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Stuational Awareness

Inthe bright light of an early spring morning, ateenage girl in faded blue jeans and a cropped white
T-shirt stood in her downstairs bathroom, brushing her teeth and examining hersdf with acritica eye.
Havel logst weight? she thought, pulling the T-shirt alittle away from her as shelooked down. This
doesn't fit like it did two weeks ago...

The view in the mirror was more or lessthe usua one: light brunette hair cut just above her shoulders, a
face neither unusudly plain nor unusudly beautiful, a nothing-specid figure for afourteen-year-old. But
there were changes besides the fit of her T-shirt. Nita Callahan racked the toothbrush and then leaned
closeto the mirror over the sink, pulling down the skin above her right cheekbone with one finger. My
tan looks pretty good, hut are those circles under my eyes? she thought. / look wrecked. Y ou'd think |
hadn't just

"I think 1 need avacation from my vacation," Nita muttered.

She sarted to turn away from the sink... then stopped, noticing something in the mirror. Nitaleaned close
to it again, pushing her bangs up with one hand and eyeing her forehead. Oh no, isthat a pimple coming
up? She poked it, felt that telltale sting. Grest. | redly need thisright now!

She sighed. "Okay," she said. Normally shewouldn't have been enthusiastic about spending any
sgnificant part of her morning talking to a zit, but if she talked the pimple out of happening right now, it'd
take her less effort than if shewaited until later.

"Uh, excuse me," she said in the wizardly Speech- and then stopped. Wait aminute. | don't know the
word for "pimple.”

Nitafrowned. For amoment she considered the tube of facia scrub on the shelf by the sink, then shook
her head and reached out toward what otherwise looked like empty air beside her. Into that "empty air,"
the pocket of otherspace where she normally kept her wizard's manual, Nitals arm disappeared up to the
shoulder. Shefet around for amoment-/ really haveto clean thisthing out; there'stoo much stuff in
here-and then pulled out what to most people would have looked like asmall hardbound library book an



inch or so thick.

Nitastarted paging through it. Let's see. Pimple, pimple... see"gposteme.” She shook her head, turning
more pages. What's an gposteme? Sometimes | really wonder about theindexing in thisthing.

"Nita?' came ashout, faintly, from the other end of the house.
"What, Daddy?" she shouted back.
"Phond!”

Nitaraised her eyebrows. At thishour of the morn ing? It's not Kit; he wouldn't bother with the phone.
"Thankd"

Theword for "phone,” at least, she knew perfectly well. Nitaheld out her hand. "If you would?' she said
in the Speech to the handset in question.

The portable phone from the kitchen appeared in her hand, its hold button blinking. She hit the button,
meanwhile balancing her manua on the edge of the sink while she kept paging through it. "Hello?"

"Nita," Tom Swaé€svoice sad. "Good morning.”

"Hey, how areyou?' Nitasad.

"A little pressed for time at the moment,” said her local Senior Wizard. "How was your holiday?*
"Not bad," shesaid. "Listen, what's the Speech word for ‘pimple?”

There was a pause at the other end. "I used to know that,” Tom said.

"But you don't anymore?"

"I'll look it up. Y ou should do that, too. How are your houseguests doing?'

"They'refineasfar as| know," Nitasaid. "Probably having breakfast. | wasjust going to get some
mysdf."

"Y ou should definitely do that,” Tom said. "But can you and Kit and the visiting contingent spare me and
Cal alittle time afterward?'

"Uh, sure," Nitasaid. "l was going to cdl you anyway, because | heard some redlly strange thingsfrom
Dairine about what went on here while we were away ... and the manua wouldn't say anything about the
details. Where did you guys vanish to? Assuming I'm allowed to ask."

"Oh, you're dlowed. That'swhat I'm caling about. | have alot of people to get in touch with today, but
since you two and your guests are just around the corner, we thought we might drop by and brief you in

person.”

"Sure," Nitasaid. "I'll let everybody know you're coming.”
"Fine. An hour or so bedl right?’

"Sure”

"Great. Seeyou then."



Tom hung up, leaving Nitastaring at the phonein her hand. She pushed the hang-up button and just
stood there.

"Wow," she said. Shelooked down at the manua, which now lay open to one of its many glossaries, and
was showing her fourteen different variations on the "gposteme” word. "Kit?' Nitasad.

A dightly muffled reply came seemingly from the back of the manual, dong with the sound of barking
somewherein the Rodriguez household. "I can't believe were out of dog food,” Kit said. "I leavefor a
week and ahalf, and this place goesto pieces.”

"We were doing just fine without you," said another voice from two blocks away: Kit'ssister Carmela
llltlS

not our fault you forgot to put dog food on the shop ping list before you left. Neets, isit true he destroyed
awholedien cultureinjust ten days?"

Nitasnorted. "It wouldn't have been just him, 'Méea," she said. "And we didn't destroy it. We just
happened to be there when they were going on to the next thing."

"Just happened?' Carmela said. Her tone was one of kindly disbelief. "Y ou're so niceto try to sharethe
blame! Seeyou later on..."

After amoment Kit said, "Am | dlowed to think about teleporting her to Titan and dumping her in alake
of liquid methane?'

"No," Nitasaid, fedling around under her bed for her sneakers. "1t'd upset those microbesthere...the
ones Dairine's been coaching in Stuationd ethics.”

"Thethought of Dairine coaching anybody in ethics...," Kit said. "No offense, but sometimes | wonder if
someday our solar system is going to be famousfor having entire species made up of crimina
masterminds.”

"Well, if the Powers That Be have dipped up, it'stoo late to do anything now. And speaking of the
Powers, you should get over herein about an hour. Tom and Carl want to talk to everybody."

"We're not in trouble, are we?'

"I don't think s0," Nitasaid. "In fact, | think maybethey are.”

"And here| thought we were going to have afew quiet days before spring break was over,” Kit said.
Nita shook her head. "Guess not. But now we get to find out why nobody could find them anywhere.”

From down the hdll, toward the front of the house, she could hear voicesin the dining room. "Soundslike
they're having bregkfast out there," Nitasaid.

"Should | wait to come over?"

Nitashrugged and turned away from the mirror. "What for?' she said. "Y ou might aswell come have
some breskfadt, too, if you haven't had anything.”

"I have," Kit said, "but another breakfast wouldn't kill me. Give me ten minutes, though. | haveto talk to
Ponch."

