't have any
tides here -- I'"'mnot even sure they were caused by tides on Earth." He shook his head. They'd
never seen really big waves except those caused by a stormat sea, such as the waves on the
beaches in Mures-Wrd. "If the Qoelisk fell -- "

"It fell!" Bar-Witen said firmy

"Then we probably won't survive."

"What are they going to do on the island?"

"Head for the highest hills they can find. O behave as people usually do and be washed out to
sea. | don't know The captain warned them but he doesn't know what he's tal ki ng about any nore
than the rest of us."

The Trident was four kilometers northwest of the island when the captain decided the water was
deep enough. The sails were furled, and all the ship's hatches battened and bolted. The bow was
swung about in the direction of the belisk, and the boilers cooled. The excess nethane in the
tanks and fire chanber was blown out the rear through valves. Al conpressed gas tanks were double
seal ed and anchored to the deck plates and beans with thick rubber-coated chains.
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It was quiet. The crew secured thensel ves bel ow decks to stanchi ons and bul khead hooks, using
slipknots in case they had to abandon ship. The Trident made her usual share of ship noises. The
wat er | apped agai nst her steel hull

An hour and a hah7 after the fall the distant island hummed and wailed |ike a bottled denon.
The deck watch and the captain and officers on the bridge observed through binoculars. Trees cast
off their |eaves like dogs shivering water

Fromthe north they could hear a wind rising. It sounded |like a noaning woman. In the dark,
cl ouds began to build and obscure the fire doves along the horizon

The ship's electrical systemwas shut off. Bel ow decks, the crew |ighted hand-hel d candl es.

Above the Trident, the sky whipped itself into a glittering frosty green foam Snow fell in
hand- si zed flakes onto the ship and the sea. The air chilled, then becane as warm as a m d- sunmer
ni ght and thick with noisture. Water dribbled down the bul kheads.

Ahead, kiloneters off, a mound of sea rose across the entire horizon

"That's it," Prekari said.

The bow junped and the ship screanmed. Rivets popped along the deck like bullets. Wth the
speed of a cargo boom hauling a light | oad, the wave brought the ship to its manmmoth peak, bucked
it about in white water and foam and twisted it around. It lurched sideways into a trough like a
t oboggan down a sl ope of snow, veering and weaving, water pouring over its decks. The ni zzenmast
snhapped free fromthe poop deck and toppled over, breaking lines and driving the spanker spar
through the steel plates of the deck Iike an arrow. Barthel stared at the splintered shaft, barely
a nmeter fromwhere he was strapped down.

The dog-tail waves that foll owed bounced the Trident vigorously, but she took themwth little
trouble. In the wake of the big wave the water churned and boil ed. Things rose fromthe sea bottom
that had | ain undisturbed for centuries. A barnacled and crunpl ed weck bobbed to the surface
al nost under the Trident, masts and hull above water for several seconds before it sank like a
stone. The sea was cl ouded and silty, and big gouts of bubbling rmud expl oded.

Tangl ed knots of seaweed floated like the hair of drowned womnen.

Achi ng and shaken, the crew untied thensel ves and scranbl ed on deck to see what could be done.

They shook their heads in disbelief. Sone cried -- nen, wonen, and children alike. People hugged
each other like long lost friends.
"It's not over yet," Bar-Wten said. No one listened -- they were wild with elation and danced

on the deck as the air grew noist again. Snow drifted peacefully to the deck. A snapping cold w nd
raced over the ship and painted hoarfrost on the rigging.

The captain called fromthe bridge for all to brace. A second wave was coning, |arger than the
first.

They had only a few nminutes to get below and tie thenselves in again. The Trident took water
in her bilges faster than the punps could renpve it and rode |lower by a nmeter, listing slightly as
she turned into the approachi ng nmountai n.

Kiril helped tie the last errant child and took hold of the edges of a beam knowi ng he had no
time to rope hinself. H's stomach seened to fall to his feet. Qutside was a sound none had ever
heard before -- the insane deafening roar of atonms being destroyed. A flash covered the sky.

The ship plunged. The bul khead of an aft conpartment separated and bent like the metal in a
child' s toy. Kiril swung around and |l ost his grip, bounced off a secured collection of crates, and
fell somewhere, he didn't know where. It was dark at the bottom

Thirteen

Gol umbi ne was al nbst unrecogni zabl e. The wharves and bunds were gone or covered with nud and silt.
The | ong boat houses had been ground into wet and splintered wood, and the boats were scattered
wreckage. The island lay quiet as a tonb. No one noved. The ship drifted into the filthy harbor
fragments of wood and corpses of animals and humans bunpi ng agai nst her bow. The city of Mappu was
not visible fromthe ocean and nmay have been protected by its surround of hills, but they could
see no activity at all. To a height of fifty meters the wooded hills were ragged and stri pped.

Dat and one of her guardians still stood upright, though sneared with weed and rmud to the
wai st. The ot her serpent columm wasn't visible. The daylight was mlky and i nconplete, the north
gray and dark.
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Deathly tired, retching fromthe snmell of corruption in the warmstill air, the people of the
Trident watched as their ship dropped anchor

Bar - Wt en cane on deck, his face pale and |lined with grease and dirt. Barthel stood by the
railing on the main deck and stared listlessly at the island.

"He has sone broken ribs,"” the |bisian said. Barthel nodded. "Sonething nmay be wong with his
head too. The doctor doesn't know for sure."”

There was no tide to scour the beaches or take the flotsamout to sea. Only a nild seaward
current flowed through the harbor. In a few nore days the whol e area woul d be an aquatic pesthole
rife with disease, unless sonething was done to clear it out.

In the early afternoon, Bar-Wten acconpanied the first boat to go ashore. They scranbled up a
saggi ng wooden dock that had been driven half its length ashore and stood on the crunbling renains
of the log and brick bund. A few birds scolded themfromthe naked tree as they wal ked on the
ragged roadway inl and.

The waves had burrowed up the inland passage with concentrated force, leaving the hills
spattered with nud and twisted foliage. But the water had spent its force against the great stone
boul der that forned a partial gateway to the valley of Mappu. It had coursed down the hi ghway and
spilled into the river that ran through the city. Mappu itself |ooked a little shaken and sone of
its buildings were cracked and | eaning precariously, but on the whole it had survived well. Only a
few islanders had stayed in the city, however, the old or very young, and they |ooked dazed, with
wild, staring eyes. They could only point and say everyone had gone to Dat.

The shore party halted at the pal ace gates and reconnoitered. Bar-Wten and three others were
instructed by the first mate to take the dirt path to the eastern peninsula about ten kil onmeters
away and see how many islanders were actually at the statues. The others would go deeper into the
val |l ey and determ ne how nmany had hidden in the inland caves beyond Mappu

Dark clouds stacked to the south and rushed with unusual haste toward the island. Bar-Wten
wat ched t hunder heads grow, visibly billow ng and darkeni ng. Sheets of silent |ightning played
bet ween t hem

The party marched through thick, buggy jungle when the first downpour hit. Taking shelter
beneath a broad, leafy ironwod tree, they waited as narbl e-si zed drops of water pumrel ed the
forest and roadway. The storm abated to a fine drizzle, fading the trees into rustling gray giants
and decorating the |l eaves with crystal beads. The bird noises resuned. Insects rose in puffs and
bl asts, haunting every step in the ankle-deep nud. Large spiders, red and tan, crossed the path
wi t h hi gh-prancing steps and chal |l enged the hikers with raised forelinbs. The |bisian forged ahead
and shooed them aside with a broken palmfrond. In a few mnutes the end of the frond was sticky
wi t h webbi ng.

Two of the party were wonen, one mddl e-aged and graying with knotted nuscles on her arns and
cal ves, tough as any nman; the other slender and young with a close-cut shag of hair. The second
man was an engi ne-watch officer, ten years younger than Bar-Wten, but just as know edgeable in
the ways of jungles. They swapped short, breathless stories on jungle life. Bar-Wten told of the
years he'd spent in the Pais Vermagne, searching for the city of the Firstborn. It was the first
any had heard of his long trek, and they asked |ots of questions, sonme of them pointed. He deftly
avoi ded incrinminating answers.

The path enmerged on a white sand beach that had avoi ded the nmajor inpact of the deluge. They
wal ked across the hard-packed, danmp sand for a half hour, then crossed a nuddy jungle streamfrom
the hills. The path picked up again a few steps beyond and | ed themover a rise into the valley
where the statues stood.

Dat had been inposing fromthe sea; now she was overwhel m ng. The waves had toppl ed one of her
guardi ans. The serpent columm lay at her feet, half-buried in nud and foliage. Seated in silence
around the valley, on the fallen colum, at the base of Dat, and even on the crest of the cliffs
twenty or thirty nmeters higher, were at |east ten thousand people. They stared with wi de, clear
eyes at the goddess's face, hands folded in their laps. The tiny king and queen sat ampbng them
i ncense bearers nearby.

Bar - Wot en sat on an unoccupi ed rock and notioned for the others to follow his exanple.

Toget her they stared at Dat and thought their own thoughts.

They were all lucky to be alive.

Kiril's chest was tightly wapped with bandages, and it hurt to breathe. There was a funny
di sl ocated feeling around his shoulders. He couldn't focus both eyes on a single object for very
| ong. Vague shapes noved around himin the dark

I"'min the infirmary, he told hinsel f. Sonething happened to ne. | night have fallen down
stairs. Slipped.
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He renmenbered not hi ng about the waves.

He dreanmed fuzzy dreans for a long tinme -- nonths it seened -- about riding the balloons in
Medi weva, reading the Obelisk texts, nmeeting and becoming friendly with and | oving El ena, spending
afternoons in the park around the pronenade in the village of G dal ha, where the birds sang even
past dark and the air snelled of frangipani fromthe village censers breathing out their holiday
smel | s.

He tal ked to the doctor and his nurse occasionally, but there were a lot of small injuries to
be treated, and cases much nore serious than his own. Bar-Wten and Barthel were both on the
i sland, so he spent nost of his time al one.

The sounds of riveting and hanmmering and sawing came to himday and night. He slowy
renenber ed what had happened.

He overheard that one third of Golunbine's popul ati on, seventeen thousand people, had died in
the waves. Mst of the native boats had been swanped at sea or wecked ashore. Twenty crewren on
the Trident had been badly hurt and three were dead.

He slept. He led a disjointed existence for two weeks.

The day finally came when he was allowed to wal k by hinself and go on deck. He | ooked north.
It was still gray, but the south was bright and warmand inviting. The island was disheveled, with
an intent, serious | ook of recovery. People repaired the docks and bund. Long lines carried pails
of bricks and nortar back and forth in an endl ess stream Masons applied and cenented, working by
torchlight at night.

The snell of death was al nost gone. Boats still cruised the harbor, dredging for bodies and
taking themout to sea for deep-water burial. The majority of the flotsam had been sal vaged for
rebui I ding boats. Only a few floating tree trunks provided a hazard to navigation. The water was a
cl ear blue-green again

The weat her had changed. Wnds fromthe north were col der, and everyone on the Trident knew
that meant only one dung. The Cbelisk that had once risen high over Weggi smarche and Pal | asta and
the other countries below the Pale Seas was now gone. Wat that had done to the Trident's honel and
none could say -- but they weren't optimstic.

The very thought that an Obelisk could fall was shaking. Added to the starry sky of nine
mont hs past, it neant nothing was going to be as it had been. But how many nore di sasters would
hit then?

Kiril had known things were awmy for two and a half years, ever since Elena had been changed
It was a matter of escal ation, not begi nnings.

The Trident needed repairs which would take at |l east two nonths. In that tinme those who
weren't directly involved with the work were given |l eave to help on the island. Shoreline
comunities had to be rebuilt fromthe ground up, and in sone cases repopul at ed.

In the wake of the disaster the island no | onger nourned.

Rat her a mood of frenetic work prevailed. By sone fluke there were nore nen on the island than
worren now, by about two to one. This didn't conflict with the past at all, as pol yandry had been
an accepted practice. But it created a host of problens for the nen.

Kiril spent his |last days of recovery touring the island, wal king or riding on the half-
repaired roads, and visiting the sites where the Trident's crew was hel ping rebuild.

He stayed for two days in Mappu as a consultant in reshelving the religious library. The
second day he sat in the tunble of stone shelves and scrolls with a group of priest-initiates and
expl ai ned the practice of setting up a card catal og, stunbling between Teutan and rudi mentary
Gol unmbi ne.

A bl ack-hai red, unber-skinned woman entered the library and snapped her ringers conmandi ngly.
They all |ooked up, Kiril frowning. She wore a sari-like dress that covered her fromankle to
shoul der. Her expression was nild and gentle, and when she spoke she used the proper words of
apol ogy, but she obviously expected their conplete attention.

A formal choosing of husbands woul d begin at dusk in Mappu's ritual plaza. Al unchosen nal es
were required to be there. She added, with a neutral glance at Kiril, that foreigners were also
invited. "The obligations, in any case, will be tenporary,” she explained to himin Teutan. Then
she smled, turned delicately, and wal ked out.

It was the last thing Kiril wanted to be involved in. The initiates buzzed with interest and
specul ation. It took himsome mnutes to bring the discussion back to the catal og.

Bar - Wten and Barthel wal ked across the half-finished bund and hired a taxi to take themto the
ritual plaza. They were passing through a side street in Mappu, their driver hissing his animal on
and flapping the reins, when they saw Kiril.

They ordered the taxi to stop and invited himto join them He was too tired to think nuch
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about where they were going. He assunmed they were on their way to supper. He clinbed into the
carriage, and the taxi picked up speed.

The ritual plaza was a broad, open square paved in ochre stone bricks, with a deep conmuna
cistern at its center and a rise of stone seats at one end. Thousands of years ago the plaza had
been the scene of sacrifices, whether aninal or human the Gol unmbi nes were reluctant to say. Now it
served as a civic center when the island council net.

The seats were filled with bustling and chattering wonen, dressed in cerenonious red and green
wrappi ngs, their hair flowi ng over their shoulders and their eyes bright with interest. The pl aza
was enpty, but crowds of nmen clustered at both sides | ooking anxi ous and nervous. The taxi let the
three out at the edge of the plaza, Kiril realized they weren't going to dinner

"What are we doing here?" he asked quietly. Bar-Wten grinned and said nothing. Too tired to
put up any fuss, he stood with them willing to watch the proceedings but not to participate. Hs
ribs still ached a little.

The late afternoon was still warmand sultry. Birds squawked in the jungle beyond the plaza's
boundary. A tall priest dressed in green walked to the top of the wall around the well and call ed
for order in a loud, clear voice. Wen he had everybody's attention he told the crowd on all three
sides that the choosing coul d begin.

Kiril wearily tried to find a hint of noral fault with what was going on, but couldn't. He'd
seen too nmuch grief and nmisery in the streets of Mappu in the |ast few weeks to grudge this
organic respite. There was anxiety in the crowd, but also joy and anticipation. He couldn't
visual i ze what the result would be -- a series of ritual marriages? O arranged orgies to
stinmulate a new, fresh tide of children? It all seened very renote. He watched with objective
i nterest.

The nen at the opposite side of the plaza stepped forward and arranged thenselves in front of
the stone seats, each standing two steps from his neighbor to be seen clearly. The first row of
worren went anong the men and | ooked over them sharply, haggling with each other. For a spectator
it wasn't entrancing. Al together about six thousand people filled the plaza, with twice as nany
men as there were wonen.

The haggling continued until dusk. Torches set in stands along the plaza |ighted the
proceedi ngs. The wonen nmade their choices fromthe first group. About three hundred nmen went away
unchosen.

Gol unbi ne priests then urged the second group to take its position. Kiril was caught up in the
crowd, sonething he hadn't bargained for, and was pushed forward despite his protests. "I'm not
supposed to be here,"” he said, but the nen surrounding himthought he was only trying to find a
better frontline position. Bar-Wten was lost in the press, and he couldn't see them

He shrugged his coat back onto his shoulders. It was useless. No one woul d choose hi manyway.
The nmen fell quiet as the wonen started to pass anong them Most of the wonen snmiled at Kiril, but
paid little attention -- he was fromthe Trident, not a native. It wasn't wise to get involved
with a sailor.

He felt depressed after an hour under the dark sky. Few fire doves were visible. Brighter ones
woul d bunk into viewin a few mnutes, and others would rise, but for the monent it was dark with
only torchlight to guide the wonen.

One girl a few years younger than Kiril stopped and tried to talk to him It was no good. He
knew very little dialect, and she knew nothing in Teutan beyond anenities. She | ooked hi mover
frostily and noved on.

Irritated and nervous he shifted on his feet and wondered when it would be over. His |legs were
aching and his chest itched beneath his bandages.

Anot her women stepped up to examine him He held out his armwhen asked, then blinked and
| ooked at her nore closely. She was the wonan who' d nade the announcenent in the library and spoke
excell ent Teutan. She asked how he was feeling.

"Fine," he said, his nouth dry. She inspected himlike a doctor, but with | ess coarseness than
the other wonen. Finally she took his hand and put it on her waist, the signal she had chosen nun

"But I'mnot in the -- the conpetition," he said.

"Conme with ne."

He passed Bar-Wten, who raised an eyebrow, then grinned broadly and grunted deep in his
t hroat .

"Dam you!" Kiril whispered. "Get ne out of this!"

"I amUal," the woman said. "I |ike you because | think you' re probably pretty smart. You
smart ?"

"Dunb as an ox," Kiril said.

"I don't think so!" she said, her voice rising to a pretty peak
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"I'"ll have to go back on the ship, so this is all useless."”

She shook her head, no, and he suddenly found hinself willing. Sonething sinply snapped and he
caught the spirit, and his body grew warm and he |iked the touch of her hand.

"You'll be excused for a while," she said. "You work here now anyway."

They left the plaza and followed a twi sting, dark road through Mappu. Hundreds of fire doves
were out |ike glowing insects now He wanted to take her then and there, with an insane pressure
he could hardly control. But she kept his hand loosely in hers and led himthrough a gate into a
courtyard.

"I don't feel too well,’

somet hi ng made hi m say. She sniled back, and he knew he was |ying.

Fourt een

The inside of the courtyard was paved with tile and had a fountain in the niddle, a bronze dish
supported by stone lions so old they were al nost shapel ess. Lanplight cane through the upper

wi ndows of the house at the end of the yard. A jagged crack ran fromthe rounded top of the door
frame to a wi ndow above. It all looked as old as the fountain. Next to it, Ual was as fresh and
young as a flower.

They went through the door and stood in a hallway across the front of the house, doors at
either end. He asked why the hall had no door in the mddle, and she said that was to keep the
gingerii out -- denbns. Denobns could only travel in a straight |line. She quickly denonstrated that
there was no way a denon could get fromthe door to the end of the hall in a straight line in
either direction. Kuril nodded. She led himto the right and opened the door with an iron key tied
around her wai st.

She left himstanding alone in a small, bare roomwith a wi ndow at eye level in the outer
wall. He sat on a snmooth wooden bench, crossing his |legs. Elena cane to m nd, and he frowned.
Sonething feral was working in him He turned his guilt into a kind of anger at Elena; she had no
right to expect himto be inhumanly chaste.

"This is the household of ny brother, Hual ao," she told himwhen she returned. "He died in the
waves." Kiril apol ogi zed, and she | ooked at himcuriously.

"You had nothing to do with it."

"But I"'msorry he's dead.”

"I'f he wasn't dead, you wouldn't be here. Your ship would have sailed away, and |I'd have never
even thought about choosing you."

Kiril nodded, though he didn't understand. He followed her into a high-ceilinged roomfilled
with a stone hearth, a heavy plush rug, and confortably padded rattan furniture.

"I"'ma virgin," she said. He nodded agreeably until he realized what she'd said. He felt

stupid and clunmsy. This was a sensuous ocean island -- weren't all girls soon experienced here?
Hi s nervousness trebl ed.

"But you won't be able -- "he began to say.

" TR

"I"'msorry," he said.

"You're sorry all the tine."

"I"lIl be sleeping out here," he said. In Mdiweva husbands al ways spent the first few nights
sl eeping separately fromtheir wives. It supposedly built up friendship and confidence and
confirmed the relationship in the eyes of God.

"You'll be cold. You don't want to sleep out here."

"Why did you choose me? | can't stay in Golunbine. |I'd make a very poor husband."
"You don't like me?" she asked. "lI'mvery likable. Lots of nen want ne."

"I like you -- | want you very nuch."

"You don't sound sure.”

"How ol d are you, Ual ?"

"Marriage age."

"l nmean, how many years?"

"That is one word |'ve never been able to understand."

They took seats next to each other on a divan with cotton cushions. Kiril told her what a year
was, and she | aughed. Wthout Obelisk texts to influence a person, Hegira was virtually tineless,
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divided only into night and day. Seasons weren't inportant when the prevailing w nds were warm and
the currents brought a tropical surge day in, day out.

"I am many, many days old," she said. "I nust be nany years old, nmaybe fifty."

"No," he said. "You can't be fifty. |I'd say you're about twenty. Maybe twenty-two."

"That nust be your age."

"About," he said. "I'mtwenty-one, very young."

"Marriage age."

"But | can't stay."

"That's okay. | will have many other husbands, perhaps before you | eave."

He hel d his hands together between his knees and swal |l owed. He'd al nbost forgotten. Sonething
ached inside him and it wasn't his healing rib cage.

"I"'mnot used to that, Ual," he said. "Wiere | cone from a nan can only have one wife."

"Sane here, sonetinmes," she said

"But a woman can only have one husband."

