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CASSANDRA*
C.J. Cherryh

introducing a female witer as "the lovely and tal ented What ever - her - name- may- be" |s enough to get
a person |lynched In sone circl es-and, when you come to think of it, rightly so. (Does anyone ever
introduce a nmale witer as "the debonair and talented Isaac Asinmov'? Only in dreams.) But what do
you do when the person Is certifiably handsome, and uncommonly so, and fenmale to boot? And

uncomonly Intelligent, am able and gifted as well? No further description is necessary. | have
just Introduced C. J. Cherryh, and need only add that not only was she runner-up for a Nebula In
the short-story category: but she was runner-up as well In the novel category with her fine The

Faded Sun: Kesrtth.

Fires.
They grew unbearabl e here.

Alis felt for the door of the flat and knew that it would be solid. She could feel the
cool netal of the knob amid the flanes... saw the shadowstairs through the roiling snoke outside,
clearly enough to feel her way down them convincing her senses that they would bear her weight.

Crazy Alis. She nade no haste. The fires burned steadily. She passed through them
descended the insubstantial steps to the solid ground-she could not abide the elevator, that
cl osed space with the shadowfloor, that plummeted down and down; she nade the ground fl oor
averted her eyes fromthe red, heatless flanes.

A ghost said good norning to her... old man Wllis, thin

"Runner-up for Nebula, for Heat Short Story of 1978.

and transparent against the |eaping flames. She blinked, bade it good nmorning in return-did not
mss old WIlis' shake of the head as she opened the door and left. Noon traffic passed, heedl ess
of the flames, the hul ks that blazed in the street, the tunbling brick

The apartnent caved in-black bricks falling into the inferno, Hell amd the green, ghostly
trees. Od WIlis fled, burning, fell-turned to jerking, blackened flesh-died, daily. Alis no
| onger cried, hardly flinched. She ignored the horror spilling about her, forced her way through
crumbling brick that held no substance, past busy ghosts that could not be troubled in their
hast e.

Ki ngsl ey' s Cafe stood, whole, nore so than the rest. It was refuge for the afternoon, a
feeling of safety. She pushed open the door, heard the tinkle of a |ost bell. Shadowy patrons
| ooked, whi sper ed.

Crazy Alis.

The whi spers troubled her. She avoided their eyes and their presence, settled in a booth
in the corner that bore only traces of the fire.

WAR, the headline in the vender said in heavy type. She shivered, |ooked up into Sam
Kingsley's waithlike face.

"Cof fee," she said. "Ham sandwi ch." It was constantly the same. She varied not even the
order. Mad Alis. Her affliction supported her. A check came each nonth, since the hospital had
turned her out. Weekly she returned to the clinic, to doctors who now faded |ike the others. The
bui | di ng burned about them Snoke rolled down the blue, antiseptic halls. Last week a patient ran-
bur ni ng-

A rattle of china. Samset the coffee on the table, came back shortly and brought the
sandwi ch. She bent her head and ate, transparent food on hal f-broken china, a cracked, fire-
snmudged cup with a transparent handl e. She ate, hungry enough to overconme the horror that had
becone ordinary. A hundred times seen, the nost terrible sights lost their power over her: she no
| onger cried at shadows. She tal ked to ghosts and touched them ate the food that somehow stilled
the ache in her belly, wore the sane too-large black sweater and worn blue shirt and grey sl acks
because they were all she had that seened solid. Nightly she washed them and dried them and put
them on the next day, letting others hang in the closet. They were the only solid ones.

She did not tell the doctors these things. Alifetine in and
out of hospitals had made her wary of confidences. She knew what to say. Her half-vision |let her
smle at ghostfaces, cannily manipulate their charts and cards, sitting in the ruins that had
begun to snol der by | ate afternoon. A bl ackened corpse lay in the hall. She did not flinch when
she smled good-naturedly at the doctor.