"Why? Areadl the neighbors dogs sitting around outside the house again?' This had been aproblem



recently, gpparently due to somekind of wizardly leakage. Diagnosing its source had been difficult with
so much wizardry happening around their two households lately... and with the present houseguestsin
residence, the diagnosis promised to get no eesier.

"Nope," Kit said. "Everything's perfectly quiet. He just has some more questions about life.”
Nitasmiled. "Y eah, who doesn't, latdly,” she said. "Take your time."

Nitapaged briefly through the manual, looking at the pimple words. There are too many waysto have
this conversation, she thought. And I'm till pooped. If Tom hadn't called, 1'd just go back to bed. She
yawned-

In the moment when her eyes closed during the yawn, the darkness reminded Nita of something. Another
darkness, she thought. / had adream... She had been standing on the Moon, and it had been dark.

Bright lights were scattered dl around her, throwing strange multidirectiona shadows across the rocks
and craters, but the sky was as blank of stars asif the whole

thing was a stage set. And something was growling
Nitasuddenly got goose bumps.

She opened her eyes. The bathroom, the morning light, the mirror, al the things around her were per
fectly normal. But the memory left her fedling chilly.

It means something, of course, Nitathought. Lately, what doesn't? Every wizard has a specidty, but the
specidty can change. Nitasinitidly straightforward affinity to living thingswas now turning into some
thing more abstract-an ability to glimpse other beings redlities and futures, or her own, while dreaming.
Shewas struggling to master it, but in the meantime al she could do was pay attention, and try to learn as
shewent along.

Great, she thought. News flash: It was dark on the back side of the Moon. I'll make anote. Meanwhile,
asfor thezit...

She looked one more time at the pimple wordsin the manual, shrugged, and shut it. Later, Nitathought,
and headed out of the bathroom.

"All right," her dad was saying from the kitchen as she passed through the living room, and Nita started
walking alittle faster as she caught the smdll of frying bacon. "How many are we for dinner tonight?"

"Theusud," camethereply. "Three humans, one humanoid, onetree, one giant bug-"
"Humanoid king," said another voice.

"Yeah, fine, whatever."

"And who were you cdling abug?'

"Or ahumanoid?/ am the human. Y ou're the humanoids.”

Nita came around the corner from the living room and paused in the dining room doorway. The room's
dightly faded yellow flora wallpaper was bright in morning sun, and the polished wood of the table was
covered with cereal boxes, empty plates and bowls, various cutlery, the morning paper, and severa girl-
teen magazines of akind that Nita had sworn off astoo pink and clueless acouple of years ago. At the
head of the table, poring over the international -news section of the newspaper, was adender young man



with the most unnervingly handsome face and the most perfect waist- length blond hair Nita had ever
seen. Hewas dressed in floppy golden-colored pants and high boots of something like glittering
bronze-colored leather, unusually ornate-but over it dl he was wearing an oversized gray T-shirt that said
fermilab muon collider do-pitch Softball, and he was sucking on alollipop. Sitting at theright Sde of the
table, turning the pages of one of the too-pink magazines and eyeing it with many, many red eyeslikelittle
berries, was what appeared to be asmal Christmastree, though one without any ornaments except a
New York Mets baseball cap. Acrossthe table from the tree was Nita's sster, Dairine, in T-shirt and
jeans, her red hair hanging down and haf conceding her freckled face as she paged through the paper's
entertainment and comics section from last weekend. And at the end of the table opposite the blond guy
was agiant metallic-purple centipede,

reading severd different columns worth of classfied adswith severd stalked eyes.
"You'retoo late," Darine said. "All the French toast is history.”
"Knew | could count on you," Nitasaid.

At thetable, the centipede pointed a couple of spare eyes at the Chrissmastree. "'Y ou done with that?"
the centipede said.

"Yes" thetree said, and pushed the pink magazine over to the centipede.

"Thanks," said the centipede. It tore the cover off the magazine, examined it with aconnoisseur's eye, and
Started to ezt it.

"Morning, everybody," Nita said as she headed through the dining room and around the corner into the
kitchen, where her father was. "You dl deep well?"

"Yes, thank you," said the Christmas tree and the centipede.
"Adequatdly," said the dim blond guy, nodding gracioudy to Nita as she passed.

In the kitchen, Nita'stal, blocky, slver-haired dad was standing in front of the open fridge in swesatpants
and aT-shirt, cong dering the contents. Nitawent to him and hugged him. "Morning, Daddy."

"Morning, swestie." He hugged her back, one- armed. "Didn't think 1'd see you so early.”

"I'm surprised, too,” Nitasaid. "Didn't think 1'd get over the lag so fast. Tom and Carl are coming over in
awhile. Oh, and Kit."

"That'sfine"
Nitarummaged in the cupboard over the counter by

the stove to find hersalf amug, then put the kettle on the burner for tea. She put one hand on the kettle
and said to the water inddet, in the Speech, ™Y ou wouldn't mind boiling for me, would you?'

There was a soft rush of response as the water inside the kettle heated up very abruptly. Nitatook her
hand off in ahurry. It took only about five seconds for the kettle to start whistling with steam.

Nitastood there and breathed hard for amoment, feding asif shedd just run acouple of flights of Sairs.
No wizardry was without its price, even one so smal as making water boil: Oneway or another, you
paid for the energy.

"Y ou're getting impatient in your old age," her father said, reaching into one of the canisters on the other



Sde of therefrigerator and handing Nita atea bag.
"Yup," Nitasaid as she dropped the tea bag into the mug and poured boiling water on it.

She amiled. Her father seemed to have become surprisingly blasein avery short time about wizardry in
generd-but Nitaand Dairine had between them put their parents through afair amount of wizardly
businessin the past couple of years, and the adults coping skills had improved in a hurry once they'd
cometo grips with the idea that the magic in the house wasn't going to go away. We were lucky, | guess,
Nita thought. So many wizards don't dare "come out” to their familiesat dl. Or they try it, and it doesn't 't
work, and then they have to make them forget... She got down some sugar

from the cupboard. But ook a him now. Y ou'd think everybody had dien wizardsliving in their
basement...

"Itsamost nine," her dad said. "1 should get ready to go, honey."
"Okay," Nitasaid as her dad headed through the dining room and toward the back of the house.

She wandered back into the dining room with her teaand pulled one of the spare chairs over from the
wall, pushing it down to the far end of the table between Sker'ret and where Dairine had been sitting. The
centipede-Nitasmiled at herself. / should lay off that, she thought, it's so Earth-centric... The Rirhait was
carefully tearing out another page from the teen magazine. He then examined both sides of the page with
great care before shredding it up with severd pairs of smal knife-sharp mandibles and stuffing it into his
facid orifice.