"Ch." She | ooked at his hands and put her hand on them "Listen. | am an inportant wonan here.
Lots of nen want to marry ne. But | aminportant enough I won't need to have nore husbands unti
after you go. Ship will stay here another ..." she paused. "Thirty or forty days. Part of a year.
I can wait. | like you enough to wait."

He didn't know what to do. But soneone inside of himdid. He held her hand up to his and
kissed it. It renmi nded him of kissing Elena's hand, but not in an unpleasant way. It was as if all
wonen were wonderfully the same, with the sane ability to soothe and attract . . . and to hurt
terribly if he didn't handle things right. If he did something wong. He felt very m xed up, but
wonderful . "1'm honored," he whispered.

"That's the way," she said. "Now | know why | picked you. You're a virgin too!"

Kiril opened and closed his mouth like a fish. He resented her inplication all the nore
because it was true. He | ooked at her steadfastly. "Wy would you want to choose a virgi n? Both of
us will be stumbling in the dark."

"There will be no advantages . . . Both will learn.™

She had noved no closer to him but the heat of her body and her subtle perfunme were already
bothering him There were many texts on the Obelisks that gave intinmate details of the |love habits
of the First-born. There was no reason to think things were any different on the far island of
Gol umbi ne. But did they kiss with their |ips?

It was necessary for himto find out.

They did, and apparently by long tradition.

He was still nervous as she stroked the back of his neck and nibbled at his nose. But he noted
with some pride that it wasn't a debilitating anxiety. He knew little about disrobing a young
worman, but Gol unbine's fashions weren't nearly as difficult to remove as Medi weva's had been. He
ruefully remenbered having tried several tines with Elena. If the stays and girdl es had been | ess
restrai ning she night have given in. But he had been ham handed and both had retreated in
di scour agenent .

Ual did not retreat. She hel ped. He grew accustoned to her wllingness, but it took some tine
to get used to her unnerving famliarity with his own clothing and his own person.

He thought of Elena, not with guilt, but with a sharp, grieving pain. By rights this should
have been her night, her privilege -- their privilege -- and not the smiling, willing joy of an
urmber - ski nned wonan in a | and El ena had never heard of. Knowing this, and feeling the stab, he
understood with nore than his mnd that he had no choi ce.

Al'l of Gol unmbi ne was denanding a rebirth. W was he to resist? He went with her to a room
illum nated by snall oil |anps, where there was a thick, soft mattress woven of rattan and cotton
yarn covered with a sheet of fine linen. The sheet was printed with blocks and circles of purple
and brown. As she renoved her final garnment, a small pair of pants with a skirt around them and
turned to face him he felt his entire chest alternately weakening and growi ng strong with the
push-pull of his heart and lungs. It was a flutter he'd never felt before, a thick-running
excitement that was a mixture of terror and pride.

He was afraid of hurting her. She pulled himdown, her eyes so dark in the dimlanplight that
he couldn't see their whites, just narrow gaps of brown, al nost bl ack

Later, her hips and thighs crimsoned, she took his hand and noved hi moff the bed. She
gathered up the cloth and cut it into small strips with a sharp knife. Then in the sitting room
she soaked it in oil and put it in the fire. She squatted before it, an awesone, youthful idol
flames mrrored in her eyes.

She cl eaned both of themoff with a soft wet rag and spread anot her sheet |ike the first.
Kiril found it hard to go to sleep quickly. He stayed awake an hour or nore |onger than Ual

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (40 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:57 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

staring into the dark.

Fifteen

Birds rose fromthe | ake, pink and white and m dni ght blue, as Bar-Wten plunged his paddle into
the water and scooted the reed boat along. Jungle circled the | ake and even extended onto it on
long legs of twisted roots. Birds and aquatic lizards flocked across the roots in squawki ng
conflict. The sky was a hot, pale blue. The north was no | onger dark. Through a snpked gl ass a
bright band of light could be seen extending fromthe western Cbelisk and wi dening to form an
ovoi d where the northern Obelisk had been

A head with glittering, opalescent eyes rose in the water where he was about to dip his
paddl e, making himjerk his arm back. The head vani shed, and water sprayed with the swish of a

tail. This was no | ake for unaided swinmers. Insects as long as a finger scurried over it and
di pped below to pierce small fish and tadpoles with wi cked nandi bl es. They could just as easily
bite through an unwary hand. Wite snakes -- a delicate side dish for the Gol unbines -- gathered

in floating | acework col onies to swi mand bask.

The | ake was a soup of life. It was tepid and brackish at one end, clogged with |eech-infested
reeds and matted algae. It did not smell too offensive because the wind was fresh and strong. The
wind dried off the sweat of his paddling and made the jungle humand whistle. Drifts of spider web
floated fromthe trees.

He brought the boat up onto a dirt enbanknment and pulled it out of the water. Then he sat on a
nmossy rock to think. His foot found a hold in the spotted gray stone, and he bent to exam ne the
niche. It was nore than a rock -- it was a head. Wrn gray eyes peered at him eyebrows cracked
and covered with lichen. The stone nose was half-buried in thick danp soil. Ageless idols were not
rare here, but the head still fascinated him He had often dreaned of exploring |ong-deserted
cities. Perhaps tenples existed in the jungle that could begin to slake that thirst. But the deep
jungl e wasn't recomended for inexpert visitors.

He had borrowed the boat and crossed the lake to find a place to sit and think alone and in
relative silence. But now that he was alone, he couldn't concentrate. His nmind kept drifting off
into the past, but that way led to bl ood and cruelty and m nd-bl anked hatred. It also renmi nded him
of a great |ove for Sul ay.

He still felt sad for Sulay. The nenories welled up, and he couldn't put them aside: The day
he had fought with the bear and |ost his eye, and that evening as the surgeons had bandaged him.

Sul ay had stood over himin the dark and firelight with the dark forest all around, chuckling
and reassuring. "You're Bear-killer now. . . Wten wuld be proud, and so woul d the Thunder-
Bearer, El oshim"

Years later, as an aide to the general, he had been given the pick of the captured Khemtes to
choose a servant from Tired fromthe fighting and feeling dirty with bl ood and sel f-anger, Bar-
Wit en had recogni zed a face anong the children. Barthel -- "Servant of Bar," originally nanmed Anma
bin Akka -- had been small, dark, and scrappy with nore spirit and fear and hate than Bar-Wten
had ever thought he could control. But the young Khenite had taken to Bar-Wten as if to a second
father, imtating himand absorbing all he had to teach, although retaining his Momadan faith. For
years Bar-Wten had trusted the Khenmite not to plunge a knife into his back. There was good reason
for himto try, Bar-Wten knew -- but the Khemte didn't know.

And Bar-Wten would never tell, because his stomach heaved at the nenory. It was just as well
that Barthel had hi dden under reed baskets that day in Khem and seen so little.

An insect crawmed up his leg, and he let it clinb onto his finger, chancing that it m ght
sting or prick, but it did nothing, and he set it off on the jungle floor.

He brought out bis |eather pouch and ate. Wat was nost terrible of all was that he didn't
feel nearly as guilty as he should. He took his pain with a sort of zest. He knew he coul d repeat
the past at any tinme, because though forbidding, it wasn't nearly as frightening as what |ay
ahead. Establishing fanmiliar territory in the future was necessary, even though the | andnarks
shoul d be bl ood and destructions.

Bar - Wt en shook his head slowy, chewing on his piece of fruit. He packed his waste into the
| eat her pouch and put the boat in the river to continue his journey.

Col unmbi ne of fered any nunber of marvels to the casual eye. There were deep green gorges
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sl ashed by | ong plunmes of waterfalls where circular rai nbows dazzl ed. There were nulticol ored
reptil e herds, some carnivorous but nmpost not, that stal ked through the forest on then- hind feet,
hunti ng or browsing on the | ower branches and ferns. Butterflies as wide as two hands thunb-to-

t hunb bobbed in and out of shadow. There were marble quarries and quartz hill sides.

And there was Mappu itself, where nen were in abundance, and neither he nor Barthel found
thensel ves in nuch demand. He sniled at that, thinking of Kirn's distress.

He was envious. He'd grown a little bored with the wonen of the Trident.

Bart hel | ooked at the maps laid out before himon a forecastle capstan and drew his finger
al ong the Bicht of Weggi snarche. There was a small circle that showed the forner position of the
bel i sk. He used a pencil to sketch in the probable path of the fall.

Their trade route took themthrough several broad curves from Gol unbi ne to southern
Weggi smarche. Dependi ng on what they found after delivering their chief cargo -- saffron and
several other ton-lots of spice -- they'd make a brief journey into the Pale Seas to pick up goods
in the port of Danmbapur, the farthest northern city of Weggismarche's tiny sister-state, Nin. Then
they'd sail with the currents to the southeast and begin another long circle, which, in five or
six years, would again end i n Weggi smar che.

If there was nothing |left of Weggi smarche their plans would have to change, of course. At any
rate Barthel knew that Bar-Wten, Kiril, and hinself would probably | eave the ship before then
They might travel along the coast of the Pale Seas, though the map showed little of what lay in
those regions beyond a cursory trace of probable coastal zones.

He was reluctant to |l eave the Trident. He'd learned a | ot on the ship and gai ned sone
i ndependence fromthe Bey by being able to do his own work and think his own thoughts. But his
loyalty was still too strong to break. He'd go where the Bey went, and Kiril probably would as
wel | .

He had seen Kiril with his "wife" the day before at one of Mappu's vegetable markets. Kiri
had appeared contented. That puzzled Barthel. Changes in nen's noods or nores always puzzled him
The Bey had been the way he was since Barthel had known him given allowances for tines and
strenuous circunstances. But Kiril, closer to Barthel's age, seened rmuch nore changeabl e. Bart hel
wondered if he hinmself could show fluctuations as broad. He didn't think so.

Wrk on the port hull of the Trident was nearly finished. In a few weeks the ship would be
ready to leave, and they'd all have to detach thenselves from Gol unbi ne. He was gl ad he didn't
have nmany detachnents to make.

Captain Prekari made his usual mdafternoon inspection of the repairs, carrying rolls of
ship's plans in netal tubes, as Bar-Wten canme aboard. He went to his cabin aad saluted the
captain in passing, dropped his goods on the narrow doubl e bunk he shared with Barthel -- who took
the upper berth -- and went aft to shower under freshwater punps. He didn't trust the baywater
yet. No one did. The saltwater punps were detached for the tine they'd spend in the harbor

He soaked hinsel f down and used |ye soap to scrub off.

Kiril cane aboard two hours later, haggard and irritable. Barthel showed himthe map course
but didn't ask any questions. The evening nmeal was quiet. Those who had worked all day on the ship
and those who had been ashore all day | ooked equally fatigued.

Just after dusk Kiril lay on a |ower berth in the cabin he shared with three other nen and
listened to sonmeone striking up a dance with pipes and tanbourine on the quarterdeck. He was too
tired to think, though Ual came to nmind before he went to sleep. He had been hel ping two of her
hal f-brothers repair the cracks in the house that day. It had taken a great deal of nortar mixing
and masonry, and his hands were raw. He had told her he had to be on board this evening for watch,
too weary to face the planned famly festivities after the day was done. Still, just before sleep
he m ssed her warnth and wi shed he had stayed behi nd.

He dreaned about wal king with Elena to the tenple of Dat in the ol der section of Mappu. She
offered up torn strips of cloth, and the statue bent to accept themw th a

flam ng hand. The statue was not dark-bronze, but mirror-bright silver; and the cloth strips
turned to ice and nelted away in the flanes, hissing. He woke in the nmorning with a drai ned
feeling and wondered what El ena woul d have been doing, in any case, on Gol unbi ne.

The norale of the ship was at a | ow ebb. They had no idea what had happened i n Weggi smar che,
whet her there was any country to return to or not. They feared not.

Sone fights broke out, and the aninosities they caused were difficult to settle. The captain
avoi ded direct contact with the crew, which Bar-Wten knew was a standard tactic in times of
unresol vabl e tension. Wrk on the ship slowed somewhat, and the quality of the work declined.

More and nore of the crew were wi thdrawn from hel pi ng the Gol unbi nes and assigned to repair
details on the Trident, allow ng shorter shifts. Kiril sweated for a day the possibility he would
be withdrawn al so, but he renained.
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At midday, his library instruction duties over, he went to Ual's clan honme and hel ped fix the
famly meal. It was everybody's duty to contribute sonething to the late afternoon repast. Kiri
was no good as a cook, so he helped with the cleaning and basic preparation of the raw food. Ua
and one sister did nost of the cooking.

The fam |y was huge by any standard. The rel ations of the various nenbers to each other were
difficult to understand and inpossible for Kiril to renenber. He stunbl ed al ong as best he could
and tried to keep his astoni shnment and indignation in check. Fam |y standards for breeding were
much | ooser than in Mediweva. Dat, he learned fromUal, was the product of her own extratenporal
union with the ocean god, Nepheru-Shaka. She was her own nother then, and her own daughter
Nepher u- Shaka was concei ved (again out of tine) by Dat and the island god, Ashlok -- both of whom
were female, but Ashlok |less definitely so. Fromthis Trinity -- with Ashlok as the only
unbegotten and unexpl ai ned part -- canme all the other forces, gingerii, minor gods, and the
seventy-nine Notions that conprised the | oose pantheon of CGolunbine. It was a very intellectua
religion, quite static. By any definition of culture the Gol unbi ne popul ati on shoul d have crunbl ed
into form ess bands and gone through the agonies of cultural renaissance |ong ago. But the culture

was stable and showed no signs of decay. Kiril, struggling to ignore the | essons of First-born
history as recorded on the Obelisks, specul ated the Gol unbi nes were flexible in other ways.
Certainly the famly group was flexible. They seened to follow the exanple of their gods -- first

cousins were allowed to marry; even, in certain circunstances, brother and sister

The generic nane of Ual's fam |y was Punapilhi, with the ending "hi" whistled. Wthin that
group name, seldom used, were other names denoting people living together under one roof, people
wi shing to be naned as a subgroup for various reasons, associations of artisans within the famly
and other relations that escaped Kiril.

Ual herself was directly involved with famly planning. She was a representative in what the
Trident's crew called "the Rebirth Committee." Its main function was to keep Col unbi ne's diverse
fam |y groups together and encourage the production of healthy children. They had a crude but
surprisingly effective nethod of fam |y counseling on good breeding. To an extent this made them
mat chmaker s

Ual's natural father accepted Kiril w thout coment. Ual had several fanmily fathers -- her
natural father was not even her favorite. All her fathers -- and at one count Kiril found six --
had been husbands to her nother, who was a pleasant, plunmp old wonan, no great beauty now, but
handsome and jovial. Kiril took a shine to her

Ual treated Kiril in public like a favorite brother, and in private little differently, but
with extended liberties. H s state of husbandship was not stressed, nor formalized by ritual, for
he wasn't yet a father. She didn't discourage himfromsetting up relationships with other fenales
inthe famly group, but Kiril had no inclination to do so. The whol e arrangenent was at tines a
strain on him After a nmonth of "narriage," he slept aboard the Trident nore often. He disliked
himself for not fitting in, but he knew the reasons why. Hs whole being was alien to their way of
life.

It was difficult to face the fact -- a very un-Kristian fact -- that there were nmany ways of
bei ng happy, prosperous, and pious in human experience. Sonme of those ways contradicted one
anot her.

As his disenchantnment increased, his love for Ual also increased. Halfhearted, sick with
conflict, he struggled with hinmself. He couldn't let things ride until the Trident offered her own
solution. He had to act sooner

Ual did not beconme pregnant in the first nonth. Her period canme, sonething Kiril knew very
little about, and she was sequestered until the nmenstrual flow had ceased. This had never been the
customin Mediweva, but Kiril accepted it. It gave himtime to think clearly.

Wien she cane out of seclusion, her work with the Rebirth Committee absorbed her for a few
nore days. They saw very little of each other. Then Kiril managed to pull her away from her
omi present family, fromher position on the Cormittee, but not from her preoccupation wth
thoughts of both. At first she only half listened as he tried to explain his difficulties.

They sat in the enpty vegetable market of Mappu in the late afternoon of a religious holiday.
A faint breeze scattered bits of dried twigs and | eaves across the ground, sounding |ike the tick
of dogs' claws on pavenent. He told her he was finding it hard to be happy.

"You' ve said nothing before," she told him

"I"ve been trying to explainit to nyself. | can't."
"Because you're going, that's why you' re unhappy."”
"That may be. But al so because | can't fit into what you do, with your famly and all. I'ma

wanderer, but | have a lot of solid things in ny life that keep ne frombeing Iike you."
"Ch," she said. "But you |l eave soon anyway. Enjoy while you can."
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He shook his head. It was inpossible to explain.

"I would like one thing," Ual said quietly, |ooking up at himto watch his reaction. "I would
like to take advantage of an offer that will be hel pful when you | eave. A man has offered to be a
husband to nme, and the alliance of our famlies would be desirable."

"After I'mgone you won't have to ask for permssion."

"I would marry himbefore, but | nade a pronise to you. You would have to release nme from
that."

Kiril stared at her.

"He will not be a mating husband until after you' ve gone," she assured him

He was scandalized. "I can't allow that," he said, know ng he was being despicable. "That's
not right."

"But we | ove each other now "

"You | ove ME!'"

"Yes."

"Then why don't you try to stop me from goi ng?"

"I like you. I won't stop you on your path."

"But if you loved ne you'd try to keep me for as long as you could."

"I love the pictures in the sky at night when the fire doves draw," she said. "But | can't
stop them from changi ng, and each night they are different."

"There has to be something, something wong when two

peopl e don't wi sh to have each other for as long as they can.”

"l do want you."

"Not forever."

"I"'mnot sure of that word. |'ve studied it. | don't think there is a forever."

"As long as we live."

"Ah! But after we die, Dat nmakes sure we never neet again in other bodies to mate. It is a
rule of nature that all things nust |eave each other. | cannot fight that. You cannot. Nepheru-
Shaka wi Il take you away to Weggi smarche, and you will have things to do there.”

Kiril had nothing to say. His brain was a knot of thoughts, all of themvalid, all ridiculous.

"And you have told nme," Ual continued, "that you have to rescue a person you |l ove very deeply.
I cannot stop you fromthat."

"Ual, that has nothing to do with -- " He stopped hinself.

It did. It had everything to do with what he was doing now He didn't care about El ena now. He
wanted only Ual, and he wanted her away fromher famly, away from Bar-Wten and Barthel, fromthe
Trident, even from Gol unbine, away in some nowhere w thout conflict. That was the only way he
coul d have her, keep her, the way he wanted her. Kiril knew that was hopel essly i mmature and
destructive. It hurt that he couldn't stop himself fromwanting it.

They woul d destroy each other even in ideal circunstances. She was |like a fish out of water
when isolated fromher fanmly. Taken away fromthe journey to find El ena's double, he would be a
stripling youth again, without strength or purpose. He would wander from Me to |ife and probably
not find happiness even in the best of tinmes with Ual

He held his hands out in front of himin a shrug and told her it couldn't go on. "I don't fee
right about it," he said. She becane exasperated.

"You don't know what love is!" she said. "You want everything to | ast forever."

He nodded.

"So you would stop us fromloving now, fromhelping to rebuild, because you will |eave. |
don't understand that."

There was nothing for himto do but get angry. "You'll have a dozen husbands after ne," he
said, his voice grinding lowin his throat. "Wy don't you just forget me, wite ne off as a bad

j ob?"

"You are sensel ess now," she said.

"No doubt. It hurts me to do this."

"It hurts ne to watch you."

They sat in the shade of a wide, tall fern in the vegetabl e nmarket and | ooked at each ot her
for a few seconds. Kiril felt renmoved fromtine. The nyriad pressures all added up to one push,
whi ch he was following as surely as an arrow flies fromits string.

She stood up and started to wal k away.

"No," Kiril said, reaching out to hold her hand. "I don't want you to go w thout
understanding. | want to help both of us understand. You're the first woman |'ve ever had. |'m
glad for that. You did nothing to hurt nme. But after a while |I'd be Iike a rock around your neck
You'd want to take other husbands, and | wouldn't let you. Even anticipating that nmakes ne nad at
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mysel f, and with you. Because you can't be what | want you to be."

"Can anyone?" she asked, a quick coldness in her voice.

He spoke softly and his words were sure. "Not now But you especially can't be. | think we
have to | eave each other. Let's not do it with bitterness."

"There is no other way," she said. "Oherwise we will not |eave for good. A good hunter always
makes a clean kill."

"Neither of us are hunting."

"You! You are hunting."

It had to end in anger or it would start up again; it had to be killed. He knew t hat was what
Ual neant. She was turning her disappointnent into indignation. Blanm ng himwas the only way.

H s shoul ders dropped slightly. "I"'msorry," he said.

"You are always sorry."

Then she was gone, and the wei ght was gone, and sonething like clarity returned to his
t houghts. But his shoul ders wouldn't rise again, and he couldn't stand straight.

He returned to the Trident. The broken mast was bei ng replaced and new ri ggi ng was bei ng
strung. Darkness cane quickly, and candl es and torches were |ighted on the bund |ike processions
of fire doves.

