A SHORT, SHARP SHOCK

Kim Stanley Robinson
1. The Night Beach

When he came to he was drowning. The water was black and he bobbed up in it swiftly, obscurely
awarethat it was dangerous to do so, but he was helpless to stop; he tumbled over and swam
downward, armsloose and thrusting like tentacles, but it was useless. Air popped out of himin astream
of white bubblesthat flattened and shimmied as they squashed upward, al clustered around bearing him
to the surface. He glanced up, suddenly aware of theidea of surface; and there it was, an undulating
sheet of obsidian silk on which chips of raw slver skittered wildly back and forth. A flock of startled
birdsturning al a once— no—it was, he thought as the world began to roar, the shattered image of a
crescent moon. At the thought awhole cosmology bloomed in him—

And broke apart like the moon'simage, as he crashed up into the air and gasped. Heflailed at the water
whooping and kicking hard to stay afl oat; he felt awavelift him, and flopped around to faceit. A cold
smack in the face and he tumbled again, thrashed through a somersault and came up breathing, barking
like asedl to suck inmoreair.

The next time under he rammed a sandbar and then he was rolling on a steep shorebreak, duiced by
sandy water and struck repeetedly by small silver fish. He crawled up through rushing foam, mouth full of
sty grit, hands sinking wrist-deep in the wet sand. Thelittle fish legped in the phosphorescent foam,
banged into hisarms and legs. The beach was bouncing with silver fish, it waslike an infestation of
insects. On hands and knees he couldn't avoid squashing someinto the sand.

At the high-water mark he collapsed. He looked across agleaming black strand, filigreed with seafoam
receding on awave. Coarse-grained sand sparked with reflected moonlight, and the fish arched to the
shape of the crescent moon, which hung over the horizon at the end of amirrorflake path of water. Such
adensg, intricate, shifting texture of black and white—

A largewave caught him, rolled him back down among the suffocating fish. He clawed the sand without
effect, then dammed into another body, warm and as naked as he was. The receding wave rushed down
to thetriple ripple of the low-water mark, leaving them behind: he and awoman, awoman with
close-cropped hair. She appeared senseless and hetried to pull her up, but the next wave knocked them
down and rolled them like driftwood. He untangled himsdlf from her and got to hisknees, took her arms
and pulled her up the wet sand, shifting one knee at atime, the little slver fish bouncing al around them.
When he had gotten her afew body lengthsinto dry sand hefell beside her. He couldn't move.

From down the beach came shrill birdy cries. Children ran up to them shouting, buckets swinging at the
ends of their armslike great deformed hands. When they ran on he could not move his head to track
them. They returned to hisfield of vison, with taller people whose heads scraped the moon. The children
dashed up and down the strand on the lace edge of the waves. They dumped full buckets of wriggling
dlver leavesin apile beyond his head. Fire bloomed and driftwood was thrown on it, until transparent



gold ribbonslegped up into the night.

Then another wave caught them and rolled them back down to the seg; the tide was risng and they
would have perished, but the cords of athrown net stopped them short, and they were hauled back and
dumped closer to thefire, which hissed and Szzled. The children were laughing.

Later, fighting unconsciousness, he lifted the great stone at the end of his neck. Thefire had died, the
moon sat on the beach. He looked at the woman beside him. She lay on her somach, one kneeto the
sde. Dry sand stuck to her skin and the moonlight reflecting from her was gritty; it sparkled as she
breathed. Powerful thighs met in arounded muscly bottom, which curved the light into the dip of her
lower back. Her upper back was broad, her spinein a deep trough of muscle, her shouldersrangy, her
biceps thick. Short-cropped hair, dark under the moon's glaze, curled tight to her head; and the profile
glimpsed over one shoulder was straight-nosed and somehow classical: aswimmer, he thought ashis
head fell back, with the big chest and smooth hard muscling of a sponge diver, or a seagoddess,
something from the myths of aworld he couldn't remember.

Then her arm shifted out, and her hand cameto rest againgt his flank, and the fedl of her coursed all
through him: ashort, sharp shock. He caught his breeth and found he was sitting up facing her, her pam
both cool and warm against his sde. He watched her catch the moon on her skin and fling it away.

2. Sea Wrack

When he woke in the morning, the woman was gone. The sun burned just over thewater. Helay ona
crumbling sand cliff, the high mark of the previoustide's assault on the beach. With his head resting on
one ear, he saw awet dick foam-flecked strand of silvery brown, and the seg; resting on the other, he
saw alumpy expanse of blond beach, dotted with driftwood. Behind the beach was aforest, which rose
steeply to avery tdl dliff of white stone; itstop edge made abrilliant border with the deep blue sky
above.

He lifted his head and noticed that the sand cliff under him wasatiny modd of the granite cliff Sanding
over theforest—atrangent replica, dready faling into the sea. But then again theimmense rock cliff was
asofaling into the seq, the forest its beach, the beach its strand. It repested thelittle sand cliff's
dissolution on ascale of time so much vaster that the idea of it made him dizzy. Thetide ebbsand the
darsdie.

On the wet strand atroop of birds ran back and forth. They seemed akind of sandpiper, except their
featherswere adark, metdlic red. They stabbed away at dead grunion rolling in the wrack, and then
dashed madly up the strand chased by waves, their stick legs pumping over blurred reflections of
themselves. They made one of these frantic cavary charges right under athick whitefishing line; surprised
at the 9ght, he raised himself up on his elbows and looked behind him.

A surf fisher sat on abig driftwood log. In fact there were severa of them, scattered down the beach at
more or lessregular intervas. The one closest to him wasdl in brown, an old brown woman in abaggy
coat and floppy hat, who waved briefly at him and did not stir from her log.

He stood and walked to her. Beside her abucket stood on the sand, filled with thelittle Slver fish from
the previous night. She gestured at the bucket, offering him some of the fish, and he saw that her hand
was athick mass of shiny dark brown, her fingerslong tubes of lighter hollow brown, with bulbs at their



ends. Like tubes of seaweed. And her coat was a brown frond of kelp, and her face awrinkled brown
bulb, popped by the dit of her mouth; and her eyes were polyps, smooth and wet.

An animated bundle of seaweed. He knew this was wrong, but there she sat, and the sun was bright and
it was hard to think. Many thingsinsde his head had broken or gone away. He felt no particular emotion.
He sat on the sand beside her fishing pole, trying to think. There was athick tendril that fell from her
lower back to her driftwood log, attaching her to it.

Hefound he was puzzled. "Were you here last night?" he croaked.

The old woman cackled. "A wild one. The starsfell and the fish tried to become birds again. Spring." She
had awet hissing voice, astrange accent. But it was hislanguage, or alanguage he knew. He couldn't
decideif he knew any othersor not.

She gestured again a her bucket, repesting her offer. Noticing suddenly the pangs of his hunger, he took
afew grunion from the bucket and swallowed them.

When he had finished he said, "Where is the woman who washed up with me?"
She jerked athumb at the forest behind them. " Sold to the spine kings.”
Sl

"They took her, but they gave us some hooks."

Helooked up at the stone cliff above the trees, and she nodded.

"Up there, yes. But they'll take her on to Kataptron Cove."

"Why not me?'

"They didn't want you."

A child ran down the beach toward them, stepping on the edge of the sand dliff and collapsing it with her
passage. She too wore abaggy frond coat and afloppy hat. He noticed that each of the seated surf
fishers had a child running about in its area. Buckets sat on the sand like discarded party hats. For along
time he sat and watched the child approach. It was hard to think. The sunlight hurt his eyes.

"Whoam 1?' hesaid.

"Y ou can't expect meto tell you that," the fisherwoman said.
"No." He shook hishead. "But | ... | don't know who | am.”
"We say, Thefish knowsit'safish when weyank it into theair.”

He got to hisfeet, laughed oddly, waited for the blood to return to his head. "Perhaps I'm afish, then. But
... | don't know what's happened to me. | don't know what happened.”

"Whatever happened, you're here." She shrugged and began to red in her line. "It's now that matters, we

He consdered it.

"Which way isthe cove you mentioned?’ hesaid e last.



She pointed down the beach, away from the sun. "But the beach ends, and the cliff fals straight into the
sea. It'sbest to climb it here.”

Helooked at the cliff. It would be ahard climb. He took afew more grunion from the bucket. Fellow
fish, dead of self-discovery. The seaweed woman grubbed in adark mass of stuff in thelee of her log,
then offered him a skirt of woven seaweed. Hetied it around hiswaist, thanked her and took off across
the beach.

"You'd better hurry,” she called after him. "Kataptron Cove isalong way west, and the spinekingsare
fedt."

3. The Spine

The forest was thick and damp, with leaves scattered at every level, from the rotting logs embedded in
the carpet of fernsto the sunbroken ceiling of leaves overhead. Streams gurgled down the dope, but
gpparently it had not rained for sometime, as smaler creekbeds held only trickles, one served himasa
pebble-bottomed trail, broken by networks of exposed roots. In the cool gloom he hiked uphill, moving
from glade to glade asif from one green room to the next, each sculpted according to a different theory
of space and color. Leaves everywhere gave proof of hiseyesinfinite depth of field, and all was ill
except for the water falling to the sea—and an occasiona flash in his peripherd vision, birds, perhaps,
which he could never quite see.

The forest ended at the bottom of the cliff, which rose overhead like the side of an enormous continent.
Boulderstdler than the trees were scattered about at the foot of the cliff. Ferns and mosses covered the
tumble of rotten granite between boulders. The cliff itself was riven by deep gullies, which were dmost as
steep as the buttresses separating them. He clambered between boulders looking for alikely way up, ina
congtant fine mit: far above waterfals had broken apart, and to the left against the white rock was a
broad faint rainbow.

Just as he was concluding that he would have to scramble up one of the gullies he came on atrail going
up the side of one, beginning abruptly in the ferny talus. The trail was wide enough for two peopleto
walk side by side, and had been hacked out of the granite sdewall of the gully, where it switchbacked
frequently. When the side wall became completely vertical, the trail wound out over the buttressto the
left and zigzagged up that steep finger of stone, in stubborn defiance of the breathtaking exposure. It was
impossible to imagine how thetrail had been built, and it was a so true that abresk any wherein the
supporting wallswould have cut thetrail as neatly as miles of empty air; but there were no bresks, and
the weedless gravel and polished bedrock he walked over indicated frequent use. He climbed asif ona
gaircasein adream, endlesdy ascending in hairpin turns, until the forest and beach below became no
more than green and blond stripes running asfar as he could see in both directions, between the
sun-beaten blue of the ocean and the sunbesten white of the granite.

Then the dliff laid back, and the trail led straight ahead on an incline that got less and less steep, until he
saw ahead a skyline of shattered granite, running right to left asfar as he could see. The rock stood stark
againg the sky. He hurried forward and suddenly he was on the crest of aridge extending to hisleft and
right, and before him he saw ocean again—ocean far below, spread out in front of him exactly asit was
behind. Surprised, he walked automatically to a point where he could see dl the way down: a steep dliff,
adtrip of forest, astrip of sand, the white-on-blue tapestry of breaking waves, the intense cobalt of the



sea. He stepped back and staggered alittle, trying to look in every direction a once.

He was standing on the crest of atal peninsula, which snaked through an empty ocean for asfar ashe
could see. It was anarrow ridge of white granite, running roughly east to west, bisecting the blue plate of
the seaand twice marring the circular line of the horizon. The ridge rose to pesks again and again, higher
perhapsin the talcum of afternoon light to the west; it dso undulated back and forth, big S shapes making
afrozen snewave. The horizon was an enormous distance away, so far away that it seemed wrong to
him, aswrong as the seaweed woman. In fact the whole prospect was fantastically strange; but there he
stood, fedling the wind rake hard over the lichen-gtained ridge, watching it shove at low shrubs and tufts
of sedge.

It occurred to him that the peninsula extended al the way around the world. A big ocean world, and this
lofty ring of rock itsonly land: hewas sure of it. It was asif it were something he remembered.

4. Beauty I sthe Promise of Happiness

And the only happinessis action. So he roused himsdlf and headed west, thinking that abend in the
peninsulaout that way might hide Kataptron Cove. The sunfdl just to the right of the rock, dowing asit
fdl, flattening asif reluctant to touch the horizon, bresking into bands of glowing orange light that
dretched until they were sucked down by the sea. The twilight waslong, amauve and purple haf day,
and he hiked rapidly over the crest's shattered granite, which was studded with crystals of tranducent
quartz. As he walked over the rough edges of stones, feding liberty in the twisting ligaments of hisankles,
he kept an eye out for some sort of shelter for the night. Thetrail he had followed onto the spine had
disappeared, no doubt because the crest itself served asabroad high trail; but at one point adeep
transverse cleft had beenfilled at a single pot by boulders, confirming his notion thet the trail ill ran, and
would reappear when needed.

So he was not surprised when he came upon alow circular stone hut, next to asmall pool of water. In
this area stone broke away from the bedrock in irregular plates, and a great number of these had been
gathered and stacked in ringsthat grew successvely smdler asthey got higher off the ground, until afina
large capstone topped things off. The stones had been sized and placed so precisdly that it would have
been difficult to get more than afingernail between any two of them. A short chimney made of smdler
stones protruded from one side of the roof.

Opening awooden door in thewall opposite the chimney, he entered and found awooden shelf circling
theinterior of the wall. Next to the fireplace was a stack of kindling and logs; other than that the hut was
empty. He was without the meansto start afire, and it wasfairly warm in any case, so he went back
outside and drank from the pool, then sat againgt the west wall to et the last of the fisherwoman's
grunion, in thefind hour of twilight. Asthelight leaked out of the Sky it turned adeep rich blue, dark but
not quite black: and acrossthis strangely pal pable firmament the stars popped into existence, thousands
upon thousands of them, from bright disks that might have been nearby planetsto dots so faint that he
could only see them by looking dightly to the Sde. Eventudly the sky was packed with stars, so densely
that they defined perfectly the dome of sky; and frightened him. "Where| come from there are not so
many stars,” he said shakily to the hut, and then felt acutely his solitude, and the emptinessesingde his
mind, the black membranes he could not penetrate. He retreated into the hut. After along timelying on
the hard wooden shdlf, hefdll adeep.



Sometime before dawn he was awakened by a crowd of folk banging in the doorway. They held him
down and searched under his skirt. They had broad hard hands. Cloaks made of small leaves sewn
together clicked in the dark, and it smelled like oranges.

"Areyou the spine kings?' he asked, drunk with deep.

They laughed, an airy sound. One said, "If we were you'd be strangled with your own guts by now."
"Or tossed down the cliff."

Thefirgt voice said, "Or both. The spinekings hdllo.”

They dl had lumps on their left shoulders, irregular dark massesthat looked like shrubs. They took him
out of the hut, and under the sea-colored sky he saw that the lumps were in fact shrubs—miniature fruit
trees, it appeared, growing out of thelr left shoulders. The fruits were fragrant and still reminded him of
oranges, dthough the smell had been dtered by the salt tang, made more bitter. Round fruit, in any case,
of awashed-out color that in better light might have been pale green.

The members of this group arranged themselvesin acircle facing inward, took off their leaf cloaks and
sat down. He sat in the circle between two of them, glancing at the shoulder tree to hisright. It definitely
grew directly out of the cresture's skin—the gnarled little roots dove into the flesh just as awart would,
leaving an overgrown fissure between bark and skin.

With ajerk he looked away. It was dmost dawn, and the treefolk began singing alow monophonic
chant, in alanguage he didn't recognize. The sky brightened to its day blue, dightly thickened by the sun's
absence, and the wind suddenly picked up, asif adoor had banged open somewhere—a cool fresh
breeze, pedling over the spine in the same moment that the sun pricked the distant gray line of the
horizon, agreen point stretching to aline of hot yellow and then aband of whitefire, throwing the sea's
surface into shadow and revealing a scree of low digphanous cloud. Before the sun had detached itself
from the sea each member of the circle had plucked afruit from the shoulder of the person on their right,
and when the sun was clear and the horizon sinking rapidly away fromiit, they ate. Their bites caused a
faint crystdlineringing, and the odor of bitter oranges was strong. He felt his somach muscles contract,
and sdlivaran down histhroat. The celebrant nearest the sun glanced at him and said, "Tredess here will
be hungry.”

He amost nodded, but held himsdif ill.
"What's your name?" the celebrant asked. He had been the first speaker in the hut.
"l don't know."

"No?"' The creature consdered it. "Tredesswill be good enough, then. In our naming language, thet is
Thel."

In hismind he caled himsdlf Thel. But hisred name. . . Black space, behind his nose, in the sky under
hisskull. ... "It will do here," he said, and waved ahand. "It is accurate enough.”

Theman laughed. "Soitis. | am Julo." Helooked acrossthe circle. "Garth, come here."

A young man stood. He had been sitting opposite Julo, facing out from the circle, and now Thel noticed
histree grew from the right shoulder rather than the | eft.

"Thisis Garth, which means Rightbush. Garth, give Thel here an gpple.” Garth hesitated, and Julo strode
acrossthe circle of watchers and cuffed him onthearm. "Do it!"



Garth approached Thel and stood before him, looked down. Thel said to him, "Which should | choose?!

With agrateful glance up the youth indicated the largest fruit, on alower branch. Thel took the round
green spherein hisfingersand pulled sharply, noting Garth's involuntary wince. Then he sniffed the stem,
and bit through the skin. The bitter taste of orange, he sat in asmall dark room, watching thewick of a
lamp lit by amatch held in long fingers, the flame turned up and burning poorly, in alibrary with
bookcases for walls and ahuge old leather globein one corner. ... He shook his head, back on the windy
dawn spine, Julo'slaughter in hisear, behind that acrystalineringing. A bird hovered in the updraft, a
windhover searching the lee dliff for prey. "Thank you,” Thd said to Garth.

Thetreefolk gathered around him, touched his bare shoulders, asked him questions. He had nothing but
questionsin reply. Who were the spine kings? he asked, and their faces darkened. "Why do you ask?'
Julo sad. "Why don't you know?"

Thel explained. "The fisherfolk pulled me from the sea. Before that—I don't know. | can't. . ." He
shook-his head. "They pulled out awoman with me, aswimmer, and sold her to the spinekings.” He
gestured helplesdy, the thought of her painful. Already the memory of her wasfading, he knew. But that
touch in the moonlight—"1 want to find her."

"They have some of our peopleaswell,” Julo said. "We're going after them." He reached into hisbag and
threw Thel aleaf cloak and apair of leather moccasins with thick soles. ™Y ou can come dong. They're at
Kataptron Cove, for the sacrifices.”

The boy's fruit was suddenly heavy on his somach, and he shuddered asif every cdl in him had tasted
something bitter.

5. The Snake and the Tree

Thetreefolk hiked long and hard, following aline on the broad crest that minimized the ups and downs,
nearly running along arock road that Thel judged to be some three thousand feet above the sea. After a
few days, the south side of the sinuous peninsula became afairly gentle dope, cut by ravines and covered
with tall redwood trees; in places on this side the beach was awide expanse, dotted with ponds and
green with rippling dune grass. The north Sde, on the other hand, remained anearly verticd dliff, faling
directly into waves, which dapped against the rock unbroken and sent bowed counterwaves back out to
the north, stippling the blue surface of the water with intersecting arcs.

Oncetheir ridge road narrowed, and big blocky towers of pink granite stood in their way. Thetrail
reappeared then, on the sunny southern dope, and they followed it along a contoured traverse below the
boulders, passing small poolsthat |ooked hacked into the rock. Half aday of this and they had passed
the sharp peaks and were back on the ridge, looking ahead down its back as it snaked through the blue
ocean. "How long isthis peninsula?’ Thel asked, but they only stared & him.

Every morning at sunrise Julo ordered young Garth to provide a shoulder apple for Thel's consumption,
and in the absence of any other food The accepted it and ate hungrily. He saw no more halucinations,
but each time experienced a sudden flush of pinknessin hisvison, and felt the bitter tang of the taste to
his bones. Hisright shoulder began to ache as he lay down to deep. Heignored it and hiked on. He
noticed that on cloudy days his companions hiked more dowly, and that when they stopped by poolsto
rest on those days, they took off their boots and stuck their feet between cracks in the rock, looking



weary and relaxed.

Some days later the peninsulatook abroad curve to the north, and for the first time the sun set on the
south side of it. They stopped at ahut set on aparticularly high knob on theridge, and Thel looked
around at the peninsula, splitting the ocean al the way to the distant horizon. 1t was a big world, no doubt
of it; and the days and nights were much longer than what he had been used to, he was sure. He grew
tired a midday, and often woke for atime in the middle of the long nights. "It doesn't make sense,” he
sad to Garth, waving, perplexed at the mountainous mound zigzagging acrossthe sea. "Thereisn't any
geologicd processthat could create afeaturelikethis.”