"Where'd these come from?' Nitasaid to Dairine as she came back in.

"Carmelabrought them," Dairine said. "They're sure not mine. | mean, look at the covers! Y ou could find
them in the dark. The publishers must think human femaes are nearly blind until they're eighteen.”

The Chrigmastree-The Demisive, | mean, Nitathought-reached out afrond-branch to pull another
magazine off the pile. "1 think the colorsare ddightful," he said.

"That's just because you're asucker for DayGlo, Filif," Dairine said. "It'sanewbiething. You'll get over
it

Nita somehow wasn't so sure about that. "And asfor you, Sker'ret,” she said to the Rirhait, "you're a
one-being recycling center.”

"Therésapile of Dad's old Time magazines by the chair in theliving room," Dairine said. "For when you
want something alittle more subgtantid.”

"Oh, substance isn't everything,” Sker'ret said. "Sometimes alittle junk food isjust what you need.”

He munched away. Nitadrank her tea, watching Roshaun read while he maneuvered thelollipop stick
from one sde of hismouth to the other. It waslike catching some coolly el egant anime character relaxing
between shots, because the bulge it produced in the Wellakhit's face looked very out of place againgt that
otherwise flawlessfacid structure, the emerad green eyes and the too-perfect blond hair.

Roshaun felt Nitas gaze resting on him, and looked up. "What?"
It was exactly what Dairine would have said. Nita controlled her smile. "Thelollipop ..."

"Whet about it?'



"I hateto say this, but you're kind of spoiling your grandeur.”
"What grandeur he has," Dairine remarked.
"Kings are made no less noble by edting,” Roshaun said. "Rather, they ennoble what they eat.”

"Wow, who sold you that one?* Nitasaid. She grinned. At the same moment, her ssomach growled, and
she made up her mind about breskfast. "1 think I'll go ennoble a couple of waffles."

Roshaun ignored her and continued to work on the

lollipop, while Nitawent back into the kitchen and headed for the freezer. " And you're going to get
cavities" Dairinesad.

As Nitaturned around with the frozen-waffle box, she saw Roshaun deliberately arch one eyebrow.
"How can abiped come down with ageologicd feature?'

"It'shwatbat," Dairine said, turning apage in the weekend section. "Not emiwai.”

"Oh," Roshaun said. "Well, it'sdl right: People from my planet don't get those."

"I don't careif you come from Dental Hygiene World," Nitasaid as she put the wafflesin the toaster and
darted it up, "you'l get them dl right if you start stuffing that much sugar in your face every day."

Roshaun merely chewed briefly, and then reached out to the canister in the middle of the table for another
lollipop. Nitawinced. "Oh, Roshaun, don't chew them up like that. It hurtsjust listening to you!"

"Y ou sound like Sker'ret," Dairine said, turning another page.

"Sker'ret isif nothing ese enthusiastic and robust in his approach to the things he enjoys,” Roshaun said,
"s0 I'll take that asa compliment.” He got up and wandered out the back door.

Asthe screen door dammed behind him, Nitaglanced over a Dairine. "Y ou've got alive onethere" she
sad.

Dairine glanced up and shrugged. "Listen,” she said, "at least he's not complai ning about our food
anymore. Y ou should have heard him last week."

"l didn't understand it, either. All your food's

lovely," Sker'ret said, and munched another page of the teen magazine.

Nita's waffles popped up. She went to the cupboard for a plate and pulled the waffles one by one out of
the toagter, hissing alittle astheir heat stung her fingers. Dropping the waffles on the plate, she turned to

root around on the shelf next to the stove for abottle of maple syrup. "Got my handsfull here,” she said

in the Speech to the slverware drawer by the sink. "Would you mind?'

The drawer, well used to the request by now, did open. Nita tucked the maple syrup bottle into the
crook of her ebow while holding the plate in that hand, and went fishing in it for aknife and fork.
"Thanks," she said to the drawer.

It courteoudy closed itsdlf as Nita headed into the dining room. Filif drifted past her in the opposite
direction, brushing Nita with the fronds on one side as he passed. "Y ou need anything?' Nita said.

"No, I'mjust going out to root for alittle,” Filif said, levitating gracefully past her and toward the back



door. "I'll be back shortly."

Nita headed into the dining room; the screen door creaked open and banged shut behind her. She sat
;q\é\i/n and poured syrup on her waffles, then started to eat. "So what're your plansfor the day?' Dairine
"To stay right here until Tom and Carl turn up,” Nita said between bites.

"They're coming here} " Dairine said, looking aarmed.

Sker'ret looked surprised, too. "They're your Seniors, aren't they? Wouldn't you normally go to them} ™
"Y eah, but what's been norma lately?' Nitasaid.

The screen door creaked open again. A moment later, ablack four-legged shape burst into the room and
began jumping up on the people at the table, one after another, putting his front paws on them and licking
them until they protested they'd had enough. When the large Labrador-ish creature got to Nita, he Sarted
the same procedure with her, and then paused, looking with sudden interest at her waffle.

"Oh, no, you don't!" Nitasaid.
But it smdls so nice, Ponch said Slently.

"And it'sgoing to keep smelling nice until itsall gone," Nitasaid. "Oh, come on, don't give methose big
sad puppy-dog eyes. Kit gave you breakfast.”

He might not have. Y ou haven't asked.

There was no lessening of the puppy-dog-eyes effect. Nitawent back to eating. "l don't have to ask,"
shesad. "l know hedid. You'reredly pitiful, you know that?'

Not pitiful enough, it seems, Ponch said, in atone of mild regret. He dropped to the floor again and went
to gt by Sker'ret instead.

Sker'ret |looked at Ponch with severd eyes, then offered him a strip of torn-off magazine page. Ponch
sniffed it, mouthed it briefly, and then let Sker'ret have it back, somewhat damp. Tasteslike my dry dog
food, Ponch said.

Kit camein from the kitchen in Ponch'swake. "Did | hear you bad-mouthing bregkfast?'

Not hers, Ponch said. AsKit flopped down in Roshaun's vacant seat, Ponch got up and went to rest his
head on Kit's knee. / don't mind the dry food so much when there's some wet food. But when you have
to eat it by itsdlf-

"It tastes like cardboard, isthat what you're trying to tell me? Okay, well try another brand.” Kit ruffled
Ponch's ears. "Boy, when you got smart, you sure got picky..."