Si xt een

The Trident steaned out of the harbor with bright sky and calmwater to greet her. Rust stained

her hull in long red streaks and some of her sails were patchwork, but her engines were running
smoot hly and her methane tanks were full. To Bar-Wten she didn't sound the same -- her squeaks
and groans and snaps cane fromdifferent areas with different rhythm-- but she took the wi nd well

when it cane up. She was seaworthy again.
Gol unbine drifted to the south. By evening they couldn't see the island any nore. They were
sailing into the dark blue seas that nmarked the northern waters of the Bicht av Genevar. Away from

the warm currents surroundi ng Golunbine, the air grew chill. Hi gh clouds of ice crystals gl owed
overhead as the | ast of daylight faded; herringbone, mare's tail, |lacewdrk, and fly's wing. To
Kiril it seemed sonetines as if cryptic nessages were being witten in the sky.

Bart hel and Avra and two navigation officers studied the norning glare of the |ight above the
fallen Qoelisk, trying to determine how it grew bright and why it faded. Barthel had the

unconfortable feeling it was no natural thing they were watching -- not the work of Allah, but
sonmet hi ng a shade | ess exalted, though no | ess inpressive.
Bar - Wt en worked for several days finding snall [eaks in the nethane tanks. He worked

silently, putting his whole body into it, glad to be traveling again. Wen his duty was over he
went to the prow and stood with one foot resting on the bowsprit clanps, staring north with eye
squinted, riddling what |ay ahead. Sonetines he shivered and went to his cabin before darkness set
in. None of what he saw in the hazy di stance pl eased nun

And not hing of what they found in the Bicht was encouraging. Mdst of the small islands were
now barren deserts of sand and nud with patches of salt grass. The | arger ones had been ravaged
not only by waves and quakes, but by what |ooked |ike war. Entire vill ages had been haphazardly
rebuilt, only to be put to the torch. No trade was possible when the only inhabitants were half-
dead ol d wonen and belly-bloated children. The Trident gave aid where she could, but nore often
than not she had to | eave at full speed with desperate rag-tag ships in pursuit.

The farther north they sailed, the nore discouraged they becane. The voyage had gone sour. The
captain stayed isolated; all orders were relayed through the mates and deck officers. But the crew
was too tired and bel eaguered to conplain or start trouble.

Barthel told hinmself, each time he saw nmisery and destruction, that the Obelisk's fall was
Al ah's nethod of testing the will of nman. The will of man was not giving an encouragi ng
per f or mance.

In their twenty-ninth day out of Golunbine the first ship-on-|egs appeared, gray, fast and
sl eek, lacking sails. No action was taken. The Trident naintained her course and pushed nort hward,
sailing nmore each day into the ghoulish green Iight of the glowing patch in the sky. The pale
lum nosity, dimas light through clouds on a warm summer day, cast no shadows and did not glare
fromthe sea or the ship's netal. Barthel was distinctly uneasy on deck facing that dismal
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makeshi ft glow Bar-Wten ignored it as nuch as possible.

But he didn't ignore the ship-on-legs. In the Trident's library he studied nanuals on battle
tactics at sea. He knew that Prekari was well-versed in handling ships under dangerous conditions.
But Bar-Wten had never been in a position to |l earn how wars were conducted at sea, and he found
the difference fascinating.

The Trident wasn't equi pped for a heavy sea battle. She carried only three guns, one fore, one
aft, and one nounted midships, just aft of the first funnel. She also carried | oads of split and
dried logs to put into the burners for heat during a battle. In energenci es her nethane tanks were
al ways seal ed and padded, and she either ran under sail or steaned on wood.

They were approachi ng the southern coast of Pallasta when the submari ne appeared. Kiril had
read about them but it was a shock to see one surface and follow two hundred neters astern, |ike
a steel-clad whale. Prekari ordered gun crews ready and converted as quickly as possible from
met hane to wood. Snoke began to pour fromthe stacks. The stacks creaked and groaned, and deck
of ficers supervised the | oosening of the stack guy wires. The sails were furled, and the Trident
pi cked up speed, testing her pursuer

The submarine fell behind i mediately and subnerged. Prekari appeared on the quarterdeck
wal king fromside to side and peering over the railing. Bar-Wten stayed bel ow with the engi nes,
nursing a rod that ran hot under the stress. Hs overalls were soon soaked with hot grease. The
smel | of burnt packing clogged his nose and he sneezed every few seconds, but he refused to go
topsi de. He refused to acknow edge he was bei ng hunted by sonething he couldn't see.

For seven hours they ran on alert. The soundi ng bobs showed no change. Prekari stayed on the
quarterdeck in a folding chair and ate his dinner in silence. After finishing his last plate he
wi ped his nouth and beard with a linen napkin and ordered the crew to secure general quarters.
They woul d continue to burn wood until the next norning, but otherwi se the ship would run as usua
until sonething new devel oped.

Bar- Wt en went on deck as he finished his watch and | ooked at the fire doves hovering over the
pitchy sea. The waters were less fertile now Fish were sel dom seen and seabirds were rare

By the light of norning, gray and eerie, they saw the coast of Pallasta. It was a savage,
burnt ribbon of black and brown. Weggi smarche had had little peaceful commerce with Pallasta, a
country dedicated to mlitary discipline and rigid political reginmes. Up until four decades ago,
war had been al nost continuous between them It didn't look as if there would be any nore wars.
Kiril | ooked up and down the ragged coast and wondered why God woul d all ow such destruction, and
for what purpose. His heart grew bitter and his nose filled with the acrid snell of singed |and
and dead waters.

By now it should have been winter in Wggi smarche and Pallasta. But the air was warm and
hum d, and the few nountains they could see were rocky and snow ess.

The ship-on-1egs reappeared two weeks after its first reconnai ssance. The Trident's crew
wat ched it angrily, shouting and curling their hands into fists. Bar-Wten followed it with
bi nocul ars and noted it had guns on its deck. It rode with its hull out of water when it noved its
fastest, but at other tines it rode in the water like an ordinary ship, though still uncomonly
fast.

Prekari kept the guns manned and put the ship on full alert again. He knew instinctively they
woul d have to wait to be fired upon, if anyone was going to fire. The ship-on-legs had far nore
power ful weapons than the Trident. To provoke it would be insanity.

When the subnmarine surfaced in front of them the crew shouted in rage and nearly went out of
control. Prekari let themvent their feelings for a few mnutes until they were hoarse, then
ordered them back to their posts. The wood burners were stoked. The nethane tanks were wrapped and
secured with rubber-covered chai ns.

The submarine rose even higher in the water. A hatch opened in its sail. A bearded man stood
behind the hatch, using it for protection, and rested a bull horn on top. He addressed themin a
| anguage they didn't understand. When he got no response he tried again, and still they understood
not hi ng. He shook his head and di sappeared. Kiril, stiff with tension, stood on the bow and tried
to sound out the phrases and riddle them They were fanmliar, but he couldn't place them He
hadn't studied all the (belisk |anguages, but he'd gone over enough of themto recognize nmany of
t he words.

Two nen appeared behind the open hatch. One slipped and al nost went off the ribbed decking on
the back of the sub. He regained his footing and | ooked through binoculars at the Trident, paying
special attention to the flags that fluttered fromher rigging fore and aft. Then he said
sonething to his conpanion, and again the bull horn was brought up. The nman spoke Teutan this
tinme, muffled and with a heavy accent but recogni zable.

"You are requested to follow us," he said. "You will be guided into port three days from

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (46 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:57 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

here. "

"That'll put us in the Pale Seas," Barthel told Kiril. Avra was beside him her nouth set in a
thin, grimline, Weggi smarche sail ors had al ways avoi ded the Pal e Seas. Hegira, they said, did not
behave there as it did everywhere else. At the ternminus of the Pale Seas lay the Wall which
determ ned the end of this section of the world. No one in recent nenory had ever been there and
returned.

Prekari's answer came by messenger fromthe quarterdeck. The first mate read the reply through
a hailing cone.

"We thankfully decline and request |eave to follow our own course."”

The ship-on-legs drew nearer. Signal flags flew fromits mast. Kiril couldn't read them but
Barthel could. "'Follow ship, or I will fire," it says."

"There is no choice," the bull horn barked. "Follow or we will sink you."

Prekari kept his peace for fifteen minutes. Then he spoke, and the first mate hailed the sub
again. "We will not allow a boarding party. W will follow you until fire dove Skhar reached
thirty-three degrees ascension. After that we will discuss the issue."”

Barthel smled. There was no fire dove called Skhar, and no bright ones that would reach
precisely thirty-three degrees in these waters. The captain was del ayi ng.

"We do not understand the reference,” the submarine said. "You will follow us, and there will
be no further discussion.”

Prekari gave the signal for all the guns to be | oaded.

The ship-on-legs cut back its engines and fell slowy into the water, sliding behind the
Trident. Wth the submarine in front and the ship-on-1legs behind, there was little they could do.
Prekari secured battle stations and ordered bis mates to follow the submarine until further
noti ce.

If they were heading into the Pale Seas, their course would take them past Pallasta' s northern
borders and Weggi smarche. |If there was nothing left in Weggi smarche or Nin, then there was no
reason why they shouldn't sail to the Wall itself. The first engine mate, a burly, hairy man
spoke to Bar-Wten as they watched fromthe poop deck

"It's useless if we haven't got a hone to conme back to sonetine or other," he said. He rolled
his sleeves up and tied themwith lengths of rope. "Let's go below and tend that rod. W' re going
to have to steamit up fine to follow that thing, and the captain's bound to keep us on wood. No
chance to rest and switch over."

In and out, steam and water and heat coursed. It was the only Me and hope Bar-Wten
recogni zed. He inmagi ned them captured by unknown nen; killed, perhaps. He fell into a black funk
and watched the rod snoul der, nmki ng nechani cal novenents to cool and relieve it.

Sevent een

The coast of Weggi smarche was covered with falling snow. Ships passed them going in severa
directions up and down the coast, but none were from Pallasta or Weggi smarche. Al cane fromthe
Pal e Seas: fast, unknown, depressing. The air tenperature fell so rapidly that frost and sea ice
fornmed on the deck and rigging. At the same tinme humdity increased until they drifted through a
freezing fog. Al crew, on or off schedul ed watches, worked to clear the deck and rigging of ice
Wnter was coming |late, but with a vengeance.

The fog obscured their view of nobst of Wggi snarche. Perversely, hope rose anong the crew that

sonmehow their country had been spared the worst destruction of the Fall; that they might slip away
when the fog was thick enough and return to their honme. It would be a long battle with these nen
fromthe Pale Seas, they said, but it would be better than not knowing -- it would be better than

dying in sight of the Wall where the world ended.

Prekari stayed isol at ed.

Kiril nmade sketches of the submarine and ship-on-1egs whenever it was clear enough to see
them After a few hours of peering through thinning fog and straining his eyes in the nmurky light,
he had enough details to piece together what he thought the ship-on-legs |ooked Iike from al
si des.

It had at |east four small guns on each side and two | arge ones fore and aft. Tubes were
mount ed port and starboard, and banks of rectangul ar boxes squatted on the fantail
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Di shes studded a nmast rising over the bridge. The vessel made a hideous roar when it was up to
full speed and shot thin gray snoke fromvents in the mddle of the flat stern

The submarine, what he could see of it, appeared to be fish-shaped, like a tuna, with a
thickened fin directly behind its head. This tower, or sail, was gun-netal gray. The back of the
sub was decked with dark varni shed wood.

The second day of their capture took them past the northernnost peninsula of Weggi smarche
where the oelisk had once stood. It lay on its side, spanning the isthmus |like a bridge, buried
in one nountain range on the peninsula and another on the continent, half its width lost in solid
rock. It didn't appear broken as far as they could see, but the horizon swallowed its length in
gray cloud. They passed the severed base of the Ohelisk and saw it was snmooth, as though cut by
sonme unt hi nkabl e saw. The base thrust out beyond the mountain range of the peninsula and soared, a
kiloneter in the air, a square piece of chalk nounted on a rock-giant's ear. Were it had struck
ground, flows of molten rock had cooled in curled gray rivers, sone reaching to the sea. Al
around was charred desolation. Kiril |ooked at the destruction w thout any particular enotion. It
was too incredible to believe. It seenmed nore likely that the Obelisk should have buried itself
conpl etely and been covered over

The fallen spire was a nonunental thing, like a stick thrust into an ant nest, its only
purpose to stir up human lives. He |loathed it and what it stood for -- know edge, gain, static
civilizations, endl ess cyclopean achi evenent -- all of it.

Hegira, too, had fallen in his eyes. The world was no |l onger self-evident axiom It had to
prove itself all over again before it could regain its solidity.

The submarine guided theminto progressively shall ower waters that changed col or from deep
bl ue-gray to gray-green

The waves took on a disnal nilky sheen. The air becane dry and very cold. And nowhere, besides
the ships that escorted them did they see any signs of life.

They were in the Pal e Seas.

On the fourth day, |and appeared off the port bow It was a narrow spit of sandy beach
shrouded with thick ground fog. "It's enbarrassed to show itself," Bar-Wten conmented. Dusty
green bushes dotted its northern slopes. It passed to stern by m dday. By evening, on the
starboard, sheer cliffs of reddish stone rose fromthe nuddy sea. Birds wheel ed around the
waterline in white puffs. Their cries sounded |ike children nourning. A hooked and baited |ine
dropped over the side brought up a small, alnost featureless sneltlike fish, silvery when first
pulled fromthe water, but nmilk white in death.

The submarine guided theminto a barren, rocky harbor on the eighth day of their capture. They
were ordered to drop anchor and await further instructions fromthe ship-on-1egs, which was call ed
a "hydrofoil." The subnari ne subnerged and noved deeper into the harbor

The captain ordered a sanple taken fromthe water, and a cup was | owered over the side
bringing up a liter of silty liquid. Prekari tentatively dipped his finger into it and tasted a
drop. "It's not salty now," he said. "We're not in an ocean at all. W must be in a river."

Parts of the puzzle of the Pale Seas began to fall into place. Froma few hundred kil oneters
north of Weggi smarche on, the Pale Seas were actually one enornous river delta, conveying nud and
silt fromlands thousands of kiloneters beyond. But the size of the river was staggering -- where
was its source? At the Wall?

Barthel |earned from Avra why few Wqggi snarche sailors had ever traveled into the Pale Seas,
and none as far as this. Mre than | egends of unknown danger the Pale Seas were periodically
fl ooded with a poi sonous di scharge, noxious gases rising fromthe effluent and di scouragi ng
passage. The peninsular Obelisk, it was assuned, narked a boundary line, since no other Obelisks
could be seen to the north. What that inplied, no one knew. But to the inhabitants of \Wggis-
mar che, Pallasta, and the | ands around them the north was obviously inhospitable. Yet now they
had proof that people lived there.

The ship-on-legs hailed themby |ate afternoon and instructed themto wei gh anchor. They were
going to | eave the harbor and sail against the current. Fortunately, the wind would be with them
By evening they saw snoke and haze. They pushed at full steam against the relentless water
sails taking a stiff breeze and nmasts and spars creaking with the strain. An unpl easant odor rose
to greet them subtler but nore acrid than the single snell of the nethane tanks. It stung the

nostrils and nade the eyes water

From the di stant shore, plumes of snoke rose from a col onnade of stacks. The air was filled

with grease and soot. A brief, unpleasant thought occurred to Kiril -- they were heading into
hell, and fire and ice |lay beyond.
The ni ght was sl eepl ess and unpl easant. As they lay at anchor in a small inlet, outside the

swirling current, the darkness filled with the roar of machines and the bellow of furnaces. The
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wi nd had dropped and now snoke drifted thick about them a foggy pall slowy closing in to

suffocate. Barthel confessed he didn't like it at all. The trio met on the main deck at nidnight
and tal ked about what they'd do if they had to abandon ship. Barthel was reluctant to think about
that; Kiril, on the other hand, was al nost anxious. "l don't see any other chance," he said. "W'd

be better off on our own now --

"How s that?" Bar-Wten asked. "W don't know the |ocal |anguage, or what type of people live
here, or anything we'd need to know if we wanted to slip by unnoticed. |I'mfrightened by these
machines -- |I'll adnmit that and | augh at anyone who says he isn't."

"You' ve lost the spirit of the thing. W' re supposed to proceed whenever possible,"” Kiril
sai d.

The I bisian examined Kiril in the dimglow of their covered |lantern. The Medi wevan stared into
t he dark.

"Not when we walk into an open fire instead of around it," Barthel said, shifting fromhis
seat of ropes to the wooden deck. Kiril snorted.

"Listen," Bar-Wten hissed. "If this ship gets into a position no one can escape from then we
are trapped, too, and that's no good, I'Il admt. W'Ill have to avoid that. But for the noment we
can only wait and see. If the people who run the nmachines are as wise as they are clever, we may
be better off than we think."

A whistle blasted beyond the hills surrounding the inlet. It sounded like a dying saurian
Kiril sweated profusely, though the night air was al nost freezing.

"So we do nothing," he said. "We sit and wait to die and give it all up."

Bar-Wten turned to the glowi ng night air beyond the hills and licked his dry |ips.

Ei ght een

The norning was obscured by fog. It would be a bad tine to cut and run in unfamliar territory.
Most of the Trident's crew waited on deck for the fog to clear, tal king and playing cards or
resting quietly. Kiril wote in a bound notebook he had bought fromthe ship's purser, who had a
surplus of ledgers and logs. His entries were generally short, but this norning he was prolix. He
stopped occasionally to put his pencil to the dp of his lower lip and reread his entry. He
frowned. Then he set pencil to paper again and continued his pinched scraw .

"How di d you ever becone a scrittori with handwiting |ike that?" Bar-Wten asked. Kiril
| ooked up with a start at the Ibisian standing besi de himand scowl ed fiercely.

"I"'d I'i ke sone privacy," he said, closing the book with a slap and putting the pencil behind
his ear under a lock of hair. The I|bisian shrugged and started to walk away. Kiril | ooked
distinctly miserable, then called for him "lI'msorry," he said. "Cone back and sit down." He
patted the deck across fromwhere he squatted. Bar-Wten returned just as stoically as he had |eft
and sat. "W shouldn't fight all the tinme," Kiril said.

"No need for it," Bar-Wten agreed. "Not today, at |east. W' ve chosen our fate."

"How s that ?"

"W're going to run for it and follow the fog."

" How?"

"It will break with the wind and the wind is going south today, very gentle. W'Ill weigh
anchor when we can see nore to the north than to the south. The captain knows we have a cl ear
channel directly east. W'll sound and follow the currents.”

"But the subnarine can see us whether there's fog or not."

"I don't see how," Bar-Wten said. "Water's silty."

"I't nust have sonme way. These ships don't sound as they sail; they just nove.

"The submarine isn't here today anyway, unless it noved in during the night, and nobody heard
anyt hi ng. When the sub noves you can hear it in the hull."

Kiril shook his head dubiously and | eaned agai nst the back of a vent. "W won't get away that
easily."

"We'll see."

They never had a chance to try their plan. Before the fog lifted the submarine was heard on
the surface. Wien the fog thinned they saw two shi ps-on-1egs noving too slowmy to show their
foils. Clusters of men in dark unifornms stood on the decks. A bull horn was brought out, and one
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of the nen in black hailed the Trident.
"Captain Prekari!"’
The captain cane forward and answered the call.

"I am Vice-Adniral Gyorgi Lassfal, in command of Ccean Restoration. | was formerly in command
of the Weggi smarche Merchant Navy. Do you recogni ze ny voice?"
Prekari, standing on the wing of the bridge, answered that he did not -- further

identification would be necessary. An exchange of personal pleasantries followed, which left no
doubt in Prekari's mind that he was talking to his bureaucratic superior. He passed the word al ong
t he deck.

"Captain, | have been invited here to tell you there is no danger. These nen wi sh us no harm
In fact, they want our help in the Restoration. Am| allowed to board your ship and explain these
things to you?"

Prekari told himhe could come aboard al one

The vice-admiral was brought to the | owered gangway by a small notor-|aunch. He cane aboard
wi t hout cerenony and was ushered quickly into Prekari's stateroom There was nothing left to do on
deck but watch the rising fog and exam ne the near ships nore closely.

By midday the vice-adniral |left the Trident, and Prekari came back to the quarterdeck. He
stood on the boat platformto tell them what had been deci ded.

"Weggi smarche, Pallasta, and Nin are now under control of Northerners," he began. He cleared
his throat and | eaned on a davit. Bar-Wten thought of the day they had first met him stonping
al ong the deck to his cabin; now he | ooked tired and weak, half the nman he had been. "That is,
they are under the care of these people . . . who have lived in peace for nany hundreds of years.
The weapons and ships, they say, are defensive, used only when exploring in dangerous waters. |
believe that story is true on the whole. So does Vice-Adniral Lassfal. They've cone south to see
what aid they can give to our country.

"They are building emergency shelters for the survivors. The factories we passed are for that
purpose. The admiral clainms they were brought here piece by piece in the |last few weeks. They have
shi ps much larger than any of ours. There are only five or six mllion people left in our country,
a fewnore in the lands south. Mdst were killed when the Qoelisk fell. Al of our cities have been
destroyed. The weat her has changed. The crops are all gone of course, and so is our livelihood. It
sounds as if they night be benevolent, but | think they have other notives. Not unreasonabl e
nmotives, mind you, but ulterior nonetheless. They have cone to read the (belisk. They have
requested our help in digging out the buried portions -- as nuch as possible -- and readi ng and
deci phering. The admiral tells nme this is a nmonunental task, enough to fill decades, perhaps
centuries. In that time the Northerners will support us, help rebuild, reestablish our econony --
apparently nmaeking the belisk the center of all business and trade. They seemto be decent people -
- strong-willed, but not unreasonable. They have certain noral strictures we are requested to
abi de by. These will be outlined at a later date. There is nothing that should be repugnant to us.