Thiswassad amost in jest, given the other more important mysteries of his existence. But Garth stared
a him, eyesfeverish. Hewaslying exhausted, hisfeet deep in acrack; seeing thisin the evenings Thel
always resolved not to eat, and every morning he awoke too ravenous to refuse. Now, asif to pay Garth
back with conversation, he added, "L and floats like wood, thick cakes of it drifting on dow currents of
melted rock below, and apeninsulalikethis, astall asthis... | supposeit could be amid-oceanic ridge,
but in that case it would be volcanic, and thisisal granite. | don't understand.”

Gath sad, "It'shere, soit must be possible.”
Thel laughed. "The basis of your world's philosophy. Y ou didn't tell me you were a philosopher.”

Garth smiled bitterly, "Live like me and you too will become one. Maybe it's happening dready, en?
Maybe before you siwam ashore you didn't concern yourself with questionslike that.”

"No," The said, congderingit. "l wasawayscurious. | think." And to Garth'slaugh: "So it fedls, you see.
Perhaps not everything isgone." It seemed possible that the questions came from the shattered side of his
mind, from some past saf he couldn't recall but which shaped his thinking anyway. "Perhaps | studied
rock."

At sunset the wind tended to die, just as the sunrise quickened it; now it dackened. Perhaps| have died
like the wind, he thought; perhaps the only thing that survives after death are the questions, or the habit of
quedtioning.

The two of them watched the sun sink, just to the left of the bump of the spine on the horizon. "It'sasif
itsariver inreverse” Thel said. "If adeep river ran across adesert land, and then you reversed the
landscape, water and earth, you would get something that looked like this."

"The earthriver," Garth said. "The priests of the bird-folk cal it that."
"Arethere any tributaries? Any lakes-turned-into-idands?'
"I've never seen any.”

Theair darkened and the salt air grew chill. Garth was breathing deeply, about to fall adeep, when he
saidinavoice not his, avoice pleasant but a the sametime chilling: "Through mirrorswe see things right
way round at last."

In the daysthat followed, thisimage of alandscape in reverse haunted Thel, though in the end it explained
nothing. The stony spine continued to plit the water, and it got taller, the south side becoming as steep as
the north again. In placesthey walked on astrip of level granite no wider than a person, and on each side
the cliffs plunged some five thousand feet into white foam tapestries that shifted back and forth over deep
water, asif something below the blue werelightly breathing: it disturbed one's balance to look down at it,

and though the strip was wide enough to walk on comfortably, the sheer airiness of it gave Thel vertigo.



Garth walked over it with apinched expression, and Julo laughed at him, cuffed him hard so that he had
to go to hiskneesto avoid faling over the side; then Julo forced him to walk backwards, which served
the others as amusemen.

Eventudly the north Sde grew less steep, laying out until the peninsulawas wider than ever. In this section
ahot white cliff faced south, a cool forested dope faced north. On the north dope were scattered stands
of enormous evergreens, the tallest trees three or four hundred feet high. One of these giants stood on a
ledge just below the crest, and had grown up above the ridge, where the winds had flattened it so that its
branches grew horizontdly in al directions, somelaying over the ridge, others fanning out into the air over
the beach and the sea far below.

Thetreefolk greeted this flat-topped giant as an ancestor, and clambered out over the horizontal
branches to the treg's mighty trunk, over it, and out the other side. They ended up on three or four
lightning-blasted gnarly branches, ten feet wide and so solid that jumping up and down would not move
them, though the whole tree swayed gently in afitful west wind. Big shalow circular depressions had
been cut into the tops of these branches, and the exposed wood had been polished till it gleamed.

They spent the night in these open-roofed rooms, under the star-flooded sky. By starlight Thel looked at
the wood by his head and saw the grain of centuries of growth exposed. The peninsula had been here for
thousands of years, millions of years—both the plant life and the erosion of the granite showed that. But
how had it begun?""When you talk among yourselves about the spine,” he said to the treefolk, "do you
ever talk about whereit came from? Do you have agtory that explainsit?'

Julo was looking down into the grain of the floor beneath him, still and rapt asif he had not heard Thel;
but after awhile he said, in alow voice, "Wetdl agtory about it. Traveling in slent mgesty dong their
ordered ways, the gods tree and snake were loversin the time without time. But they fell into time, and
snake saw avision of alover asmobile as he, and he chased round the sky until he saw the vison was his
own tail. He bit thetall in anger and began to bleed, and his blood flowed out into asingle great drop,
bound by the circle hislong body made. He died of the loss, and tree climbed on his back and drove her
roots deep into his body, trying to feed hisblood into him, trying to bring him back to life, and dl her
acorns dropped and grew to join in the attempt. And here we are, accidents of her effort, trying to help
her aswe can, and some day the snake will live again, and we will dl sail off among the gars, traveling in

dlent mgesy."
"Ah," Thel said. And then: "l see”

But he didn't see, and he arranged himsalf for deep and looked up into the thickets of stars,
disappointed. Garth lay next to him, and much later, when the others were adegp, he whispered to him,
"Y ou don't know where you came from. Y ou have no idea how you came here or what you are. Worry
about that, and when you know those things, then worry about the great spine.”

6. Kataptron Cove

The next dawn it was bitterly cold out on the swaying branches, and they sat back against the curved wall
of the biggest room shivering as Julo watched the sky to determine the exact moment of sunrise, hidden
behind the ridge. When he turned to pluck the fruit from the man next to him he took three, and the
others did the same. The restricted himself to hisusua one of Garth's, and asked him why the others had



egten more.
"WEélIl reach Kataptron Covethisevening.”

And so they did. It was on the south side, in an arc the peninsulamade. Here the granite side of the
peninsulawas marred by the shattered walls of asmall crater—a horseshoe ring of jagged black rock,
extending into the sea and broken open to it asits outermost point, so that the inside of the crater wasa
small lagoon. Clearly it was an old volcanic vent, and asit wasthe first sign of vulcanism that Thel had
seen, he gpproached it with interest.

But he was soon distracted by the grim faces of the treefolk, who marched around him asif going into
battle. Foreboding charged the air, and the treefolk abandoned the trail that descended the southern
dopeinalong traverse to the crater bay, and struggled through dense woods above thetrall.

They descended into thick sdlt air rilled with the sound of waves, gliding from treeto tree like spirits,
moving very dowly onto the high crumbly rim of the crater, overlooking the inner lagoon. The curving
inner wall of the crater was areddish cliff, overgrown with green. Where the crater met the spinea
stream fell down the inner wall and across the sand into the lagoon; on the banks of the stream there was
apermanent camp, built in agrove of treesthat had been cleared of undergrowth. In the shadows of
these trees people moved, and smoke spiraed up through the sunbeams lancing among the branches.

In the depths of the grove there was a hubbub, and a crowd emerged onto the open beach, agang
wearing leather skirts and belted short swords, and tight golden helmets. They chivvied aong a short row
of prisoners, naked and in chains, and Thel heard Garth whimper softly. He looked around and saw that
the treefolk had their eyesfixed on the beach in horror and unwilling fascination. "What isit?" he said.

Garth pointed at where the grove met the beach. Two tall tree trunks standing beside each other had
been gtripped bare; behind the trunks stood a platform about half their height. "It'stheflex X," Garth
whispered, and would not el aborate. He sat with his back to the scene, head in hands.

Thel and the rest of the treefolk watched as a prisoner was hauled up the steps of the platform. Two
crews on the ground set about winding ropestied to the top of each tree trunk, until the trunks were
crossing each other at about the level of the platform. Intuitively Thel understood the function of thelarge
bowed X the trees made, and his stomach contracted to a hard knot of tension and vicarious terror; ill
he watched as the first prisoner was tied to the two trees, and the thick ropes holding the treesin position
were knocked off notched stumps, and the two tal trunks returned to an upright position, with a stately
swaying motion that had not the dightest hitch in it when the prisoner was ripped apart. Blood fountained
from the head and the body, now separated. Thel saw that the beach around the two treeswas littered
with lumps here and there, al adark brown, now splattered with red: the wreckage of lives.

At that distance people were the size of dolls, and they heard nothing of them over the sounds of waves.
The executionerstied each prisoner to the two treesin a different manner, so that the second came apart
at thelimbs, and the third in the middle, leaving along loop of intestine hanging between the two poles.

Thel found he was gitting. His skin was covered with a sour swest. He felt cold. He moved in front of
Garth, took hisfacein hishands. "The spine kings?'

Garth nodded miserably.
"Who arethey?'

No response. Fedling the futility of the question, Thel stood and went to Mo, who laughed malicioudy as
he saw Thel'sface.



"What will you do?' Thel asked.

"Go havealook. They'll be drinking tonight, they'll al get drunk and therell be little watch kept. They
fear no onein any case. We can be quiet, and some of uswill go have alook for our kind. If we can find
them, we can see what kind of lock they're under. It may be possible to dip them out on anight like this.
We're lucky to have seen that," he said, ironic to the point of snarling. "We know they'll be off guard.”

Thel nodded, impressed despite himself by Julo's courage. "1 want to comewith you," he said. "I can
look for the swvimmer."

"Shélll be under stronger guard,” Julo warned him. "But you're welcometo try. It'swhy you're here,
right?'

7. Two Xs

So inthelong indigo twilight they made their way around the rim of the crater bay like ghogts, stepping o
dlently that the loudest sound coming from them was their heartbeats, locking at the backs of their open
mouths. Shadows with heartbests, as sllent asthe fear of death, dipping from trunk to trunk and
searching the forest ahead with the acute gaze of hunted beasts ... the spine king sentinels carried
crossbows, Julo had said. They descended the crater wall well away from the village, and then worked
their way back to it through athin forest of pines, stepping across acarpet of brown needles.

Ahead came the sound of voices, and the beach stream. The leaves of the treefolk's shoulder bushes
rustled when they moved too quickly. It was getting dark, the color draining out of everything except the
pinpricks of fire dancing in the black needles ahead.

Drumming began, parodying their heavy heartbeats. They hugged the crater wall, circled to the edge of a
firdit clearing. In the clearing were huts, cages, and platforms, al made of straight branches with the bark
gtill on them. Some of the cages held huddled figures.

Thel froze. Reflection of torchlight from apair of eyes, the shaggy head of awild beast captured and
caged, brilliant whites defiant and exhausted: it was her. Thel stared and stared at the black lump of the
body, heavy in the dark, clothed only in dirt—the tangled hair backlit by fire-eyesreflecting torchlight. He
had no ideawhy he was so certain. But he knew it was the swimmer.

The treefolk were clustered around him. When guards with torches arrived in the clearing, the prisoners
sat up, and around him Thel heard afaint rustling of leaves. He peered more closely and saw that the
cage beside the swvimmer's held seated figures, dumped over. One of them begged for water and the
guards approached. In the sharply flickering torchlight Thel could see dack faces, eyes shut against the
light, odd hunched shoulders—ah. Trunks, stalks, stumps: their shoulder bushes had been chopped off.
One of the captured tregfolk, lying flat on the ground, was hauled up; he still had hislittletree, itsfruit
gone, itsleaves drooping. "Thefireslow," one guard said drunkenly, and drew his short broadsword and
hacked away. It took severa blows, thunk, thunk, the victim weeping, his companionslistless, looking
away, the other guards holding the victim upright and steady and finaly bending the trunk of the miniature
tree until it broke with adull crack. Thevictim flopped to the ground and the guards | eft the cage and
tossed the little tree onto the embers of abig fire: it flared up white and burned well for several minutes,
asif thewood were resnous.



Thel's companions had watched this scene without moving; only the rustle of |eaves betrayed their
distress. The guards left and they dipped back into the black forest, and Thel followed them. When they
showed no signs of stopping he crashed forward recklesdy, and pulled at Julo's arm; when Julo shrugged
himoff and continued on, Thel reached out and grabbed the trunk of Julo's shoulder tree and yanked him
around, and then had to defend himsdlf immediately from aviciousrain of blows, which stopped only
when "the other treefolk threw themsalves between the two, protesting in anxious mutters, whispering,
"Shh, shh, shhh."

"What are you doing?' The cried softly.
"Leaving," Julo said between histeeth.
"Aren't you going to freethem?"

"They're dead." Julo turned away, clearly too disgusted and furiousto discussit further. With afierce
chopping gesture he led the others away.

"What about the swimmer?"

They didn't stop. Suddenly the black forest seemed filled with distant voices, with drunken bodies
crashing into underbrush, with yellow winking torches bouncing through the trees. Thel backed into a
tree, leaned against the shaggy bark. He took deep deliberate breaths. The cage had, been made of
lashed branches, but out in the center of the clearing likethat . . .

"I'll hdp you," Garth said out of the darkness, giving Thd agart. "It'sme, Garth."
They held each other'sforearmsin the dark. ™Y ou'll lose the othersif you stay,” Thel said.

"I know," Garth said, voicelow and bitter. "Y ou've seen how hetreats me. | want to be free of them dl,
forever. I'll make my own life from now on.”

"That's not an easy thing," Thel said.

Without replying Garth turned back the way they had come, and they crept back to the clearing. Once
therethey lay behind afdlen log and looked into thefirdit cages. Garth'sfellow folk sat there listlesdly.
"Their treeswon't grow back?'

"Would your am?"
"And o they'll die?’
"Yes"

Garth dipped away, and after atime Thel saw an orange light like a sort of firefly bobbing through the
trees: Garth, holding abranch tipped by aglowing ember. Thel joined him, and they crept to the back of
thetreefolk's cage, and Garth held the tip of the branch to the lashings at the bottom of one pole. Asthey
blew on the cod the treefolk insde watched, without a sound or any sign of interest. Garth begged those
insdeto emerge, and got no reply.

Thel stared at the orange ember which brightened asthey blew on it, embarrassed for Garth, and worried
about what he could do aone. When the cage lashing caught fire with aminiature explosion of white
flame, Garth looked at his comrades through the smoke and said fiercely, ™Y ou know what the spine
kings have doneto you! Y ou know what they'll do to you next! Come out and exact some revenge, meet
your end like trees should. While you do we can rescue afriend who yet lives, and you'll either make a



quick end to it, or escape to be free on the great spine when your time comes.” He jerked hard on the
pole and it came loose. "Come on, get out there among them and remember the part of you they threw
onther fires"

One of them started forward and crawled under the lifted pole, and the rest looked at each other, at the
raw stumps protruding from their shoulders; they too dipped from the cage. In amoment they had dl
disappeared into the dark.

"It would be better if we had something elsefor the other cage," Garth said to Thel. "The ember isdying.”
"Therearealot moreinthefire

"My kin'slives™

"They can free these others.”

Garth nodded. "We burn hot. But one of those swords they carry would be helpful.” And he disappeared
agan.

Thel waited, as near the swimmer's cage as he could get without emerging into the light. From the hut

besi de the bonfire and the central cage came the sounds of laughter, then those of an argument turning
ugly. Around him in the forest were odd noises, sudden silences, and he imagined the tredesstreefolk
wandering murderoudly in the dark, jumping drunken guards as they stumbled off to pissin thetrees,
bludgeoning them and then stedling their swords to dip between the ribs of others. The spine kings feared
no one and now they would pay, ambushed in their own village in the midst of their death bacchand. Sick
with images of brutal murder, keyed to the highest pitch of tenson, Thel |legped to hisfeet involuntarily as
acrash and cries came from the direction of the beach, and the guardsin the clearing's hut rushed out and
down apath. "The platform!" someone was shouting in the distance as Thel ran to the bonfire and
snatched up abrand. Sparks streamed in awide arc from the burning end as he ran to the cage and
crushed the burning end of the branch againgt the lashings at the bottom of a pole. This cage was better
constructed and it was going to take longer. A twig cracked behind him and the swimmer croaked a
warning; he swung the brand around and caught an onrushing guard in the face. The guard'sraised
broadsword flew into the cage, cutting one prisoner who cried out; the guard himself couldn't do more
than grunt, as Thel beat him furioudy across the neck and head. When Thel turned back to the cage the
prisoners had cut the lashing with the sword and were squeezing out of the cage and cursing one another
under their bresth. Thel took the swvimmer woman by the arm and pulled her out; she was thicker than
the others and barely fit through the gap. She appeared dazed, but when Thel held her facein his hands
and caught her eye, she recognized him. Garth had reappeared, and Thel was about to lead the swimmer
out of the clearing when one of the other prisoners said urgently, “Wonderful saviours, thank you
eterndly, please, follow me, | know where the trailhead is that |eads up to the spine!" So they followed
him, but it seemed to Thel he went straight for the center of the camp.

Shrieks cut the night and torches had been tossed high into the trees, some of which had caught fire and
become great torches themselves, so that there was far too much light for their purpose. "Wait one
moment please,” the prisoner who claimed to know the way said, and he ran into the largest house in the
camp.

Apparently some of the treefolk amputees had found the flex X and set it dight. The crater wall enclosing
the lagoon appeared out of the darkness, faintly illuminated by the burning village. Sparks wafted among

the stars, it seemed the cosmos was winking out fire by fire. The prisoner ran out of the house carrying a
sack. "Follow me now," he cried jubilantly, "and run for your lives"

They ran after him. Thel took the swvimmer by the arm, determined not to lose her in the mayhem. But



now the prisoner was true to hisword, and he led them through firebroken shadows to a wide cobbled
trail, ignoring the shouts and cries around them. Thetrail ran up to the crater'srim and then along it, to the
point where the crater wall diverged from the great dope of the spineridge. Thetrail began to

switchback up the dope. Looking across an arc of the lagoon they saw the village dotted with burning
trees and smaller patches of fire, the flex X burning high on abeach glossy as a sed's back, and there
weretwo images of everything: one burning whitely over the beach, ancther, inverted, burning aclear
ydlow in the cam black water of the bay.

8. TheMirror

Afraid of the spinekings pursuit, they ran the trail west for many days, scarcely pausing to loot caches
located by the prisoner who led them. The caches contained clothing and shoes, and aso buried jugs of
dried meat and fruit, lumps so hard and dry they couldn't tell what anything was until chewing it; good
food, but because there were seven of them they were still hungry. "Well cometo my village soon,” the
prisoner said one evening after doling out ameeger dinner, and outfitting Thel and the swvimmer in pants
and tunics, and boots that were alucky fit. The prisoner's name was Tinou, and he had awonderful big
smile; he seemed astonished and delighted to have escaped the spine kings, and often he thanked Thel
and Garth for their rescue. "When we get there wéelll egt like the lords of the ocean deep.”

The sun had set an hour before, and aline of clouds over the western horizon was the pink of azaless, set
inasky the color of lapis. The seven sat around asmdl fire:

Thd, the swvimmer, Garth, Tinou, and three women.

These women all had faces cast in the same mold, and a strange mold it was, where their right eye should
have been the skin bulged out into another, smaller face, lively and animated, with features that did not
look like the larger one around it—except for the fact that its own little right eye was again replaced by a
face, avery little face—which had an even tinier face where its right eye should have been, and so on and
so on, down in ashort curveto the limit of vighility, and no doubt beyond.

This oddity made the three women's faces impressive and even frightening, and because the three
full-sized faces seldom spoke, Thel dwaysfet that when talking to them he wasredlly conversing with
one of the smaller faces— perhgpsthe very smdlest, beyond the limit of visibility— which might reply in
atiny high squesk at any time.

But now the three women stood before Tinou, and one said, "We want to know what you took from
Kataptron Cove."

"| took thisbag,” Tinou said, "and it'smine."

"Itisdl of ours" the middlie woman said, her voice heavy and dow. Her companions moved to Tinou's
gdes. "Show uswhat it is"

Inthe dusk it washard to tell if expressions or firelight were flickering across Tinou's long and mobile
face. Thel and the swimmer leaned forward together to see better this small confrontation, and Tinou
flashed them hisfriendly smile. "l supposethereisjusticeinthat,” he said, and picked up his shoulder
bag. Untying the drawstring he said, "Here," and dipped something out of the bag, asmdl shiny plate of
some sort.



"Gold," the middle faceworoan said. Tinou nodded. "Y es, in amanner of spesking. But it is more than
that, in fact. It isamirror, see?' He held it up—around smooth mirror with no rim, the glass of it golden
rather than siver. Held up againgt the dark eastern sky it gleamed like alamp, reveding arich bluelinein
afied of pink.

"Itisno ordinary mirror," Tinou said. "My people will reward us generoudy when we arrivewithiit, |
assureyou.”

He put it back in the bag, and for amoment it seemed to Thel he was stuffing light into the bag aswell,
until with ahard jerk he closed the drawstring. Wind riffled over them, below lay the calm surface of the
seq, and in the east the moon rosg, its blasted face round and brilliant; looking from it to the quick yellow
banners of their fire, Thel suddenly felt he walked in aworld of riches. Night beach and big-handed
children, running the mirrorflake road onthe sea. ...