/ was dways picky, Ponch said, with an air of wounded dignity. But now that I'm smart, | can tell you
why.

Kit looked over at Nita, amused. Ashedid, it sruck her that he looked alittle different somehow. "Isit
just me" shesad, "or are you having another growth spurt? Y ou look taller today."

"I amtaller,” Kit said, looking toward the kitchen as the screen door creaked open again. "Probably so
areyou. Lookslike ten daysin eight-tenths Earth gravity makes your spine stretch. My mom picked up



onit last night. She measured me and I'd gained half aninch.”
"Huh," Nitasaid, turning her attention back to what was |eft of her weffle.

"l, too, am tdler,” Roshaun said, coming back into the dining room. "Y our gravity is somewhat lighter
than ours a home."

"Y ou're the last one around here who needsto be any taler,” Dairine said as Roshaun reached for the
lollipop canigter again. "1 have to stand on astep stool to get your atention asit is.”

"You finished that last one dready}" Nitasaid, taking abite of waffle as Roshaun sorted through the
canigter, pulling out a couple of the root-beer-flavored pops. "Roshaun, you're not going to have any
teeth | eft by the time you get home."

"We shdl see. And what isthisdelicacy?' He reached down into Nitas plate and snitched a chunk of
waffle off it just as Nitawas about to spear it with her fork. Asit was, she nearly speared him instead,
and wasn't terribly sorry about it. "Hey!" Nitasaid. "Cut it out!"

Roshaun ignored her, chewing. "A naive but pleasing contrast,” he said. "And | wouldn't be so concerned
about my sugar intake, if | wereyou." He smiled a Nita.

"| don't eat this every five minutes, Roshaun!" Nitasaid, but it wastoo late: He was dready sauntering
out again.

Kit smiled asthe screen door dammed once more, but the smile was sardonic. "Ishefor red?* Kit said
under his breath.

"He'sred enough to fix abusted gar," Dairine sad, giving Kit an annoyed look.

Kit raised his eyebrows. "Finish explaining thisto me," he said to Dairine as she got up, "because you
didn't get into detall yesterday. He's a prince?”"

"A king," Dairine and Sker'ret said in chorus, sounding like they'd heard the correction much too often
lady.

"The 'upgrade' happened the other day,” Dairine said.

"And hewon't let usforget it," Sker'ret said. "I think maybe | liked him better as aprince. He was s0
much less sdlf-assured...”

Dairinerolled her eyes. She made her way around the table and out, heading through the kitchen after
Roshaun. Squeak, bang! went the screen door.

"Sker'ret, my boy," said Nita's dad as he came in from the living room, now dressed in jeans and apolo
shirt for work, "your mastery of the art of irony becomes more comprehensive every day."

It was hard to be sure how she could tell that an dien with no face was smiling, but Nitacould tell. "You
going now, Daddy?' shesad.

"I want to get some bookkeeping done before | open the shop. Seeyou, swestie." Once again, the
screen door banged shut.

"Something going on with Dairine and Roshaun?' Kit said after amoment.

Nitashook her head. "At first | thought it might just beacrush,” she said. "But now I'm starting to



wonder..." Nita speared the last pieces of waffle, and athought hit her. "Hey, did Filif hear that he needs
to be here?'

The wizards around the table looked at one another. "He went out as you were coming in, didn't he?"
Nita nodded. "He's probably out back," she said. "I'll check.”

She got up and put her platein the kitchen sink; and with Kit in tow, and Ponch following him, she went
out through the side door, down the brick stepsto the driveway. The morning was alittle hazy, but the
un

waswarm on their faces. The view up and down the driveway would have seemed clear enough to any
nonwizardly person who happened to pass by, but Nita'svison, wel trained in perceiving active spelling
by now, could see atremor of power al around the edges of their property, a selective-vishility field that
would hide the presence or actions of anything nonhuman. Insde it, acrossthe driveway, the leaveson
the big lilac bushes were out at last, and the flower-spikes were growing fast. Nitawas glad to see them,
though they also made her sad. The winter and the earliest part of the spring seemed to have lasted
forever, someways. Any sign of things being made new was welcome. But her mom had loved those
lilacs, and wouldn't be seeing them again. Nitasighed.

"Yeah, I'mtired, too," Kit said, glancing up and down the driveway as Ponch wandered off down it.
"Y ou wouldn't think a vacation would leave you so wiped out.”

"And there won't be much time to get rested up now," Nita said. She looked down their street, where the
branches of the maples beside the sdewalk, bare for so long, were now well clothed in that particular
new spring yellow-green. The leavesthat had been small when they first went off on their spring bresk
were now amogt full-sized. "At least therés Suff to do..."

"And five whole days | eft before we have to go back to schoal.” Kit looked a her meaningfully.

Nitarolled her eyes. "Yeah, | know, the Marsthing. I've been meaning to talk to you about that. When
did you get the ideaiit would be cute to carve my dad's

cdll-phone number on arock in the middle of SyrtisMgjor? He hates it when people call meon his
phone."

Kit gave Nitaaresigned look. "Sorry," hesaid, "I couldn't resst.”

"Well, resst next timel" Nitasaid. "Anyway, we can't just run off and tart digging up haf of Syrtison our
own. We haveto talk to therest of the intervention team and seeif they've got any kind of ideawhereto
dart."

"Y eah, but they said individua research was il okay," Kit said asthey walked up the driveway toward
the gate leading to the backyard.

"You don't fool me," Nitasaid. "You just want to run al over Marslike some kind of areo-geek, and you
want meto split the labor on the trangport spell with you!”

"Oh, wait aminute now, it'snot that Smplel™

Nitagrinned, for he hadn't denied it outright. Kit had devel oped a serious case of Mars fever-serious
enough that he'd added amap of the planet's two hemispheresto his bedroom wall and started sticking
pinsinit, theway held been doing with his map of the Moon for some months. "It iscool, isnt it,” Nita
sad, "standing there at sunset and seeing Earth? Just hanging therein the sky like alittle blue sar.”



"Yeah," Kit said. "It's not the same as when you do it from closer.”

"So let's message Mamvish,” Nitasaid, "and seeif she fedslike getting the team together in the next few
days. It'll give you an excuse to go do some 'new

research." And we can take the guests along: They liketo do tourist things, from what Dairine says.”
The screen door dammed again. Nitalooked back to see Dairine wandering down toward them.
"Filif says he knows about Tom and Carl coming,” she said. "Hell be up in aminute.”