" He didn't sound conpletely convinced. Kiril frowned. The captain's nmessage seenmed one of
defeat -- defeat without war, w thout even prelimnary defiance.

"The oelisk is a thousand kiloneters long. Until now, we've never had a chance to read nore
than a few kilometers of its surface. W' ve known that the history of the Firstborn extended far
hi gher, with knowl edge we coul d never hope to attain by ourselves. W are now offered the chance."
He added in a | ower voice, "But at what a cost!" The crew of the Trident was deathly still. The
fog was gone now. They could snell the smoke fromthe factories.

"We have nothing else to do. W can't trade our cargo, we can't buy necessary mterials and
parts, we can't |eave the Pale Seas and survive for long with our hearts cut out of us. W have to
regrow our hearts here, by giving up the sea, if need be, or working in whatever way we can with
this ship to help rebuild Weggi smarche. O this | am convinced. Are you convinced with nme?"

The crew said nothing. Then, as if by one notion, they | ooked over the starboard side to the
rugged and denuded | and and agreed in a low runble. Kiril spoke with them and Barthel nodded with
a catch in his throat, m xed fear and sorrow.

Bar-Wten stood silent with his one eye fixed on Prekari and his lips set. It would soon be
time to begin the third leg of their journey.

N net een
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Fromthe top of Barometer Mountain, two kil oneters above the barren plains that stretched to the
Pal e Seas, the long, geonetric bulk of the belisk could be seen for at |east four hundred
kil ometers. At the horizon, half of its bulk was buried in the rock and soil of Hegira. C oser

than that, the curve of the planet slacked away fromthe spire until its end spanned the isthnus
of Weggi smarche and wedged i nto another nountain four kilometers from Baroneter
Kiril | ooked down the southern slope and saw the base canp of the surveying party fromthe

Trident, and in the bay beyond, the Trident herself, tiny as a toy in a puddle. He turned his eyes
skyward and shiel ded them The |light that had replaced the Obelisk's glow was at its noontine
peak. Clouds drifted in patches across its concentrated center, casting broad shadows over
Baroneter and the bay. Bar-Wten clinbed slowy and deliberately over the rock pile that edged the
northern slope of the peak, and joined Kiril. Barthel wasn't far behind.

"I"m beginning to piece together this stuff about the Wall of the World," Bar-Wten said,
regaining his breath with even, deep inhalations. "It's five thousand kil onmeters fromhere, to the
north, which explains why there are no nore Qoelisks visible no matter how far north you travel.
From what | understand, the Wall itself gives off a glow at the top. There may be snaller Cbelisks
there or normal ones just beyond it."

"How tall is it?" Kiril asked. Barthel stood beside them and |eaned on his clinmbing pkk, his
face red and sweaty.

"At |east as tall as an Obelisk."

Kiril | ooked down the northern slope and saw a helicopter |anding on a broad rock outcrop
like a bee setting down on a stony gray flower. "Is it true there's witing on the Wall, too?"

"They say so. Because it starts at a forty-two-degree angle, they can clinb up its face easier
than any of us could scale an Cbelisk. That's why they know nore than we do. But they can't go
hi gher than a hundred kil onmeters. The sl ope increases beyond that, and there's not enough air --
not for a man or his nachi nes anyway."

Kiril tried to picture the civilizations along the Wall devel oping faster, team ng faster
trying to spread their culture and know edge farther south. How | ong ago had they reached the
poi nt where they could | earn about subnmarines, hydrofoils, airplanes, and helicopters in
sufficient detail to build then? A few centuries? How |long after that before they could build
rockets and read even nore of the witing higher up? H s past few weeks of education still stunned
hi m

There were huge factories farther north, whose only purpose was to create artificial petrol eum
products, following a fornula on the Wall of the World. There was no natural petrol eumon Hegira,

as nost half-civilized people had | earned | ong ago. Sone -- such as those in Weggi smarche and
Pal | asta, and even in Mediweva and I bis -- had devel oped efficient methane engi nes and made do
with that. Those near the Wall, having access to nore conplicated instructions and designs and the

met hod of meking artificial petroleumfromwaste products, built their factories and devel oped
engines with far nore power, and also far nore waste.

They had radi o comruni cati on and were devel opi ng the transm ssion of noving pictures. They had
basi ¢ rockets, though nowhere near as large as the one in the chasm south of Ubidharm They had
advanced nedi cal know edge. In all ways they were ahead of their southern neighbors. Yet they had
been bl ocked by solid bands of ignorance, tribes and cities and countrysi de popul ati ons intent on
st oppi ng them from spreadi ng Unholy Know edge any farther. The People of the Wall had had to pass
their information across the cultural interfaces gradually -- over three hundred years' tinme --
bringing their neighbors into their own fold. But even the People of the Wall had limtations --
whi ch began one hundred kiloneters fromthe surface of Hegira.

Now with the fallen Obelisk there were no limtations. In a few decades they would be able to
pi ece together the entire history, culture, and technology of all the civilizations of the First-
bor n.

Kiril alnost wi shed he could stay and learn. But it was too late to stop. The three had to
pass beyond the Wall. It was a dead certainty that what |ay beyond the Wall was the Land Were
Night Is a River. He ran his hand across his forehead and snmled. It was |ike being hal fway
through a storny day riding a scrittori balloon, with clouds beginning to clear

But they still had a long way to go.

"If we can't clinmb the thing, how do we get across?" he asked.

"I"ve been listening to their stories,” Bar-Wten said. "Their | egends seemto fit those of ny
country, end to end, conpleting the stories and adding nore details. But they've also seen them --

"Seen what?" Kiril asked.

"The holes. Every few kiloneters there's a hole, about eight kil oneters above the base of the
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wall." He was ebullient. He clasped his hands together and touched two fingers

to his beard, snmiling broadly as he | ooked across the plain. "They say when a nan is worthy he
can go into the hole and walk as far as he pleases . . . right across to the Land Wiere Night Is a
River. Usually the holes are blocked -- but for the worthy man they'l|l open right up!"

"And after that?"

"W'll see soon enough."

"Are they going to Il et us go north?"

"I don't know. W can only ask."

"They won't believe us."

"Probably not," Bar-Wten agreed. "So we don't tell themyou're really a prince." He grinned
"We tell themyou're a curious scrittori froma |and they've never heard of, and we," he pointed
to Barthel and hinself, "are your hunble student assistants. W've cone to the ends of the world
to see what there is to see and exchange what we have to give."

"You' re hopel essly optimstic."

"These peopl e have no reason to fight. No reason to conquer. They have everything al ready." He
grinned. His guard's down, Kiril thought.

"I never thought an old soldier would trust anybody," he said.

"Nor |. That's why | left."

"The Bey trusts these Wall peopl e?" Barthel asked.

"They could have killed us a dozen tines over, and instead they ask us to join their work
crews and help themto restore a |l and they' ve never visited before.”

"Maybe they're anbitious to a fault,” Kiril suggested.

"What about the ship in Mir-es-Werd that was danaged by a hydrofoil ?" Barthel asked.

"Ah!" Bar-Wten raised his hand. "One unanswered question. Maybe they fired first."

"Perhaps there's nore than one civilization with technology like this," Kiril said. "Wuat's
goi ng to happen when they all neet?"

"I don't know," Bar-Wten said. He stroked his beard, then |looked at Kiril as if the Mediwevan
had pricked sonme happy private ball oon and brought themall down hard. Kiril was surprised by the
| ook -- he'd nade the suggestion al nbst cheerfully. But he sobered and said, "That's the way it
al ways is: tw equals neet, and they have to fight."

"There is a reason for everything," Barthel said. "Allah dropped the Qoelisk here to stop such
squabbl es. He dropped it in a |and of good people perhaps."

"No, no," Bar-Wten nmused. "Barthel, would your Allah sacrifice ninety nmillion people to hand
good cards and fair dice to soneone el se?"

Bart hel frowned for a noment, then nodded, yes. "It would not be w thout precedent,"’
"My Allah is no sinple God, Bey."

"I opt for letting the Fall remain a nystery until we hear a better explanation not based on
faith," Kiril said. "There are things faith is good for, and this isn't one of them"

They scranbl ed down the southern slope toward the canp. A work party of fifty nen and womren
were laying tarmac for an airfield a half kiloneter fromthe beach. By the tinme the three had
descended, a whistle blew for dinner, and all work stopped.

A communal dining tent had been erected, and dinner was served inside with kerosene | anps on
the tables. Mdst of the crew of the Trident ate under the canvas, and about thirty People of the
Wall, including the canp director. He was a grinning, gray-haired man, tall and slightly stoop-
shoul dered, who called hinself Orshist. After the nmeal was finished he went to a small platform at
one end of the tent and set up a board to outline the plans for the excavation of the Cbelisk.

H s manner was crisp and brief. He carried a collapsible pointer and used it to enphasize his
words |ike a fencer executing a riposte.

"W have the spire," he said, "and we have Hegira. Hegira in this region has four |ayers that
are famliar to us. They begin with topsoil, which is sparse here, and overburden, which consists
of dead dirt and broken rock. Beneath that is the groundwater |ayer, which extends for at least a
kil ometer, and beneath that is plastic nmantle. The spire has buried itself sone four hundred
kil ometers fromhere, deep into the groundwater |ayer. Beyond that, at its midpoint, it has broken
through this layer and struck mantle. But of prinmary interest is where it has |odged in the
mount ai ns. The mountains, contrary to what we've | earned of geology on Earth, did not form because
of drifting continents, of which Hegira has none. The nountains have always been here. Were the
spire has fallen across mountains, it has broken through four layers and found a fifth. This fifth
is not another extension of mantle, but sonmething quite different. It's porous |ike a honeyconb,
made fromwhat we now think is primary vul canism-- which could only have happened at Hegira's
formati on. Sone of the pores are big enough for a nan to step into."

Kirl and Barthel |istened attentively, but Bar-Wten was mulling something over, his bearded

he sai d.
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chin resting in his hand. H's eye was cl osed.

"I'f we wish to uncover the spire conpletely we nust dig away all these layers where they cover
the sides. W may never know all of the text on the underside, but fortunately the spire is unlike
the Wall, and each side supports its own text instead of a continuation fromside to side."

Bar - W0t en opened his eye and thought of the honeyconb material, pores big enough to hold a
man. That seened very inportant, because it rem nded himof the rind of a fruit

they had eaten in Colunbine, called sati. It had a thin, tough outer shell under which was an
equal Iy tough but spongy and resilient white layer, like tree rubber. The white | ayer had been
porous and dry.

Orshist went into detail about the excavations and produced a chart that showed where the
first readi ngs woul d be nade.

"W have a pretty good idea of the history of the Firstborn to the mddle of the twentieth
centure anno Donmini," he said, pointing to the end of the Cbelisk. "Information here could already
give us a lifetime of study and devel opment, since we cone across conplicated phil osophies, whole
new brands of physical science, and vast, inportant literatures. But now we need to know how we
are related to the First-born and what sort of world Hegira is. Wth this know edge we ni ght begin
to find sone neaning in our existence."

Bar-Wten, |like a weather vane, showed by the set of his nouth and the angle of his eyelid
what he thought of Orshist's words. He didn't nmove a nuscle otherwise. He renminded Kiril of a cat
intent on its spring.

"So we'll begin in areas we can interpret. That will put us at this point, tw hundred
kil ometers fromthe base. W'll also record at the very top of the spire, near the dormant sun
source, but we won't begin direct interpretation. The | anguage appears to be i nconprehensibl e,
even in the standard phonetic script of the spire. Nunbers play a large part in the | anguage
toward that end. In short, we are about to study the entire history and acconplishment of the
Firstborn, perhaps up to the tinme they performed that unknown act, or had an unknown act performnmed
upon them and produced oursel ves, the Second-born

"Work crews will assenble tonmorrow norning. Committees and working unions for the distribution
of supplies and living quarters will neet and organize at each canp. Factories will be set up
al ong the coast for the construction of roads, the rebuilding of cities, the manufacture of
di ggi ng machi nes, and the processing of raw nmaterials. W begin a job worthy of any civilization

on Hegiral!"
Kiril fidgeted. He could hardly remenber what El ena | ooked |ike now, and yet he was stil
obligated -- alnbst against his will -- to push on with Bar-Wten and Barthel. He woul d rather

have stayed and helped in the interpretation, in the |learning and deci phering and recording, for
the spirit of the thing was in his blood, and future adventure in unknown | ands seened far |ess
attractive. His fists clenched, and he couldn't separate the confused strings of thought in his
head.

Twenty

"Kiril! Wake up!"

The Medi wevan fought out of his slunber and had the fam liar sensation of not renenbering
where he was. The tent canvas overhead and the thin-padded cot, which had becone as unyiel ding as
stone during the night, had been forgotten in sleep, and now he didn't know what they were.
Barthel canme into the tent through the flap, stunbled over a roll of clothing, and grabbed hi m by
the shoulder. Kiril rubbed his sleep-sneared eyes and asked what was goi ng on

"They arrested the Bey!"

"Who?" he asked, still foggy.

"The Bey! They've put Bar-Wten in jail!l"

"Way woul d they do that?" he asked peevishly.

"I think," Barthel began, then |lowered his voice, for others in the tent were waking, "I think
he asked a wonan to nmake love to him-- solicitation, is that the word here? He was reported to
sonme officials of the People of the WAll, and they put himin jail."

"Kristos," Kiril said, rolling his legs off the cot and plopping his bare feet onto the hard-
packed dirt floor. It was cold. He searched hurriedly for his shoes.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (53 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:57 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

"We should go to the captain," Barthel said. "He is our representative until the new union
| eaders are voted for."

"I don't know," Kiril rmurnured, tying up his |aces. He saw then that he didn't have his pants
on, and it took himtwice as long to slip the I egs over his shoes and buckle the catch. He
searched in the early norning grayness for his shirt and found it in the dirt, where Barthel's
feet had kicked it off the roll

The norning air was foggy and dismal. They wal ked across the rocky ground to the
Admi nistration Tent. No one was there yet, and the enpty fold-out tables and chairs nocked them
The tent canvas flapped softly in the breeze. "Were's the jail?" Kiril asked. Barthel nodded and
wal ked ahead of him across the fresh tarmac to the opposite end of the airfield, near the beach

The jail was a wooden conpound, which until now had been virtually enpty. It was built of
driftwood, scrap lunber, and tar paper and wasn't exceptionally strong, but its synbolism was
still inpressive. It was an ugly hodge-podge of a buil ding.

There was only one guard. He | ooked them over sleepily and then let themin. Bar-Wten was in
a tiny cell faced with heavy iron-barred doors. He was wi de awake and apparently hadn't slept al
night. His face was an enpty mask.

Kiril wal ked back and forth in front of the bars for a mnute, fumng. "How in hell did you
manage this?" he finally asked. Bar-Wten shook his head.

"I don't know," he said. "They're of your kind, not mne, | suspect. | had no idea a
conpliment to a wonan was a crinme.”
"What an asinine thing to --" But Kiril cut hinself off, looking at the jailer, and sat down

on a small stool. Barthel remained standing, shifting fromone foot to another. "Wat are we going
to do?"

"Well," said Bar-Wten, switching abruptly from Teutan to Medi wevan, "we could take this as a
war ni ng and get the hell out of here, head north."

"What a mess that would land us in. How could we survive in this country?"

"You seemed anxious to try it a few weeks ago. It's either that or stand trial for sonething

I"mobviously guilty of, with witnesses" -- Kiril groaned -- "and that would probably get ne a
year or so in prison. That's what this fine gentlenman says," Bar-Wten grunbled, pointing to the
jailer.

Kiril stood and told Bar-Wten they'd talk to Prekari. The |bisian wasn't encouraged.
"Listen," he said. "I sounded these people pretty carefully last night while | was being arrested.
They have one fault, and it's simlar to your own -- they're self-righteous and highly noral on
affairs of the flesh. They' re peaceful and prosperous. They're also convinced they can fairly
apply their lawto all. Try overcomng that with the captain.”

Kiril and Barthel left the jail and wal ked across the tarmac to the administration tent. There
was activity inside -- two young boys fromthe Trident stood by the awning entrance with arms

fol ded, radiating dignity, guardians of the ship's mates and the captain talking at a table
within. Kiril and Barthel challenged the boys' bluff by wal king by quickly and not saying a word
until they were at the table. The captain stood up, tired and worn, and asked them what they
wanted. Kiril told himwhat had happened.

"Serves the man right. Doesn't he have enough sense to be discreet?"

"l do not think discretion has nuch to do with it, sir," Barthel said. "I could have fallen
into the same trouble. Any of your crew. Can we let himstand trial for a law we didn't know
about ?"

"It's a difficult problem"” said a wonan's voice fromacross the tent. It was Avra, sitting in
a corner near the entrance with stacks of paper on a table before her. A shaft of light froma
chink in the roof played about her hands, noving with the rippling of the tent fabric. Her face
was dark and ghostly. She renminded Kiril of a Nora, and he felt a chill

"What can we do about it?" he asked.

"Probably nothing. It's a mnor charge and won't net him nuch of a sentence. He'll probably be
taken to the settlement at the fifty-kilonmeter mark on the oelisk, stand trial, and spend two or
three nonths clearing dirt with the |abor gangs. He can stand it."

Bart hel spoke up, his voice surprisingly sharp, considering he was addressing Avra. "The Bey
will not be | ocked up."

"He'll have to face it," Avra said tersely.

"You don't understand. He will kill sonebody before that happens.”

"I's he that stupid?" the captain asked.

Bart hel pounded the table with his fist. Hs face was dark, and his eyes seened cl ouded by
snoke. "No one says the Bey is stupid!" he rasped. He turned and left the tent. Kiril stayed
behi nd, uncertain what to do or howto interpret the scene. He felt he shoul d apol ogi ze, but now
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he was angry, too. It seened a ridiculous hindrance after they'd travel ed so many thousands of
kil ometers and faced so nuch danger.

"We're their guests,” Avra said. "W have difficult diplonacies to work out with them and
very little to bargain with."

"The captain told us they were reasonable and hel pful ," Kiril said. "But all | see is snbke
pouring into the Pale Seas and crews being set up to dig out the Obelisk. Now they slap us in the
face with this ludicrous charge. | sense a darker notive."

The room was silent.

"No one behaves this way without a reason,"” Kiril added when the silence had | engt hened.

"I think Barthel is right," he concluded, and he turned briskly to | eave.

"All well, all good," Bar-Wten told themwhen they visited his cell for the second tinme. He
hadn't noved. H's body was charged with an electric tension. The guard -- a man about Kuril's age -
- was pale and noticeably reluctant to stay in the building with him Again they spoke in
Medi wevan, but for a few nonents Bar-Wten and Barthel conversed in Arbuck, which Kiril understood
only slightly.

Then they left, and Barthel was quiet.

The day seened unbearably | ong. Survey crews clinbed Baroneter and continued their neasuring,
but Kiril wasn't anmong them He stood by the landing strip waiting for the plane to arrive,
knowing it came this tinme to take Bar-Wten to his trial. He waited until dusk, walking to the
food shed and ness tent after sunset to eat, then to the beach to listen to the swift surge of the
ri ver headi ng seaward.

The airplane didn't arrive by |late evening, and the landing field, without |ights as yet, was
closed. Kiril went to his cabin to try for a few hours of sleep

He didn't have a chance. He was caught between sl unber and nervous al ertness when Barthe
called fromoutside the tent. The other sleepers grunbled, and one sat up in the nurky |ight of
the pole lanp rubbing his eyes. Kiril notioned for himto go back to sleep and held his fingers to
his |lips. Then he swung out of the cot, automatically picked up the clothes he had packed earlier
and left the tent.

A flaring gas flane provided a guttering illum nation across the end of the canp, exaggerating
the shadows and enphasi zing the frequent gusts of wi nd. The night was dark and wi thout bright fire
doves. Barthel stood next to a barrel covered by a wire screen. Sonmeone el se was behind him
shadowy and indistinct, but Kiril knew who it was. "How did he get out?"

"Never mind that," Bar-Wten said fromthe darkness. Barthel took Kiril's armand pulled him
al ong.

They crossed the tarmac. Rocky and nolten terrain began several hundred nmeters north of the
canp. Bar-Wten told themthey would follow the beach for a while, then duck into the stony maze
if they were pursued.

"l thought there weren't supposed to be night |andings," Barthel said. He stopped in the dark
squinting eastward at die pair of red lights racing | ow over the water. "They can't |land on the
runway. No lights.™

"That's not an airplane,” Kiril said. "It mght be a helicopter. It's flying too | ow and too
slowto be an -- "

Bar - Wot en grabbed both of themby the arnms. "Quickly!" he said. "Into the rocks."

"Way?" Kiril asked, resisting the rush. "No one's after us."

"Trust a soldier's instincts for once! Into the rocks."

They broke into a run. Engines roared fromthe east. Bright lights split the canp into
scattered spots of day. Barthel stunmbled on a rock and split his knee open. Linping and gasping,
he held up his hands, and they lifted himto cover behind the rocks. Kiril peered over a split
boul der. The base canp was alive with running, shouting people.

"What's goi ng on?" he asked wonderingly.

"They're being attacked," Bar-Wten said.

"Nobody's shooting -- "

Gouts of flanme billowed fromthe main tents. A vivid red arrow of |ight swept the canp.
Everything it touched flared i ncandescent.

"They're ships," Bar-Wten said. "But they' re going faster than the hydrofoils -- they're
flying above the water!"