The next dawn they were off again. At first Thel had been shy of the swimmer, even abit frightened of
her; she couldn't know how important her image had been to him before the rescue, and he didn't know
what to say to her. But now he walked behind her or beside her, depending on the width of thetrail, and
asthey waked he asked her questions. Who was she? What did she remember from before the night
they had washed onto the beach? What had gotten them to that point under the water? What was her
name?

She only shook he head. She remembered the night on the beach; beyond that she was unable to say.
She concentrated her gaze on her long feet, which seemed to have trouble negotiating the rock, and she
rarely looked at him. He didn't mind. It was a comfort to be walking with her and to know that someone
shared the mystery of hisarriva on the peninsula. Shewas afdlow exile, moving like adancer caught in
heavier gravity than she was used to, and it was a pleasure just to watch her asthe sun roasted her
brown hair white at the tips, and burned her pale skin red-brown. Often Aspects of her reminded Thel of
that first night: the set of her rangy shoulders, the profile of her long nose. With speech or without, she
reassured him.

And Garth—Garth too was an exile, anew one, and he hiked with them but in himsdlf, skittish,
distracted, sad. Thel hiked with him aswell, and told him more stories of the rock under their feet, and
Garth nodded to show hewas listening; but he wasn't entirely there. The leaves on hislittle tree drooped,
asif they needed watering.

So they moved westward, and the peninsulagot steep and narrow again, the granite ashard asiron and a
gray near black, flecked with rose quartz nodules. The drop-offs on both sides became so extreme that
they could see nothing but a short curved dope of rock, and then ocean, afew thousand feet below.
Tinou told them that here the walls of the sea cliffs were concave, so that they waked on atube of rock
that rested on athin vertical sheet of stone, layered like an onion. "Exfoliating granite,” Thel said. Tinou
nodded, interested, and went on to say that in places the two cliffsides had falen avay to nothing, so that
they were walking on arches over open holes, caled the Serpent's Gates. "'If you were on thetide trail,
you could climb up into them and St under agiant rainbow of stone, the wind howling through the hole.”

Instead they tramped atrail set right down the edge of afishback ridge. In placesthetrail had been
hacked wai st-deep into the dense dark rock, to give some protection, from fals. Every day Tinou said
they were getting close to hisvillage, and to support the claim (for somehow his cheerful assurances
made Thel doubt him), thetrail changed under their fegt, shifting imperceptibly from barely touched
broken rock to aloose riprap, and then to cobblestones set in rings of concentric overlapping arcs, and
finaly, early one morning shortly after they started. off, to asmoothly laid mosaic, made of smal polished
segments of the rose quartz. Longer swirls of dark hornblende were set into this pink road, forming
lettersin acursive aphabet, and Tinou sang out the words they spelled in ajubilant tenor, the " Song of



Mystic Arrival in Oid" ashe explained, fluid syllableslike the sound of abeach stream's highest gurgling.
At one point for their benefit he sang in the language they al shared:

We walk the edge of pain and death
And carve in waves our only hearth
And nothing ever brings us home

But something makes us want to climb:
The sight of water cut like stone

A village hanging in the sky.

A village hanging in the sky

And nothing ever brings us home

But something makes us, climb.

And climb they did, dl that long day, until they came over arisein theridge, and there facing the southern
seq, tucked in astegp scoop in the top of the dliff, was a cluster of whitewashed blocky buildings, lined in
tight rows so that the narrow lanes were protected from the wind. Terrace after terrace cut the in-curved
dope, until it reached an escarpment hanging over the sea; from there awhite staircase zigzagged down a
gully to atiny harbor below, three white buildings and adock, gleaming like a pendant hanging from Oia.

9. The Sorcerersof Oia

A crowd greeted them asthey entered the village, men and women convening amost asthough by
coincidence, asthough if Tinou and his retinue had not appeared they would have gathered anyway; but
when they saw Tinou they smiled, for the most part, and congratulated him on hisreturn. "Not many
escape the spinekings," onewoman said, and laughing the others crushed in on them to touch Tinou and
his companions, while Tinou sang the trail's mosaic song, ending with an exuberant legp inthe air.

"| thought | would never return here again," he cried, "and | never would haveif not for Thel here, who
dipped into the spine kings village the night we were to be torn apart on the crossing trees. He set us
free, he saved our lived" Jubilantly he embraced Thel, then added, "He made it possiblefor dl of usto
return to Oia—" and he took the mirror out of his shoulder bag.

Silencefell, and the crowd seemed both to step back and to pressin at once. Thel thought he could hear
the sound of the sea, murmuring far below. A woman dressed in a saffron dress said, "Well, Tinou, your
return was one thing, but this—"

Generd laughter, and then they were being led into the narrow streets of the village. These elther
contoured across town, making smple arcs, or ascended it in steep marble staircases, each step bowed
inthe middle from centuries of wear. Every lane and aley waslined by blocky whitewashed buildings,
often painted with the graceful cursive lettering. By the time they cameto atiny plazaon the far Sde of
the village, the sun was|ow on the horizon; it broke under clouds and suddenly every west wall was as
gold as Tinou's mirror, and many of the west-facing windows were blinding white.

Restaurants ringed the plaza, each sporting a cluster of outdoor tables, and as dusk seeped into things



lanterns were hung in small gnarled trees or put on windowsills, and the people ate and drank long into
the night. Thel and the swimmer and the three facewomen ate voracioudy, and became drunk on the fiery
spirits poured for them, and the villagers danced, their long pantal oons and dresses swirling like the
colorsin akaeidoscope, yards of cloth spinning under strong wiry naked torsos, both men and women
dancing like gods, so that the watchers were shocked when a bottle shattered and the color of blood
spurted into their field of vision, off to the Sde; afight, quickly broken up, overridden by the gaiety of the
sorcerers of Oia. The mirror was back.

In the days that followed, the cel ébration continued. Eventually it became clear that thiswasthe
permanent state of thingsin Oia, that this was the way the sorcererslived. They poured seawater into
stone vats, and later drew their spiritsfrom taps at the vats bottoms. Sea lions brought them their daily
fishin exchangefor drinks of thisliquor; the creatures swam right up to the dock at the cliff bottom,
barking hoarsely asthey deposited long three-eyed fish on the dock. Later the sorcerers turned some of
the fish meat into tough dark red steek, which tasted nothing like the flaking fish. Their gardens and goats
were tended by their children—and in short, they lived lives of leisure, playing complex games,
undergoing abstruse studies, and performing rituals and ceremonies. Tinou took hisfellow travelerswith
him wherever he went, and introduced them as his saviours, and they were feted to exhaustion.

One day to escagpeit Thel and the svimmer walked down the staircase trail that switchbacked
precipitoudy to the sea. On the way they passed grown-over foundations, and rooflesswallsrilled with
weeds. vestiges of earlier Oias, shaken by earthquakes into the sea. On the dock below some of the
sorcerers stood talking to the sealions, taking their bloody catch and pouring tankards of the liquor down
their throats. Even their vilest imprecations couldn't keep aflock of gulls away, and the gullswhedled
overhead crying madly until the barking sealions breached far into the air, thick deek duglike bodies
twisting adroitly asthey snagged birds and crushed them in their small powerful mouths. Eventualy the
gulls departed and the lions swam off, awrack of feathered corpses |eft on the groundswell. After they
were gone, Thel and the swimmer shed their garments and dove in. Underwater Thel became ingtantly
afraid, but the sght of the swimmer stiroking downward was somehow familiar, and strangely reassuring.
He stayed under for aslong as he could hold his breath, and then joined her in bodysurfing the
groundswélls that rose up to strike the dliffs. Asthe two rode the waves they remained completely insde
the water, surfing asthe sealions did, and they were drawn swiftly forward in the wave until they ducked
down and out to avoid crashing into the cliff or the dock. During these rides, dung through the water by
two curves of space-time rushing across each other, Thel would look over at the swimmer's long naked
body and fed hisown flowing in the water, until it was hard to hold his breath, not because he was
winded but because he needed to shout for joy.

When they pulled themselves back onto the worn stones of the dock, Tinou was there, except now he
was awoman, laughing in acontralto at their expressions as she stripped and dove in; her face was
clearly Tinou's, unmistakable despite the fact that it was dimmer, more feminine—yet clearly not asister
or twin, no, nothing but Tinou himself, shgpe-changed into a svelte femae form. Thel and the swimmer
looked at each other, baffled by this transformation; and hafway through the long climb up the stairs
Tinou caught up with them, aman again, coquettishly embracing first the swimmer and then Thel (dim wet
arms quick around his shoulders), and then laughing uproarioudy at their expressions.

That sunset he led them and the facewomen down into the ruins of the previous village. Here broken
buildings had dropped their barrel roofs onto their floors, and worn splintered sticks of old furniture till
stuck out between the bowed bricks. Other sorcerers set lanternsin acircle around what appeared to be
an abandoned plaza, smdler even than the one above, and in the long lavender dusk more of the
sorcerers gathered, somber for once and drinking hard. In the sky above awindhover caught the last
rays of the sun, awhite kestrel turned pink by the sunset, fluttering itswingsin the rapid complex pattern
that alowsit to stay fixed inthe air. Tinou took the stolen mirror from hisbag and set it on ashort



wooden stand, on the eastern edge of the circle the sorcerers made. Against the starry east it wasacircle
of pure pink sheen. When Tinou sat down the circle of seated sorcerers was complete, and they began to
ang, their faces upturned to the windhover riding the last rays of the sun. Thelight leaked out of the sky
and the wind riffled the enormous space of dusk and the sea, and Thel, surprising himsdlf, feding the old
compulsion, said "Asyou can change your shape, and bend the world to serve you, perhaps you can tell
me how thisworld cameto betheway itis."

They dl stared a him. "We have only agtory,” Tinou said findly in akind tone, "just like anyone else.”

Another voicetook over, that of an old woman; but it was impossible to pick out the speaker from the
circle of faces. "The universe burst from abubble the size of an eye, somefifteen billion years ago, and it
has been flying gpart ever since. It will achieve its maximum reach outward in our lifetimes, and fall back
into that eye of density which is God's eye, and then al will begin again, just asit wasthe time before,
and the time before that, eterndly. So that every bresth that you take has occurred in just that way an
infinity of times, and al of usare but satuesin timeto the eye of God."

"Asfor thisworld," said the voice of an old man, acold, hard voice, "this road of mountain across an
empty sea, an equatorid peninsula circumnavigating the great globe: it came about likethis:

"Godsfly through space in bubbles of glass, and their powers exceed ours as ours exceed those of the
stones we stand on, who know only to endure. And once long ago gods voyaged through thisforgotten
bay of the night sea, and to passthe time they argued a point of philosophy.” And here the speaker's
voice grew harsh, the edge of every word sharper, until they were as edged asthe taste of Garth's
shoulder fruit, sending the same kind of bitter shock through Thel. "They argued aesthetics, the most
metaphysical of philosophical problems. One of them said that beauty was aqudity of the universe
independent of any other, that it wasinlaid in the fabric of being like gravity, in a pattern that no one could
pull out. Another disagreed: beauty isthe ache of mortality, this god said, an attribute of consciousness,
and nothing is beautiful except perceived through the love of lost time, so that wherever thereis beauity,
lovewasthere dso, and first."

Here another voice spoke, on the breaking edge of bitterness. "And so they agreed to put it to atest, and
being gods and therefore just like us, lessignorant but no less crud, they decided to transform and
populate one of the planetsthey sailed by, sinking al itsland but this spine under an endless sea, and then
making what remained as beautiful asthey could imagine; but leeching every living thing of love, to seeif
the beauty would yet remain. And herewe are.”

Silence. For amoment Thel felt hewasfaling. A tray was passed around, and Thel did astherest and
took from it athin white wafer, feding apowerful compulsion. He ateit and hisskintingled asif
crystalizing. Looking up he thought he could still see the kestrel hovering overhead, ablack star among
the sparkling white ones. The mirror's surface was a dark lustrous violet now, nothing like the western
sky which had grown as dark asthe east; as his gaze began to fal into the drop of rich glossy color there
was a disturbance across the circle, and one of the sorcerer children burst among them.

"The spinekings," she gasped, "at the Thera Gate."

All the sorcerersroseto their feet. "So," Tinou said, "we must hurry alittle” Quickly severd of them
seized Thel by the arms and legs, when he struggled he might aswell have been thrashing on an iron rack.
His skin was shattering. The svimmer and the three facewomen were being held back. Thel waslifted
up, carried to the mirror.

Tinou gppeared beside him, touched histemple. His smile was solicitous. "My thanksfor the rescue,” he
sad jovidly, thenin moreformd tones. "Through mirrors we see things right way round & last."



They shoved hisleft foot into the surface, which was as smooth as a glass of water full over therim,
completely violet and completely gold at one and the sametime; and the foot went in to the ankle. Now
he had aleft foot made of fire, it seemed, and he twisted in the implacable grip, cried out. Tinou nodded
sympatheticaly, cocked his head. "It's pain most proves we live. Nothing serves better to focus our
attention on our bodies and the flesh metronomes ticking inside them, timing the bombs that will go off
some day and end the universe. Remember!"

He stepped forward and leaned over Thel'sface, looked at him curioudly. "There are o many kinds of
pain, redly." They shoved hisleginto the hip. "Isit pulsing, throbbing, shooting, lancing, cutting, stabbing,
scalding?lsit pressing, gnawing, cramping, wrenching, burning, seering, ripping?1sit smarting, stinging,
pricking, pounding, itching, freezing, drilling?Isit superficid or profound? Can you think of anything else?
Canyou tell mewhat eight times six equas? Can you take afull breath and hold it?"

And with each question Thel wasthrust further in. A brief flare of genitdss, the sckening twist of the gut,
al hisskin an organ of pain, every aom of him spinning in vain effortsto fly off—and Tinou, smiling,
leaning over hisface and questioning till, each word dower, louder, more drawn out: “'Isit dull, sore,
taut, tender? Isit rasping, Splitting, exhausting, sckening? Isit suffocating, frightful, punishing? Vicious,
wretched? Blinding? Horrible? Killing? Excruciaing? Unbearable?!

Then they got hisface to the glossy surface, and the reflected visage within was that of acomplete
stranger, puffy and thick necked, eyes bulging out—I have never looked like that, Thel tried to say,
certain he was dying. Compared to thisthe flex X would have been bliss, he thought, and with one last
glimpse of Tinou'slaughing face he was through the glass and gone.

10. Through the Mirror

Blue stars ahead, red behind. Flare of an ail lamp in thelibrary. We know more than our senses ever tdll
us, but how? How? Old brown globe, bookcases, beyond it a glassine sphere, the image of awall. Milky
black of the galactic core, tumbling down, down, down, down. Emergency landing. Emergence. The
SENSUOUS ISe to CoNSCiOUSNESS.

Splayed on riprap, the taste of ocean wrack in histhroat. Once with his parents he tripped and smashed
his nose, vivid image of sunny pain and a chocolaeice cream, down by the canasfilled with trash, a
glassy sheen like the taste of blood suffusing every sundrenched manifestation of the world. Filled with
sudden grief at the lost past, Thel sat up shakily and wiped his nose, spat red. Bloody spit on uneven
paving stones, crowded with dead weeds. The whole village of Oiawasin ruins, thewallsjust ablock or
two high. Dark wind was keening through him and the weeds rustled, it had been centuries and clearly he
would never seethe swimmer on the night beach again, it was past and irrecoverable. All his past was
gonefor good even if he could remember it; given the sense of lossfor whet little he could remember, it
was perhaps for the best that so much was forgotten. But he knew he had had alife, childhood,
adolescence, hefdt itsintensity and knew it would never return no matter what he did, even if he
remembered every ingtant of it perfectly, ashefdt hedid, dl of it right there behind someimpermeable
membranein hismind, pressing againg histhoughts until the ache of it filled everything.

And yet redly it didn't matter if he remembered or not. Live alife and seizeit to you with an infant'sfierce
clench of thefig, it gill would dip away aslovely asthe mountain sky at dusk and never come back
again: not the moment in the dim library, the noon by the poolside, that moonlit beach and thewarm



sandy touch, none of it, none of it, none of it. How he loved his past in that moment, how he wanted it
back! Eternal recurrence, asthe sorcerers had said; ah, it would amost be worth it to be a clockwork
mechanism, abronze creature of destiny, if you could then have it over and over and over. Aslong asit
felt new at every recurrence, who cared? He was a creature of destiny in any case, impelled by forces
utterly beyond his control. To move hisforefinger left rather than right was an enormous exertion against
fate, anything more was too much to ask, it would be only water splashing uphill for amoment; hewould
bend to the curve of space-time at last, which leads to the seaiin the end. Fate isthe path of least action.
And if you never know it isdl recurrence then it only meansyou fed theloss, over and over and over.
But he had loved hislife, he knew he had, the bad and the good and he wanted to keep it forever, al of
it, to observe it from some eternal beach and perhaps step back into it, amoment here, amoment there,
looking out abay window at streetlight, bare branch, falling snow, listening to asnatch of piano by the
codsof afire, those moments of being when dl the past seemed in him and adive, suffusing the moment
and the only moment with afeding—with every feding, dl a once.

Wind soughed in the weeds. Insde him the flesh metronome went tick, tick. Life dipped away hadon by
hadon, limning every joy with arime of grief; and he waked backward into the future, waving and crying
put "Goodbye! Good-bye! Good-bye!"

It was dark. There were only pinprick stars, adozen at most though the sky was black as an eye's pupil.
Shivering with fear, he stood and staggered up one of the marble staircases, now littered with blocks of
stone which glowed whitely underfoot, apparently from someinterna luminance, so faint it was at the
edge of the visble. He was seeing the skeleton of the world.

On the spine the view of both seas was disorienting, literdly in that he became aware that the sun would
dawn in thewest, and that he would have to trek east to new ground to escape the spinekings. Still it
was reassuring to see both the oceans, to straddle the high edge of the peninsula, riding the back of the
present asit snaked through past and future. He stood there for aminute, savoring the view and the bitter
bite of thewind.

Looking back down at the dark luminous ruins of Oia, he saw afigure moving up terrace after terrace,
flitting between walls and seeming at timesto jump from place to place ingantaneoudy. Thefigurelooked
up, and its eyes gleamed like two starsinits dark face. Thel shivered and waited, knowing the figure was
coming to join him; and soit did, taking much of the night though it moved rapidly.

Finally it gpproached him: aman, though it was aman so dight and fluid in his movement that he seemed
androgynous, or feminine. His skin was blacker than the sky, so that his smile and the whites of hiseyes
seemed disembodied above clothing that glowed like the gones of Oia, outlining hisdim form. " The spine
kingsareupon us," hesaid in abright, friendly voice. " Sidestepping them only worksfor so long. If you
want to escape you'll have to movefast. | can show you the way."

"Lead on," Thel said. Heknew he could trust thisfigure, at the same time that another part of hismind
was aware that it was amanifestation of Tinou. The intonation of the voice was the same, but it didn't
matter. Thisone could be trusted. "What isyour name?’ Thel asked, to be sure.

"l am Naousa," thefigure said, and reached forward in a confidential way to touch Thel lightly on the
upper arm, atouch suasive and erotic. "Thisway."

Heled Thel to asteep drop-off in the ridge, unlike anything Thel had seen before. Here the spine of the
peninsula planed down and away in asmooth flat incline, asif an enormous blade had shaved off the
mountain range, cutting at a hard angle down toward the beaches. Cliffs on the sides to north and south
remained, while the cut itsalf descended at nearly aforty-five-degree angle. The exposed stone of the cut
was as smooth as glass, and ablack that somehow indicated it would be dark gray in daylight.



Descending this dippery dopewould be extremely difficult on foot, but Naousa reached deep into acleft
in the granite and pulled out two lightweight bobd eds, both awhitish color. The deds bottomswere
smoother than the glassy rock dope, and had no runners or steering mechanism. "Y ou leaninthe
direction you want to go,” Naousa said. "The drop isn't entirely level |eft to right, so you haveto steer a
little to keep from going over the cliffs. Just follow me, and look out for bumps." And before The could
nod he had jumped on his bobded and was off.

Thel threw hisded down and sat on it, and quickly was diding down the dope. Naousawas an obvious
dot below, cutting big dalom curves down an invisible course. The cut dope was only a couple hundred
feet wide, though it broadened as they dropped lower. Bumps and curvesinvisible to the eye threw Thel
left and right as he picked up speed, accelerating at what seemed an accelerating rate; he redlized the
only hope for surviva wasto follow Naousas every move, even if it meant going asfast as Naousa and
staying right on histail. Naousa was flying down the dope, carving wide curves and crying out for joy—
Thel could hear the shouts wafting back at him as another impossible turn by Naousa skirted the dliffs. It
wasthrilling to watch and Thel shouted himsdlf, leaning hard left or right to follow Naousa's bold track,
and despite the fact that it was like bobd edding on an open ice dope with cliffs on both sides, Thel began
to enjoy himself—to enjoy the contemplation of Naousa's expertise, and his own reproduction of it, and
the sheer noise of the deds and the wind smashing his face and the tears streaming back over hisearsand
off the cliff edgesinto space, faling down like dewdrop starsinto the origina sdt.