"Okay," Nitasaid. "Hey, you did agood job on the shield-spell around the yard. The energy for that has
to have been costing you afair amount. Y ou need some help with it? Kit and | can take some of the
dran."

Dairine looked briefly pained. "No, it'sokay,” she said. "If it startsto be a problem before the guests
have to go, you can make a donation. Spot's holding the spell diagram for me at the moment.”

Nitablinked. "Hey, yeah, whereis he thismorning? | haven't seen him."
"He'sup in my bedroom," Dairine said, "under the bed, saying. 'Uh Oh'.™

"l don't like the sound of that," Kit said. Dairine's laptop computer was more than half wizard's manudl, if
not more than half wizard, and the Uh-Oh'ing had proven at least once to be an indicator of some
ungpecified difficulty coming.

Nitashrugged. "Neither do |," she said. "But maybe Tom and Carl will know what the troubleis"

The sound of acar turning into Nitas driveway brought al their heads around. It was Tom's big Nissan.
"Since when do they drive over here?' Kit said as Filif came drifting toward them from the backyard
gate. "They only live three blocks away."

"Yeah," Nitasaid over her shoulder. "Come on-"

A few moments|ater, Tom and Carl were getting out of Tom's car: Tom looking as he usudly did, tall
and broad-shouldered, his hair graying, casudly dressed in jeans and shirt with the deevesrolled up;
Carl, alittle shorter, dark, dark-eyed, and-today at |east-looking unusually intense, with the shirtdeeves
down at full length. Nitas attention fastened instantly on that intengity, and on Tom's hair. He Sarted
going gray so fast, she thought. What's been going on? What have | been missing?

Nitaand Kit greeted the two Seniors as casualy as would have been normd.
"Hey, you three,” Tom said.

"Filif?" Carl sad, turning to him. "Berriesdl in place?!

Filif laughed, arustling sound. For the moment, anyway.

"Canwegoin?' Carl said. "Weve got alot of ground to cover.”

"Yeah," Nitasaid. "Comeon." She gestured toward the door.

Kit pulled the screen door open, holding it for everybody. Nitadawdled alittle, watching with fascination
as Filif went up the back steps after Tom and Carl. It was hard to see how Filif did it: His people had
some persona-privacy thing about their roots, and when they moved, there was dways a visudly opaque



fidd around theroot area, like alittle cloud that conced ed the actua locomation.
When they were dl insde, Nita dipped past them

and into the dining room to rearrange the chairs alittle. As Tom and Carl camein, Sker'ret and Roshaun
roseto greet them, the respectful gesture of aless senior wizard to amore senior one-though Nita
noticed with some annoyance that Roshaun looked dightly skeptical.

"Sker'ret,” Tom said, while Nitasorted out the seating, "1 talked to your honorable ancestor this morning:
He sends his best.”

"Doeshe?' Sker'ret said, politely enough, but Nita thought she caught some edge behind the words.
Roshaun was standing there off to one side, with Dairine, looking superior and skeptica asusud. Carl
turned to him. "Roshaun he Nelaid am Seriv am Tdiuyve an Meseph am Vdiz am Teriaungt am det
Nuiiliat," Carl said, "eniwe sapher'iand then he continued, not in the Speech, but in abeautiful flow of
language that sounded more like running water than like words. Nonethel ess, the meaning was plain, for
those who speak the Speech can ligten in it aswell, comprehending any language. " A sorrow for your
new burden, Sunborn. Bear it as befits you, and lay it down in good time, mere cast-off shadow asit is of
the greater radiance beyond.”

Roshaun looked utterly stunned. He bowed to Tom and Carl asif they were asroya as he thought he
was, or more s0. "May it be s0," he said, "here and henceforward.”

They nodded to him, and moved around the table to get settled.
"Now those are Seniors," Roshaun said under his
breath as he sat down beside Nita. "1 waswondering if your people had any worthy of the name.”

"You havenoidea" Nitasad softly. She wondered yet again exactly what was involved in becoming a
Senior. It'snot like they're so old. It's not like they're just grown up, either. Lots of grown-ups are
wizards, and they never make Senior leve, or even Advisory. What isit? What do you have to do? How
do they know so much stuff, and make it look so easy?

At last everyone was seated. "Normally we'd spend alot more time being socid,” Tom said, "but today's
not the day for it, so please forgive usif we get right down to business.”

Helet out along breath, looking them dl over. "Some of you," he said, "will have noticed that the world
has been getting... well, alot more complicated lately. And, seemingly, alot worse.™

"Yeah," Nitasad, thinking ruefully of the Manhattan skyline.
"By 'lately," Tom said, just alittle sharply, "I mean, over the past couple of thousand years.”
"Oh," Nitasaid, and shut her mouth.

"Itisn'tlocd,” Tom sad. "Matters have been worsening gradudly al over the worlds; and wizardswho
study macrotrends have been concerned about it for some time. The Powers That Be haven't had much
to say except that thisworsening isa sign of a huge change coming... something that's not been seen
beforein the worlds. And now we know the change is upon us... because the expansion of the universeis

speeding up.”
Kit looked alittle confused. "But hasn't it dways been expanding? What's the problem?’



"Bear with me," Tom said. He looked at Nita. "Do you know anything about ‘dark matter'?

"Moglly thet it was missing,” Nitasad. "Astronomers have been looking for it for along time, maybe a
hundred years or s0. But now they've sarted to find it."

"And so have scientistson alot of other worlds,” Carl said. "Know what's strange about that?"
"That it took us so long?" Kit said.

Carl shook hishead. "That dl the sentient species who were looking for dark matter started finding it at
around the sametime.”

Nita sat there and wondered what to make of that.

"The discovery of dark matter and the increase in the speed of the universe's expansion are somehow
connected,” Tom said. "Dark matter is being detected in ever-increasing masses and volumes... asif it
was appearing out of nowhere. And in all the placeswhere 'new' dark matter is being found, local space
is starting to expand much faster than it should. Thousands of timesfaster.”

"So everything's getting farther and farther away from everything dse" Kit said.

"Right. Now, that's bad enough by itsdlf. But there are dso side effects to this kind of abnormal
expanson. Mentd ones... and effectsthat go deeper than the merely mental.”