At least five of the craft skimred up the beach, each shooting |lethal red beans into the canp.
The shi ps resenbl ed broad scrub brushes scouring the water. They danced on w de fringes of rubber
and threw plumes of spray behind them Each was fifty or sixty meters |ong, rounded and
streanm i ned. They didn't slow as they approached the beach

Bar - Wt en exami ned the Khenite's |leg by matchlight. He tore a strip fromthe bottomof his
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shirt and tied a bandage. "It's only a cut," he said. "Hold your |leg out straight."
"What are they doing up there? | can't see anything." Barthel gritted his teeth.
"They're killing everybody."

"Who? Wth what ?"

"I don't know. Just be glad you're here."

"They're conming up on the beach!" Kiril said. "They can go anywhere!"

"What are they shooting with?" Barthel asked.

"I don't know," Bar-Wten said. "Keep still."

"We have to leave, or they'll kill us too!" The Khenite groaned in pain.

"We're well hidden."

"They'l|l cone after us," Kiril agreed. "God, | can't stand it!" he held his hands up to his
ears. "It's slaughter!" He crouched to junp down fromthe | edge.

Sonet hing blinding flashed over them H's hair caught fire, and for an instant, anazed, he
stood like a torch. Bar-Wten reached up and pulled himoff the rock, smothering his head in a
coat. When he renoved the coat, the Mediwevan was unconscious. H's scal p hadn't been burned, but
the snmell of his singed hair added to the sickening snoke drifting across the rocks. Barthel's
gl anci ng eyes picked up stray gleans in the orange hal f-light. He struggled up fromBar-Wten's
grip to l ook across the airfield. "Holy Allah!" he said, ducking down quickly. He grimaced as his
knee fl exed.

"Keep the leg straight!" Bar-Wten commanded.

"W can't stay here. W have to go farther away, or they'll kill us."
"You speak without thinking -- " The Ibisian pulled his head in like a turtle as another beam
fl ashed above them "They've got the wath of Samhain at work out there. They'll scythe us if we

stick our heads up. Best to stay here for a nonent."

There were fewer screams now. Scattered shots punctuated the crackle and hiss of burning. The
engi nes of the craft throttled and humred. Kiril cane to and reached for his scalp. He brushed his
hair vigorously with his fingers. They cane away smudged. "Am | burned?" he asked.

"Not badly. You re lucky, young friend," Bar-Wten said. Hs face was fixed into a death's-
head smile. Barthel |eaned back in the shadow of the | edge and nuttered prayers with his hands
clasped. Kiril wondered why he wasn't praying hinself. Mediweva' s provincial God didn't seemto
have any jurisdiction here. He brushed the singed hairs fromhis head.

"What are we going to do?"

"Wait," Bar-Wten said. He stood up and put his knees on the | edge, barely raising his head
over the rimof the rock. "There are nen | eaving the ships. They're carryi ng weapons -- guns, |
think. Sone of the canp people are surrendering. They aren't shooting."

"Taki ng prisoners?" Barthel asked.

"I't would seem so." He ducked back. "We'll lie low and creep around these rocks as fast as we
can. Nobody is close."

"Who are they?" Kiril asked.

The | bisian shrugged. "The rivals are here. Do you think a bone as big as an Obelisk woul dn't
draw every jackal in the area? The real story's barely begun now "

"Al'lah was good to us, having you arrested," Barthel said. "There is a reason for everything."

Bar-Wten grunted. "Let's go."

"Morning in an hour or so," Kiril said as they crawl ed over the rough, pebbly ground between
t he bigger boul ders. "W should be pretty far fromhere by then."

An ear - poundi ng whunpf broke the quiet behind them Bar-Wten stood up and saw the Trident's
fragments riding a flower of snmoke and fire. Bits of blazing wood fell on the beach, forcing ranks

of prisoners to break and run. "It's the ship," he said. "I don't think the new ones did it,
t hough. "

"Did what ?"

"She's gone."

They continued to craw .

"Stop!"

Kiril | ooked up. A shadow on the rock above them pointed a gun into the crevice.

"Come out of there, all of you," the shadow said.

"What does he want?" Bar-Wten asked.

"He wants us to get up out of here,"” Kiril replied. "He's speaking English -- good old
English. That," he grinaced, "was ny specialty a few years ago." He held up his hands, and the
others mmcked him "Coming," he said.

"Damm right you are. Nothing fal se, now

A boat rowed silently near the water-washed rocks. It was filled with nmen dressed in black
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all sporting w cked-l1ooking rifles.

"Into the water," the man said. "It's shallow. Go on."

They were hauled into the boat and securely tied with scratchy ropes. Bound and hel pl ess, they
were pitched into the bottom A shadow stood over them bending and reaching out to exan ne them
The shadow s profile was irregular. A flap of black cloak fell away and Barthel |ooked directly
into the figure's face. His skin paled in the lanplight fromthe prow Kiril lay face down in the
boat and couldn't see.

"I't's not a man," the Khenite whispered.

"Be gentle with these," the figure said, it's voice muffled. "They're different fromthe
ot hers. "

The oars were pulled in, and the boat drifted with the river currents.

Twenty- one

Kiril | ooked their captors over quickly as they were shoved into line with the rest of the
prisoners. The night hid the features of the one Barthel had said wasn't a man. It wal ked to the
rear of the armed guards and whi spered instructions to several uniforned nen. It noved its |inbs
with an odd jerking notion. Its |oose-fitting robes formed novel hunps and holl ows as the w nd
grabbed at it.

Those tents that hadn't burned were being searched. Sporadic gunfire still accented the w nd.
The hul ki ng flying ships whistled and hummed. A ranp was |owered fromthe nearest craft, and the
first line of thirty prisoners was herded into a dark aft conpartment, Kiril anong them Barthe
and Bar-Wten were in the next line but didn't conme aboard his craft.

The cramped quarters reeked with fear. A few lights flickered on above them strips of white
in the low ceiling, and he saw the fl oor was padded. Seats lined the walls. Those who could sit
did so. Nobody fromthe Trident was in the group beside Kiril. He squatted on the paddi ng and
rubbed his face with his hands. His fingers cane away wet with tears. He felt |ike dying, he was
so confused

The engi nes beneath them coughed, seened to |augh, then broke into a body-strunm ng roar. The
craft lurched and rose. The engi nes pitched higher.

Sorretime in the next few hours he slept. He awoke in a press of bodies and struggled free of
ni ght nares about sl aughter. Most of the captives were breathing slowy, rhythmcally, a sea of
flesh gently rolling. He wiped sleep fromhis eyes and wet his finger to erase traces of dried
tears fromhis cheeks. A few owish eyes returned his gaze fromacross the room but nost of the
prisoners were lost in blind, escapeful slunber.

He had to urinate. The pressure was al nost unbearable. He crossed his legs and gritted his

teeth to still the insistent acid pangs. There was already urine snell in the air fromothers. He
felt a small, mild nausea, a reminder he still had a stomach and that he hadn't eaten for a while.
At least the flying ship didn't roll with the water -- if they were still over water.

He stood wi thout disturbing those sprawled around him stretched his arnms, and tensed his |eg
nmuscl es. He could touch the ceiling. Wth one finger he felt a light-strip. It was warm but not
hot. He thought of Barthel and Bar-Wten. Perhaps they were dead al ready, and he was on his own.
He found that hard to accept. He had gotten so nuch strength fromthe two despite their
di fferences.

"We've been noving for six hours,"” said a man across the cabin. Kiril recognized the guard of
the makeshift jail. He had a broad brui se above his eye, and he held one armas if it were a baby.
"Did your friends get away?"

Kiril shook his head. Unsettled, he | ooked away fromthe guard. "Your friends didn't hurt me

badly,"” the man said. "But these bastards -- | think they' ve broken ny arm"
He didn't seemto hold a grudge, but Kiril thought it best to consider everyone and everything
an eneny now. He felt it was within his power to kill if he had to -- sonething he had never known

before. He flexed his hands and | ooked at them specul atively.

If Bar-Wten and Barthel were dead he'd have to protect hinself. He was no | onger a ward, an
amat eur. He was a caged ani nmal

The engi nes changed pitch. The craft banked forward, then rocked back. He tunbl ed over as they
sl owed.
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The ot her prisoners were waking. Questions passed back and forth in volleys. A man and a woman
hugged each other joyfully, then gazed around |ike cornered rabbits.

The engi nes stopped. The craft thunped gently to rest. The hatch opened and blindi ng dayl i ght
poured in, silhouetting five arnmed guards. The prisoners were herded fromthe craft down the ranp,
stepping into soft snow covering gray concrete. Slate-gray nountains rose on three sides, and on
the fourth a stretch of wave-flaked water. Above was a bank of rushing clouds, piling around the
nmount ai ns and scul pting wi nd-saucers in their lee. Kiril's heart |eaped with the crisp smell of
the air -- forests and cold stretches of beach, |akewater snmell, rain snmell. The | and was horrible
and beautiful at the sanme tinme, mountains raw with black jagged rock and stunted trees, the w nd
like a flight of icicles. The prisoners beat thenselves with their arns and puffed their cheeks
out, huffing, trying to keep warm The guards kept their slender guns raised and ready.

The thirty were Iined up on the concrete and snow in two rows and nade to stand until they
wer e bl ue.

A second craft clinbed fromthe water of the | ake and whi sked across the concrete apron to
park beside the first. Athird foll owed, and both di sgorged | oads of prisoners. These were |ined
up twenty neters behind Kiril's row He craned his neck searching for Bar-Wten and Barthel. He
t hought he saw the Khenmite, but couldn't be sure. He was afraid to turn. His teeth chattered unti
they threatened to vibrate his aching eyes out. His ears were nunb, and when he touched his arnpit-
war med fingers to them they tingled.

Trucks with canvas-covered beds rolled onto the strip and stood with engines idling, white
snoke bel ching from pi pes hung near the cabs. Kiril saw the shrouded figure clinb down a | adder
fromthe second hovercraft. It wore a silvery mask beneath its dark hood. Two nen conferred with
it, then took its arns and led it to the cab of the truck. It tugged themto a stop and turned to
point to the ranks of prisoners. Its hand, Kiril saw, was gl oved. Beneath the silvery nesh of the
gl ove there could only have been three fingers, unless nore than one digit occupied each finger
He felt a trenmor pass through himthat was nore than just cold. Were could such a thing have cone
fron? Perhaps, he consoled hinmself, it was only a nan made up to | ook strange to cow the captives.
But its walk was so authentically different that he doubted it was human

The guards prodded the captives with their guns and marched theminto the backs of the trucks.
There in the windy canvas tunnels they sat until the gates were closed and the trucks |urched
head. Then they rushed to peer between the truck panels and the canvas.

Kiril found a position where he could see the concrete |landing field pass beneath them
changing to a rocky, ice-pocketed road.

"We're being guarded fromthe cab,"” word passed. "They have guns ained at us."

"Maybe we can slip out the rear," a wonan suggested. She stood up to see if the folds of
canvas above the gate were tied down, but was wenched back into her seat by a sudden bunp.

"W're going too fast," a man said. "W'd be killed."

"We're going to be killed anyway," the jail guard said. "You know who these people are?
They're fromthe east . . ."He said the word as if it were synonynmous with evil

"We don't know that yet," another said. 169

"Who el se could build nmachines |ike these but the ones who' ve been dropping rockets on the
Li brary Cities?"

"There nay be others, but even so, they're all trying to destroy us," the wonan near the gate
spoke up. "We have to get away from them and fight!"

Kiril listened with interest, "Two equals,"” he nurnured to hinself. "They have to fight it
out."

But it wasn't only their fight. Wth instrunents like the fire guns and flying ships it
woul dn't be | ong before everyone on Hegira would face a rout. It would be Bar-Wten's March al
over again -- but this tinme the Ibisians would | ook |ike reckless children

He renenbered the Bible and thought of Cain and Abel. Cain neant "smithy," or forger of tools.
The tool -forger slew his farner brother because God | ooked on the brother's sacrifice with nore
favor. Now in a different place and far . different tine, those with the better tools won -- just
as the tiger with the swifter claws gai ned dom nance in the forest. Mercy, kindness, grace, and
beauty had nothing to do with hunman existence in such crazed tines. He shook his head. He was so

far fromall of it, so isolated in nmind and tenper -- yet he dearly wi shed, with a portion of his
darker soul, that he had the finest tools of all. He would scourge his way to the Wall like a tide
of cats through a nouse village -- a tide of stray cats. Al the stray cats were licking at him

testing himwith claws, pulling away the pieces of soggy paper he had wapped around hinsel f for
warnt h. They newed and purred and rubbed agai nst him --

He Iifted his head up and wapped his arns around hinself to stop his shivering. He was
freezing -- they all were. Mre and nore quiet, eyes glazed, faces blue, Iips purple. The truck
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jolted to a stop.

Hardly aware where he was going, Kiril followed the stunbling crom of prisoners down a
sloping ranp into a concrete corridor. The guards jostled the slow ones until they regai ned thek
footing and lurched after. Kiril's feet were nunb.

But it was warml Warmair flowed up to neet themas an inner door opened, and they leaned into
the revivifying breeze as if it were life itself. Maning, crying and grunting with pain, they
were pushed into a narrow, gray-green waiting room Kiril felt his pants crackle, then go danp. He
had urinated, and the urine had frozen on his trouser legs. He didn't care.

He thunped hinmself and grinned and kicked his |l egs out, as the others did. But in a few
mnutes their joy turned to nmisery. Their |inbs began to thaw, and with each inroad of warnth a
rigid needl e poked at thek bones. Then their muscles cranmped and they cried out in agony.

O her prisoners followed. Barthel came through the door, his face haggard and pale olive, and
behind hima nman with a patch over one eye -- Bar-Wten. They were both alive! Kiril felt like
shouting at them but his tongue tripped up his words. He was rilled with a deadly thirst.

He had never been nore miserable in all his |ife. But each little addition of nisery, which in
itself would have made himweak and ill, seenmed to dinminish the total. He seened to draw strength
fromhis pain and di sconfort.

The groups weren't allowed to mingle. They were pushed up agai nst the opposite walls and told
to flatten thensel ves or lose thek legs. Iron bars swng fromthe ceiling and encl osed t hem
giving just enough roomto stand flat to the wall. They could only | ook across at thek caged
conpani ons. Bar-Wten reached his hand out to Kiril and feebly gestured. A guard butted it with
his rifle.

Hoses sprayed | ukewarm water on them The air was filled with foe as the water struck the cold
wal k. Blood, dirt, urine, and feces washed fromthe prisoners and whirled away down the drains in
the middl e of the room

Kiril guessed there were about a hundred of them They were shivering again in the wet and
screaming with the pain of their thaw. Kiril suddenly found hinself elevated to a | evel of calm
detachment. He | ooked on the prisoners and their captors and saw only silly, inconsequenti al
ani mal s. Then what was he? Another animal, tenporarily jolted above concern with his body, perhaps
to share some hi gher sense of hunor. They all |ooked ridiculous -- playacting amateur roles
conjured by ridiculously limted tal ents.

Coul d he think of anything better? No, he adnmitted. He was no better. Just less blind.

A second spray, pungent with disinfectant, was directed over them Fans and radi ant heaters
were brought in from another door. The heaters were turned on, then the fans.

When it was over a third of themwere dead. Kiril dragged hinself out of a sw nm ng haze and
| ooked at the middle of the room The cloaked figure stood talking to a uniforned nan. The nan's
face held a nixture of obedi ence and repugnance. The ends of his mouth curled downward in a half-
sneer, half-snarl. He said sonething Kiril couldn't hear

The figure gestured with a draped arm and the fans and heaters were carried out. The officer
wal ked before the opposite row of prisoners, glancing diffidently at the hangi ng corpses. He

spoke, first in the nelodic tongue of the People of the Wall, then in |loud, clear Teutan

"Sonme of you here nmay be inportant to us."

"I am" a man shouted. "I'Il talk about anything!"

The officer's | ook changed to scorn. "You'|ll be asked questions. They require specific
answers, correct answers." The officer smiled. "If you don't answer correctly, I'lIl turn you over
tothis fellow. He's a denon. You've noticed his shape? He conmes fromhell, not a woman's wonb.
He' Il broil your hearts as if they were on a spit. | hope you understand."”

The cl oaked figure turned to the wall opposite Kiril and began at one end. Its sibilant voice
reached t hrough the sudden quiet |ike a serpent's hiss.

Kiril struggled to stay awake, but he couldn't. H s vision narrowed. He | ooked at everything
through a wind-filled cave, drawing farther back with each second until the rush carried himfrom
the receding light.

"And you?" the voice asked. "You are fromvery far, too, are you?"

Kiril |ooked up. He wiped a dribble of saliva fromhis |ower jaw as he stared into the silvery
mask. "Elena," he said softly.

"How far away do you |ive?"

"Medi weva, " he answered. "Very far."

"Just a sailor who's traveled far? O did sonething conpel you to conme here?"

"Sonething," Kiril said. "Elena. Take off your nask."

"What brought you here?"

"You did."
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"Not |. Something specific."

Kiril saw Barthel and Bar-Wten standing in the nmddle of the roomunder close watch by three
guar ds.

"I had to save you. Save her.'

" Her ?"

"My only love." That was hypocritical, he thought. The self-accusation echoed and vani shed.

"Ah." The figure gestured.

The cage opened. Wen he fell, he was caught by yielding arnms and taken to join his
conpani ons.

"Did you see where we are?" Bar-Wten asked. A guard

shouted at him He glared back. "We're in the country of the Wall!"

The guard raised his rifle, and Bar-Wten backed off with hands up, placating.

The Wall.

He was aware now whom he was tal king to.

Twenty-two

They sat in the tiny cell and stared listlessly at the padded walls. Bar-Wten crouched with his
hands cl asped between his knees, knocking his knuckl es against his |egs. Barthel stood and picked
his teeth with a fingernail. They had been given a thick gruel three hours before. It was acting
on themunpleasantly. Kiril lay on his back with head and shoul ders agai nst a wall, |ooking green
and feeling very docile.

"We've been drugged," Bar-Wten said. Kiril nodded. They wouldn't offer nmuch resistance in
their condition. A small wi ndow in the door showed themthe hall outside, and by peering at an
angle they could see the rigid shoul der of a guard, but nothing nore.

The door swung open. An officer stepped into the cell and | ooked down at Kiril. "You are the
Medi wevan?" he asked in thickly accented Teutan
"Speak English. | can understand. Yes, |'mthe Mediwevan."

"Conme with ne," the officer said. He reached down and picked Kiril up. Wth a | ast | ook over
hi s shoul der at his conpani ons he was pulled down the hall to a brightly lit room beyond.

The roomwas outfitted |ike a surgery ward, with a central couch covered by worn brown | eather
and strips of absorbent cotton. He was strapped onto the couch and his pul se and bl ood pressure
were taken. An orange-robed man with intersecting black |ines drawn across his bald scal p bent
over himwith a syringe in hand.

The denon-figure entered from another door. "You nay administer," it said. It |eaned over
Kiril as the needle went into his arm "This will not hurt you. Just to find out what you are ...

Kiril went blank.

He awoke with a sour taste in his nouth and the shock of snelling salts in his nose.

"You' ve been cooperative,"” the thing in black told him He was taken to the cell. Barthel and
Bar-Wten were renoved next. Kiril asked the guard why they were both going. The guard | ooked at
him sternly, then checked up and down the corridor before answering. "W believe you re the one we
want," he said. "But we will test these two just in case." He swung the door shut and | ocked it.

In two hours the Ibisian and the Khenite were brought back. Bar-Wten weaved a little and
slunped to the floor. Barthel stood rigid against the wall, eyes wide and staring into the
opposite corner of the cell

"What did they nake ne say?" Bar-Wten asked.

"Not hi ng," Barthel snapped. The Khenite | ooked into the coner and flinched as if froma bl ow.
What Bar-Wten had reveal ed under hypnosis was slowy mangling Barthel's insides. He had never

suspect ed. ..

Overhead they heard the sounds of distant explosions. Kiril peered through the wi ndow and saw
the guard standing away fromthe cell, |ooking anxiously down the hall

The lights went out. After an hour they slept. Bar-Wten snored |oudly, head lolling between
his legs. Kiril hung on the edge of sleep. He heard someone nove in the cell, but stirred and
drifted off.

"No," Barthel said. He closed his eyes but couldn't block out what he saw. In the corner
standi ng above the reclining
Kiril, was Barthel's nother. She glowed faintly |ike the sea, and her throat opened into a

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (60 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:58 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

second smiling nouth. What she nurmured to himhe could not accept. But it was true. He had heard.
"Not now," he said.

She spoke to hi magain.

"No. "

He turned away fromthe corner and butted his head softly against the paddi ng.

The lights came on again. Kiril stood and stretched in the cranped space. Barthel slept on
standing with his head wedged into the corner. Bar-Wten | ooked at Kiril specula-lively fromhis
spot on the floor.

"You're the chosen one," he said. "They're sure you're the one who'll get theminto the Wall."
"Get who in?"
"The thin ones. You told the right story, | suppose. Barthel didn't. I'"'msure | didn't. The

one who isn't human, it spoke to the guard while they were naking Barthel talk. It spoke English
but | could understand. There are three of them here."”

"Three of who?" Kiril asked, mnd still foggy from sl eep

"The thin, strange ones. They aren't fromthis part of Hegira. They came across the Wall in a
ship of sone sort. They've nmade a pact, and they're sharing know edge with the English-speakers.™

"They want ne to take themto the Wall?"

"You're lucky," Bar-Wten said, nodding. "You'll reach your goal. | doubt if we will."