It was along ride but did not take much time. At the bottom they dedded out onto the grass of a
meadow and tumbled head over hedls. Naousa picked up the deds and tucked them behind around
boulder perched on theridge.

Down here the peninsulawas different in character: the stone old and wegthered and graying, the spine
only fifty to ahundred feet above the noisy sea, and the beaches to both sideswide, with sand white as
could be, evenin the starless night. "The south Sde isthe easiest walking," Naousa said, and headed
down to the north side.

Thel shouted thanks, and dropped to the south side, and walked west toward the sunrise. The sun would
be up soon, the sky to the west was blueing. The white sand underfoot was tightly packed; scuffing it
made a squeaking sound, squick, squick, and the scuffed sand sprayed ahead of Thel'sfeet in brief
blazes of phosphorus. The dunes behind the tidal stretch were neatly scalloped and covered with dense
short grassdl blown flat, pointing west to the dawn. The dome of the sky was higher down here and
fuzzier, the blues of dawn glowing pastels. Then as he walked stars began popping into sight overhead
and he stepped knee-deep into the beach, asif the sand were gdl; hewas sinking in it, the sky wasthe
pink of cherry blossoms and he was in sand to his cheekbones, drowningin it.

11. Insidethe Wave

The sun was hot on his cheek. There was too much light. He rolled on sand, shaded his eyes with ahand
and cracked alid: hisbrain pulsed painfully and the eye ash-blurred gold-on-white pattern meant nothing
to him, then coa esced with ajolt that jerked his body up. The swimmer lay on the wide morning beach.
Beyond her lay Garth and the three facewomen, leavesin their hair and long scratches on their aams and
legs. Then he saw the shape of the mirror, in abag tucked under the swimmer's outstretched arm. He
was Sitting and he dmost rolled to her side, every muscle cresking asif carved of wood. He shook her
arm, afraid to touch the bag holding the mirror.



She woke, and he asked her what had happened. She stared at him.

"I don't remember,” he explained. "1 mean, Tinou and the others pushed me through that,” pointing &t the
mirror bag.

"After that ..."

She spoke dowly. "The spine kings attacked and everything caught fire. The sorcerers|eft you on the
plaza, and the mirror as well. We picked you up and carried you away, and took the mirror too. Then
you woke and told usto follow you, and we did. We climbed out on the cliff face besde Oiato escape
the sorcerers and the spine kings, and the next night we climbed to the spine and started west. Y ou
talked most of the time but we couldn't see who you talked to. Garth carried the mirror. The spine
dropped into aforest and you ran al the way, and we chased you. Then it seemed you were never going
to see us, and so Garth said we should push you back through the mirror. We did that and you fell
through, unconscious—"

"Y ou could just push me through?'

"No, it wouldn't work at first, it was hard asglasswhen | tried it, but Garth said it had to be at sunset, on
the spine, with akessdl hawk hunting in the western sky. We waited three days until we saw one, and
then it worked. But after we got you through you were adeep again. So we waited and then we fell
adeep too. I'm hungry.”

The otherswere stirring at the sound of their voices. They woke and the beach air wasfilled with the
chatter of voices over the hiss of broken waves. Asthey shared their stories they walked to the sea
without volition, drawn by their hunger. The peninsulahad changed to something like what Thel had
traversed in histime beyond the mirror: alow forested mound snaking through the sea, sandy moon bays
aternating with chalky headlands. They walked to the next bay, which faced north. Here the beach was a
steep pebbly shingle that roared and grumbled at every wave's swift attack and retreat, and among the
millions of shifting oval pebbles, which when wet looked like semiprecious stones, they found crabs,
beach edls, scraps of seaweed that the facewomen declared edible, and one surprised-looking fish,
tossed up by awave and snatched by Garth. Asthey made their catch they wandered west, marking the
sine curve of the hourswith their passage until the sun was low. Knobs of old worn sandstone stood here
and there like vertebrae out of the scrubby forest, and they climbed to one of these bony boulder knots
collecting dead wood as they went, and in the sunset made afire using Garth's firestone and knocker.
Every scrap of the sea's provender tasted better than the lagt, the least scrap finer than amaster chef's
crestion. Clouds came in from the south asif aroll of carpet had been kicked over them, and the sinking
sun tinted the frilly undersurface addicate yellow. Their fire blazed through the long dusk, and in thewind
the whitecaps tossed, o that it felt like they were on the deck of aship.

Each day they foraged west, and spent the night on knolls. "Well reach your folk soon?' Thel asked the
facewomen.

"No. Many days. But when we do, you can continue on your way speeded by our horses.”

They hurried on, their hunger not quite held in check by the wrack of the waves. The peninsula
straightened, and looking back they could see the big curve of land rising to the greeat ridge of Oia. Ahead
of them the spit seemed, judging from the high points, to continue its gentle rise and fal indefinitely. They
hiked on the beaches, over wet round stonesthat clacked together al the day long. Thel and the
swvimmer dove into the wait-high shore break more than once, ostensgibly to try to catch briefly glimpsed
fish, but redly just for thefed of the dive and the wave's dizzying lift. In the evenings around the fire they
pulled the mirror from its bag and contemplated it cautioudly. Each of them saw different thingsinit, and



they couldn't agree on its color. Salmon, gold, copper, lapis; such divergence of perception was
frightening, and they snapped at each other and put it away, and dept uneasily.

One dawn The woke. The night before the mirror had been | eft face up on arock, and he circled his
hand over it, looking down at eyes, hair, red stones, years. The swimmer inched over the sandstone and
lay prone beside him, their heads together asthey peered downintoiit, asif looking down awell. "What
isit?' Thel said.

"It showsthetruth,” the swimmer said, then smiled. "Or maybeit just makesthings pretty.”
They tilted it S0 it reflected their two faces.
"Hey!" The exdamed. "That'sme."

It was the face he knew from amillion beard burns: narrow jaw, round forehead, long nose, wide mouth.
Hewould have looked along time but the reflection of the swimmer stole his gaze; it was her face, but
subtly transformed, the harsh strong lines emphasized and given a pattern, ahuman face before anything
else but o purely human that it was, he thought happily, that of agod.

They broke their gazes at the same time and looked at each other; grinning like children who have gotten
away with something forbidden, they let the mirror drop and rolled together. Blood surged through Thel
asthey kissed and made love, he sank into her asif into awave, riding insde the wave on an endlessrise,
pulled along as when bodysurfing. Touch was everything then, her skin, the stone under his kneesand
elbows; but once he looked up and saw the mirror beyond her head and filled with joy he waved ahand
over it: gold light flashed up into the chill sdt predawn air.

12. The Facewomen

After that Thel carried the mirror bag himself. And the next night they saw bonfires ahead of them, to the
west. Asthey progressed along the low line of the old sandstone ridge, the air thick with salt and the roar
of waves, the peninsulatook a pronounced swing to the north, making an immense arc thrown in the sea.
And to the west where the horizon washed over the black mark of the spit, a short line of bonfires
sparked againgt the late twilight sky. Apparently where these fires burnt the peninsulawas quite a bit
taller, for the dots of yellow light were agood distance above the obsidian sea; neverthel ess they
flickered to the point of disappearing briefly from sight. The three face-women stood and watched
intently. "They are our signal beacons," one said, and after awhile added, "They say we are being
pursued.”

So they began to hike dl through the long days, and in the dawns and dusks, and each night the three
facewomen talked among themselves, and then one night their eye-faces talked among themselves, in
high-pitched voices, and yet they said to the other three travelers only, "We are being pursued.”
Gradualy the distance between the bonfires began to decrease, and the line of four was dmost one wide
fire, growing brighter from right to left. Then they said, "We are being pursued; but we have dmost
reached our home."

Wearily they hiked on, spurred by this pronouncement, and dept one more night out, and then the next
day in the late morning they came to adeep stone-ringed firepit. The leader of the facewomen crouched
and touched one of the stones. "We are home," her eyeface said. She and her two companionsled the



way theregfter, skipping from knob to knob and touching each firering, then running downhill into the
next swale between knobs. The peninsula became broader and more verdant: between the bonfire tors
the crest ridge split in two broad lines of hilltops, holding between them sunken meadows spotted with
verna pondsthat werein this season patches of bright grass strewn with wildflowers, dots of pure color.
These meadows, strung like green stones on anecklace, grew larger and larger until they came on one
that was broad and flat, and ringed by a split-log fence and anumber of low twisty pines. At thefar sde
of the fenced-in enclosure clustered a herd of small quick dark horses, flowing dong the fencelikea
sngle organism. In the trees behind the fence stood hexagona buildings with wood walls and hide roofs.
Thesewere arranged in circles, liketheir firepits or their corral.

The three facewomen ran to one of the huts and burst into it, and emerged with asmall gang of other
facewomen clinging to them and shouting. When they had cdmed down, Thel, the swvimmer and Garth
werewe comed with afluid formality, recursive smiles of welcome shrinking away into theinfinity of the
facewomen'sright eyes. It seemed to Thel that dl the inhabitants of the meadow were women, but he
noticed children among them, and saw that they tended to clump in groups of three; Garth confirmed that
these were reproductive units.

Their threesome took them to what appeared to be the oldest threesome, village elders who greeted
them and thanked them for rescuing their granddaughters. Thel took the opportunity to ask how the
bonfire messengers had known they were being pursued.

"We saw the pursuers,” one of the old threesome said.
The frowned. "How?"'

They led him to the knob above the village. Therein the rocks stood a short pyramid of black fitted
stone, holding up along hollow tube carved from the same stone, set with athick clear lensat each end.

"A telescope!” Thel sad.

The old women nodded. "Y ou know the principle?’

"Yes." Thel waited while one of them aimed the glass, then stooped to look through it. "It's powerful!"
"Y es. More powerful than that, in fact. But that is sufficient to seethe spinekings.”

Soit was, in the pae colors of theimage, svimming ontheair, Thel saw antlike soldiers, tramping ina
linedong theridge. He looked over the top of the glass and saw it was pointed some hafway aong the
vigble peninsula "They'refar behind.”

"They stopped for other business. They will be herein afew days, at their pace. They will certainly come.
We saw through the glasswhat you are carrying, you see. When the spine kings arrive you must not be
here. But we will provide you with horses to speed you on your way west, in thanks for helping our
daughters. And you may spend two nights here resting.”

They dept in astorage hut on piles of woven blankets, feding so luxurious that they could scarcely get
comfortable. The next day they were taken to the big meadow pasture's corral and introduced to three of
the small horses. "These are young ones," the facewoman in charge of the corrd told them. "They'rewild
but they have no habits— they should accept you. Here, you hold their mane and jump on." The horsess
hair was the chestnut red of certain fir trees Thel had seen back on the high spine, and their manes, long
and rough, felt exactly like handfuls of thetrees hairy, fibrous bark: indeed, looking closdly at it, he
couldn't see any difference. He laughed. Then the small herd in the enclosure bolted and ran around the
indgde of the fence, dl in amass, their manes and long russet hair flowing behind them asif they were



underwater, and he laughed again. "A horseisafish made of trees," hetold the startled swvimmer, and
legped on hisanima and rose head pressed into the tiff rough red mane, fedling the seawind course
over him asit had during hiswild ride on the other sde of the mirror. Jerking the anima's head to one
sde or another influenced its direction, and pulling back on the mane dowed it, askicking it spurred it on.
The,corrd mistress said as he legped off, "Ride these until you come to the brough—they can take you
no further. Set them free and they will return to us. They know to hide from the spine kings.”

"Thanksfor your help,” Thd sad.

One of the smallest visible eyefaces grinned. "With what you are carrying,” it said in asmdl voice, "we
want you asfar away as possible when the spinekings arrive.

"Ah"

That night they built amassive bonfire, and when the flames were legping as high as the treetops and
higher, the eldest three facewomen brought the tel escope into the clearing and put it on a portable stand,
and stood The next to the fire, and pointed the glass a him and looked a him through it. Fedling
scorched at the back of his neck, he looked into the lens at the leader's face. She had the telescope
placed againgt her eyeface, and in the little curved circle of glass he saw two eyes, blinking asthey
observed him: her smallest face, no doubt, too small for the naked eye to see. So there was an end to the
recession after dl, he thought. The ultimate leader of the face-women, perhaps; and she said in asquesk,
"Stand gill. Don't blink so much. Look straight into the glass." He did as he wastold, dmost laughing
becauseit felt like akind of eye examination. "How far back can you see?' he asked. The bonfire pushed
roasted air past him.

"Toyour birth,” the high voice shrilled. "Y ou have been through the mirror and back. Y ou are not from
thisworld. You fel into thisworld, one night, into the ocean with the seahorses.”

"Beforethat?' Thel asked, finding it suddenly hard to bresthe. The clothes on his back were hot.

"A man in abubble, flying through the stars. Otherslike you and not like you. When you were a child,
you lived by alake. Thelake was circular and had high cliffs surrounding it. One day you tried to climb
the steepest cliff, and fell. Y ou hit the water feet first and survived the impact, plunging deep. The water
of the lake was notorioudy deep and so when your feet hit asubmerged outcropping of the cliff you were
agtonished, and in that state of panic these moments of your future cameto you, intense as any memory,
for every visonisamemory, and every memory avison of aworld that never existed until called upin
the mind. Y ou saw then your immersion in our ocean, your step through the mirror, your stand before our
glass, thefire behind you, dl of it seen in that ingant. Remember?"

Fdling, water in his eyes, the sudden heet at hisback. "Yes" Thd said, wondering, looking within
franticaly to seedl he could of that lost 1ake, his boyhood, his parents, the cat legping from the table onto
the dog, the old man who loved the clouds—

"Everything which weredly are and never quitelive," thelittle voice said, and the whole thing snatched
itself away from him and he was only aware of the heat on hisback and his hair curling. He walked away,
out of the telescope's view and into the purple night, feding his back radiate against the wet sdty air. The
face of his mother—he snatched at it, logt it. Dune grass flowing like seaweed, rustling againgt the
chewing sound of waves. clouds drifting through the stars. Never to be in anything but the present,
trapped in the moment which is always receding, never oursto have and hold—the swimmer came out
after him and found him, and he collapsed onto the sand, sat there with an arm around her strong thigh. "I
want to be astone," he said, "a stone man lying on the beach forever, never to think, never to fed the
future sfting through me. | want to be astone.”



"It'sthe samefor them," she said.

13. Garth's Apples

The following morning they woke with the dawn and the facewomen led them to their horses and waved
farewell asthey rode off. The horses were exuberant with running and galloped over the duneswaving
their heads from side to sde like blind things, eating the air and snapping at their ridersif they were
interfered with. So they hung on and rode: Garth's horse led, the swimmer's brought up the rear. Thick
white thunderheads grew over the water to the south, and the colors of everything in the long morning
light were richer than they remembered them being, the water adark glassy blue outside jade green
shdlows, the foam on the breakers as white as the clouds, the dune grass subtle dusty greens, the red
barky hair of their horses an irresistible magnet for the eye. The horses ran aong the beach until midday,
then cantered up onto the dunes and browsed on the sparse grass. The three riders dismounted stiffly and
hobbled them, then walked down to the beach to forage for beach food to supplement the little the
facewomen had been able to give them. They ate on the beach, returned to the horses and dept, thenin
the midafternoon rode again. They traveled so much faster than they could have on foot that it was hard
to grasp: they were dready far from the facewomen's meadow, and the horsesran on tirdlesdy through
the long glary stretches of late afternoon, until a sunset they trotted to ahat and stood ina
wind-protected dip between two dunes, browsing easily through the mauve dusk.

They rode like that for days. Each day the peninsula became lower, narrower, more stripped of life. The
thick mats of dune grass reduced to occasional patches, the tufts of grass as sparse asthe hair on a

bal ding man. Each tuft had been blown in every direction by the winds, creating a perfect circle of
smoothed hard sand around it, deepest at the outer edge; the dunes became geometrical workshests,
sne waves covered with circles. One sunset walking in this deeply patterned sand Thel looked down at a
tuft of grass and the perfect circle around it, and thought That isyour life: agtalk of living stuff blownin
every direction, leaving abrief pattern in sand.

They had emptied the facewomen's bags of food, and went hungry as the beach provided lessand less.
One morning Garth plucked two of the fruit from his shoulder tree and offered them to Thel and the
swvimmer. "'l can eat grass,” hetold them. "More grass, morefruit. Redlly. Please. We can't afford to
gpend dl day on the beach foraging.”

Thel sad, "If we stopped in the late afternoon instead of at dusk, we could forage more, and you could
eat moretoo." He scuffed dubioudly at the tough dune grass, so sharp edged you could easily cut skin
withit. Garth aso spent every evening with hisfeet buried in the sand; presumably more of that would
help too, but it was something Garth didn't talk aboui.

He did agree to the early stops, however, and so every morning after that Thel and the swimmer ate one
of hishitter eectric shoulder gpples, and fdlt the chemical tang of it course through them. It was
wonderful how well the apples satisfied their appetites, how long they could subsist on them. And Garth
ate dune grassin the evenings, and spent time with hisfeet buried in the sand, and got thinner; but the
apples continued to bloom on his shoulder tree, tiny fragrant white blossoms giving way to hard green
nubs, which grew quickly into ediblefruit.

Then as they rode down the endless spit of the peninsula, even the grasses disappeared. They wereon a
desert shore, beach on both sides of alow mound of dunes; even the horses had to be fed from Garth's



tree, and he had to spend the whole of every afternoon with his body stretched out to the sun, and his
feet stuck deep in the sasnd—haggard, exhausted, asmall amile playing over hismouth. "'l wastold tales
of this, how one of us could grow enough to sustain hisfelowsin atime of need. Like having children,
they aways said, and now | know what they mean." And he looked at them with a gaze they could
scarcely return, so filled wasit with akind of amused maternd affection.

Every morning thunderheads billowed up and sidled across the southern sky, but never hit their stretch of
the coadt, piling up instead againgt the mountainous spine far behind them. They found pools of water in
holes in the sandstone, proof of storms past, but these had grown brackish with beach dew, and the
travelers became thirsty aswell.

After many days of this deprivation, they saw in the distance ahead asmall knob in the peninsula. Dune
grasses returned to the central mound, and they came across more pools of water. Days passed and it
seemed they would reach the knob the following afternoon for severa daysrunning, but it was bigger
than they had first thought, and kept receding.

Finaly it loomed up, severa hundred feet tdll, like a sandstone lighthouse. They skirted it on the wide
southern beach, and on the other side discovered amost extraordinary thing: the beach stretched out into
the blue sea, and got thinner and lower, until it sank under the water. "It'stheend!” The cried.

"No no,"” Garth said. "It'sthe water gate. I've heard stories about it. Look out there, see that smudge? It's
the other cape, where the peninsula proper begins again. In between isatidal bar. Thisisthe lowest part
of the spine, nothing more. At low tide astrip of sand will emerge asfine asany road, and stay abovethe
wavesfor hdf the day."

It proved to be true. Asthe afternoon progressed the beach extended farther into the water, which was
racing from north to south in astrong current, breaking whitely in astraight linethat divided the sea. This
dretch of white foam boiled furioudy in alineto the horizon and the distant smudge of the farther cape.
Then in amatter of moments, it seemed, the Whitewater divided and fell away into two sets of waves
rolling in from right and left, leaving a strip of wet gray sand and wet brown rock standing between them.
The breakers tumbled in over rocky shalows on both sides, but the bar stood clear of them. And the
spinetrail extended even here: squarish blocks of water-holed rock had been laid in a path over the bar,
making a causeway afoot or two higher than the bar itsdlf.

"The horses can't crossthat,” Garth said. "The rock would tear up their hooves."
"But surely it'smore than onetides walk across?' the swimmer said.

Garth nodded. " Still we must send the horses back, as we said we would.” And he kicked and shouted
at the horses, threw rocks at them until they cantered off, and circled nervoudy, then regarded each other
and broke for home, flowing down the beach like a school of red fish darting through the sea.

Something moved on the side of the knob and they jumped, turned to look. It was a man the same color
asthe sandstone, his skin the same grainy dark brown. As he approached they saw he was naked, and
that his eyes, his hair—everything—was the brown of the rock. In his eyes the color seemed darker, the
way therock did when it was wet.

He stopped before them and said, "I am Birsay the guide. It is more than one tide'swalk to crossthe
brough, asyou noted. Thisishow we do it; thereisarise near the halfway point, and we run to that in
onelow tide, on apath that | have built. It isjust possible, though you get your legswet. There on therise
| have left severa large, holed rocks. Wetieropes | have made to those anchors, and asthe water rises
weriseon it, floated by dings | have made of kelp bladders and wood. The current pushes us o,
usudly to the south, but we are tied by the ropes to the anchor rocks, and when the tide ebbs, we float



down to alanding, and complete the crossing of the brough to the other cape.”
"Why have you made thesethings?' Thel asked. "Why do you do this?'