They gave her nedicines. The medi ci nes stopped the dreanms, the siren screans, the running
steps in the night past her apartnment. They let her sleep in the ghostly bed, high above ruin,
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with the flames crackling and the voices screaning. She did not speak of these' things. Years in
hospital s had taught her. She conplained only of nightmares, and restlessness, and they |et her
have nore of the red pills.

WAR, the headline bl azoned.

The cup rattled and trenbl ed agai nst the sauce; as she picked it up. She swall owed the
last bit of bread and washed it down with coffee, tried not to | ook beyond the broken front
wi ndow, where tw sted nmetal hul ks snoked on the street. She stayed, as she did each day, and Sam
grudgingly refilled her cup, that she would nurse as far as she could and then order another one.
She lifted it, savoring the feel of it, stopping the trenmbling of her hands.

The bell jingled faintly. A man closed the door, settled at the counter

Wiol e, clear in her eyes. She stared at him startled, heart pounding. He ordered coffee,
moved to buy a paper fromthe vender, settled again and let the coffee grow cold while he read the
news. She had view only of his back while he read-scuffed brown | eather coat, brown hair alittle
over his collar. At last he drank the cooled coffee all at one draught, shoved nobney onto the
counter and left the paper |ying, headlines turned face down.

A young face, flesh and bone anmpbng the ghosts. He ignored themall and went for the door

Alis thrust herself from her booth.

"Hey!" Sam cal |l ed at her.

She rumuaged in her purse as the bell jingled, flung a bill onto the counter, heedl ess
that it was a five. Fear was coppery in her nmouth; he was gone. She fled the cafe, edged round
debris without thinking of it, saw his back di sappeari ng anong t he ghosts.

She ran, shoul dering them braving the flames-cried out as debris showered painlessly on
her, and kept running.

Ghosts turned and stared, shocked-he did |ikew se, and she ran to him stunned to see the
same shock on his face, regarding her.

"What is it?" he asked.

She blinked, dazed to realize he saw her no differently than the others. She coul d not
answer. In irritation he started wal ki ng again, and she foll owed. Tears slid down her face, her
breath hard in her throat, People stared. He noticed her presence and wal ked the faster, through
debris, through fires. A wall began to fall and she cried out despite herself.

He jerked about. The dust and the soot rose up as a cloud behind him H s face was
di straught and angry. He stared at her as the others did. Mthers drew children away fromthe
scene. A band of youths stared, cold-eyed and | aughi ng.

"Wait," she said. He opened his nouth as if he would curse her; she flinched, and the
tears were cold in the heatless wind of the fires. Hs face twisted in an enbarrassed pity. He
thrust a: hand into his pocket and began to pull out noney, hastily, tried to give it to her. She
shook her head furiously, trying to stop the tears-stared upward, flinching, as another building
fell into flanes.

"What's wong?" he asked her. "Wat's wong with you?"

"Pl ease," she said. He | ooked about at the staring ghosts, then began to walk slowy. She
wal ked with him nerving herself not to cry out at the ruin, the pale nmoving figures that wandered
t hrough burned shells of buildings, the twi sted corpses in the street, where traffic noved.

"What' s your name?" he asked. She told him He gazed at her fromtinme to time as they
wal ked, a frown creasing his brow He had a face well-worn for youth, a tiny scar beside the
mout h. He | ooked ol der than she. She felt unconfortable in the way his eyes travel ed over her: she
decided to accept it-to bear with anything that gave her this one solid presence. Against every
inclination she reached her hand into the bend of his arm tightened her fingers on the worn
| eather. He accepted it.

And after a time he slid his arm behind her and about her waist, and they wal ked |i ke
| overs.

WAR, the headline at the newsstand cri ed.

He started to turn into a street by Tenn's Hardware. She
bal ked at what she saw there. He paused when he felt it, faced her with his back to the fires of
t hat bur ni ng.

"Don't go," she said.
"Where do you want to go?"