"I don't want to help themw th anything," Kiril said. "They don't deserve it."

"The thin ones m ght be nore friendly than the English-speakers. They didn't like the
sl aughter at the Cbelisk canp. Seened to think there m ght have been nore |ike you. Dead pilgrins
are no good to them"

"What are the English-speakers doing for then"

"Didn't say." Bar-Wten's face crinkled into a snmle. "It's fairly obvious, though. The thin
ones want to get back to where they came from"

"Through the \Wall?"

"Any way they can. Perhaps the English-speakers are building them another rocket."

"Then | pity them They'll be double-crossed.”

Bar - Wt en shrugged. "I don't understand nmuch of anything now "

Bart hel jerked and pulled away fromhis corner. He nibbed his eyes, then | ooked over Kiril's
shoul der and seened relieved.

The door opened an hour after they were all awake. Another officer, paunchy and florid,
ordered them out of the cell and took them down the hall in the direction opposite the | aboratory.
Two young, wan-faced guards foll owed with hol stered pistols.

A hovercraft waited on the concrete airstrip. Craters ten and twenty neters across had been
punched into the pavenent and the surrounding rocky hills. Fragnents of netal littered the area.

The fat officer rapped the butt of his gun on the port of the hovercraft. The port swung open,
and a | adder cane down. "Clinb in," he told them They went up the | adder into the ship. The
guards foll owed, and the officer managed to squeeze through with some straining. A low, round
metal tube I ed them around the circunference to the main cabin. A small barred cell had been
wel ded to the floor and ceiling of the adjacent passenger cubicle. The guards put themin and
| ocked the door behi nd.

The hovercraft coughed and roared. Sonewhere netal screeched across concrete. Then she | urched
and rose. The pilot, hidden behind a thick steel shield, took themacross the apron and over the
| ake.

They could get glinpses of their flight only through the edges of the clear canopy that
ext ended beyond the shield. Gray, cragged nountains cane toward them as they skirted the perineter
of the | ake. The rocks passed away abruptly as the hovercraft nade a long, slowturn to the right
toward the niddle of the |ake. Rock walls flashed by on both sides as they passed through a narrow
sound.

Barthel stared with deternination through the bars at the shield. Bar-Wten sat relaxed with
hi s back wedged into one corner of the cell, studying the slender view of their travel. Kiril
al ternated between his two conpanions and the view, trying to puzzle what had happened to all of
t hem

The trip took an hour. The hovercraft slowed and pulled into a narrow harbor ringed with walls
of slate-black stone. It vaulted with a runble and a slight bunmp up a ranp of wooden pilings. The
guards cane alert suddenly and opened the cell on orders fromthe fat officer. They were |ed
out si de.

"W have a special treat," the officer said, slipping the words conspiratorially fromthe side
of his nouth as they wal ked beside him "A parade. You should enjoy tonorrow "

Ahead of themlay a solid nass of grayness, as though concentrated storns had packed so
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thickly they merged without feature. Nearer, clouds broke fromthe nonotony and asserted their own
turnoil. Rain fell in wind-blow draperies onto the green, jungle-covered hills and valleys that
butted up against the ascending curve of the Wall. Nearer still, obscured by plumets and feathers
of m st pouring over the hills, were masses of buildings, angular, |ike scattered bl ocks of |ead
The sight nmade Kiril's heart sink. Aland of no cheer, no variety ... it choked the eyes. Yet it
had an unmi st akabl e, grave grandeur.

The officer was obviously proud of his city. But he was also a little cowed, as though the
sol emmity and nonotony were not exactly what he'd expected. Thunder pranced near the gray end of
the world. The Wall flashed sheet-white with an eyelike wink -- roof of clouds the upper lid, gray-
green jungled hills and peaks the | ower. The gaze was cold and expectant, |ike the eye of an
unt er say draken

"Faster," the officer said. The wind picked up and ruffled their matted hair.

A long, sleek silver train waited for themat the end of the wood ranmp. Steam hissed fromthe
engine. The rails nade plaintive squeaks. The air snelled of lightning and storm It tickled Bar-
Wten's nose, and he wiggled his face, naking his patch bob. He threw a side look at Kiril as he
rubbed his nose. Cearer than anything, it told Kiril the Ibisian was worried.

"This car," the officer directed. They clinbed into the stepwell, then waited as the inner
door opened. More guards waited within, and two of them hooded thin ones. The interior of the car
was dark brown suede and chrome steel with a cleanliness that showed rigid care. Two olive-col ored
tanks of translucent glass were bolted to the floor at the opposite end of the car. The ol der,
tougher guards around these were fully armed. They carried pistols, daggers on their belts, and
heavy, brutal rifles stubby as toadstools.

The three were forced to sit in a single seat with prods of el bows and hands on shoul ders. The
thin aliens stood inmobile and silent a few steps fromtheir tanks. Thick fluid I apped in the
cylinders. An array of pipes curved fromeach tank and di sappeared into the floor

The train began to nove.

The greater part of the ten-mnute ride was spent on a long, fragile-looking trestle that
crossed | abyrinthine ridges of jungle-covered rock. Rivers crept through the gorges and poured
into the lakes farther south, eventually falling into the Pale Seas. The ridges began to | ook
artificially flattened, though still verdant; then buildings occupied them and finally the |and
rose in one triunphant, hunorless surge to a series of plateaus. The city of the English-speakers
sprawl ed across the tablelands. C oser, the buildings glittered with walls of glass and polished
met al . Counterpoints of coppery red and rust |anced up the sides of the taller structures.
Monunent al cubes were rolled on edge and supported by concrete pillars, faced with glass and stee
and sonething the color of pewter. There were towers, prisns, all sharply sketched, all flat
pl anes and daggers. Every nmesa's cluster was tuned to enphasi ze the highest, central plateau
which net the Wall. Here the buildings resenbled crystals of chrysolite and spar, featurel ess at
this distance, divided by walls of deep jade green. The train worked steadily over and between the
mesas, rising slowmy, crossing trestles when valleys intervened, surrounded by wall ed throughways
on the tablelands. It was an arnored, protected mllipede crawing |aboriously to neet the cloud-
wor shi pped Wal | .

Kiril was too dazed to be inpressed. The scene rolled by with a featurel ess, chaotic
irregularity. It was neaningl ess because it was unlike anything he'd ever seen before. Later
per haps, he might have nightmares about it, but now he could not assinmlate. He could only stiffly
wait .

Bart hel saw nothing but an enpty seat on the opposite side of the car. His |ips worked.

The hi ghest plateau was breached. The millipede slowed and chuffed, then coasted snoothly into
a ceramc-lined tunnel. Daylight flashed as it left the tunnel and slid against a slant-walled
bui | di ng.

They were taken fromthe car. The entourage of guards and officers in the car surrounded the
three foreigners and two nonhumans as if they were sone treasure to be protected.

Again, in the interior of the dull, gold ziggurat, they were fed into a cell nore spaci ous and
confortable, but still with the door |ocked and the walls padded. They were not searched. They'd
been cl osel y wat ched.

Bart hel , however, had kept hinself inmobile throughout the journey. He had been ignored for
I ong monents. No one noticed his hand reaching down to break off a strip of netal edging the seat.
Not even Bar-Wten saw.

Only the wonan in the seat opposite. She smled.

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (62 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:58 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

Twenty-three

Hours passed in the darkened cell. Kiril, Bar-Wten and Barthel lay on their cots, waiting. Kiril
heard Bar-Wten snore. He squeezed his eyes shut, taking refuge in the even deeper darkness. He
tried to remenber Medi weva. Sonmehow, he found his way there, and his body rel axed.

Bart hel was w de awake. He reached under his shirt and felt for the sharp strip he had pried
| oose on the train.

Hi s nother noved in the dark, glow ng, her true nouth and the nouth in her throat urging him
on silently. He hardly understood who or what he was any nore. Al his world had been shattered,
and yet he felt stupid that he had been surprised. The Bey -- the |bisian who had been his naster
for all his adult life -- was after all a nurderer and a pillager of Khem his honel and.

Bar-Wten had said startling things under the influence of the denpn's needles. Fifteen years
of travel together had not reveal ed such things. Bar-Wten's drugged ranblings had raised the past
to hideous life, bringing back the phantomof his nother -- long lost in his thoughts, part of a
warm frightening bl ankness -- haunting Barthel with all the nenories and suspicions he had al ways
known woul d be best left forgotten, dropped |ike plumstones in a pond.

Bar-Wten stirred in the dark and nur nmured.

You are no |longer Barthel, servant to the Ibisian who killed nme, the ghost told her son. You
are Amma bin Akka, and you are free. Prove you are free.

Bart hel stood over the Bey, the Ibisian. He |ifted the sharp strip, tears filling his eyes and
stream ng down his cheeks. He thought, | have served you, worshipped you, followed you across | and
and sea. | have | oved you. Wiy nust | be the one to kill you?

He beseeched the ghost, but she would not relent.

You belong with us, she said. Your sisters are with us. W kept themfromthe conqueror's
hands, as we woul d have kept you. Al of our famly, together. Carried in the Bey's strong arns,
rushed froma house full of corpses, Barthel had caught a glinpse of his sisters, their throats
cut, lying on their pallet in the two-room nastaba-house, blood dark red in the dusty sunlight
fromthe snoke-hole in the straw roof. Barthel had been little nore than a baby; the drugs had
opened his earliest nenories now, and they were eating himalive. Before the Bey had cone to pick
hi m up, he had heard his sisters' shrieks, his father's prayers to Allah, his nother's weeping.
Had seen the dull flash of the sheep-knife lifted above the nmud-brick partition

Wth a strangl ed shout, Barthel drove the nakeshift bl ade down toward the |bisian.

Kiril heard a shout and the tearing of fabric. He sat up half awake and grunted a question

Bar-Wten felt the resistance of flesh and the warnth of spilling bl ood but by then it was too
late. He had reacted with the automatismof a scorpion's tail, had rolled fromthe point's arc
and, not thinking who night be attacking, had thrown up the bedcl othes, entangling the assail ant.
Drops of moisture -- Barthel's tears -- stung agai nst his cheek. The shadow struck again and
agai n, shrieking and kicking Iike an enraged child. Knowing with twenty years of conbat experience
where the weapon was, even in the dark, Bar-Wten grabbed the hand and turned the point inward,
driving it home with a kick of his foot against the shattered wist. The attacker had no chance
and perhaps he had known that. Wth a quiet gasp he went down and whether there had been bl ood
first, or the resistance of the flesh, the snap of bone or the tearing of cloth, there was no
knowi ng. For Bar-Wten, still half-asleep, it was all nuddl ed.

A light came on. Two guards stood sl eepy-eyed in the cell's open doorway.

Bar - Wt en | ooked down on his servant fromwhere he lay on the cot. Barthel, tangled in bed-
clothes, withed on the floor, saliva and tears shining on his face and chin. He stared at Bar-
Wot en.

"Bey!" he said, his voice like a lanb's bleat. Bar-Wten got down on his knees beside the boy
and hugged him his one good eye still dry, but closed.

"They woul d have killed you," he whispered in Ibisian. Barthel had pulled the point fromhis
stonmach and was trying ineffectually to shove it through the Ibisian's thick sailor's coat. Bar-
Wten did not block the stabs; they didn't even draw blood. "I was nad fromthe carnage, and they
were slaughtering infants. | could not stand by. |I did not know they were your parents."”

The guards raised their rifles.

"No!" Kiril shouted. He | eaped fromhis cot and stood before the two. Bar-Wten glanced up at
hi s back, face inpassive and white in the sudden glare.

One guard stepped forward and knocked Kiril aside, reaching down to renove the strip of neta
fromBarthel's grasp. He raised the butt of his rifle to drive back Bar-Wten, but the thin
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cl oaked shadow of the denpn hissed in the doorway. The guard stepped aside abruptly, as if stung,
bl oody point held up as evidence and excuse.

"You shoul d never have |eft home, Bey," Barthel said, his voice soft and quiet.

"Your pilgrimis still alive, Guest Excellency," the guard said, pointing to Kiril. "By our
qui ck action."

Barthel's face winkled in final pain and ail the remaining tension left his body, Bar-Wten
did not nove until the guards pried the corpse fromhis arns.

Twent y-f our

Two of the thin, cloaked denons wal ked behind Kiril and Bar-Wten. On all sides, armed guards
fornmed walls as the procession noved through a high-walled canyon of steel, glass and concrete.
Hundr eds of thousands of people watched fromtiers of seats on each side of the boul evard. Paper
streamers sizzled through the air and confetti fell in thick clouds, getting into their clothes,
itching. Kiril vaguely heard the carnival cheers and the cries of "Pilgrim Pilgrim Find your
way! "

Anplifiers mounted on light standards al ong the boul evard echoed a tinny refrain:

"Find your own way, rmake |ove to the Vall,
Be the clown who will [|earn,
The fool who might return ..."

Kiril couldn't make out the rest. It was a mummer's farce, and he was the central caricature,
an unspectacul ar nman acconpani ed by a silent soldier, both of them having cone tens of thousands
of kiloneters to be paraded up this street of the sophisticated English-speakers, nmet with
ridicule and cerenony, sent to the Wall |ike belled goats.

The denons were taking no chances. Both Bar-Wten and Kiril were acconpanying themto the
Wall. Kiril was the likely candidate, but who could conpletely riddle fairy tales, especially
those of another species?

Kiril hated themall fiercely. He saw in the English-speakers all the concentrated di sease and
decay of the Second-born, their science and know edge contributing little or nothing to renedy
their lack of dignity and respect for their fellows.

Kiril hated hinself, as well. He had survived. But the inconprehensible violence that had
ended Barthel's journey hung |ike a dead wei ght around his shoul ders. He fell behind Bar-Wten and
t he guards pushed himon

The third denon was staying behind as part of an agreenent with the English-speakers. The two
acconpanying themwould clinb the eight kilonmeter slope of the Vall with the pilgrim whichever he
m ght be.

The boul evard ended at the Wall. Kiril and Bar-Wten were given packs of food and clinbing
equi pment. The denmons were equi pped with steel cylinders and cloth-w apped parcels. The noi se of
the crowd subsi ded behind t hem

"This is not by our design, human,” one of the denons told Kiril as they started to clinb. "W
have a journey, also. W all reach our destinations."

Kiril nodded, not facing the silvery mask. A thousand pilgrinms had clinbed the wall before
them the English-speaker's history books said. The |ast had been a year ago, before the arriva
of the thin ones in their rocket. A fool's parade.

"Why don't they just kill pilgrins and be done with it?" he asked the denon.

"They do not dare. Sone pilgrinms cone fromanong their own people; they cannot deny the Wal
or those who cone to it. And sonetinmes, their pilgrins return.”

"Return?"
The denon was silent for a noment. The second denon stopped clinbing and pointed its blank
silvery mask at Kiril. A thin whining sound cane from under the cloak

"There have been no pilgrins fromthis land for ten years," the first continued. "The
m grations began only twenty years ago. But we have | earned. At other places and al ong ot her
points of the wall, the streans of pilgrins have increased a thousand-fold. Sone cities have been
i nundated since the fall of the Spire. They are all driven by one thing, that which we drew from
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your own nenory -- the loss of a mate. There have been fenales as well as males.”

" \Nhy 2"

The enigmati ¢ mask was silent again.

"Don't you know?"

"W do not know," the second denon adnmitted. "They migrate to appease -- " again the whine --
"a fairy tale. Most die on the journey. Mst are already dust or nud. You have survived."

"I've had help,” Kiril said, glancing at Bar-Wten. The Ibisian clinbed steadily, silently
beside him "I owe ny life nany times over to him"

Ei ght kiloneters up the Wall, the English-speakers had told them a |line of circular entrances
awai t ed. The entrances had been surveyed nmany tines in the past; separated by two kil oneters, each
consisted of a hole ten nmeters across and fifty neters deep, ending at a blank barrier. If Kiri
or Bar-Wten were worthy, the barrier would open. |If not, they would probably die trying to
descend the slope, too denoralized to be cautious. Either way, the English-speakers woul d never
see them alive again.

Cl ouds bathed themin cold, neutral wafts of noisture.

As they clinmbed, Kiril learned fromthe denons that Qbelisks were falling every thirty
thousand kil oneters, with enornmous destruction of |andscape and |life, the nearest being the
oel i sk in Weggi smarche. Those who returned to the ravaged | and were now able to view nost of the
bel i sk texts. Soon, nobst of the inhabitants of Hegira would know -- or be forced to know -- the
hi story and acconplishnments of the First-born.

They woul d have to accept the truth of what they were -- whatever that might be.

Bar-Wten |istened. At one point, he stripped away his black patch and cast it down the sl ope.
The sunken, wrinkled pit of his second eye cast the rest of his face out of proportion, giving him
a calm yet leering aspect. The nan's silence frightened Kiril nore than the denpbns. Wat is he
t hi nki ng? What actual ly happened to Barthel ?

Kiril tried to concentrate on the clinb, on his aching thighs and cal ves and arms, on his neck
stiff fromthe cold and from peering ahead, up the slope of the Wall. This is the last crawl of
the mgrating worm he thought. God's gaze was not intense light, as he had been told by the
Franci scans, but cold dank cl ouds and tears.

For the Wall wept. Its condensation ran in tiny rivulets to the land, gathering to form
rivers. The water made the footing slippery, as if they wal ked up a sl ope of wet glass -- but
there was al ways the traction of the engraved words.

The thin ones clinbed steadily, tirelessly, with a wobbling gait, arms reaching out to steady
thensel ves, their cloaked and wrapped bird-1egs punping.

"Way did you cone here?" Kiril asked once as they rested. Bar-Wten, two neters higher up the
slope, inclined his head to hear their answer.

"We are not sure you can understand," one replied. "W wi shed to know what happened to us.
Long ago, all was bliss and paradise, and we grew. W were all part of --" It whined sharply -- "a
reach. A peak of achievenent and understanding. Then, it was all lost, and we had to start from
the beginning, in the pain and disaster of youth. It is not precisely the sane with you."

"But not so different," Kiril said.

" Per haps. "

"Are the English-speakers going to help you try another way back, if you can't pass through
the barrier?" he asked. He notioned to the fog-hidden city bel ow.

"W exchanged know edge. "

That didn't answer his question, but he hadn't really expected an answer. "You don't know what
they'll do with your know edge."

"Yes, we do," one cloaked figure hissed. Bar-Wten glanced at Kiril, but still kept his
counsel

Four kil oneters. He hooked his sleeping pouch onto the words with a net of tiny grapples. The
thin ones had their own apparatus, slinging thenselves in wi de straps connected to sinilar
grappl es. They repl enished sonething in their suits fromthe steel cylinders.

Kiril did not sleep well.

Wth green norning, they fought they way through clouds thick as ghostly foliage. Five
kilonmeters. Six.

"There is the entrance,” the figure in black said. They automatically increased their pace,
though Kiril was exhausted. Bar-Wten again led the way, silent as ever.

They rested at seven kiloneters. The cl ouds drew together above them and obscured the hol e
agai n.

The next day, they stood on the |lip of the entrance and stared down the shadowy | ength of the
hole in the Wall.
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"There is no barrier," a denpon said, hissing faintly behind the words.

The tunnel led deep into the Wall, dark for the first hundred yards, then filled with a dry,
faint gray lumnosity.

"You have nade it, Pilgrim" the other denobn said.

Kiril and Bar-Wten tossed aside their clinbing tools.

Kiril squatted near the edge to exami ne the tunnel nore closely.

"Do you think | could go in?" Bar-Wten asked. It was the first thing he had said since they
began their clinmb; his voice was soft and |low. He | eaned over to rub the tunnel's surface with his
| eft palm

"I don't know," Kiril said. "I hope so. W've all cone a |ong way."

Bar - Wt en nodded.

"W would like you to proceed,"” a denon said behind them "W will follow"

Kiril got to his feet, slinging the al nost-enpty pack over his shoulder. There was very little
food left; the English-speakers had not been generous. d ancing at Bar-Wten, he began wal ki ng
down the tunnel. Bar-Wten followd, and behind him the two thin ones.

Kiril kept his eyes forward. After ten minutes, no barrier presented itself. He | ooked over
his shoul der and saw the Ibisian, and at least fifty yards behind him the denons, who seened to
be nmoving through gelatin. The tunnel's entrance was a di stant point of white. Bar-Wten nodded at
him smiling faint encouragenent. Kiril |ooked ahead again, then back, and stopped, his breath
taking a hitch.

A few yards behind Bar-Wten, the tunnel had sealed itself. The thin ones were nowhere to be
seen. "We're alone,"” he said.

Bar- Wbt en shivered slightly. "Do we qualify?"

Kiril shook his head slowy. "I don't know any nore about this than you do."

"You don't feel anything?"

Kiril sighed. "Nothing."

The Ibisian Iifted his armand pointed down the Iength of the tunnel. "All we can do is walKk,
t hen."

They wal ked for hours, then paused to rest and eat, and

Kiril lay down in a half-curl to sleep. Bar-Wten sat beside him knees drawn up under his

resting el bows, flicking a strip of cloth fromone hand, then drawing it up and rolling it,
flicking it again, drawing and rolling

Kiril awakened and watched him "What do you think we'll find?"

"The Land Where Night Is a River," Bar-Wten said without hesitation

"But what is that?"

"I"'mnot sure | care any nore," the |bisian said.

Kiril turned away, shaking his head. "He tried to kill you. Wy?"

"When the English-speakers drugged us for the denons to listen ... | think I spoke of Khem
and he nust have remenbered. He saw very little.”