The sandstone-colored man shrugged. " The peninsula extends around the world, and thereis no land but
it. And thisisthe only placein its circumference where the sea had chewed the peninsula down amost to
itslevel. And naturdly the peninsula must be passable. Traders come through, and circumnavigators on
pilgrimages—bdievers of more religious persuasionsthan I'd careto recall. It issimply the natural order
of things. Theland itsdlf callsforth aguide to sustain that order, and | am the forty-ninth reincarnation of
that guide, Birsay."

Heled themto atall cave entrance in the side of the knob, down stone stepsto adry sand floor. Against
onewall were circles of coiled rope, made of some sort of animd hair or plantlike fiber—impossiblein
thisworld to be surewhich, it occurred to Thel as he examinedit. It was thick in the hand, and would
certainly hold againgt any current. The floats Birsay had mentioned were there too, made of the big bulbs
one saw at the base of kelp tubes, tied by flat cords to awooden framework that held them under the
arms and around the chest and back. *'Y ou spend almost half aday suspended in thetide,” Birsay said.
"The water iswarm, though by the end it doesn't fed so. The bath is good for the skin. Then the distance
from the rise to the western capeis not as greet as the distance from hereto therise.”

Thethree travelers conferred by eye. Garth said, "When would you have us leave?"

"Weve wasted too much of thisebb. And they are getting longer every day now, for twenty more days.
The next onewill beginin the dark before dawn."

"The next, then,” Thel said, and the other two nodded their agreement.

They spent the night in the cave, around asmall warm driftwood fire, the twisted shapes of the wood
burning in bright flames tinged with blue, green, sdmon. What little smoke there was rose through a
blowholein the roof of the cave. The guide fed them broiled conch; seasoned with wild onionsand a
gingery seaweed, wonderful after their week of subsistence on Garth's bitter apples.

Birsay had aplacefor everything, and he moved neetly and quickly around thefire, catching itslight just
asthe cavewalls did, so that sometimesit was hard to see him. He brought out atray of black loam for
Garth to stick hisfeet into after the regular meal was done, and with ablush and agrateful look, Garth
slently buried hisfeet in the dirt.

"Do you guide dl travelersthat appear here?' Thel asked.
"I do."

"Y ou make no diginctions?"

"What do you mean?"'

"Those thet follow us are murderers, intent on our lives."

"Isthat 07" The wet-pebble eyes regarded them with interest. "Well, | wish you al speed. | make no
digtinctions of that kind, no. Good, evil, right, wrong—they are persond matters, shifting from oneto the
next. These murderers may regard themsalves asrighteous folk, and you as great criminds perhaps,
thieves of something they cherish, perhaps, who knows?' Though he glanced at Thel's mirror bag asif he
did know. "How am | to judge? By your stories? By the looks on your faces?' He dismissed theidea
with aflip of the hand. "My task isto lead travelers across the low point in the world road. Their
purposes, their identity—none of my concern. Onewinter | led Death himsdlf across the brough, you can



gl see hisfootprintsin the rock where awave splashed him and he got angry. . . ." And asthefirelight
played over hisface he told them stories of travelers who had passed, men and women and creatures it
sometimes took him the burning of abranch to describe. One such had had the legs and waist of aman,
his chest then rising up into the rounded and festhered body of a giant eagle. This creature had spoken to
himin grim croaks, and after awhile Birsay had guessed the truth;, it walked across the brough becauseiit
had had itswing muscles clipped, so that it could no longer fly. The guide laughed at Thel: "How judge
that, eh? How judge that?'

14. Crossing the Bar

In the middle of that night Birsay crouched by their warm sand beds and roused them. "The brough
comes clear soon." They rose and ate more conch, and &t Birsay's instruction drank from ajug of fresh
water until their ssomachs were heavy and cold.

The star flood till lit the beach as they walked onto the wet sand. Birsay watched each wave closdly,
and as one ran up the sand he pointed. "Last high wave," he said. "From now on they ebb.”

Then more and more of the beach was revealed as each wave duiced back and hopped over the
nonexistent rail where the water regrouped and turned again. A point emerged, wet tan sand with a
crosshatched stippling of black. Then the wavesfel back to left and right asthey had the afternoon
before, and the line of boiling white water appeared. The bar emerged, at first just as an extension of ther
point of sand, receding away from them at awalking pace: then, in the blue of dawn, the water smply ran
away from them to right and left, and they waked on a sandbar that extended al the way to the horizon.

Struck glent at the uncanny sight, the three travelers strode quickly after Birsay, their ropes coiled and
hung over their shoulders, their floats hanging on strapstied over their own backpacks and bags. The sun
rose and cast long faint shadows ahead of them. The seasrolled up flat wet sand to right and I€ft, the
northern and southern seas separated only by their spit of wet sand.

They stepped through patches dense with crunching seashdls, or squishy with living anemones. It wasa
blue day, the air clear as glass and the seaand sky darker and lighter shades of the same full blue. The
sand and Birsay were acolor composed of tan and black sand, mixed thoroughly. A handful of it washed
thin by water revealed clear grains, smaller white and brown grains, and tiny floating black flecks.

Then the sand began to grow thin over bedrock of the same color, which broke through asif it werea
little modd of the spine, here worn to ankle-high knobs and nubs, split by the seadown itsgrain of
gdratification, running across the bar from seato sea. Eventually they walked on bare rock, sharp ribs of
brown that ran out under the white waves, which grumbled toward them to nothing in hundreds of pardle
grooves. Little by little the shallow faults turned the brough into astretch of pitted knife edges, set across
their way. Waking over these edges would have devastated first sandals and then feet, but Birsay or his
predecessors had rilled arough narrow path through the faults with blocks of |oose stone—an old path, it
seemed, for the blocks wereworn in their settings, and in places had been washed away.

They hurried over thislow causaway, until when they looked behind they could see no sign of Birsay's
knob, or the low peninsulabeyond it; ahead they saw no sign of the knob at the halfway point, nor the
farther cape. The brough extended all the way to the horizon in both directions, ahorizon nearly at eye
leve, so that it seemed they crossed the bottom of aflatfish bowl of ocean, which would sooner or later



rush in on them. It was astrange sight.

In late midafternoon they came to Birsay's knob, first seen asabulgein the bar, awidening of the
Whitewater to the Sdes. "Weve made good time," Birsay said, "but it'saways aclose thing. By sunset
well befloating."

Once on the knob it seemed not much different from the rest of the brough: dightly wider, minutely taler,
pocked and runneled like dl the rest of the rock they had traversed. In the largest potholes were
big,blocks of rock that had had holes chiseled through them, and following

Birsay'singructionsthey tied the ends of their ropes through these holes. Birsay chose the anchor rocks
very carefully, after observing the surging mush and the wind, and his charges bodies; he spread them out
at intervalsaong the bar, Thel, Birsay, Garth, the swimmer. Their few possessionsthey placed in other
potholes, with stones placed over them.

They sat on the damp rock, and waited. The tide began to comein.

It wasimpossible not to be frightened at the sight. Each broken wave rushed at them, at first asthick as
the wave had been high, and boiling over the reef below; it thinned asit made its furious rush, until it was
bubbling water trickling up the furrowsin the rock, and then receding. But each fina gurgle was closer
than thelagt.

"Usudly the south reaches usfirgt," Birsay said, "because that's where the prevailing winds come from.
But today—" he frowned, sniffing—"the wind isfrom the east. And the north sideis closing fagter." He
turned and turned again on the knob's highest point, sniffing. "It may be windy tonight."

Then, inthe surge of just afew waves, the four of them were sitting on atiny rock idand in asea of
boiling white water, waves from the two seas running together and dapping up into the air, in lines of
wind-tossed spray. Then abig wave from the north ran up the rock and right over their feet. Quicker
than Thel would have believed possible, every wave rolled over the rock and their lower legs. They
stood around Birsay on the peak, and then waves from the south sea piled in aswell, and up and down
the brough to the east and west they could see long sheets of Whitewater squirting up into the air,
underneath them a chaos of wave and backwash, the seawhite with foam, millions of bubbles hissing out
their lives, sending afinerain into the air and creeting a tremendous loud roar, aroar made of glugs and
hissesthat individualy would scarcely be heard across aroom.

When the water got waist high they were shoved hard thisway and that, and Birsay told theminaloud
voiceto hang on—that thiswas the only tricky part—and that they should soon cast off and get awvay
from the knob, trugting to their floats and anchors. When the waves were chest high they were forced to
take his advice, and they swam off after him to the south, floating easily on their miniature raftsand
spreading out as they were pushed straight out from their anchors,

Asthetide rosethe water grew camer, until the only signs of the brough were long, snaking lines of
crusty foam floating away to the south, and an occasiond brief mushy breek at the top of the largest
waves as they crossed the bar. The waves, and the current that pushed them, were from the northwest.
So they floated to the southeast of the knob, connected to it like kites flying in the wind of thetidal
current. If they rested they were some thirty feet from each other, and they were about two hundred feet
from the submerged knob, so that Thel and the swimmer, on the outsides, could easily paddie over to
talk to the middle two. Garth's shoulder tree looked odd indeed sticking up out of the water, like the last
remnant of adeluged land. Garth's face was sputtering and apprehensive besideit; he couldn't swim and
had to trust hisfloat, clearly adifficult act of faith.

It was a strange sunset. Now the horizon was closer and higher than ever, the dome of the sky taller: all



as blue as they had been at dawn. The sun dropped through the air yellow as adaisy and sunk without
fanfare, turning green at the end asif the last rays had shone through water. During the long dusk aline of
puffy white clouds appeared to the northwest, so tall they redefined the height of the Sky. These clouds
eventualy took on copper and iron hues, and cast their color over everything €l se, so that the seatook
on a coppery sheen, and the air was dark and metallic.

Birsay watched this development nervoudy, and when the wind shifted and picked up suddenly, he swam
to Thel'ssdeand sad, "It may be acold night. The northerlies are hard.”

Thel swallowed salt and nodded. Already the water felt warmer than the air, so that his head was cold,
and it was warming to duck it into the brine. Birsay said the southern current was warmer till; Thel was
content with the northern one, which felt just atouch below body temperature.

But the northwest wind was cold, and the swellsralling by began to seam alittle. In thelast light of the
dusk they saw theline of tal clouds approaching, blocking out the stars that were just popping into
sdt-blurred existence. The travelersrose and fell on dark swellsthat steamed whitely. They rose and fell,
rose and fell.

The wind strengthened and waves began to break on the bar, emerging from the dark several hundred
feet away from them, on the northern shalows. There low dark surgesin the seals surface reared up and
toppled over in awhite roar, water shattered and tumbling chaoticdly, in aline asfar asthey could see.
The broken wavesrolled over the bar in alow continuous thunder, but as the water degpened again each
wave would recondtitute itself out of its own mush, the Whitewater shrinking back up the side of the swell
until it was only awhitecap; and then it was only aground swell again, on which they rose and fell, rose
and fdll, crest to trough and back again.

But the wind got stronger, and the waves bigger. A ground swell breaks when the depth of water below
itisequa to the height of the swell, trough to crest; now the swellswere as high asthe water benegath
their feet, and they were at the ends of their ropes, they couldn't get any farther out onto the south sea.
Thewind picked up again, and now each time they rose on aswell there was broken water at the crest,
so that they had to plunge under it and hold their breath until their floats pulled through the wave and out
intotheair again.

It was raining, Thel noticed once when he came up, acold rain that roiled the ocean surface and threw up
more steam. Now the wind howled, and the waves became big rolling walls of broken white mush, wild
and powerful. It wasall Thel could do to hold his breath as he was thrashed up and down under these
broken waves, he held hisfloat to him, waited grimly each timefor it to pull him back up into the roaring
black night. When it did he gasped in huge breaths, and looked to hisright where the others were, but
could seelittle through the spray. Then another wave would lift him and he would duck under the
Whitewater, endure its tumbling, come up again. Effortsto swim sdewaysto Birsay were useless, and
getting to Garth and the swimmer unthinkable: and yet she was only ninety feet away.

He could only concentrate on getting under each wave with afull breath, and on Staying upright in his
float. The night fell into an endless pattern of rising, ducking under Whitewater, holding on with lungs
bursting, popping back out into the shrieking wind, resting against the float's restraint. Then again. And
again. It went on until a one point he got so tired it seemed he couldn't go on, and he considered cutting
the rope and floating off to the south on the ground swell. But then a sort of second wind cameto him, a
stubbornness suffusing every cdll of his muscles and lungs, and he worked to make each forced plunge as
sreamlined and efficient as he could, grimly trying to relax and be at ease asthe broken water threw him
about, asloose asarag on aclothedinein astiff wind. Hefdl into arhythm. Nothing marked the passing
of time, it seemed he had been breathing in a pattern of submergencein the seafor years. The water
began to fed coal, then cold. His head and armswerefrigid in thewind'srip.



Then as hefloated, waiting for the next rise, lightning forked down to hisleft. By thefey snap of light he
glimpsed dots on the water, heads and floats—and then he was under again. The lightning struck again
when he was underwater, he saw the flash and opened his closed eyes and saw afield of bubbles, white
in green—then black. Three or four more timeslightning struck, but always when he was submerged. He
wondered if they would be e ectrocuted.

Then one wave thumped him down onto rock. Theair burst from hislungs and he nearly blacked out
before resurfacing. It was still dark night up there, the storm raging, rain coming down harder than ever:
he could get arefreshing swallow of fresh water merely by turning his open mouth to the northwest.
Submerged again, he kept hisfeet down and hit the rock bottom more gently. But it got harder asthetide
ebbed, and the broken waves swept across the brough more wildly; often they knocked him down
againg the bottom and thumped him againgt it repeatedly, until he ached with the battering, and it seemed
that after al the night's labors he might be killed by hislanding.

Eventualy he stood chest high in the waves troughs, then waist high; but it was too much work to stand,
and too cold. He crouched down in the water and let the float and rope hold him, peering through the
blacknessfor the next onrushing wall of Whiteweter.

Finally the broken waves themsalves were low enough that he could float over them, hishead clear; and
in the troughs the Whitewater only duiced over hisknees. He hauled himsdlf up the rope toward the
knob, where it was shallower till; he could sit, and turn his back to the waves and the wind. Relaxing his
stomach muscles made him retch. When he had gathered some strength he hauled himself up onto the
knob, and found the other anchors, and dogged down the length of Garth'srope; out in the murk he
could see Garth bobbing.

Butit wasonly hisfloat. "No," Thel said. Rather than return to the knob he just swung on hisrope
sdeways, and bumped into Birsay unexpectedly; but Birsay hung in hisfloat, head back, mouth and eyes
wide open to the waves. He had drowned.

Stomache spasming, Thel swung back the other way, stepping on sharp rock. No sign of the swimmer.
Back, forth, up, back: nothing. He had to walk back to the knob and find her anchor. The rope hung
loosein thewater, trailing out to sea, and he hauled it in feding like Degth the Fisherman, afraid and sick
at heart. Itsend cameto him, frayed. In thefirst predawn blue he peered at the ends of thefibers; it
looked like she had chewed through the rope, bitten her way free. The swimmer. He knedled on the
rock, collgpsing around his cramped stomach. The swimmer. She had freed herself but kept the float,
smart woman. Perhaps she had svum over and pulled Garth from hisfloat, yes. Took them both off the
bar, off to where the ground swell would pose no chalenge to her swimming powers. Y es. Shewould
come back. Or else swim to the cape in the west.

When dawn illuminated the seascape the tide had ebbed and the brough had returned, though it was
often overrun by the storm surf. Everything today was green, the seaalight jade color, the cloudsa
heavy dark gray tinged with green, the bar brown, but greenish asif with agae.

Thel untied the float from his chest and tossed it aside. Angrily he kicked Birsay's anchor, left him
bobbing in the waves. He put his bags over his shoulder, the mirror like aheavy plateinitswet sack. He
took off along the bar, squish squish.

It was hard to walk. Often he got off Birsay's path and fell in knee-deep transverse crevices, cracking his
shins so0 hard that the world itself burst with pain, asit had when he was shoved through the mirror. The
wind keened across the brough, in his ear and cold. It rained intermittently and clouds rushed overhead
like the horses of the face-women. Severd times he heard the svimmer and Garth calling to him from the
surf to hisleft, but he never saw them. The current in the southern seawas running swiftly toward the



cape to the west, which now appeared asadark hill in the clouds. A good sign, it would help them aong.
He drank seawater, he was 0 thirsty; he drank the blood from his shinsfor food, cuppingitinapam
and getting agood mouthful after every fdl. Itstaste reminded him of Garth'sfruit. Blindly he kicked on,
and then the brough was sand. He ate some of it. The mirror was heavy on his back, he wanted to toss it
aside but didn't.

Helay on the cape beach, in wet sand. Sand crabs hopped around him, tried to eat him and he ate them
in return. Along the southern side of the cape, that was where they would land. A beach stream, fresh
water cutting through the shingle. Helay in it and drank. When he woke again he was stronger, and could
bury himself in the sand and deep properly. The next day he found aba one studding a beach reef like
geodes, and he broke them with rocks and ate the muscles after pounding them tender. That and the
beach stream infused him with strength, and he began walking the cape's broad southern beach, under
the steep green prow of the reemerging peninsula. The beach was dotted with pools of water blue asthe
sky, and with driftwood logs from what,had been immense trees, and with shell fragmentsthat were
sometimes big enough to St in. All kinds of debris, on fine tawny sand, loose underfoot so that he often
stumbled, and sometimesfel. All kinds of debris: and yet when he came across one piece of driftwood,
he knew it ingtantly. It was the remains of ashrub, stripped of leaves and bark—athin trunk dividing into
thinner branches, their broken ends rounded and smooth asif rolled in the wavesfor years. Just a
sand-colored piece of driftwood, a splay of branches like a hand reaching out. He sat on the sand and

wept.

15. Submer gence

He wandered the beaches on the southern side of the cape, and during each low tide ventured back out
on the brough, looking for signs of the swimmer. In the evenings he grubbed on abeach of ova flat
stonesfor crabs, and cracked more abalone, and fdt atraitor to Garth and the swimmer every time he
swalowed. He hated his hunger then, the way it drove him, theway hewasits dave. The dayswere so
long. During one he sat in the sand at the tip of the cape, on the edge of the prow that rose out of the sea
to agrassy peak some five hundred feet above; and each part of that day passed like ayear of grieving.

The next day he climbed the grassy peak. When he reached the top he could see far over the brough, a
dark swath in the sea studded with whitecaps. It was an overcast day, the sun awhite smeary blob and
the sky like the inside of an abalone shell, arched over a sea of lead. The brough seemed to disappear
out at the horizon, with no sign of the peninsula.on the other Sde, asif the peninsulawere sinking as he
passed, sinking and disappearing forever, so that even if he walked around the world he would only
someday cometo afina cape, with the empty sea beyond and the land he stood on sinking.

16. Walking Every Day

Asblank and bleached as afragment of driftwood, he sat and let waves break on his head. He drank the
salty tide until he could drink no more, threw it up, crawled to the beach stream to drink. One afternoon
it occurred to him that the currents could have shifted, she could have come ashore on the north beaches,



or been swept by currents far down the peninsulato the west, past him. Those small white teeth chewing
away at the rope—surely such purewill had lived! Surely the will to survive had something to do with
urviva!

Next morning he walked west on the spine, investigating every cove beach tucked out of the view of the
crest trail. Days passed like that, he no longer remembered much of the night of the storm, it wastoo
much like the memory of adream, vague, incoherent, illuminated in flashes, intensely disturbing. We
forget dreams, he thought, because they are too vivid to face. He sometimes had trouble remembering
what had happened to him on the peninsula before the storm; once he couldn't recdl what he was looking
for, it wasjust something he did, climb up and down rocks step after step, looking closely at the margin
of seaand shore, searching for patternsin the sand. Clouds rolled overhead, west to east in their own
frilly ground swell, wave after wave of fronts, the masses of warm air wedging under the cold air and then
rising like bubbles up through that drafty emptiness, clouds burgeoning into existence asthe warm air
expressed itswatery milk.

For aweek the sunsets were purest pink. Why in perfectly clear air some sunsets were pink, others
bronze, others purple: he pondered that through many dusks, tending fires of driftwood started with a
lens of clear glass he had found beachcombing. Through the long days he hiked westward and westward,
roving from shoreto shore. It was atask, afilling of the hours, acompulsion, adestiny. Kicking the rocks
with the toe of his boot he heard chants come from his own mouth, wordless grunts, howls of pain,
broken phrases: "And that. And that. And that. And that. And. . ."

Off to the right was anarrow ridge like aknife of rock, extending perpendicularly from the larger
peninsulainto the northern sea, disappearing over the horizon. 1t was so regular that it looked artificia, an
impossibly long drawbridge connecting something over the horizon to the peninsulas great mass.