Roshaun gtirred uncomfortably, and a sort of rustle went through Filif's branches.
"The expanson isn't just affecting spaceitsdf," Carl

sad. "It dso gretches thin the structure space is hung on-the subdimensions, the relms of hyperstrings
and so on. If the expanson isn't dowed to itsnormal rate, physical laws are going to start misbehaving.
And since those laws are the basis on which life and thought work, people here and everywhere else are
going to start being affected persondly by the grestly increased expanson.”

"How?' Filif said.

"That's going to vary from speciesto species,” Tom said. "In our case, the case of Senior Wizards-and |
don't mean Seniors, but everyone much past latency, what our own species cals adolescence-it's going
to look like adowly increasing physical and then mental weariness. We're going to start finding it hard to
care, even hard to believein what were al doing. And then our wizardry will vanish.”

Nitalooked at Tom and thought, with a sudden twisting in her gut, how very tired he looked.

"Yes" Tomsad. "It'saready begun." Helet out along breath. "Now, of course, thisis something wed
try to derall. Most Seniors and Advisory-level wizards from this part of the gdaxy wereinvolved this past
week with an intervention that was meant to deal with the problem, at least in the short term, for our

galaxy.”

Nitathought of Tom and her dad dtting in her dining room and talking, some days back, when they'd
thought no one was listening. We have a chance... abetter than even chance... Tom had been saying to
her dad, about something the Senior Wizards had been contemplating.

"So that's where you were when nobody could get through to you, even with the manuas," Nitasad.

Carl nodded. "None of us was sure when the necessary forces could be completely assembled. When
the cal finally came, we had to drop everything and go. There was no time for explanations.”



"Or for interruptions,” Tom said. "To say we were busy would have been putting it mildly... not that it
made any difference, in the end. Because we failed. After that we were dl sent home to our homeworlds,
to dart organizing their defense.”

Nitawent cold in arush, as cold asif someone had dumped a bucket of snow over her head.
"Why now?' Kit said. "Why isdl this happening now?'

"Not even the Powers are sure,” Carl said. "Someone's going to haveto find out, though... because the
‘why' may be the key to solving the problem. If it can be solved.”

Kit had avery uneasy look on hisface. "So, if you guys are going to lose your wizardry for awhile...
whao's going to take over for you as Seniors?' he said. "Whao's going to be running the planet?'

Tom and Carl looked at each other, then at Nita and Kit.
"Youare'" they said.
Force Support

Kit sat there and came to terms with what it felt like when al the blood drained from your face. It wasa
feding heredly didnt like.

"You'rekidding, right?' he said after amoment.

Tom shook hishead. "I know thisisaterrible thing to dump on you," he said. "But in avery short time-
certainly within a couple of weeks, possbly within days-we adult wizards are not going to be ableto do
our jobs anymore.”

"We hoped we could head it off," Carl said. "But even amassintervention involving more than two
thousand Seniors from this part of the galaxy couldn't op what was happening in our neighborhood... or
dedl with the cause."

"But you said it was the dark matter," Sker'ret said.

"That'sthe ‘what," Carl said. "But we're still missing the'why'... and there's no point in tregting the
symptoms. We need to find the cause... and we haven't.”" Carl

raised hishands, let them fdl again. "We have some hints and possibilities"
"It'sthe Lone Power again, isnt it?' Dairine said.

"That'd be an easy first assumption,” said Tom. "But the early indications are that something different from
the Lone One's usud pattern of attack is going on. We're continuing to investigate...”

"Not with alot of success," Carl muttered.

Kit squirmed in discomfort, for some of the goodnatured humor that was always there when Tom and
Carl talked to each other was missing. They're scared, he thought. And they're trying not to show it,
because they don't want to frighten the kids...

"We should start at the beginning,” Tom said. Helooked over at Carl. "Do you want to do the run-
through thistime?1 wouldn't want to deprive you..."

Now the humor was back, but Kit was still unnerved. Carl, though, just raised his eyebrows, resigned.



"You go ahead,” hesaid. "I'll havelots of chancesto do it by myself over the next few days.”

Tom took a deep breath, then reached into the air and brought out hiswizard's manudl. It was, as usud,
larger and thicker than Nitals-more like a phone book than alibrary book. He put it down on the table
and opened it to about the halfway point. "Go ahead,” he said, and the manud's pages began riffling by
themselves to the place he was looking for.

When the page-riffling stopped, Tom ran hisfinger down one column of the print on the right-hand page.
"Okay," he said, "herewe go." He began to spesk, very quietly and conversationally, in the Speech. As
Kit

watched, the manua and its pages seemed to spread out more and more widely across the table-or
maybe it was the table underneeth it shrinking. But, no, that couldn't be true; Kit was leaning with his
forearms on the table, and it wasn't moving, and neither was he.

Nonethel ess, the room darkened, the yellow-flowered wallpaper fading down and out asif someone had
turned off the day. The pages of the book darkened; the table darkened, too, and kept on spreading out
into the darkness, somehow seeming to avoid everyone who was sitting around it. Farther and farther
that flat darkness spread; and Kit and Nitaand Dairine and Roshaun and Filif and Sker'ret were dl ill
illuminated, asif by an overhead light that nobody could see. Across the table from them, illuminated in
the same way, Tom leaned back in his chair, hisarmsfolded, his gaze cast down as he watched the
ever-spreading pages of the book. There on the surface of the page, asit grew, Kit could seethe
previoudy prepared spell diagram that Tom had been working from-a blue-glowing, densdly interwritten
circle of charactersin the Speech, the outer circle containing the basic parameters of the spell, knotted
with thewizard's knot, and theinsde of the circle containing the variables.

Asthey sat there, the outer circle of the spell rotated up around them out of the horizontd, leaving a
hemisphere of incandescent blue filigree overhead, in which various characters of the Speech sparked
and glittered as the wizardry worked. For afew moments, as everything got more and more silent except
Tom's voice speaking in the Speech, they seemed to be sitting inside

an eaborate blue-burning globe, aglowing wire frame. Then, without warning, the globe expanded
outward in dl directions, asif heading for infinity.

Whereit passed, firgt sarsflared into being, and then gaaxies. Within afew breaths time, the kitchen
table was &t the heart of aviewpoint on the Loca Group, the thirty-odd galaxies closest to Earth's Milky
Way spira, which Tom had placed at the center of the view for reference purposes. Close by hovered
theragged irregular patches of starfire that were the Greater and Lesser Magellanic clouds; alittle farther
off, the great golden-tinged spira of the Andromeda galaxy hung in its mgesty, with the other associated
galaxies scattered in various directions around it and the Milky Way. The imaging wizardry's blue sphere
shot out past the Local Group, sowing more and more galaxies and groups of gaaxiesin itswake, until it
was asif the eight wizards-and the dining room table- were floating free in a near-infinite volume of
space.