"What happened?”

"It isn't inportant," Bar-Wten said.

"He was |ike your son."

Bar-Wten gave Kiril a glance of both agony and barel y-contained rage. His Iips drew tight and
his one eye glittered with tears. The sunken caul of his other eye was also wet. Then the rage
seened to evaporate.

Kiril watched the Ibisian silently crying, both appalled and fascinated. "He deserved to be
here with us," he said after a while. "But mllions have died al ready. Wi chever god nade this
happen is a carel ess god."

Bar - Wt en stood abruptly and wal ked past Kiril down the tunnel

"Right," Kiril said.

Bef ore the next sleep, they wal ked ten or eleven kiloneters -- or as nuch as fifteen. There
was no accurate way of telling distance or time. Still the tunnel was featureless. Kiril felt a
touch of fear and the walls seened to shrink around him He paused, dizzy and nauseated, and
| owered his head. "Wait," he said. Bar-Wten turned to | ook at his conpanion. The tunnel was

enpty.

Kiril kneeled until he had recovered, and then got to his feet. Bar-Wten was gone. Thinking the
| bi sian had gone far ahead of him Kiril began to run, calling out his nanme, but the tunnel ended
abruptly only a few hundred neters ahead.

He paced back and forth before the blank barrier, not daring to touch it, afraid this was
truly the end and he had been rejected, murmuring automatic prayers, but no |longer certain to
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which god if any they were directed. He thought perhaps the |bisian had been allowed to pass, and
his face flushed with anger and a kind of envy. Finally, furious, he reached out to strike the
barrier with his fist. H s hand vani shed and he stunbl ed through

At that nonment, Kiril began to understand the power of Hegira. Beyond the insubstanti al
partition was a clear view of darkness and fire doves. He stood in a transparent hem sphere about
ten nmeters across, the glass or whatever substance it was nade of supported by a waist-high wall
The air in the chanber was nusty but breathable. There was no sign of Bar-Wten

He wal ked to the edge, and realized he nust be | ooking over the top of the Wall at the end of
the world. The upper surface of the Wall was a featureless dark plain that stretched in front and
to each side to a seemngly flat horizon

Kiril circled to the opposite side of the done, around the man-high half-circle through which
he had entered, and which nmust have been a kind of doorway. Fromthat vantage, he | ooked down
t hrough a bl ui sh haze and thick |ayers of clouds to the surface of his world. Holding up a finger
he wonderingly traced rivers and nmountain ranges and the broad delta of the Pale Seas. He could
meke out the cloud-wapped line of the fallen Qbelisk in Wggisnmarche and Pall asta, and the
upri ght Obelisks of other |ands, thousand of kil oneters distant.

He slunped to his knees and lifted his elbows to the edge of the dome, |eaning his head in the
crook of one arm too astonished to think, nmuch | ess worry about what had happened to Bar-Wten
For an hour, he stared at the umbers and greens and grays of continents and the blues and nore
pronounced greens of oceans; russet, sienna and ochre deserts and grassy plains, tracks of
mount ai ns spreading like frost on glass, anvils and fish-skel etons of clouds, puffs of stornms and
whorls of hurricanes, all stretching to a broad |line of blue on the high, imensely broad horizon.
And rising over land, sea and sky, the stolid needles with their tops of sheet sunlight, on a
level with the Wall and the done. | amas tall as an Obeli sk.

Then the Obelisks' light faded. The | and becane shadowy and ni ght snugged fit across Hegira.
The fire doves gl eamed nore brightly w thout daylight's conpetition from bel ow.

Wth a contentnment he hadn't known since childhood -- a recognition of forces higher than
himsel f, in which he nust place his trust or sinply give up in despair -- he put his gear on the
floor of the dome and went to sleep beneath the glinmmer of the fire doves.

Bar-Wten found his own barrier. He reached out to feel the plug on the tunnel, and when his hand
passed through, he closed his eye and stepped forward resolutely, nore than half expecting to die.

Kiril awoke from some vague dream and rolled over on his back

"Good norning," greeted the man standi ng over him

For a nonent, with Kiril's vision unfocused, he thought it m ght be Bar-Wten, but then he
tensed and slowly backed up agai nst the heni sphere's wai st-high wall. The man carried a pack, and
wore clothes simlar to his own, but he was not the Ibisian. His face was well-tanned and deeply
grooved with sun-and-wind winkles. Hs hair was a backward-swept nop of solid gray. H s nose was
an oft-broken, crooked ruin, and he had a grin as devious as his nose, but he did not seem
unfriendly. In one hand he clutched a round black ball the size of a small apple. Kiril glanced
down at his feet and saw the nan wore no shoes.

"You've only been here a little while," the man said. "Need sone gui dance?" He was speaking
Pal | astan, not radically different from Teutan, but with an odd inflection

"I"'msure | do," Kiril said. "How |l ong have you been here?"

"I'n the observatory? Just a few m nutes. You surprised me, lying here. |1've been in the \Wal
for a year, maybe two. |1'mnot clear about tine any nore. You' re not from Weggi smarche, but you
speak the tongue fairly well . . . Have you traveled far?"

Kiril got to his feet. "Froma place called Medi weva. Thousands of kilonmeters. Tens of
t housands. "

The man nodded. "I've heard of it. Sailors bring back stories. O at least, they used to. Is
my country still there? Pallasta?"

Kiril hesitated, then shook his head. "It's in very sad shape."

The man's shoul ders slunped. "Then this is nmy hone. My name is Jury." He offered his hand.

"Kiril." The man's grip was firm but not brusque.

"This place will take getting used to. It has a secret, you know. Have you found the secret
yet ?"

"No, | don't think so," Kiril said. He pointed to the nan's clenched hand. "Is it the ball?"

"No," the ball replied in a child' s voice. Kiril started back, then caught hinself and covered
his surprise by reaching down to pick up his pack. The Pail astan smil ed.

"Not strictly the secret, but it will help you understand. | don't listen to it rmuch any nore
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You have to ask it a question, and then it will answer, except when you first get yours. Then it
tells you what it is."

"W all get one?"

"I assune so. You know about the migration?"

Kiril nodded. "Wat is the ball?"

Jury hefted the object in question and scowed at it. "It says it's part of the world. | don't
trust it conpletely, not now | keep it around because it knows a few useful things."

"Where do | find mine?"

Jury pointed at the half-circle gate. "Back through there. There's a place where we get food
and water, and a place to sleep, if you wish to use it."

"It doesn't go back to the tunnel ?"

Jury smiled with sonme superiority. "You can't get back to the tunnel, and you can't get hone
again . . . unless you do what it tells you. I haven't. Qthers have. | don't know where they went.
Maybe the ball lies."

Kiril took a deep breath. "Let's go, then."

"Did your woman die, too?" Jury asked as they wal ked to the other side of the gateway.

"She didn't die. She turned solid, like ice or silver."

"As good as dead. Mne did the same. | listened to | egends. My father told ne the | egends, and
what to do. He died of old age just before | left for the Wall. | felt obligated to foll ow
t hrough. Everybody thought | should. But nowthat I'"'mhere . . . well, it's another story."

"I have sone pretty strong reasons,” Kiril said. "Show nme the way."
Jury stepped forward, but did not enter the gateway.

"You cane a long way. Saw a | ot of strange things, too, | bet."

"Yes."

Jury stepped through first, and Kiril followed.

They stood in a hall, about twice as long as it was wide, and three nmeters fromfloor to

ceiling. At the end of the hall was a large circular roomw th an opaque donmed ceiling. A glow ng
bul ge at the top of the donme provided heat and light. As he wal ked around the room Kiril
di scovered that parts of the floor were spongy. "You can sleep here,"” Jury expl ai ned.

At the center of the roomwas an austere white table. As they stepped near, the table humed
and bowl s appeared. Two contained a thin, souplike fluid that steamed and gave of f an appeti zing
odor. Others held fruit and raw vegetables. "Thank you," Jury said to the walls. "Al ways pays to
be polite. O course, they never answer back. Maybe |'ve been here too long." Jury threw Kiril an

apprai sing glance, then picked up a cup of cool red liquid and toasted Kiril. He squatted on his
haunches by the table to eat. Kiril stood nearby, unsure what he was supposed to do.

Jury noved an upsi de-down bowl on the table, revealing another ball. This one was the col or of
pewter. "Mist be yours," he said, rolling it across the surface at Kiril. Kiril reached out to
grab it.

"Well, go ahead, ask it sonething," Jury encouraged.

Kiril dropped it into his pants pocket. "I'Il wait until later."

Jury shrugged and di pped his fingers into the soup, licking thementhusiastically. "No
utensils. Make you eat |ike an aninmal."

Wien they had eaten their fill, they noved back fromthe table and | ay down on two spongy
areas in the floor. The enpty bowl s silently vanished, sinking into the table top.

"There's another place you'll want to see before you go to sleep,” Jury said. "After a while,
you'll get used to the routine. You use the sane door, but go to a different place each tine.
First there's the observatory, where we just were, then here, then the next place." He dropped a
fruit core onto the floor. It liquefied and was absorbed. "But never back to the tunnel. Never
hone. Wn't let you . . . unless."

"I"'mready," Kiril said, standing and wi ping his hands on his pants. Jury junped to his feet
with a grin and wal ked back down the hall to the half-circle, and through. Kiril followed.

Wiy did you cone here?

Bar - Wt en spun through darkness in a kind of dream and deci ded he would not answer questions
from somebody or something he could not see.

You are not marked. Wiy did you cone here?

The answers were taken from hi manyway, as hard as he fought to close his m nd. Then they were

presented to him brushed and groonmed -- put in order. He listened to this nore organi zed version
of his inner voice with little recognition at first.
"I must know what | am why we are here. | nust know why it was necessary for nme to kill so

many, if the First-born had once been |ike gods. Wy does it all come back to nme?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Greg%Z20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegira.txt (68 of 77) [5/21/03 12:35:58 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Greg%20Bear/Bear,%20Greg%20-%20Hegi ra.txt

You acconpanied a true pilgrim one who was marked. Did you protect hinf

"Yes. | brought himhere, I told himwhy he nmust cone here. He woul d not have conme w t hout
me. "

| amgrateful for this.

Bar-Woten realized the "I" referred to was Hegira itself, but he was past wonder now.

You were not narked, and are not part of this plan. Still, you have served nme. You carried the
Il egend to the pilgrim Perhaps | in turn can serve you. Were do you wi sh to go?

"Can you tell me, why all this suffering? Wy the fall back to what the First-born were in
their youth?"

You may | earn that soon enough, fromother pilgrins. Were do you wish to go?

"Sonepl ace where | might learn." Bar-Wten conpared hinself with Kiril, strong and bold
sol dier and adventurer with reluctant, nmystically inclined scholar, and felt an intense envy.
Things were all out of proportion. He had been the | eader and the instigator. Wiy had he not been
mar ked?

Hegira itself touched his thoughts lightly and found anot her wi sh he had hardly acknow edged
over the decades. This nmuch is granted to you, his world told him and the darkness began to
cl ear.

Kiril and Jury entered a glass-walled, cranped cabin suspended hi gh above the Wall. From here, to
their left they had a direct view of the |ands beneath the Wall, and of the rimof the world they
had known as their own. Looking down to the right, they saw the outer edge of the Wall. At five

t housand kil ometer intervals along the Wall's inner edge, overlooking the |ands and seas, Kiri
di scerned the much shorter glow ng colums that carried on the |ight-spreading function of the
bel i sks.

Beyond t he sinuous, broadly scalloped outer edge, Kiril |ooked dowmm . . . and down, into a
river of endless night. The i mense gulf of black nmeandered between the grayness of the near Wall
and yet another Wall beyond, two distinct segnents of the world. The two walls and the gulf
spanned at | east several thousand kiloneters, vanishing to either side in very gradual curves.

Kiril recalled Bar-Wten's estimate of Hegira's size -- 249,000 kilonmeters in diameter -- and did
a quick cal culation. Hegira had a circunference of about 780,000 kil oneters.
Beyond the river of night, contained within the next Wall, was yet another land. It seened

different, as if seen through a distorted red glass. That, Kiril guessed, was the hone of the
denons -- the thin ones.
He shook his head, dizzy. "Were are we?" he asked, feeling sudden verti go.

"No need to worry," Jury assured him "If you | ook down on the other side, you'll see we're on
top of atall, thin tower. It holds us up here. W' re not flying or falling."

"What's that beyond the river, the gap?"

"Anot her part of Hegira. Ask the ball. It'Il tell you nore, but you m ght not understand. It
has difficulty speaking to nere humans, nere Second-born."

"How rmuch will | understand?"

"That depends on how nuch you | earned before you got here. If you' re one of those crazy
Engl i sh-speakers, you m ght understand a lot. If you're like ne, you might spend nonths |istening,
trying to understand, and get only a little. | was just a road-crew worker."

The next section of Hegira noved perceptibly, spinning opposite the section containing the
| and where he had been born, where he had lived and travel ed. He renoved the ball from his pocket.
"What's in the gap?" he asked it.

"Pl ease specify," the ball requested in a slightly different, but still childlike voice.

"What's in the darkness between the Walls?"

"Enptiness; a near vacuum At the center of Hegira, beneath the counter-rotating segnents,
there is a singularity.”

"Ah," Jury said. "That's a hard one. It'l|l take a while to explain that one."

"Then I'Il ask later."

"Just as bard later."

"What is Hegira?" Kiril asked the ball.

"Il answer that," Jury interrupted.

"Msinformation is not allowed," both balls said together. "This extension will answer,"
Kiril's ball continued singly.

"I can tell himin words he'll understand!" Jury protested.

"You do not understand yourself, yet," his ball warned. "And there can be no brief
expl anation."

"Let's put these things down for a minute," Jury said, exasperated. He reached for Kiril's
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ball but Kiril withdrewit, clutching it to his chest.

"Stop it," he demanded. "I'mgetting confused and angry."

"Jury has not made a crossing,” the balls said in unison. "There can be no understandi ng
wi t hout a crossing."

"It's lying," Jury said with a sneer on his already crooked |ips.
"I's my woman's doppel ganger on the other side?" Kiril asked.
"Yes."

"Your woman has no double out there, nor does nine," Jury said.
“I'ncorrect.”

"Put that thing down and come listen!" The Pall astan beseeched with both hands, the |eft
trying to nuffle his own sphere.

"I'msorry. I'll stick with the ball,"” Kiril said. He felt some of Bar-Wten's instincts
guiding him wherever the |bisian was now.

"I have no reason to cross," the Pallastan said wearily, sighing. "The Obelisk w ped out ny
country. My worman has to be dead."

"Did you ask whether she's alive?"

"No. | don't want to know. All right, you're so curious, do as you please. Ask it everything.
You'll end up like the others who have passed through here -- you'll never be seen again!" Jury's
face was a mask of forced mirth, eyes wide. Hi s hands trenbled. He exited through the gateway and
Kiril was al one.

He | ooked down at the ball, no larger than an apple, and tried to gather his questions in
order of inportance. "Tell ne what Hegira is,"” he demanded agai n.

"This question will take a long tinme to answer. It requires a history of the First-born."

"I"'mready," Kiril said.

"It will not be told in nere words," the ball warned. "There is not tine."

Kiril nodded. "Go ahead."

Bar - Wt en shook hinsel f awake. His clothes were wet with dew and nuddy; he was surrounded by rough
clods of dirt. Above, the night's last few fire doves hung like tiny lanterns in the sky. The

sol dier's anger was slow in comng; he had to renenber where he had been, and what he had been
told, and then he had to decide it was not all a dream At first, he got to his feet and | ooked
around the new y-pl oughed field for Barthel and Kiril. Wen the nenory of Barthel's death returned
to him it was too painful and i mmediate to be a del usion; Bar-Wten cursed and kicked at cl ods.

It had all been real: the decades-l1ong March, the journey, the capture, the death, the separation
in the tunnel -- and his denial by Hegira.

"God damm you!" he shouted, stonping clods. "God dam you!"

Then his discipline reasserted itself, and he straightened out of his discouraged slouch
VWhere was he?

There was the field, and low hills around it. The snell of a noderate-sized body of water,
faintly scented by lilies. It was all famliar

Dawn canme in a rush to the land, the sky passing through its spectrumand sheets of I|ight
growi ng between the Obelisks. That nuch he knew, if not where he was .

Wth the dawn, a flock of large birds rose in a pale nass frombeyond the hills. He heard a
farmer's coarse voice singing and the lowing of cattle . . . The fanner was singing in Ibisian

The birds were ibises. They flew overhead, swooping | ow, welconing him Bar-Wten stared up
bl i nki ng i n wonder.

After twenty years, he was hone.

There was no i medi ate revel ati on of nystical conpl eteness and beauty, only a child's voice
informi ng himthis was business for cerebral absorption and not religious inspiration. CGenerations
after could | ook back upon the story (as Kiril would tell it; he saw hinself surrounded by | egi ons
of children, stretching off on all sides) with awe if they wi shed, but for nowit had to be
explicated coldly and rationally.

No human mind had put the story together. Kiril detected a weariness in Hegira's voice, not
physical or even spiritual, rather a fatigue that plagued the very medi umthrough which it
thought. The effect was that of falling dust and encl osi ng darkness, of a job approaching
completion, with only a few thousand nore years to go.

Kiril began to trenble. Pictures cane to his mnd rapidly, faster than he could consciously
see thenm sounds, snells, histories, overviews, inpressions, even personalities of cultures and
i ndi vi dual s.

He understood very little. Some of it was hideously alien to him But he |istened anyway.
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Twenty-five

I have built this world called Flight, have designed it and arranged for its construction, have
popul ated it with beings of all kinds, and have started again the process of action and event,
that these beings might exist and think as did living things |ong ago.

The tinme comes for all the beings on Hegira to know why they are call ed Second-bom You are no
Il ess than the First-bom but serve a different purpose. You are descendants and seed, and your
life is the agony of an egg

Kiril sat on the floor of the cranped cabin, high above his world, and squeezed his head to quel
a headache. He stood and stretched his nuscles, exhausted. Jury had been correct; he understood
very little. He felt close to bursting, but his conscious awareness had not integrated all the
vi sions and data he now contained; it would take years for himto do so, if he ever nanaged.

What is Hegira? he asked hinself.

Hegira is a hollow shell made up of sections like latitudinal slices of an empty fruit rind.
At its center is a singularity, an extrenely conpressed sphere of matter so dense that virtually
not hi ng can escape fromthe well of its gravitation. This singularity, or black hole, or frozen
star, or superpoint mass, spins. Wen the inner surfaces of Hegira's sections pare off bits of
t hensel ves, and shoot these pieces around the singularity, they return with even greater energy,
withdrawn fromthe spin. This process powers the world. Think of an enornous top that spins only
on the inside.

He stared across the daylight surfaces of the two sections, and then into the blackness
between, and with an inner eye saw these things happening, felt the world' s pul se and progress,
and its age.

The fire doves are other worlds |like Hegira, some |arger, many snaller, containing nmany
different kinds of |ife-forms.

In a few thousand years, it would all stop; the singularities of all the worlds would be
tapped out. The worlds woul d becone cold and dead.

Before that tine, he and all the pilgrins would have to tell the stories not contained on the
bel i sks, to push their peoples into | eaving Hegira and m grating outward.

"Ch, Lord," he npaned. Sone of what he felt w thin was bl asphenous. Sonme of the things he saw
could sear the souls of those who were not prepared. His job would be hideously difficult.

Al'l the worlds |ike Hegira together create a singularity with thensel ves inside, a |arger
| ess dense and nore diffuse nmass, a kind of bubble with its own separate exi stence. This universe-
in-itself floats through the destruction of the First-born's old universe, already dying or dead.
A new universe is formng around this egg, and even now the egg begins to crack, its rents and
distortions revealing the new universe. You have seen these as the nights with stars

"They' Il kill me if | preach these things," Kiril said. He thought of Mediweva and its
citizens, of all they did not know, and cringed.

When these distortions occur, we take our bearings in the new universe, and deci de what you
will have to face. The new universe is not exactly like the old.

Bar-Wten had intuited as much, nonths past.

That succeedi ng uni verses differ was known | ong before the

Unknown Span. To adapt to these conditions, you are not precisely like the First-born. The
smal | differences these changes have nade in the preparation of the worlds are reflected in the
anomal i es of aninmal and plant |ife. The Second-bom are not precisely like the First-bom They are
much smal | er

Kiril stood and passed through the door, frightened, alnost panicked by what he felt within.
But he did not return to the living quarters. The tower cabin vani shed, and he found hinself
faci ng another long tunnel. He gl anced back at the doorway, and was rem nded of the spirit-
bl ocki ng sl abs in Golunbine. "Where am|1?" he asked the ball clutched in his hand.

"I'f you walk to the end of this tunnel, you will cross the gulf between sections and cone to
the other wall."

"Whay do | have to go there? What will | find there?"

"That is where you'll find your double.”

Kiril paused. "Wy there? Wiy not here?"
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The ball did not answer. That's the way it is, that's all, he answered for hinmself. "Wat if
that isn't good enough? What if | don't cross?"

"Then you will renmain here |ike Jury. You have cone too far to stop now. "

Kiril | ooked down the length of the tunnel. Every ten paces, a protruding black band marked
the circunference, and a raised red pathway showed himwhere to wal k. Red carpet. It seened to
stretch to infinity. Behind him it stretched as far, interrupted only by the doorway.

"You explained all this to Jury, too."

"It is best not to hesitate," the child s voi ce warned.