Where thisridge connected to the peninsulathere stood the grass-covered walls of an old hill fort, which
had perhaps served to defend this end of the drawbridge, who could say. Around the old grassy mounds
were acluster of driftwood crofts, their roofs made of sod. The people he found there weretiny, thin and
brown. At their bidding he entered the largest croft and sat and ate with them, around the smoke of a
pest fire. The east wal had two small windows, and shafts of sunlight shone mottly through the reek.

Later he went back outside to escape the smoke. An old woman joined him and he saw that she cast no
shadow except on her body. The sun was directly overhead, at least in this season, at midday. He
thought about it for awnhile.

"Istheretrail over theridge?' he asked the old woman.
"Itisatrall narrow asvirtue," sherecited.

"What lies at thefar end?'

"A temple, they say."

"How far away isit?"

Shedidn't know.

Driven by ableached, dispassionate curiosity, he found the peninsular end of theridgetrail, and hiked out
onto it. Thetrail wasaragged row of squarish marble stones, set in the edge of the splintered ridge.
Sometimesit led over archeslike literd drawbridges, spanning blocky debris-choked seas.

He hiked in shifts, timing himsdf by the sun'sdow flight, hoping to get somekind of regular "day's march”



to measure the distance he traveled. Thetrail never got as narrow as the old woman had claimed it was.
He hiked for ten days, then came to an enormous geometrical cone of dirt, overgrown with thick green
grass and cut by the staircase that the trail here became. He hurried up these stone stairs and stepped
onto aflagged circular terrace a the top, with the breath whooshing in hislungs and his blood pounding
through him. Behind him the knife edge was a dender thread dropped over the seg, akind of stone pier
extending dl the way to the watery horizon, which gave no clue of the peninsula. It was afrightening
view. But it was midday, so hetook agtraight stick from his pack and stuck it between two flagstones,
so that it would cast its shadow to the north, over asquare of yellow marble. A straight stick, straight up.
Its shadow looked like the black dirt under afingernail.

He sucked in his breath, measured the shadow with another stick he had brought, finely notched for the
purpose. It wasimpossible to be very accurate with the shadow so minuscule, but he tried.

The stick was something like athousand times longer than its shadow!

He sat down and thought it over, aware that thiswas not hisidea, that somewherein his blank past he
had heard of the method, and admired it. But the details, the detalls. ... A spasm of pain ashefelt the
presence of hislost past, aworld in which one could stand on the accumulated knowledge of dl those
who came before, aworld in which one could fed one knew something more than what blazed in the
senses. . .. Think, think. If the shadow were the same length as the stick, then he would be halfway to
the pole (discounting the curvature of the planet), and the world would be eight timeshishikein
circumference, or eighty marches around. Right? It seemed <.

But the shadow was only the thousandth part of the stick in length, and it had taken ten daysto get here;
S0 it would take ten thousand days to make it hafway to the pole; and therefore eighty thousand daysto
circumnavigate the globe. Was that right? Garth had once said that the years here were four hundred
dayslong. So to wak around the world would take . . . two hundred years.

17. The Past

On theway back to the peninsulait rained, and then even snowed abit, a cold wet dushy snow, heavy
flakes swirling down and filling the air with white clots. Clouds gusted onto him so that he could seldom
see more than afew feet of the knife edge, and perhaps gray waves thrashing themselves to foam on
rocks below. Thewind keened over the ridge's obstruction, and he couldn't escape it without huddling
below the ridge on the lee side, where the lack of movement made him just as cold as the wind would
have. He had run out of the food the crofters had given him, and every night was amiserable eternity, so
long helost every hope. He could free himself to deep through only aquarter or athird of those endless
nights, and the dawns were a deep stabbing relief, not only physically but in hisfedings.

Through the daysin the snowy fog he hiked as long and hard as he could. There was akind of moss that
was agartling, unred green, and it grew in amixed pattern with asilvery gray bracken, and oliveand
ydlow lichen; the colors made a quilt over the fresh white granite and distracted his eye as he walked,
even to the point of making him unsteady. He began to deep through midday and the early afternoon, and
crawl along the path through much of the night, to generate warmth. He began to est the moss.

One day, staggering aong thinking about his days on the peninsula, he realized that even if hislost past
before the night beach were suddenly to return to him, it would no longer matter in the dightest.



Compared to what had happened to him since, any more distant past would seem no more than news of
apreviousincarnation—news of someonedse.

That occurred to him in the late morning; and in the afternoon, after hours of tramping through dush and
watching snowflakes swirl up the ridge and down the other Side, it further occurred to him that if that
weretrue, if the return of aforgotten past would mean nothing to hisfedlings, then it might aso betrue
that the past's continuous and uninterrupted presence in his mind would not have made any differencein
the Stuation. It might be that events more than afew months gone would aways be nothing more than
broken and fleeting images, images like those that fled from the mind each morning upon waking,
fragments of dreamstoo powerful to face. The past was a dream.

Rising up over the horizon, the peninsulalooked like the tall edge of aworld-wrapping continent; there
was no indication at al that the ocean stood just on the other side of that long wall of rock.

When he stood on the peninsulaagain, it fet like home, and he turned west with relief. On the southern
dopeit felt warm even under asteady blanket of cloud, so warm that he arched his shouldersand lay on
rocksjust to fedl it. Then one day as he passed a small cove the sun broke out, and he ran down into the
water, and rolled naked in the sand until acoat of it stuck everywhereto hisskin, and hefell adegp on
the beach baking in that layer of crushed rock and shell. He dept al day.

In the later afternoon he foraged for beach food, and that evening he walked easily along the southern
dope, revelinginthewarm air and hisfull belly. Just to be alive and thoughtless, an animd in its moment
of pure duration, that was happiness enough. Theflood of stars spilled acrossthe sky, providing light
enough to see the widetrail on the bluff above the southern beaches. Up and down over grassy hillshe
walked, until ahead of him he saw acluster of lights, asif acongéllation of ydlow stars had falen onto
the spine.

18 Torches.

He approached carelessy because he was careless, and found himsdlf in the outskirts of what once must
have been a considerable town, sprawling over a plateau in the spine from north beach to south. Now
many of the stone buildings werein ruins, big quartz blocks tumbled about the maze of streets, shaitered
inaway that suggested earthquake; many of the walswere only waist high. But in the center of town
was a plazaflagged by turquoise and coral, smoothed to a sheen by centuries of wear, and around it
severd small buildings remained standing, lit by torchesthat flickered in the breeze atop short fat pillars.

Many people were gathered in this plaza, laughing and eating from long tables piled high with food: they
greeted Thel cordialy and without surprise, and bid him eat, watching his face and nudging each other
with elbows. They wore feather capes over plain brown pants and skirts; various birds most colorful
plumage had been sewn together, so that there were capes of solid emerald or sapphire, others striped
like metdlic rainbows, yet others spotted with enormous eyes.

A tal, black-haired woman wrapped in afull-length cape of ruby feathers emerged from the largest
building and approached Thel. She commanded the attention of dl, and when she turned and gave
ingructions under her breeth to aretinue of young women in blue, they hurried giggling back into the
building.

Thewoman then smiled a Thel, and welcomed him in acommanding voice. "Thisis Olimbos, and | am



Khora, its queen. Tonight we celebrate our new year, and the arrival of astranger after sunset isagood
sign. Will you join our celebretion?”

Thel nodded and said he would. The queen smiled, laughed; the citizens of Olimbos laughed with her,
then chattered among themsdlves. Musi cians playing hand drums and mandolins struck up along flowing
melody, which seemed never to end. More torches burned and the quartz blocks sparked dl shot with
light. The queen st a atable and ate. Some women gave Thel aplate of pungent cooked meat, and a
tall glassof afiery liquor that tasted of dune grass; it burned al the way to his somach, and made his
vison jump.

The young women serving the queen emerged with along yellow cape, which they cast over Thd's
shoulders asif throwing anet. Everyone cheered and the music picked up itstempo, the hand drums
quick and ingstent, the mandolins sweet and swaying. Thel had seen asmdl bird whose chest feathers
were the color of his cape, abird that flashed above streams asiit struck the surface, akind of kingfisher,
its breast a glittering yellow in the shadows under the banks. It had taken alot of them to make a cape so
large. Thel drank more of the grassliquor and pulled the cape about him, pleased &t its brightness. They
gave him achair to st in, and he sat and watched.

When the tables of food were considerably emptier people stood and danced in the plaza, turning in
groups of two, three and four, small steps punctuated by spinsthat swirled their capesintheair. The
queen stood and walked among the dancers. She threw her cape back over her shouldersand Thel saw
that she was naked under it. Her body was|long and smoothly muscled, dramatic in the torchlight: as she
walked among the dancers her hipbones jutted and swayed, flanking the long curve of her belly, which
led the eye down to atal mass of glossy black pubic hair. As Thel looked at thistriangle of hair it bulged
out and down likethetail of a panther, waving before the queen; then the cord of fur extended forward
and grew into acat's body and hind legs, which touched the ground as the forelegs and head bloomed
out of the body'sfront end. A small black cat, yes, walking before the queen with itstail asort of long
leash, stretching back up and into the queen's pubic fur.

Thel swallowed heavily, and his pulse raced. He could not shift his gaze from the cat, and saw the
queen's laughter only peripherdly. Shewaked around the plazatoward him, and the black cat ranged
from side to Side ahead of her, its eyestwo reflective dots of green torchlight. The dancers swirledin
circles about the queen and Thel in his chair, shedding the clothes under their capes. Some kissed each
other hungrily as they danced, others watched the queen approaching Thel.

She stood before him. The cat padded forward and rubbed itself againgt hisankles, purring loudly. The
gueen smiled. Her ribs moved with her quick breath. The smal smile stayed on her lips, and her gaze
wouldn't leave him.

The black cat jumped negtly into hislap, curled up there. The queen leaned forward, put her hands on his
shoulders, kissed him. Hefdt the kiss, and then the blood pouring down into his penis, stiffening it under

the cat's body.

The queen caught up hisarms and pulled him to hisfeet, and he had to catch the cat in hishands. He
could fed thelittle ribcage cradled in his palm, fed the vibration of its purr. The queen reached down and
unfastened his pants, and they dropped around his ankles; as he stepped free each hard knock of his
heart lifted his cock another notch, until it stood upright before his belly, feding taut and live and full. Just
to walk felt good with such an erection. The queen led him across the plaza to her residence, and dimly
he heard the cheers of the dancers, mixed with the hand drums and mandolins,

Inside the building rugs and tapestries warmed one central room, which waslit by ascore of small
torches. A big square bed against one wall was piled high with quilted blankets, and the queen pulled



Thel onto them, kissing him passionately. Asthey kissed the cat purred and licked at him, itslittle tongue
rough againg hisskin. Thel thrust with his cock at the cat's head, and the long tail pulled back up into the
queen until cat and cock disappeared in her, in one fluid purring motion. Then they were joined and the
gueen was laughing at his expression, rolling over onto him and riding histhrusts. Sherolled sdeways and
Thel buried hisfacein her tangled hair and plunged away, and they rocked in rhythm to the hand drums
for aslong as he could hold on, until his spine shot great bolts of e ectric pleasure down and around and
up, the pleasure radiating Ssdewaysin him until hefdt it tingling in hisarms, hishands, hisface, dl hisskin.

Later ashelay beside her the black cat returned, purring and licking him back to life. The queen twisted
S0 that she could lick at him along with the cat, and he was ingtantly tiff again. And so it went, through
the night. Thel scarcely noticed the facesin the doorway to the chamber, and when he did, he didn't care.

In the blue just before sunrise he crawled past the guttering torchesto his clothes and bags, lft in the
doorway by some thoughtful celebrant. The mirror was il initsbag, and on awhim hetook it from its
cloth sack and looked into it.

It was the queen's face—the male version of the queen'sface, coarser and bearded, but recognizably
hers. The queen stirred in her deep on the bed, and he put the flat gold plate back in the bag. It fell
heavily againg hislegs

He returned to the bed, looked down at the degping queen. His head was. cold. If only he could warm
his ears; it seemed never once on this endless peninsula had he gotten his ears warm.

He got back under the blankets and snuggled next to her, put his ear against her ribs and heard her heart,
besting quietly. She stirred and rolled toward him, pulled him to her; feding her warmth triggered awash
of puredesirein him, and he melted again.

19. The Theater of Ghosts

Days passed, and it stayed like that. Nothing seemed to warm him but Khora's touch. Otherwise hefelt
empty and cold. He swam under the sun, lay adleep on the beach, fished; and aways cold.

Khora's people wandered the ruins of quartz, furtive by day and lasciviousin the dusk, stroking each
other, kissing, reaching inside each other's clothes. Nights were much darker and quieter than the festival
night of Thel'sarriva: the evenings punctuated by soft laughter and the gleam of one centrd torch,
breaking itslight in the big chipped blocks of quartz that lay around the plaza; and the long nights strange
voyages of pleasure in the queen's big bedroom. The cat never again flowed out of her pubic mound, but
the memory of it—theideaof it—inflamed Thel'simagination, at the same time that he was repulsed by it.
In the bed she pushed him about, brought her maidsin to watch, told him what to do, even dapped him
hard in the face; and he began to find this more and more exciting, even though he hated her for it. He
only seemed truly to live when hewasin contact with her body. Everything changed then, the chamber
seemed charged with color, and the starsin the doorway sparked as if engendered by ablow to the
head.

Then one night—he had lost track of time, it seemed he had been in thislife for weeks and weeks—the
routine changed, and they lit four torches and set them at the corners of the plaza, and sat at the center
among their crossed shadows. The queen walked among them, naked under her long red cape.



"Y ou wonder how thisworld cameto be," shesaid to Thel.
He shrugged, surprised. In fact he had stopped wondering long before. He didn't know what to say.

The queen laughed at hisexpression. "Y ou tak in your deep, you see. Now ligten. Everything isfull of
gods. And in the beginning the sea god filled the universe. The sed's ideas were bubbles, and one bubble
ideashecdled love, and dl the water in the universe fell into that bubble, taking al the other godswithiit.
Most drowned, but two learned to swim, and these were the gods rock and dragon. These two loved the
seagoddess, and for agesthey swam in her and the three were lovers, and al waswell until dragon went
away, and came back and found rock plunged to ocean's very center, an embrace dragon could never
know, for rock did not need to breathe, and dragon did. And in arage dragon flew away and grew as
big asthe sky, and reached back with one bony hand and clenched it around the two lovers, cutting
through ocean's body to grasp rock and strangle him. And rock died; and the sea goddess, cut in hdf,
died; and seeing histwo lovers dead, dragon died. And the bubble burst, leaving nothing but a theater of
ghogts. And the lovers bodies rotted, until nothing of dragon was | eft but his skeleton; nothing of rock but
his heart; nothing of ocean but her salty blood. And ages later dragon's skeleton broke away and flew off
through the empty sky, scattering its bonesthat are the stars. Only the bones of the hand which had
strangled the lovers remained here, wrapping the round drop of ocean's blood, cutting it down to rock.
All who live on the remains of these three are accidental vermin, walking an edge of bone, whichis
highest a the old wristbones, and nearly submerged where forefinger once met thumb. Welive by
drinking ocean, eating rock, and standing on the dragon’s bones.”

And Khoralaughed bitterly, and walked toward Thel with agtalking, vengeful lugt.

20. The Crucible of Souls

Cold days on the beach, warm nightsin the queen's bed. In the evenings sometimes she stripped him
bare, aroused him and then led him out among her subjects, tugging on hiserection asif it were aleash.
He would flush with shame and an intense arousal, and back on her bed he fdlt hisorgasms asif a
too-large spine were erupting out of him; hislife; she would take one more portion of it from him,
laughing and gasping, her long supple torso contracting across the sscomach while she came hersdif.

It was horrible, and each time he hoped it would last forever. During the days he could hardly wait for the
next night, and he spent some part of each afternoon lying on the sand, dreaming of the moment when he
would be led through the crowd, tugged thisway and that by hisimperious queen.

When one of her peopletold her that he owned the mirror, she laughed and made him show hisreflection
to the night's gathering. Her face, her masculine face, stared out of the smooth gold surface, surrounded
by ahdo of torchlight, and when Thel rubbed hishand over hisjaw trying to fed if there were an actua
correspondence with theimage, the villagers howled.

Afterward the queen showed no moreinterest in the mirror. Thiswasardlief to him, because now it
seemed that the mirror was his only friend, and sometimes he would take the bag on walks down the
beach and let the mirror out and st it flat on the sand, the wet round gold surface indigo with reflected
sky, and turning it every way but at himsdlf and histraitor's face, he saw in it the beach he had been born
on, the cliffs he had first climbed to get up on the crest, the spine kings bloody camp, the horse
meadows, al a past that felt asremote to him asalife among the stars. Grains of sand on acircle of



golden indigo, the limpid sky marred by asmdl fluttering dot, akestrdl hanging onthewind. . ..

When he looked up and saw the little hawk wasred, he rolled off hisbelly surprised, and sat up to watch
it. It stood feathering on its column of air, itsfacon's beak pointed down at the seaasit darted down and
held itsalf back, darted and held back, then sidedipped and carved the wind with a splay of strong wings,
before settling again in theinvisible current. A windhover.

21. A Face

He trod home through soft sand, the image of the hawk fixed in hismind. That night Khoras dominion
seemed more sad and degraded than ever, atired performance of a play whose audience had long since
gone away, the mating automatic, the torch gleam on the quartz atawdry effect of colored light, nothing
more. And yet he behaved just asdways.

Stirring in the queen's disordered bed, then driven out into the silent night by histhoughts, Thel stared up
at the sars, feding himsalf draining out of hisbody with hiswine-scented piss. The torchlight snagged in
the cracksin the quartz, and he stood for long moments, mindless.

By the ruddy light he saw afacerise over abroken wal. He stepped toward it and she stood up from
behind the wall—the swimmer, gesturing for slence.

Hefél running to her, but when he stood she was till there, hopping the wall to cometo him, finger
crossing lips as she whispered " Shh, shh, shh," and he was holding her, holding that strong hard body and
then he pushed her back to look at her. Still her: it made him weep and laugh at once in the same hot
convulsion of hisface, it was her, no doubt of it, anding right before him asred ashisliving hand. "I
thought you were dead,”" he whispered.

"And | you." Her voice. "Come on, get your things. Clothes, sandals, somefood,"

"They'll gop us”

She looked around. "They're adeep. Drunk deep.”

Irrational fear spiked through him. "Shelll sop us" And explained: "Their queen, she has ... powers.”
"Don't wake her, then. Be quick about it, and quiet.”

So hetiptoed back into the queen’s chamber, over the crumpled tapestries and her snoring courtiers, and
picked up pants and boots and the mirror in its bag, averting his head so that he would not see Khora's
deegping face, never seeit again, and the pain of that was completely flooded in arising eation, he
skipped out the broad arched doorway into the plaza where a fa se dawn streaked the eastern horizon
and made the guttering torchlight pae and ghastly. There the swimmer took his hand and led him out of
the ruins west and up atumbled boulder dope to the crest of the spine, where they could seethelight
poal of the seasplit by the dark peninsula, and the sky darkly luminous and semitransparent, reveding for
an ingtant the world behind the sky, and he could always have done this, could aways have just walked
on westward, but the swimmer had shown him the way; still astounded by her presence he started to run,
pulled her dong in her dlumsy swvimmer's gait, and they ran dong the spinetral.



22. Exfoliation

It waslike being born again. They hiked through the long days napping only briefly a midday, and
wandered the long dusks hunting for food on the beaches, swimming and then deeping in sand. Inthe
midnights Thel rose and walked about looking at starstill he chilled, then returned to the swimmer and
her blanket.

One night when he returned to the swimmer, lying againgt her back with an arm over her and feding her
bottom shift back into his belly, he noticed the wind pouring over them. They were deeping on the very
edge of abeach dliff, just for the fun of the views a sunset and dawn, tucked into a hollow scooped at
the cliff's edge, and wind was tearing down and out to sea; but as he had walked around the central
plateau of the peninsulathe night had been perfectly till, he had noticed it particularly. He got up and
walked back out onto the hills, and again it was till; and at the cliff's edge, windy. He roused the
swimmer and moved them inland a bit for the second haf of the night. "The weight of the air keegps me
awake," hetold her. "It'sfdling over the edge.”

He found out what had happened to her in the time since the storm on the brough, but only in snatches, in
response to his questions. She had bitten her way free of the rope, as he had guessed. She had swum for
along time, she couldn't say how long, but from the way she spoke of it (or didn't), he thought it might
have been very long indeed; days, certainly. She had landed on the southern side, and, assuming they had
al survived and madeit to the cape, she had walked back to it and searched for them, but found nothing.
Shewaited there for along time, regaining her sirength and assuming she would see Birsay, escorting
other travelers across; but no one ever appeared, and so finaly she started west again. Groups traveling
east to west passed her, and she had hidden from them, afraid that they might be the spine kings or the
sorcerers. And then one night she had come on himin theruins.