"So herésthe neighborhood,” Tom said. As he spoke, the utter blackness between the galaxies paled to
asky blue, and thelight of the stars paled aswdll. "I'm lightening up the black of space alittle, so you can
see where our part of the troublefirst started-"

He pointed off to one side. Faintly, in the depths of the space between the Andromeda gdlaxy and its
neighbor, the smaller loosdly coiled spird in Triangulum, adim patch of darkness started to grow in the
blue. At firgt Kit wasn't sure what he was seeing, but it became more and more distinct.

"Wefirst spotted that dark patch about three years



ago,” Tom said. "Back then it seemed asif it was just an anomaly, a dark-matter aggregate that wasin
the process of popping out and would stabilize after awhile. Space is dways springing little 'surprises or
accidentsininterstellar structure that heal themselves up over time. Intervening too soon, or too
energetically, can makethem worse.”

"Like when you keep picking at something,” Kit said, "and it doesn't get better..."
Carl chuckled.

"Something likethat," Tom said. "At any rate, the wizards over in Andromedakept an eyeonit. The
dark-matter area grew, but not much, and not quickly. There came a point where it seemed to have
stopped. But then another one appeared...”

They saw it fadein, very gradudly, on the opposite side of the Loca Group, over by the smdl irregular
gdaxy known on Earth as GR8. "And after that, the dark-matter aggregates started appearing more
quickly,"” Tom said. "In rapid succession, over the past couple of years, concentrations of dark matter
appeared near 30 Doradus and M32."

The dark splotches were spreading fast, popping up seemingly randomly in every direction. "It's getting
closer," Nitasad. "Theres oneright by the Lesser Magellanic Cloud. That'sredly close, just next door,
amog.”

Kit didn't know the names or locations of the gdlaxies aswell as Nitadid: Astronomy was her specidty.
But right now what troubled him most wasthe rate at

which the darkness seemed to be spreading. "Did you just speed up the smulation?' he said to Tom.

Tom shook his head. "No, the spread began accelerating last year," he said. "That was when the Powers
That Befirst asked wizardsto start doing local interventions." He let out a breath. "The early wizardries,
which were large-group workings like the one we just came back from, seemed at first to work. The
aggregates of dark matter froze, even began to retreat in afew cases. Asyou see here-"

The assembled wizards watched the twilight- colored virtual space between gal axies and groups of
galaxies continue to undergo a bizarre and splotchy nightfal. After afew moments, the darkness grew no
darker, but there was till too much of it. And to Kit, the galaxies burning in the smulation-wizardry
began to look small and threatened.

"That's how the Stuation stood until afew daysago,” Tom said. "That spot over there'-he pointed at one
sde of the smulation, and the view of that arealegped closer-"that's where Carl and | were last week.
Two thousand Seniors and Planetary-Supervisory Wizards from al over our own galaxy, aong with
groups from Andromeda, the Sagittarius and Canis Mg or Dwarfs-we went there to reverse the effect in
that one spot. We defined aloca control structure, atemporary 'kernd' for that part of space, and
operated on it to force the dark matter back out of our space.”

"And the intervention did not work," Roshaun said softly.
"No," Tom said. "Ingtead, this happened.”
The darkness began to spread again-and thistime, much faster.

"It was asif someone was waiting to see whether weld be able to pull it off," Carl said. "When it was
plain that we couldn', the expansion took off again at twice the speed. And thisiswhat the projected
result lookslike."



Kit looked up into what was | eft of the blue of intergal actic space asthe smulation ran. In afrighteningly
short time, the blue was al gone. Then, the blackness began to intrude among the stars of the galaxies
themselves. Ther stars pushed apart; the gal axies started to lose shape.

"But how can it be happening so fast?' Kit said. "That hasto be alot faster than the speed of light.
Matter can't go that fast in space.”

Nitawas shaking her head. "But space can,”" she said. "Sit an ant on a baloon and blow up the balloon
redly fast, and the ant winds up moving alot faster than it could ever move by itsdlf. If something's
stretching space out of its usua shape, then everything insde space-matter and light and gravity and
time-gets distorted, too."

"And that'swherethered trouble starts" Carl sad. "Physicd law isfairly robugt, but wizardry ismore
delicate and subtle. The way this expanson undermines what we do isvery smple... very nasty.”

"When you do aspell,” Tom said, "you have to accurately describe what you're working onin the
Speech, or you risk destroying it. And to accurately

describe anything, you have to know, and describe, not only what it is, but whereit is. Now, your manual
normally helpsyou factor in the adjustments you need for the way thingsin your location are moving: your
planet's rotation, its orbit around the Sun, and so on. But if al of a sudden, because of this expansion,
things are moving unpredictably in directions or speeds they shouldn't be-"

"Then your wizardry doesn't work at dl,” Kit said. "Or gartsto, and then breaks down.”

The thought gave him the shivers. There were so many waysthat afailed wizardry could be deadly that
he hated to give it much more thought. And what's worse, Kit thought, isthat up until now, the onething
you could aways count on was that aspell dwaysworked. If dl of asudden it doesn't...

"That would be bad enough,” Tom said, "but matters get even worse. The changesin the structure of
gpace then start affecting the thought processes and reactions of al living beingsin the area. Their
behavior will start to become lessand lessrationd... less committed to Life. Thisisthe point wherea
wizard whose power levels are below acertain level startslosing the ability to speak or understand the
Speech... because you stop believing that you can. Soon you stop believinginiit.”

Kit gulped at the awful thought.

"Wizardry will not livein the unwilling heart," Sker'ret said, quoting one of the most basic tenets of the
Art.

"Yes" Tom said. "And nonwizards will suffer, too.

Matters of the heart and spirit will be valued lessand less. Shortly only physica thingswill seemred to
people. And when that happens-because most humanswill still remember that, once, the heart and the
spirit did matter-they'll get scared and angry. Eventually anger and violence will be the only things that
seem to work the way they used to, the only things | eft that make peoplefed dive."

Kit shivered, looking over at Nita. She glanced a him, a Sdewise, nervous look.