She shrugged hel plessly, indicated the main street, the other direction

He talked to her then, as he mght talk to a child, hunoring her fear. It was pity. Sone
treated her that way. She recognized it, and took even that.

H s name was Jim He had come into the city yesterday, hitched rides. He was | ooking for
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work. He knew no one in the city. She listened to his ranbling awkwardness, reading through it.
Wien he was done, she stared at himstill, and saw his face contract in dismay at her

"I'"'mnot crazy," she told him which was a |ie that everyone in Sudbury woul d have known,
only he would not, knowi ng no one. His face was true and solid, and the tiny scar by the nmouth
made it hard when he was thinking; at another tinme she would have been terrified of him Now she
was terrified of losing himanid the ghosts.

"I't's the war," he said.

She nodded, trying to look at himand not at the fires. Hs fingers touched her arm

gently. "It's the war," he said again. "lIt's all crazy. Everyone's crazy."
And then he put his hand on her shoul der and turned her back the other way, toward the
park, where green | eaves waved over black, skeletal |inbs. They wal ked al ong the | ake, and for the

first time in along tinme she drew breath and felt a whole, sane presence beside her

They bought corn, and sat on the grass by the lake, and flung it to the spectral swans.
Waiths of passersby were few, only enough to keep a feeling of occupancy about the place old
people, nostly, tottering about the deliberate tranquillity of their routine despite the
headl i nes.

"Do you see them" she ventured to ask himfinally, "all thin and grey?"

He did not understand, did not take her literally, only shrugged. Warily, she abandoned
that questioning at once. She rose to her feet and stared at the horizon, where the snoke bannered
on the wi nd.

"Buy you supper?" he asked.

She turned prepared for this, and managed a shy, desperate smle. "Yes,
what el se he reckoned to

she said, know ng

buy with that-willing, and hating herself, and desperately afraid that he would wal k away,
toni ght, tonorrow. She did not know nmen. She had no idea what she could say or do to prevent his
| eaving, only that he would when sonmeday he realized her nadness.

Even her parents had not been able to bear with thatvisited her only at first in the
hospital s, and then only on holidays, and then not at all. She did not know where they were.

There was a nei ghbor boy who drowned. She had said he would. She had cried for it. Al the
town said it was she who pushed him

Crazy Alis.

Fant asi zes, the doctors said. Not dangerous.

They let her out. There were special schools, state schools.

And fromtine to tine-hospitals.

Tranquil i zers.

She had left the red pills at home. The realization brought sweat to her-pal ns. They gave
sl eep. They stopped the dreams. She cl anped her |ips against the panic and made up her m nd that
she woul d not need them not while she was not al one. She slipped her hand into his arm and wal ked
with him secure and strange, up the steps fromthe park to the streets

And st opped.

The fires were out.

Gnhost - bui | di ngs rose above their jagged and wi ndowl ess shells. Waiths noved t hrough
masses of debris, alnost obscured at tinmes. He tugged her on, but her step faltered, made hi mI ook
at her strangely and put his arm about her.

"You're shivering," he said. "Cold?"

She shook her head, tried to smle. The fires were out. She tried to take it for a good
onen. The ni ghtmare was over. She | ooked up into his solid, concerned face, and her snil e al nost
becane a wild | augh.

"I'"'m hungry," she said.

They lingered |ong over a dinner in Graben's-he in his battered jacket, she in her sweater
that hung at the tails and el bows: the spectral patrons were in far better clothes, and stared at
them and they were set in a corner nearest the door, where they would be | ess visible. There was
cracked crystal and broken china on insubstantial tables, and the
stars winked coldly in gaping ruin above the wan glittering of the broken chandeliers.

Rui ns, cold, peaceful ruin.

Alis | ooked about her calmy. One could live in ruins, only so the fires were gone.