"We may have been wandering on the opposite sides of that cape at around the sametime,” Thdl said.
"And even dong the peninsula” It was painful to think that he could have avoided the whole episode at
Khoras, smply by making an arbitrary change of direction that would have resulted in running into the
swimmer earlier. "Ah, but then | spent along time out on the drawbridge, as| called it. Did you see that?
He described it; she had, but had passed by it without stopping.

"We're lucky we ever met again at dl," shesaid. "It'sabigworld."

"But narrow.” The thought of never mesting her again made him shiver. "Aslong as we both continued
westward ..."

"Wewere lucky. Weve dways been lucky."

One night after lying down and talking for awhile they rolled together and kissed, then mated, and at first
he was frightened, but it was such an affirmation, such agesture of liking, that it was hard for him to
believe it was the same act he had performed with Khora. It wasnt, redlly, and the difference was such
that he began to find it hard to remember those nightsin the queen's chamber; they dipped away, except
in certain dreams that woke him trembling.

Asthey continued westward the peninsularose in eevation again, the backbone of pure granite breaking
up out of the seaand sand and climbing like the edge of some enormous battered scimitar. They waked
without urgency, merely to walk, to creste a good space between themsalves and Khoraand dl that lay



behind, and each day was spent watching where each step went, climbing the shattered staircase of
stone, becoming intimate with the loca granite, an ever-modulating mixture of feldspars pink or orange or
yellow, big clear grains of quartz, flecks of black hornblende. These three types of rock, jumbled and
melded, formed the hard cracked fin of granite lifting out of the sea: it was hard for Thel not to be
mesmerized by such athing, to imagineit amdt and flowing like candlewax under the immense pressures
inddethe earth.

They cameto along straight stretch of the spine, where the feldspar was white and hornblende just
freckled the mix, making it the whitest granite possible. Here the southern side of the spine became a
perfectly vertical drop to the sea, while the northern flank offered a gentle rocky sopeto awide white
beach. Thetrall stayed well away from the southern cliff, but a midday or dusk they sometimes walked
up to the edge to take alook down, and one evening in adul cet sunset they looked over the edge and
found that the whole cliff was a single gigantic overhang, asif the spine had been tipped to the south.
They looked straight down at the sea, and could see nothing of the upper two-thirds of the cliff under
them.

Quickly they stepped back, then lay flat and crawled forward, to stick their heads over the edge and
have another look. Thetwo or three thousand feet of the cliff looked like the curved inner wal of a
shdlow cave; they lay on animmense overhang. Thel could fed his stomach trying to reach through his
skin and clamp onto the rock, like an aba one muscle; the drop was such that he and the swimmer
laughed, in an ingtinctive attempt to ward off the fear of it. Thel crawled back and grabbed aloose rock
that was as heavy as he cared to play with in that area, and shoved it over the edge. They watched it fall
until it was a speck that disappeared, but the splash was bigger, abrief burst of whitein theflat plate of
blue, a long distance offshore from the cliff's bottom. They exclaimed at the sight, and did it again, and
then they lay there until the light was almost gone, hypnotized by the lascivious false sense of danger, the
sublimity. Mid-dusk aflock of sea-birdsrose up from the water in spiraling gyres, big white birdslike
cormorantsthat gpparently nested in cracks or archesin the exfoliated cliff under them, out of thelr
sght—for the birds rose and rosg, tilting together on up-drafts, flapping and banking, growing bigger,
shifting thisway and that like bubblesrisng in water.

23. Nautilus Universe

A week or S0 later the spine twisted south and dropped again, fanning out into a big broken rockfield,
granite hills and knobs faulted with long grabens that had become skinny ponds or rectangular pools, or
thin meadows that cut the rock from beach to beach. Up and down they walked over thisterrain,
sometimes on the trail which continued to snake itsway aong the path of least action, or elserambling
over the rock, down into a meadow, up ledges, over the rock, down into another grassy swale. It was
good land, dotted with trees that clung to the steep jumbles of rock and soil that walled the meadows:
foxtail pines, no taller than the two travelers but with thick riven trunks, and bare dead branches spiking
out of them in every direction. Steep bluffs stood over the white bay beaches, and many of the bluff tops
were rimmed by atuck of these foxtails, growing crabbed and horizonta in the winds.

They crossed thisland for many days, and one afternoon when they were foraging on the southern beach
for food, they came upon ashalow bay, aperfect arc of acircle. The bluffs backing the bay were cut by
sandy ravines, and between bluff and beach there was a crescent of dunes covered with olive and silver
grass.



Scattered over the dunesin irregular rows were seashells as big as houses. They resembled nautilus shells
inwhich the smaller segments have been pulled abit out to the Side, but they stood about three or four
times Thel'sheight. Their thick curved walls were colored in complex spiraling patterns of brown or deep
purple trapezoids, which turned with the shape of the shells and grew smaler and smdller asthey twisted
around to an invisible center point, like the eyefaces of the facewomen.

Thel and the swvimmer walked among these specimensin awe, observing how they gleamed in the late
afternoon light, for each one gppeared to have been polished as smooth as glass; and there were even,
they saw, windows of some clear materia replacing some of the brown and purple trapezoids, highin the
curved Sdes.

They were just looking under the bottom edge of one shell when a short brown woman ducked out and
regarded them suspicioudy. "Who are you?" she demanded, touching the thick edge of her shell, looking
as though she might bolt back under at any second. "What are you doing?"

"l amaswimmer,” the swvimmer said gently. "Thisis Thel. We are travelersfrom east of the brough. We
seek nothing of you, and will leaveif our presence makes you unhappy.”

"No, no," thewoman said. "Not necessary.” As she spoke, others ducked out from their shell cottages,
people smal like the woman, and with leathery skin of brown or purplish cast. They were anervous
crowd, and as they shuffled about the two they moved away reflexively each time the swimmer gestured.
But in the end they welcomed the two cordialy enough, and invited the travelersto eat with them avaried
medl of fish and seaweed hits, washed down by a sparkling liquor that made the two instantly drunk. The
shell people offered them a shell of their own to spend the night in, and they agreed, dropping to hands
and kneesto get under the edge of one redly large brown-flecked specimen.

Inside it much resembled other beach cottages, or so the swvimmer said. Cut plank floors had been set
flat in each chamber, with plank staircases|eading through holes cut from one chamber to the next. In
each chamber driftwood furniture was covered with padded cloth made of fine seaweed hair, on which
smple striped patterns had been printed with shell dyes. There were knickknacks from the seaon the
curved walls, and in an upper chamber asmall bed was tucked under awindow, across from abrick
fireplace cut into the centra wall. Each chamber had awindow cut inits outer wall, the trapezoids filled
with aclear fibrous materia in the lower chambers where the windows were big, with mosaics of colored
driftglass upstairs where the windows were small.

The swimmer observed it dl with adeighted, little girl's smile, unlike any Thel had seen on her face. "It's
just like my aunt and unclée's," she kept saying. "'l used to love visiting them.”

So they spent the night dry and warm, cuddled together in anarrow bed, and in the morning the shell
people were out working the beach or the ravines or the meadows up above the bluffs. Their next-door
neighbor said to them, "If you will collect pukashellsfor us, you can tay in that house for aslong asyou
careto. It hasn't been used in ages.”

Collecting pukashells, they found, was asmple business, so smple that the shell people found it tedious;
al of them but the children had more interesting or important thingsto do. Neverthelessthey loved having
the jewe ry made from these shells. On the steep strand of the bay a vicious shorebresk duiced the
coarse blond sand back and forth, and asit did it ground up al the shellsand cora bits and rocks that
had found their way there, turning them into more of the coarse sand. Their next-door neighbor showed
the two travelers that among the shell fragments being washed up and down were many specimens of a
small fat cone-shaped shell, al of which were being worn down until only the thick caps at the base of the
coneremained, round and usualy holed in the middle, at the centerpoint of the shell'swhorl where it had
been quite thin to begin with, So at a certain point in their disintegration these round flat holed pieces



made perfect necklace beads, ready to be strung and worn; and atiny percentage of them were arich,
deep blue, the color of the sky in midtwilight. These blue pieces the shellfolk treasured, and the most
important members of the community wore many necklaces and bracelets and anklets of the blue
buttons, and every shell person owned at least one big necklace of them.

The easiest method of finding them was smple, they were told. One stood in the shorebreak facing the
shore, and as the waves duiced back down over the coarse sand, one saw thousands of fragments of
pastdl shell color. Once every dozen or score of waves one saw aflash of the blue, aflash that somehow
suggested it was not ajagged tiny fragment but a complete cap; and then with aquick pounce and some
luck one could snatch it up, in astreaming handful of wet sand.

So Thel and the swimmer spent aday hunting puka shells, and at sunset they each had asmall belt bag
filled with the little blue circles. The shellfolk were tremendoudy pleased, and fed them afeast of squiid,
shark, seaweed sdad, and corn. And the day had passed pleasantly enough, and the swimmer remained
delighted with their curved shell home; and so they decided to stay awhile.

Soon enough they found that al was not peaceful among the shellfolk. In fact they weredl involved in
ceasel ess conflicts with one another, and alliances and social wars among them were quick, constant and
volatile. The divison among them between brown skin and purple seemed part of the conflict, but in
some origind sense that had been long since lost in subsequent permutations; now purple-skinned folk
were likely to refer to themsalves as brown, and vice versa, and they al wore clothing and shell jewery in
color codesto indicate where their loyaties stood on any given day. The important shiftsin adliancesand
enemies were marked by the physica moving of their shell homes. Theinhabitants, never more than one
or two to ashdll, would enlist friends and drag their home over the sand to a new neighborhood, sent on
their way by burgts of violent cursing from their old neighbors, and leaving a swath through the sand to
mark the dramatic event. The bay beach was crisscrossed by these trails, which wind and tide erased
quickly enough; but there were dways new tracksto replace the old. Psara, alithe graceful man with
purple skin that was the darkest in the village, explained to them that thiswas afundamenta part of their
nature, and with abroad white smile he offered an explanation: "There are too few of usto reproduce
properly if thereis anything short of atotal mixture. We cannot afford tribes or even families of any
extent. Besdes—" he grinned "—we are descended from crabs, and inclined to be solitary and feisty. An
argument aday and you live forever, we say."

Thel and the swimmer found thisabit much, and one day they decided to take advantage of the mobility
of residence, and they got Psaraand some othersto help them drag their shell out to the edge of the
village, just inside the broad eastern point of the bay, beside astream, behind adune, and al by
themsalves. Their old neighbors shouted abuse at them asthey left, but in afriendly tone, and they
dropped by later to help return al the furniture to its proper place, and to trade for the previous day's
catch of blue puka shells.

24. Pure Duration

And so they fell into the rhythm of the bay, into their own rhythm. They had their home, isolated from the
battles and out under the eastern point's bluff. That whole stretch of beach they had to themselves,
especiadly in the mornings,; and the point was washed by the tides, and was an especidly rich source of
theblueshdls.



Each strangdly long day became a sort of eternity initself. In the mornings the air was cool and clear and
sdty, the seacdm and the sun blazing over it. They stood calf-deep in the tumbling waves, facing the
beach and the granite bluff behind, watching the water and sand mix wildly, tiny shell fragments of pink
and brown and yellow and purple and red tumbling over each other among the clear and white and tan
grainsof sand, dl atumble and arush of wet brilliant color with the clear foam-flecked water pouring
over it, and oncein awhile aflash of bluelike adark sky would reved itsdf among the rest and they
would dive, scoop up handfuls of sand, let it Sift through fingers until the blue fragment was thereto be
plucked out and put in abag. If they proved to have missed it, they groaned and started again. And it
seemed it would be morning forever.

At midday they sat on the beach and ate something, and dept on the sand or talked, and it seemed the
midday would last forever, awarm lazy eternd ngp; and then in the afternoons they would walk the
beach in search of food or the rare overlooked blue button poking out of the dry sand, or get in the surf
and hunt again, and it seemed the afternoon would never end, the sun white and stationary in the broad
western sky. Only at sunset did it seem time passed; dow, stately, the sun dropped and dowed asit
dropped, it seemed, until it stood on the horizon chopped into orange dices by the layering of the
atmosphere, and they had time to climb the bluffs and watch the mallow seago indigo and the air become
visible and the pared sun turn to ayellow diver, then an emerald green dot, the green flash that ended the
sunset. And then they werein the endless dusk, dl itsdark grainy colorsfilling with blackness asthe
eternd night came on. And thiswasjust one day in an eternd round of unchanging days, until Thel felt
that they lived forever every couple of weeks, and beyond that, in the unimaginable fullness of whole
years, lay the touch of pure duration.

25. Castaway

Most of these endless days they spent alone, but sometimes one or more of the shellfolk would drop by,
especidly the children, who were delighted to see them do something as childish as recover pukas. Their
most frequent adult companion was Psara, who occasiondly joined them in the surf, laughing at the sport
but incredibly fluid and quick eyed and quick handed at it; he could collect more blue shellsinamorning
than Thel could in acouple of days. As he dove and spluttered in the shorebreak he regaed them with
the village gossip, which was consstently lurid and melodramatic, a never-ending extravaganza of petty
feuds and sordid sexud affairs. He dso invited them in to the rare festival nights, when everyone came
out to adriftwood fire by the biggest stream and drank the clear liquor until they were al maudlin with
drunken affection for one another, their feuds forgotten in the brilliant yellow light of festival redlity. They
would dancein rings around thefire, holding hands and crashing left and right, embracing their partners
and declaring them wonderful browns or purples.

During one of these parties, late, when the fire was a pile of pulsing embers and the shellfolk were
comatose with liquor and neighborly feding, Psararegarded the two beachcombers with hisquick ironic
smile, and dipped over to them and put a sensuous hand on the swimmer's broad shoulder, and on
The's. "Would you like to hear astory?"

The two nodded easily.

"Paros," Psarasaid loudly, and the oldest person there jerked upright, peered around deepily. "Tell us
the story of the castaways, Paros!" and severd children said "Y es please, please!l”



Old Paros nodded and stood precarioudy. "Thisis astory from the world's beginning, when
ocean-never-equaled gleamed in the dark, perfect and white and empty. Across her white body sailed a
raft, not our ship of fools but an orderly and good society, the brown and the purple having little to do
with each other but coexigting in peace.”" Some of the villagerslaughed at thet.

“But one day abrown man and a purple woman met at the mast, and talked, and later they did it again,
and again, and when the browns and the purples bathed over the sde, they dove under the raft and
swam together for atime; and they fell in love.

"Now both of them were married, and their partners were prominent in the societies of brown and
purple. So when the two werefinally discovered, al the browns and purples were outraged, and there
were callsto drown the two lovers.

"But the raft sailed by an idand in the white seg, the smallest speck of land—arock, atree, ashell and a
stream. And the browns and purples decided to maroon the two lovers, and threw them overboard, and
the two swam to the idand. And as they swam, ocean-never-equaled seeped into their minds and took
al memory of theraft away from them, so that they would not despair.

"And they landed on theidand, and the raft sailed away and would never come back. The woman gave
birth to many children, and the children quarreled and would have killed each other. So
ocean-never-egquaed made the idand longer, so that there would be room for the children and
grandchildren of thetwo loversto live without mortd strife between them. But they fought and multiplied
at such arate that ocean-never-equaed had to stretch theidand all the way around her, to give them
room to chase each other endlesdy; and the white seaturned blue with the blood and tears shed.”

Silence. Paros sat down. Gray film fluttered on the dull cods of thefire. Thel fet asthough he were
fdling, he had to clasp the swimmer's arm to steady himself, even though they were sitting.

Later asthey walked back home he stumbled once or twice, though he had not drunk that much. And
severa times he arted to speak, and stopped; and he noticed the swimmer did the same. And that night
intheir narrow bed they hugged each other like two frightened children, lost at night in the woods.

26. We Are Clouds

Days passed. In the summer the shalows got so hot that they had to swim offshore to get any
refreshment from the sea, and they searched for shells naked, as brown as the brown shellfolk. In the
winter the water was so cold that it hurt their ankles asit rushed over their feet, and each day their skin
turned as purple asthe purple shdlfolk, teeth chattering so that the firein their bedroom was alovely
warmth. They spent storm days sitting in the bed watching the fire and talking and making love, while
wind and rain lashed a their streaming window. Days like that were wonderful to Thel, but better yet
were the long summer days, knee-deep in surf under the sun, the intense rays pulsing on his neck in what
fdt like discrete little pushes of light and heat. He would look up from the sand tumbling in the
Whitewater and see the swvimmer make some graceful move, her naked brown body twisting as she dove
for ablue fragment, or streaming with water as she stood up after adive; or the muscles of her arms
rippling like backwash hitting an oncoming wave; or the sight of her legs and bottom and back as she
walked away down the beach; or thetilt of her head as she walked toward him, looking down &t the
Whitewater; and his heart would swell like an erection ingde him and he would run through the broken



surf and tackle her, kissing her neck and face until she laughed at him and they would make love there,
with water and sand running over them. And sometimes she would run up and tackle him and they would
do the same. And afterwards they would play grunion in the surf, lying in the shorebreak and rolling up
and down with the broken waves, taking the seain and spurting it out like fountains, not thinking athing.
Every pat of the day eterna, on summer dayslike that.

But the sun moved, and time passed nevertheless. Sitting in the shorebreak and watching hislover rall
back and forth like beautifully rounded driftwood, Thel couldn't help thinking of that, from timeto time; of
time passing: and he wished he could be aman of bronze, unchanging, living the same day over and over.
He would have chosen that day.

Looking across the bay, he saw clouds rushing over the granite boulders of the point. Both granite and
cloud had deeply complex textured surfaces, but it was Sartling to think how different they werein their
mutability. Each moment the clouds changed and would never be the same; while the point rocks would
remain much asthey were now, ages after he and the snvimmer wereforever gone. Reflecting onthishe
was surprised when sherolled into him on awave and said, "We are clouds." And even more surprised
when he heard himsdlf reply, "But mountains are cloudstoo.”

27. An Old Coin

Ancther day, in late autumn, Thel was standing in the surf, hunting pukasin the colorful, tumbling retreet
of awave, when he saw a bright flash—something metallic— and his pounce, trained now to afine
accuracy, brought it up in his sand-streaming hands. an old coin, worn dmost smooth but till bright, a
color between the gold of the mirror's surface and the bronze of a bronze sunset. One side held the
profile of ahead, and holding it up to seeit better, Thel caught sight of his swimmer with her
close-cropped head in profile some yards away; and it was exactly her profile on the coin. The same
strong nose, full mouth, distinct jaw, high forehead: as exact an image as ablack paper silhouette cut by a
sdewdk artig, in some life he could not otherwise remember. It had to be her. And yet the coin was
obvioudy ancient, the remnant of along-deed civilization.

Thel pocketed the coin, and that night in their shell cottage he put it on the brick mantel of their chimney,
next to the spot where light occasiondly pulsed through the wall, from the mirror hung in the next
chamber. He said to the swimmer, "Were you ever the queen of an ancient kingdom?'

"Yes" shemuitered deepily. "And | still am.” But this, he supposed, was another of their
misunderstandings. Thel had firgt noticed this phenomenon when he had seen awindhover, hunting over
the meadowsinland. "Look," he had said, "akestrel." But the swimmer had thought him crazy for pointing
into the sky, for that to her was the name of akind of fish. And later he found that when he said loyalty
she understood it to mean stubbornness, and when she said arbitrary she meant beautiful, and that
when she said melancholy she did not mean that sadnesswe enjoy feeling, but rather mendacity; and
when she said actually she meant currently; and when hesaid | love you, shethought he Was saying |
will leave you. They had dowly worked up quite alist of these false cognates, Thel could recite scores
and scores of them, and he had come to understand that they did not share alanguage so much asthe
illuson of alanguage; they spoke strong idiolects, and lived in worlds of meaning distinct and isolated
from the other. So that she no doubt understood queen of an ancient kingdom to mean something like
a swimmer in the deep sea; and the mystery of the ancient alloy coin was never explained, and, he
redlized, never would be. It gave him ashiver of fear, thinking about it—it seemed to him that nothing



would ever be explained, and that al of asudden each day was dipping away, that time wasflying by
and they were getting old and nothing would ever come clear. He sat on the beach watching the clouds
tumble overhead and |etting handfuls of sand run through hisfingers, thelittle clear grains of quartz, flecks
of black mica, pieces of cord, shell fragmentslike smal bits of hard ceramic, and he saw that a
subgtantiad portion of the sand was made of shells, that living things had labored dl their livesto create
ceramic shelters, homes, the most permanent parts of themselves, which had then been pummeled into
shardsjust big enough to see, millions upon millions of lives ground up and strewn under him, the beach
made out of the wreckage of generations. And before long he and the swimmer too would become no
more than sand on a beach, and they would never redlly have understood anything.