"My worman is alive on the other side?"

"I'n a manner of speaking."

That wasn't as definite as he would have wi shed. He hesitated. But unlike Jury, he had to act
for at |least two others: for Barthel, who was dead, and for Bar-Wten, wherever he was. And he had
to finish his quest to find El ena, though he could hardly remenber what she had | ooked |ike.
Nevert hel ess, she was a steady, painful nmenmory, and any chance to be rid of that pain, of all his
past obligations, was nore than wel cone.

Still, perversely, he hesitated. He asked the ball nobre questions: why, on Hegira, a wonan
could only bear two children before beconming infertile; how |l ong the Second-born had |ived on
Hegira; why all Second-born children were able to read Qoelisk script frombirth, but did not
necessarily understand the | anguages; what part aninmals played on Hegira; and so on

The ball answered in its weary child' s voi ce whenever the answer could be briefly given. Kiril
still found things confusing. These matters of universes and singularities were clearly beyond
him though no doubt they woul d be di scussed on the oeli sks.

Now t hat he had sone of the answers he had been | ooking for, he could not conpletely accept
them Al of the life and humanity and history he was fanmliar with had to be nore than a single
egg shot with thousands of others into a dead eternity, a diaspora of silkseed worlds.

Kiril took a deep breath and began wal ki ng down the tunnel. "All right," he said. "I'Il take
it on faith, for now " Under his breath, he added, "But if this is all a fantastic lie ..."

The journey took only a few nonents. After several dozen steps, his vision blurred. He rubbed
his eyes and saw anot her doorway bl ocking the tunnel a few steps ahead. Follow ng the red path, he
st epped t hrough.

Twent y- si x

Jury lay on the floor before him asleep. Kiril nearly fell over him The Pallastan sat up
qui ckly. "Careful, there!" he said. He stood and brushed hinsel f down fastidiously.

"I thought you weren't going to cross,"” Kiril said, staring in wonder at what |ay around them

"You sharmed nme into it," Jury said, glancing at himsidew se. "I got sick of sponging off that
tabl e back there. Besides, | asked the ball if ny woman was alive. It said there was no way she
could be killed, in her present condition. It mght take me a while to find her, however. In an
Engl i sh- speaker's nuseum nmaybe, or a circus sideshow ..."

The chanber they stood in was so broad its far edge seemed | ost, yet the ceiling was | ow
enough to seem oppressive, only a few centi neters above their heads. The wall of the chanber
nearest them behind the doorway, was divided into coffin-sized partitions, all covered by
transparent doors, all apparently enpty.

The air was cold and antiseptic-snelling. A thin, rubbery covering on the floor deadened their
f oot st eps.

Kiril removed the ball fromhis pocket. "Wat do we do now?" he asked.

"Locate the booth that has a light init," it answered. "As there are two of you, there wll
be two booths near each other."

"I don't see any," Jury said, turning around.

"Foll ow the perinmeter until you do."

They set out around the chanber. As they wal ked, Jury's face winkled, as if he was both
anxi ous and reluctant to talk. Finally, his anxiety won out. "You |learned everything?" he asked,
wal ki ng backwards ahead of Kiril.

"l suppose so."

"Did you understand it?"
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Kiril shook his head.

"We could talk about it. Conmpare things. This night take a while. Maybe we could tell whether
they've lied to us or not."

That didn't seema bad idea. They talked.

The First-born worked and | oved and suffered to achi eve what they achieved, and they did well.
The belisks tell their story to the end of their existence as physical beings

Your form ancestors lived on old Earth until they could send ships far out to the pl anets
around their star, called the sun. They popul ated the planets where possible and sent nore
advanced ships out to other stars. At first the journeys were slow, but their know edge increased
rapidly, and old | aws bowed to new refinenents. Ships soon traveled very fast, shooting through
the di stances between stars in days and weeks and nonths instead of |ifetines.

"I don't understand what stars are," Jury said, shaking his head. Kiril explained as well as
he was abl e.

There were many other intelligent species besides your formancestors. Sonetinmes they net, and
at first the neetings were confused, often destructive, yet always educational. Two thousand years
of interaction nade your formancestors part of a very acconplished interstellar civilisation
with the cooperation of thousands of non-hunman intelligences, nmany of themthe formancestors of
other beings on Hegira and its conpanion worlds. This civilization filled the whirlpool of three
hundred billion stars that the First-bomcalled their gal axy.

In these tines, your formancestors changed thensel ves by adapting biol ogically and
mechanically to live in places where they would ot herwi se die. Sone grew used to deep space, far

fromthe attractions of planets. Still others, to live in the peculiar places where ships went to
travel faster than beans of |ight, adapted thenselves to new sets of spaces and ti nes.
"God help us all," Jury exclainmed. "Nothing could make nme understand that." Kiril, however,

could clearly see these forms in his head. They were terrifying and beautiful, alnost angelic.

Wars and di sputes broke out between the different varieties of humanity, and between humans
and ot her beings, and between other beings and different forms of their own kind. It was a cruel
restless age, full of change and growth and pai n.

In tinme, sone species found it desirable to mingle their patterns with each other. The results
were clunmsy at first, and progress difficult, but soon there were as many crossbred beings as
there were individuals of distinct species. It was not a sexual comunion in the usual sense;
rather, it was an exchange of strengths and a repression of weaknesses. Al benefited. Your form
ancestors di sappeared as a di stinct species.

For ages, all the species had been bl own about by a wind they had hardly been aware of. They
| ooked back and saw that on their home worlds they had been both nuscle and seed, |ike the pods in
a poppy plant. Their intelligence and technology had resulted in a building of muscul ar tensions,
whi ch had exploded to carry themfar out into space. Their individual spirits, they |earned, had
been subservient to a higher force, which they had al ways thought was nore prinmal -- the
propagation of living formns.

They di scovered a genetic simlarity between species, rooted in the nature of matter and
energy itself, and they discovered that to reach higher stages of devel opnent, nobst species would
have to conbi ne

It soon became apparent that non-living matter played nmuch the same part in the life-history
of the galaxy that calciumin bones and dead hair and skin play in individual biological beings.
The inorganic world is actually shaped by the organic for its own needs.

Nat ural extensions of living things into other spaces and tines behaved according to | aws as
strict as any for the conscious world of the First-born. So-called ghosts, denons and ot her
i nfluences were extensions of their living counterparts and served definite purposes, either as
repositories of racial nmenmory or protection fromdestructive forces -- nuck as your dead outer
skin works to keep you fromharm This interaction of states of |life and death gave a new clue as
to how the First-born nmust adapt and change. Just as the migration of life fromgal axy to gal axy
began, the Space Age, which lasted a nere four thousand Earth years, becane subservient to another
far longer, longer age, the Age of Dissolution

Description nowis far nore difficult. Sonme formancestors were shaped rmuch |ike yourself,
even then, thinking in much the same way. There are backwaters in any devel opnent, especially when
the devel opnent is rapid. But other species and super-speci es were advancing to the point where
| anguage usi ng words cannot describe them

Suffice it to say that organic and inorganic nerged throughout thousands of gal axies. For a
tinme, those left in the backwaters thought they lived in a largely dead universe, with only stars
and rocky worlds left to explore. They could not see what was actually around thenm it would have
been easier for a bacteriumin a man's gut to understand the nan.
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Met aphysi cs becanme as fluid a tool as physics. Realities were altered and tailored. The Age of
Di ssol ution bl ended into a new period, the Unknown Span

To assign lengths of time to the Unknown Span is not appropriate. It would be better to assign
energy | evels and degrees of equations describing basic entropic functions, which had not, and
could not, be altered. The Unknown Span soon approached the death of the super-organismthat the
uni verse had al ways been, and that only now was self-aware. Soon, |ife would have to spread itself
to the universe that would arise fromthe death of the old.

Al things are nested together, and between all things there nust be comerce and exchange. In

that Unknown Span, Hegira and all its conpanion worlds were created. Hegira is itself aware and
alive.

Jury squatted to rest. The booths were still enpty and dark, and they had been wal ki ng for
five hours. "I amso stupid," he nopaned. "Wat good am| as a pilgrin®"

Kiril didn't answer. The question had occurred to him as well.

I n anot her hour, when they were about to give up and try to find the doorway again, they found
the pair of booths, both filled with an opaque, mlky glow. They peered in and saw nothi ng, but
before they could ask the balls another question, sparks and rai nbows whittled away at the
m | ki ness within the booths. They then appeared to contain two young nen.

One resenbl ed the young scrittori who had fallen and killed hinself on OCbelisk Tara, in
Medi weva, it seened so | ong ago: Elena's double. The other was fanmiliar to Jury.

Abruptly, the figures in the booths faded and vanished. Kiril felt a sudden snapping-to within
him an al nost nauseating integration that told himnore than words their quest was at an end.

"Wait!" Kiril shouted, pounding on the glass. Jury stood |linply nearby and tittered, hol ding
two fingers over his nmouth like a clown. He broke into raucous |aughter

"Now you can return hone," the balls said in unison

"But we have to take them back with us," Kiril protested hoarsely.

"No need. Both are dead. There can be no returning for themnow Al you have to do is return
with what you saw here. In fact,"” and the voices seened to be speaking through smles, "your women
are already free of their affliction.”

"W have to go back now," Jury said matter-of-factly. "My wonan will be half out of her mnd
if she wakes up and finds everything in shanbles. | have to be with her. If she hasn't awakened .

buried alive soneplace." H s face pal ed.

"She is alive," the ball reassured him

"How do we get back?" Kiril asked.

"Find the gate. Enter."

Whet her it was the sane gate or not, they never knew. They said their farewells rapidly, eager
to be done with each other, to try to get back to reality and away fromthis know edge-filled
madness. They entered the door a few seconds apart and never saw each other again.

Kiril awoke froma sound night's sleep on a hillside in a country he barely recogni zed, cl othed
but unshod, and minus his ball and pack. A local sheriff arrested himfor vagrancy a day l|later as
he wal ked along a narrow dirt cart road, and he was taken to a deputato.

It took himthree weeks in custody to prove he was who he clainmed to be. A visiting church
cleric fromhis village, dough-cheeked and acne-scarred, another student of the Franciscans, was
brought in to identify him and the deputato released Kiril into the hands of his forner order
The cleric lent himan ass and together, poor and hunbl e yet sonehow happy, they trekked across
four hundred kil oneters of Mediweva, resting at village inns of varying repute. Nothing seenmed to
have changed nuch. The know edge of the English-speakers had yet to cone this far south.

oel i sk Tara was their guide and beacon. After two weeks of travel, interrupted by visits to
the church of local districts -- the cleric's business -- they came to the village where Kiril had
been rai sed. Here they parted conmpany. Kiril shook the hooded man's travel -roughened hand. "Go
with God," he told him

Then he found the | arge, ancient stone house of Elena's fanmly, hidden deep in a forest of
conifers near the village. The estate was enpty but for a plunp, tired-Iooking servant, who
greeted himw th no enthusi asm what soever. "Nobody's here," the servant told him "They've gone to
t he weddi ng. "

"What weddi ng?"

The answer he received was brusque. "The Lady El ena has been restored to health, and is about
to marry a fine young man, a prelate of respectable fanmly and sound neans."

That, Kiril thought, would not do at all. How woul d Bar-Wten handle this situation?

"Where will the weddi ng be?"

At the family ranch in the north, the servant told himreluctantly, butting a broom handl e
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nervously on the floor. This tall, strong-looking and exceedingly ragged young man bothered him --
frightened him if the truth be known. Despite his strange eyes, he al nbst seened faniliar

"Don'"t | know you?" the servant asked as Kiril turned to go.

"Yes. W net sone tinme ago, before Elena ..." He shook his head. No tine to waste. "Thank
you. "

A bank account he had never touched held funds for his scrittori apprenticeship. He was gl ad
now he hadn't turned it over to the Brotherhood of Francis. He proved his identity to an officer
of the bank with his signature and a code word that he remenbered with sone difficulty, his head
was so full now of odds and ends. Retrieving these neager funds, he bought passage on a steam
wagon.

The steam wagon, crowded with fanners and sal esnen traveling to the small comrunities in the
hi ghl ands, chugged and hi ssed for hours, clinbing steadily if laboriously along the irregular
grades. In a small town near the estate, Kiril left the steam wagon and hired a two-passenger
steamcart to take himthe rest of the way, and to await his needs.

By early evening, Kiril junped fromthe cart near the gate to the ranch and wal ked unobserved
to the steps of the stone house. He stood by a window to the |eft of the porch, standing on tiptoe
atop a split log to peer through thin lace curtains. He could see inside well enough, but the
large famly roomwas enpty. He frowned fiercely, then |owered his head as a woman passed near the
wi ndow. Cautiously, he angled his head to one side and lifted an eye above the sill. A group of
seven or eight entered the room talking anmong thensel ves.

Kiril recognized a few, anong them Lisbeth, Elena's godnother, a slow, dull woman, earthy and
direct. She spoke to a nan whose back was turned. Her expression was nore ani nated than usual. The
man turned; he appeared to be half-asleep. Kiril knew the | assitude one could fall into, listening
to Lisbeth.

Behi nd a young coupl e nearest the corner desk stood El ena's youngest brother, working string
figures on his fingers. He closely resenbl ed the doppel ganger whose death had begun Kiril's
journey, it seenmed an age ago.

Kiril circled around the house, keeping a close | ookout for anyone who m ght see him He felt
like a burglar. Anger was building in himat the thought that a sinple church prelate -- a godly
man, no doubt, pious and inexperienced and kind -- might have al ready sanpled what he had gone to
the end of the world to save. Kiril's face flushed at the thought. Not even the nenory of distant
Gol umbi ne coul d dispel his jealousy; in fact, it stung himto further resolve.

He had given up nore than tine to reach this goal! He had given up the basic, dunb
satisfaction he mght have had if he had stayed in Mediweva, contented in his life and work. He
had given up all possibility of finding an unconplicated |ove and a sinple existence anong his
fellow citizens.

Kiril returned to the front porch and took a deep breath. No nore skul ki ng. He woul d be
direct. The sky was al ready darkening. In an hour or so the fire doves would be out, and if he
didn't act before then, he feared the steamcart would | eave and strand himuntil norning. The
driver could not expect a handsonme tip fromthis ragged stranger. He had to nove quickly.

Kiril knocked heavily on the wooden door. Endless seconds later a thin, small nale servant
dressed in cerenonial dark green answered. "lI'ma friend of the famly. 1'd like to speak with
El ena's father, please, on an inportant matter."

"The master is busy at the nmonent," the weary-eyed nan answered, staring at himbal efully.
Kiril was not recognized. "He's eating dinner and entertaining guests. May | announce you?"

The servant behaved as if this were an exceedi ngly generous offer

"No," Kiril said, stepping swiftly around the nan and nmarchi ng through the anteroom and
hal | way. "No tinme!"

The fam ly had just finished the evening neal. A few guests had sauntered into the outer
roons, but nost |ounged before a large fire in the tall, wood-paneled sitting room Elena sat at
the knees of a young, actually fairly handsome man Kiril knew i mediately was the prelate, her
husband-to-be. Kiril stood in the entrance to the sitting roomfor a breath or two, all eyes
turning to examine him Elena's gaze, nost inmportant of all, went w de, and she choked in her cup
of wi ne.

"I'"ve come," he said, knowing it was nelodramatic, and pausing for even nore enphasis. "Cone
for what is nine."

It was a grand, stomach-churning nonment. Hi s tongue was sure but his hands trenbl ed.

"Alfred Karl!" the father shouted at the servant. "Did you let this man into ny house
unannounced?"

"I let nyself in. Elena, cone here."

The father and nother then recogni zed him "Were have you been?" the father asked,
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approaching himw th squared shoul ders and a dour look. Kiril had once had great respect for this
man's strength of body as well as character. Now he felt they were at |east evenly matched.

"I will not be stopped,” he said quietly, holding up a calloused hand. He was sl eek and
nmuscul ar beneath his soiled white clothes, and well-tanned, an altogether different sort conpared
to the pale, scholarly fell ow who had wooed, nourned and then vani shed over two years before.
"I've gone through hell for you," he said to Elena. She didn't | ook the same, sonehow, |ess
radi ant than he had expected. Tired. She had been through quite a strain in the past few weeks, he
guessed; the marriage had been hastily arranged, no doubt, after her revival

"Kiril, I can't leave now," Elena said, her strained, pale face wet with tears. Her obvious
confusi on pained himdeeply. She had not felt the passage of tinme. Everything was topsy-turvy for
her. "Sonething has happened ..."

He wal ked across the room over the century-old woven rug at the center of the half-circle of
chairs, and reached down for her arm The prelate gaped and puffed and stood up, alnost falling
back over his chair as his legs flexed abruptly against the frane. "Wat are you doi ng?" he
dermanded. Hi s voice, conpared to Kiril's, was a snmall and undi stingui shed yap. Still, Kiri
acknow edged, trying to be fair, his face did show sone courage. He felt sorry for the nman.

Kiril grasped Elena's armas gently as possible. Her w de, green eyes accused him shocked and
-- he thought, he hoped -- happy for his return. He lifted her fromthe floor. The prelate swung
at himand seenmed to magically miss, as if Kiril were a ghost.

"I can't go!" Elena wailed. "You can't take nme back! It's all arranged.”

"I can, and will," Kiril said softly. "You can nmake up your nmind away fromthese people." He
rushed her into the night, dancing agilely through the arns of servants, parents and the poor
prelate. She did not protest once they were outside. The steamcart waited at the end of the road,
beyond the gate. Kiril picked her up and set her in the cab, then clinbed in after her. The driver
noved the can off at his command. Behind them a crowd spilled out onto the road, nurnuring,
shouting. The prelate chased them for perhaps a quarter of a mile, then gave up, collapsing on the

gravel .
El ena, stiff as a board, sat in one corner of the cab and stared at him shocked and
frightened. "Conme on," Kiril murmnmured, unable to neet her eyes. "I haven't been gone that |ong,

not as far as you're concerned."
"They said you'd been gone for years while | was asleep."”
"You weren't asleep.”
"In a coma, then."
"You weren't in a coma."”

El ena suddenly went linp, |ike an unstrung puppet, and sobbed. "Were have you been?" she
wai | ed. She hit his shoulder with several stinging slaps. "Were in God' s name have you been?"

"I"'ve traveled a long way," Kiril said. "I have a lot to do here. I'ma determnm ned man now."
But he still felt Iike a young boy in places. H's assurance did not run through hi munfl awed.

The cart stopped abruptly, and the driver swng down fromhis seat, cursing and |oudly
praying. The illum nation of the night had subtly changed; it was brighter. Kiril hel ped El ena
down fromthe coach and waved his hand at the stars in the sky, and the wi sps of glow in between.

"See all this?" he asked. She nodded, awestruck, but not, he noted with approval, particularly
frightened. She would suit himjust fine after all, he thought. She was resilient.

"I know what it is," he said. "Mdst of it, anyway. I'll explain it to you soon
they stood beneath the young, strange gl ow of the new ni ght sky.

Finally, Kiril helped her back into the cab. The driver cane back fromthe woods, where he had
abruptly departed, winging his hands and conplaining bitterly. He took his position on the cart
and gl ared at his passengers.

"How soon can you expl ai n?" El ena asked.

"I have to put it all together in ny head," Kiril said. "Maybe you can help ne."

She regarded hi msharply, then reached for his hand. "They said you were gone for good."

For an hour,

Kiril smled. "You knew better, | hope."

"No," she said, turning away petulantly. "I really didn't."

Kiril's heart |eaped. This was the Elena he renenbered, difficult but not inpossible. As the
cart lurched forward, he reached out to draw her to him and she did not resist . . . nuch.
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Twent y- seven

When the stars cane out again, Bar-Wten was spending the night at a small hostel near the city of
Frel ang. He had been kicked out of three towns already, called a liar and a tranp. Few believed

hi m when he told his story of returning fromSulay's march. Sulay was an ugly legend in Ibis; he
had taken nost of the country's youth on a journey fromwhich few, if any, had returned. He had
depl eted the countryside of manpower and wealth.

Discreetly, the far-travel ed soldier inquired about returning pilgrins, people who had
abruptly appeared, crazy people who proclai ned visions and vast know edge. He had heard of a few,
and he was intent on tracking down at | east one. Perhaps these pilgrins had al so been on Sulay's
march, and had settled down years past -- deserters, caught up in the life of another country.

Per haps they had been seduced by thoughts of donesticity, and fate had tricked them turning their
husbands or wives into blocks of nmerciless silver, sending themon a | ong quest.

It seened difficult to believe that anybody el se had traveled to the Wall but one of Sulay's
soldiers. Still, he supposed, anything was possible.

Wien he found a pilgrim he would ask questions. He would protect the pilgrim from hinself or
others. He would guide the pilgrimpolitically and, perhaps, help establish the new order

Bar- Wt en, Bear-killer of the One-eyed God, soldier and woul d-be-pilgrim stood beneath the
wi spy night with the sounds of drunken revelry conming froma nearby tavern. He felt a fanmlia
contenpt for his ignorant fell ow creatures. Sonething big was happeni ng, that nmuch was obvi ous.

He would be a part of it, or he would die trying.

He owed that much to the ghosts of those he had killed. To Barthel. Even, he thought, to
Sul ay, so despised in his honmel and now.

He savored the w | dness of the new sky, its apparent strangeness and youth. Here was
chal | enge, opportunity. He had not the slightest idea what it all meant, but he knew oae thing.

The stars were here to stay.

And he would find a place in them

- end-
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