And there was Jim who smiled at her without any touch of pity, only a wild, fey
desperation that she understood who spent nore than he could afford in G aben's, the inside of
whi ch she had never hoped to see-and told her-predictably-that she was beautiful. O hers had said
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it. Vaguely she resented such triteness fromhim from hi mwhom she had decided to trust. She
smled sadly, when he said it, and gave it up for a frow and, fearful of offending himwth her
mel ancholies, made it a snile again.

Crazy Alis. He would learn and | eave tonight if she were not careful. She tried to put on
gaiety, tried to | augh.

And then the nusic stopped in the restaurant, and the noise of the other diners went dead,
and t he speaker was giving an inane announcenent.

Shelters . . . shelters . . . shelters.

Screans broke out. Chairs overturned.

Alis went linmp in her chair, felt Jims cold, solid hand tugging at hers, saw his
frightened face nouthing her name as he took her up into his arnms, pulled her with him started
runni ng.

The cold air outside hit her, shocked her into sight of the ruins again, waith figures
pelting toward that chaos where the fires had been worst.

And she knew.

"No!" she cried, pulling at his arm "No!" she insisted,
and bodi es hal f-seen buffeted themin a rush to destruction
He yiel ded to her sudden certainty, gripped her hand and
fled with her against the crowds as the sirens wail ed mad
ness through the night fled with her as she ran her sighted
way through the ruin.

And into Kingsley's, where cafe tables stood abandoned with food still on them doors
ajar, chairs overturned. Back they went into the kitchens and down and down into the cellar, the
dark, the cold safety fromthe fl anes.

No others found themthere. At |last the earth shook, too deep for sound. The sirens ceased
and did not cone on again.

They lay in the dark and cl utched each other and shivered, and above them for hours raged
the sound of fire, snoke sonmetinmes drifting in to sting their eyes and noses. There was the
di stant crash of brick, runblings that shook the ground, that cane near, but never touched their
r ef uge.

And in the norning, with the scent of fire still in the air, they crept up into the nurky
dayl i ght.

The ruins were still and hushed. The ghost-buildings were solid now, nere shells. The
waiths were gone. It was the fires thensel ves that were strange, sone true, sone not, playing
above dark, cold brick, and nost were fading.

Jimswore softly, over and over again, and wept.

When she | ooked at him she was dry-eyed, for she had done her crying already.

And she |istened as he began to tal k about food, about |eaving the city, the two of them
"Al'l right," she said.

Then cl anped her |ips, shut her eyes against what she saw in his face. \Wen she opened
themit was still true, the sudden transparency, the wash of blood. She trenbl ed, and he shook at
her, his ghost-face distraught.

"What's wong?" he asked. "What's wong?"

She could not tell him would not. She renenbered the boy who had drowned, renenbered the
other ghosts. O a sudden she tore fromhis hands and ran, dodging the maze of debris that, this
mor ni ng, was solid.

"Alis!" he cried and came after her.

"No!" she cried suddenly, turning, seeing the unstable wall, the cascading brick. She
started back and stopped, unable to force herself. She held out her hands to warn hi m back, saw
them sol i d.

The brick runbled, fell. Dust came up, thick for a nonment, obscuring everything.

She stood still, hands at her sides, then w ped her sooty face and turned and started
wal ki ng, keeping to the center of the dead streets.

Over head, clouds gathered, heavy with rain.

She wandered at peace now, seeing the rain spot the pavenent, not yet feeling it.

In tine the rain did fall, and the ruins became chill and cold. She visited the dead. |ake
and the burned trees, the ruin of Graben's, out of which she gathered a string of crystal to wear.

She smled when, a day later, a looter drove her fromher food supply. He had a waith's
| ook, and she |l aughed froma place he did not dare. to clinb and told him so.

And recovered her cache later when it canme true, and settled anong the ruined shells that
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held no further threat, no other nightrmares, with her crystal necklace and tonorrows that were the
sanme as today.

One could live in ruins, only so the fires were gone.

And the ghosts were all in the past, invisible.
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