28. Festival

One evening in early spring, after along day on the hot tawny beach, Thel and the swimmer walked
homeward, between great |ogs of driftwood that had washed ashore in the winter. In the blue twilight the
logs looked like the bodies of falen giants after atitanic battle, and above them in the sky ablack star
was fluttering, abird high inthe air. The swimmer clasped Thel'sarm: "Look," she said, and pointed
down the beach. "We have vigtors." Torchlight glimmered around their shell home, a dozen points of
ydlow weaving in the dusk.

It was agroup of the shdlfolk, drinking liquor from curved shells and laughing asthey danced in acircle
around their home.

"Isit New Year'sdready?’ the swvimmer asked.
"Something ese,” Thel sad.

They waked into the circle of light, and the shellfolk greeted them and explained it was Paross birthday,
and, as had happened once or twice before, they had decided to celebrate out at Thel and the swimmer's
home, because they had not been able to agree whether brown or purple should host. So Thel and the
swvimmer joined the party, and ate and danced around the bonfire, and drank the liquor until everything
was bright with the colors of fire and night, and the faces of the shellfolk were like crude masks of their
daytime selves. Thel stumbled as he swung hisfeet out in dance, and aface the brown nearest black
appeared before him, harsh with laughter and some shouted curse he didn't understand. Then someone
the purple nearest black darted from the side, trying to trip him; Thel looked up and it seemed that

people were not quite themselves, so that when Psara came out of their house holding the mirror
overhead, Thel saw immediately that it was not Psarabut Tinou. Tinou's black skin was now purplishin
tint, and hisface was twisted into Psara's visage, but with Tinou'sbig grin onit, and Tinou's shouting

laugh.

Asthetransformed shellfolk seized Thel and the swimmer by the arms and dragged them to Tinou, a part
of Thel was digtracted, wondering if Psarahad been Tinou dl dong, waiting dl these yearsfor whatever
unimaginable reason to reved himsdf—or if he had recently arrived in the village, and for reasons equaly
beyond comprehension had taken over Psara's form. In any case the voice was the same, and as Tinou
placed the mirror in the wooden frame familiar from Oia, helaughed and said, "All lifeisacase of dga
vu, don't you think? And here we are again. Let us put the woman through first, so Thel can seewhat it
lookslike."



Thel struggled againgt the hands holding him down, but there were too many of them; dl hisneighbors,
faces gleaming yellow and their eyes big and hungry asthey watched the other group lift the struggling
swimmer and force her feet into the bright liquid surface of the mirror.

Tinou laughed and began hislitany of questions, face inchesfrom hers, spittle flying over her ashe
shouted in agross parody of solicitousness, "Pinching? pressing? gnawing? cramping? crushing?
wrenching? scalding? searing?' Thel was proud of her, the way she could hold her facerigid in amask of
doic disgust, staring Tinou in the eye; but his scomach was flip-flopping inside him as he saw the flesh of
her legs and torso jerk at the contact with the mirror. Her body remained visible on the other side, flesh
pale and inert yet ill there among them. But remembering his own voyage on the other Side, Thel feared
they would be separated again, separated for good, and as her head popped through and she tumbled
unconscious to the ground behind the mirror, The ripped convulsvely away from the hands holding him
and legped forward to dive head first through the mirror and after her. The last thing he saw was Tinou's
face, bright with torchlight and astonishment, as big around asthe mirror itsdlf.

29. The Pursuit

It was early morning, sun bright in his eyes. The swimmer lay next to him, degping or unconscious, and
the world smelled as fresh as the shadows under trees. It hurt to move—to raise hishead, to Sit
up—each joint astab of pain when he moved it. Nevertheless he was happy to be with her ill.

And yet it hurt, it hurt to move. Thiswas an aspect of pain he noticed at once: it was hard to see through
it to anything ese. It took a discipline that would have to be learned.

Groaning, herolled to her sde and shook her awake. She woke with agasp and held her left arm to her
sde. They sat up, looked around at acold windy hillside—the spine, in fact, near the crest, ona
prominence overlooking the sea. Therewas no sign of the shellfalk'sbay. "The sun,” the swimmer said.
"lIt'smoving east. It will setintheeas.”

Thel ignored the conundrum of how she could orient hersdf by something other than the sunin the sky,
and merdly nodded. "It'sthe mirror world," he said. "Everything's backwards."

They would need clothes, having been thrust into thisworld nearly naked. Even something like the leaf
capesthat the treefolk had worn would help shelter them from the wind.

Then the swvimmer pointed. "L ook, it's him. The thing that took over our Psara” Far to the east, on the
crest of the spine, afigure was walking away from them. It had alump onits back. "He's carrying the
mirror,” the svimmer said. She had a hand shading her eyes, and was squinting. "It'sTinou, isn't it."

"Yes" The peered after thetiny figure speculatively. "If we could get the mirror from him, and push
throughitagan..."

It might end the pain. It might return them to their hot tawny beach. It might . . . They looked each other
inthe eyes, stood with some difficulty, followed the figure esst.

It was hard going, even on thetrail. At sunset each day they descended to the beach, the sun sinking into
the eastern sea. Over time they wove capes of palm and fan seaweed; and each night they foraged for
food, and the swvimmer found amollusk that when eaten dulled the pain of her arm, and Thdl'sjoints. But



the spine was getting higher and higher as they moved farther to the mirror east, and the trail stayed right
on the crest of the spine, and the descent to the beaches became more difficult. Tinou stayed about the
same distance ahead of them, so perhaps he was descending to water each night aswell; but finally one
sunset it wasimpossible, and the next, possible but too strenuous to contemplate. Besides, in the dusk
the swimmer caught Sight of Tinou, Stting next to thetrall far above them; so they dept tucked in afault to
get out of the wind, and it was cold but they found bird's nests, and were able to raid them for food.
Holes and dipsin the granite held rainwater for their thirst, and the swimmer had dried a collection of the
mollusksfor their pain. But these ran out quickly enough.

Because the spine continued to rise they caught sight of Tinou several timesaday, dways most of aday's
walk ahead of them, a speck against the pinkish broken granite of the spine's bony edge. The peninsula
here resembled the precipitous blade of rock that Thel had traversed with the treefolk, aknife edge of
scarcely weethered granite dicing the world ocean into two halves, so many thousands of feet high that
the waves were no more than the faintest pattern of curves on the sea; and yet if the peninsula had been
nothing but dunes; it would have been only amorning'swalk to crossit from seato sea. Higher and
higher this great ridge arched into the sky, inirregular swoops, with many small ridge peaks, and an
unhappily large number of sudden dropsin the ridge line that they were forced to climb down, and then
up again. Asthey made their way they sometimes saw broken bird nests scattered down the cliffsto right
and | eft, the precious meat of eggs burst and dried over the rocks and sticks: Tinou had been kicking
them gpart as he passed, and so must have known they were following.

When the swvimmer's mollusks were gone, they hiked on in pain; her arm never hedled, and Thel'sjoints
creaked asif filled with grit, and each day's march added to their scrapes, bruises, sprains: and none of
these ever seemed to hedl. In the mirror world their bodies had lost that ability. Hunger plagued them as
well, but not thirst; some of the ponds they passed had Tinou's feces floating in them, but there were
more of the little granite pools than he could find to foul, and they drank as deeply asif they might be able
to get their sustenance from water alone. They ate mice, and birds, and eggs, and once awhole glorious
patch of blueberries; then later, the bright green mossthat Thel had found on the drawbridge. There was
alot of thismoss asthey climbed higher—moss, and blotchy lichen, and junipers and foxtail pinesthat up
here were nothing but little wind-tortured bushes, tucked between boulders and down in cracks. They
dept under these piney shrubs, and tried eating their cones but couldn't.

One evening intheindigo twilight Thel looked a the swimmer's bright pain-filled eyes. It was hard to
remember the world on the other side of the mirror, their life on the hot tawny beach—a blur, amoment
like the snapping of fingers, adream. He said, "We never gain on him, and we're going dower every day.
My joints—" he stopped, wanting to cry. "I'm hungry,” he said instead.

She gave him ahandful of the moss. He noticed that her fingers were narrower and longer, with full webs
of skin between them, and a dusting of blond fur over the backs of the hands. She said, "Whatever

happens, you must accept it."

He ate, consdering what that implied. His own hands were gnarled and histhumbs were longer and less
opposed to the fingers than they used to be. Hickering, pulsing, throbbing, shooting, lancing, cutting,
ragping, splitting, yes. All of these. "Maybe," he said, feding hisface and the enlarged jaw, "maybeif we
made an extraordinary effort. If we hiked al night—if we kept hiking till we caught him, you know. He's
deeping at night like we are, or we'd never be keeping pace with him. If we dispensed with that, and
hiked dl night ..."

"Tomorrow," she said, deepy. Her nose was smaller, and it twitched at the end. "Onelast night of re<t,
and welll start tomorrow.”

So the next sunset they stopped and foraged hard, collecting for their waist bags abit of everything that



was not granite itsdf, and they kept walking asthe sun'slight dimmed in the eastern sky, until only afew
clouds high over the eastern sea caught adim red glow in the deep indigo; and then by thelight of the
million starsthey sumbled on.

Even in these remote heightsthe trail continued to wind itsway aong the spine crest, weaving to north or
south depending on the shape of the rock and the cliffs on each sde. Thetrail wasin poor repair and had
not been used, it gppeared, in years. Sometimes, because it was the only flatnessin avertical landscape,
and had been crushed to sand over the centuries, it was the only foothold for the green moss, so that a
mossy path extended through the white rock, ahighly visble black sidewalk in the sarry night. Elsewhere
thetrail wasjust adightly less obstacle-filled track of blasted rock, and nearly impossible to see. They
kept loging it and coming on it again, and each time they rediscovered it Thel felt atiny bit of satisfaction,
of communion across time with whoever had built the trail; they had both picked the same route as best.
And now it was essential that they keep to that route, if they were not to come to some impassable
drop-off or rise; so in places they moved on hands and knees, fedling for sand and the intangible traces of
earlier feet. At timesthey could move their heads to the sde and stare straight down to the obsidian sea,
flat and glossy some thousands of feet bel ow; then they crawled, happy to hug the rock, long past talk,
merely panting, gasping, from timeto time whimpering or cursing under their breeth, or smply groaning.

It was along night. When dawn came and light leaked back into the world, in the hour when everything
was made of tranducent dabs of gray, Thel looked at the swimmer and observed that her whole shape
was changing; torso longer, feet longer, ribs visble but not quite human, she was making adow
transformation back to something clearly aguatic—as she had aways been, but now it was more
pronounced, obvious that her race had descended from some fluid water mammal. She would be forced
to crawl dl thetimeif the transformation continued. And if her jointsfelt anything like his.... he exerted the
discipline, peered through the black haze of pain, saw that his own legs were thicker and hisarmslonger
and heavier: it was acomfortable prospect to walk on al fours, and climbing the endless granite staircase
of the spine was in some senses a happy chalenge. Tree ancestor, he thought, and the image of aquick
beautiful cresture cameinto his mind, with the word baboon.

When the sun rose behind them, he looked at the ridge ahead carefully. Thiswas the time of day when
Tinou, looking back into the western dawn, would have trouble spotting them; while they looked up the
ridge for him with the blaze of anearby star astheir spotlight. And eventualy Thel's patience was
rewarded. A head popped over the rock, just above and beyond them, afew minutes walk only, and
Tinou emerged, looked back blindly into the sun, and then hiked east up theridgetrail.

All that day they hunted him, hiding when he looked back, and so losing some ground on him. In pain as
they were, they could not keep pace with him in any case. But after sunset they caught sight of him,
settling for the night at aflat spot inthetrall.

Therewas till atrace of dusk in the sky when they crawled slently over the granite knobsto his camp.
Hewas deeping in thetrail's sand, rolled in a blanket, or so they thought; but asthey crept toward him
his eyes opened, the whites reflecting starlight so that it seemed two glittery little jewels had popped into
being, and with alaugh he said, "What persstent little things, crawling around in the night! Come out in
the open, my little ones!”

He was standing over them. "My, my." Amusement made his beautiful voice bounce musicaly, alow fast
burble. "A monkey and awater rat, it seems! Following me dl thisway, whatever for?' Heloomed over
Thel, and anger threaded into the amusement: "What kind of cresture jumps through the mirror, en? What
kind of thing?'

But Thel and the swimmer were long past the snare of language, long past even much hearing Tinou's
beautiful voice. He seemed to recognize this, for when they stood and approached him, spreading out to



come at him from two sides, he retreated to the flat spot and his blanket.

"Wewant the mirror,” Thel croaked, shuffling intoward him, sidling a anglesin hopes of getting close
more quickly than Tinou could notice. "Giveit to usand well cdl it quits.”

Tinou laughed and reached down into his blankets, pulled out the mirror bag. He held it out, then swung it
around to throw it over the cliff into the southern sea—but he had not reckoned on Thel's new animal
swiftness, and the bag crashed into Thel's upper arm as Thel rushed forward, and quicker than Thel

could react or plan his numbed arm had caught Tinou by the throat and the claws of his other hand were
raking Tinou's face and knocking aside the flailing arms, and then with tremendous force he caught up the
sorcerer's head in both hands and threw the man's whole body to the ground. The swimmer dove and bit
the bent and exposed neck, and awkwardly she got to her feet and they stood watching Tinou's blood
drain out of him. Mortdity, how strange: that Tinou, who had given them so much, was now gone! That
he had left no more behind than this! It was hard to grasp.

Thel recovered the mirror bag and checked inside it; the mirror was unbroken, its surface the color of the
sky some hour or two before. Meanwhile the swimmer had taken aknife from Tinou's bag, then found a
firestone and clapper. The skeleton of adead juniper stood twisted in the lee of boulders protecting the
flat, and they broke it gpart right down to the ground, bashing it with rocks they could bardly lift. Thel
garted afire while the swvimmer cut away the skin over Tinou's thighs and buttocks, and hacked out big
stesks that they roasted on sticks of juniper. When they were full they dept al the way through to dawn,
warmed by the coals of thefire, and their first real medl in weeks.

30. The Green Flash

They wokein the late morning and hiked on, continuing eastward without discussion; it seemed clear to
Thel that it was necessary, that they could not recross the mirror's smooth barrier on the site of Tinou's
murder. That, in fact, there was a specific moment when it would be possible, atime and a place of
which he knew nothing. They would have to watch. Without speaking of it he knew the swvimmer had
come to the same conclusion.

So they hiked on. The spine continued to rise, agranite wal splitting the sea, curving sinuoudy left and
right, itstop edge shattered over the eonsinto a broken split serrated knife-edge of aridge, rising
unevenly asthey crawled antlike dong it. Often they crawled in theliteral sense, asit wastoo painful and
precipitous to walk. The moss grew less frequently here and they were often hungry, they often recaled
the delicious medl of Tinou and regretted bitterly not staying to eet dl of him, or at least not taking with
them hisheart and liver, they drooled thinking of it. "But livers make you mad,” Thel said, "someonetold
me. Liversand life"

Hunger made them light and they found they could amost float up smaler aretes, just atouch hereand
there on the rough grainy rock, something to keep them from blowing away—to keep their shellsfrom
blowing avay—everything insde having danced off on thewind. Once Thel tried to tell the swimmer how
he felt about that, and he couldn't find the words to expressit. He listened to the thin dow trickle of his
thoughts and was surprised to hear how smpleit bad become: | am climbing. | will always climb. The
ocean isfar below. That isa rock. | hope we find some moss. These were histhoughts. And dl that
great whirling maglstrom of feding and significance, of meaning: on the other sde of the mirror* back
down the peninsulaamong his forgotten friends, adventures, hopes, loves, dreams. All the dreams



forgotten in the moment of waking, the flight that mattered so much ... it was strange to no longer desire
his desires, to look at the swimmer and see a broken ancient animal, to understand that al their love had
been away of fixing time, each embrace amoment's touch of the eternal, because the caress preserves.
And yet here he crawled, something like a baboon, long-knuckled hairy claws a the end of furred
forearms, next to something like an otter, and only her eyes remained hers, the face he remembered
mostly gone, but al of it evoked by those calm black eyes unfogged by the pain that crippled her gait,
clear and cam and looking around, still capable of that small ironic amused squint, aswhen shelaid her
forearm next to hisand said, "Now you see why we never had children.”

They had come from different worlds. They spoke different languages. What they had shared had been at
least partly illuson. And yet, and yet, and yet ... Hetook comfort in limping along thetrail beside her,
before her, behind her, thumping shoulders together or sharing moss they found. Beauty isonly the
beginning of terror, but just to have company, to share the news: thereisablock of pink quartz. The seas
look high. Thewind isstrong. And so the terror is staved off. Through black haze, beauty <till perceived.

The ridge became deeply serrated, peaks like the teeth of a crude saw, making progress nearly
impossible. Why go on, Thel thought one morning, but then the swvimmer started off, scrambling up a
broken dliff, usng dl fours, and he followed. "Why" was one of the questions that had gone away. Pain
clouded hisvison. A bird's nest gave them afeast. A storm left them soaked and cold. Near itsend
lightning shattered the peak above them, leaving their ears blasted, their nervestingling, the strong smell of
ozonein the wind. The shock of it seemed to invigorate the swvimmer and sheled adl the next day with a
will, over peak after peak, and down into deep cols. Their bodies were continuing to devolve, and only
this alowed them to continue; now she could dither up rock, and how he could cling!

Then late one afternoon they made their way dowly over ahump of granite, and on the other sde of it the
peninsula dropped off into the sea, and cameto an end.

It did soin asheer clean prow, so smooth that it had to have been crafted. Also there was asmoothed
waist-high wall to each sSde, bowing in and meeting a an angle, at thefina point of theridge. They
walked out to the meeting of the two walls and leaned out to look. Clearly in some past age some
civilization had come here and cut the granite cape smooth, cresting two polished curving wallsthat came
together in astraight edge which dropped to the seain asingle swoop, a clean crease like the bow line of
agreat ship. It wasadrop, Thel estimated, of about ten thousand feet.

They walked around on thislast forecastle, south to north and back again, looking down at the
workmanship of thetwo dliffsdes. The polished granite was aflecked color, an infinitely dense mix of
feldspar, quartz, and hornblende, so that just below them it appeared speckled like atrout, while farther
down it seemed only apinkish brown, like akind of marble. Stonesthat Thel dropped over the walls
skipped down and disappeared, and he never even saw them mar the dark blue of the sea.

It was nearly sunset. The swimmer wandered about, collecting rocks and laying them on the triangular
block where the two walls met, the outermost point. Thel asked what she was doing and she amiled,
gesturing at the mirror bag. "This must be the place, yes?'

Thel shivered, looked around. They could see for many, many miles, and the horizon was aclear sharp
line between seaand sky; but the air was somehow thick, the sunlight in it dark. He took the mirror from
the bag and put it on thefind tip of thewall, held it in place with the rocks the swimmer had gathered.
The eastern sky was full of the setting sun's yellow, and the mirror's surface glowed like alens, asif
scooping up al the beautiful sunlight in theworld and flinging it westward, in asingle coherent beam. "But
what will we do?" Thel asked.

The swimmer stretched and stood on her hind legs, pointing with one foreleg at the glass. "At the last



moment of sunset we will legp through,” she said happily. But she was a sea cregture, and thiswas,
perhaps, areturn to the sea; while he was atree creature, in aland without trees, and he was afraid. And
yet, and yet ...

They sat on thewall and watched the sunset, the light leaking out of the sky, the wind rustling the grest
gpace of dusk and the sea. The incredible furnace of the sun fountained light even asit sank into the
ocean, which gleamed like a cut polished stone. Overhead awindhover fluttered in place, dicing thewind
and sdedipping, and seeing it Thel was calmed. Whatever happened, yes, but more than that therewas a
kind of glory init, to fling themsdves Out into the spaces they breethed, if only for onelast dive or flight.
The sun pared to ayellow line on the sea, and the sky darkened still; the mirror surface, till akind of lens
gathering sunlight, glowed arich yelow that greened and greened as the sun'srays bent around the curve
of the globe, prisming under gravity's pull. Out on the horizon the brilliant yelow line contracted in from
both sides, greening dl thewhile, until at last it was nothing but asingle point of the most intense emerad
light: the green flash, the sun'sfarewell, and the mirror's surface was flush with green light, thewhole circle
apool of glowing green, and the swvimmer's paw caught Thel by the arm and pulled him to hisfeet.
Overhead the kestrdl tipped and dove, down in acurving stoop, shooting by them and faling faster until it
burgt to white, like ameteor streaking over the sea; and with acry the swimmer leaped forward and
jumped through the mirror, and Thel followed fast on her hedls.