"Why do | get thisfeding," Nitasaid, "that on a planet with nuclear weapons, well probably blow
oursalves up along time before light and gravity start to mafunction?’

"Not that the rest of the known universe won't be just alittle way behind us,” Kit said.



Cal cleared histhroat. "Exactly.”

They dl sat therein slencefor afew moments. Then, after amoment-"If that'sal,” Filif said, sounding a
littleforlorn, "please, may we have the daylight back again?'

"Sure," Tom said, and put out his hand. Thewizardry surrounding them collapsed itsdlf to alittle
blue-white sphere no bigger than aball bearing, and dropped into his pam. Asthe wizardry shrank
away, ordinary afternoon sunshine and the redity of Nita's dining room reasserted themsdlves: the
flowered wallpaper, the dining room table with some of the leftovers of breskfast still onit-amarmaade
jar with aknife stuck in it, acouple of crumpled paper napkins.

Tom dropped the imaging wizardry back onto the

open page of hiswizard's manud. It flattened itself to the page; he reached out and closed the book
again. Kit watched him do it, feeling peculiarly remote fromiit al. We're gtting herein Nitas dining room
talking about the end of civilization, he thought, and not in ten thousand years, either. From the sound of
it, it's gonna be more like ten thousand hours... or minutes.

Roshaun glanced up from the table, where histroubled gaze had been resting for afew moments.
"Senior,” hesaid, "why isal this happening now} Surdly if thisis so Smple adrategy, the | solate Power
should have enacted it and made an end of usal agesago.”

"Wedon't know why," Tom said. "There's dwaysthe possbility that the Lone One might not have
known how to do thisbefore. Though they're immortal, the Powers That Be aren't omniscient: They
learn, though the exact shape of their learning curvesis never likely to be clear to us because of the way
they exist outside of time, dipping in and out asit suitsthem. Or the Lone Power could have known for
aeons how to produce thisresult, but for some reason was waiting for the best moment to spring it on an

unsuspecting universe.”
"Then, perhaps,” Filif said, "something has happened either to embolden It... or to frighten It."

Carl shook hishead. "We have noidea," he said. "Another possbility isthat something's going onin our
universethat the Lone One doesn't want us interfering with-and thisinrush of dark matter may smply be
adigtraction to keep us from discovering what's really happening, and dedling with it."

"But you don't have any ideawhich of these theories might be theright one," Sker'ret said.

"No," Tom said.

"What about the Powers That Be?' Dairine said. "What do they say?"

"Right now," Tom said, "they'rewaiting for the expertsin this universe to give them some more data.”
"The experts?' Nitasaid.

Tom amiled just dightly, but once again that smile had agrim edgetoiit. "Us," hesaid. "While They live
here, too, They doit on adifferent level. Were alot more expert in the business of actudly deding with
physicdity, day to day, than They are.”

"It'slike the difference between manufacturing something, say adishwasher,” Carl said, "and using it
every day. Y ou could say that the Powers know what the universe acted like when it left the factory, but
we're the ones who know thelittle noises it makes every day when it's running. And whereto kick it to
make them stop.”



Kit spent amoment trying to see the universe as amafunctioning dishwasher, then put theidea aside; it
made his brain hurt. Meanwhile, Tom picked up hismanua and put it into the air beside him: It vanished.
"Anyway," Tom said, "right now we need to stop the dark matter from tearing the universe apart-or at
least dow down its growth and buy ourselves some time to solve the problem.”

"Or rather, buy you thetimeto solveit,” Carl said. "Wizards near latency age-near their peak power
levd

-are the only oneswholll keep their power long enough to make a difference now.”

Kit saw Dairine swalow hard, and Nitaraised her eyebrows at him, while Sker'ret clenched itsfront four
or Six legstogether, and Filif held very till, and Roshaun looked down at the table again, asif afraid what
might show in hiseyesif anyone saw them.

And then suddenly, Tom smiled. It wasn't an angry smile, though it wasfierce, and it had asurprising
edge of amusement to it. "Now, after dl that,” he said, "believeit or not, we have some good newsfor
you. For the duration-for aslong asthereisaduration-asfar aswizardry goes, thelid isoff. Any
wizardry you can build to fight what's happening, any wizardry you can figure out how to fud, isfair
game. Normaly wedl limit our workings carefully to keep them from damaging the universe, or the
beingswho share it with us. But now the system itsdlf is on the chopping block, along with everything
ese If wedon't savethat...” He shook hishead. "Then not just wizardry, but the Life we're sworn to
protect, isat anend.”

Kit wasimmersed in astrange combination of shock and excitement, but at the same time practical
guestions nagged a him. "When you said we were going to be running things on the Earth,” he said, "you
didn't mean just us... did you?'

Tom'sgrin became lessfierce. "No," he said, "we didn't. Forgive us for making absolutely sure we had
your attention when we started.”

"Obvioudy there are alot of other wizards on the

planet who'll be of useinthiscriss” Carl said. "Not to mention awhole lot of wizards elsawherein our
gaaxy. Seniors here and just about everywhere e se have been selecting out younger wizardsin their
catchment areas who've shown promise, or have produced good resultsin the past. Y ou fall into those
categories. Weve been organizing two main intervention groups- those who'll be staying here, managing
the usual problemsthat come up a home, and those who'll be going off-planet to look for waysto stop
the dark-matter incursion. Shortly well be putting you in touch with the groups you'll be assigned to. In
the meantime, start researching on what weve been up to-it'll al bein your manuas. Anybody you fed
will help you handle what's going on, get in touch with them pronto. But you've aso got somelogistical
problemsto deal with."

Kit noticed Dairine beginning to squirm alittle in her seat. Uh-huh, he thought. Bet | know what that's
about.

"Firgt of dl,” Tom said to Dairine, "you've made the best of being 'grounded' insde the solar system for
the last little while, so-assuming you've learned your lesson-the Powers That Be have cleared usto
unground you." Dairine stopped squirming, and started to grin. "But don't you assume that this
automatically means you're going to be sent off-planet. The team assignments haven't been thrashed out
yet, and you may be of more use here.”

Dairine sat still and assumed an expression that Kit had long since come to recognize as an attempt to
look "serious’ and "good." Asusua, he had alot of troubletaking it serioudy.



"Anyway," Tom said, "whichever way your team assgnments go, you're dl ether going to haveto be on
cdl at amoment's notice to deal with things here, or you're going to have to be away for sometime." He
glanced from Dairineto Kit to Nita. "Normally, in an emergency, we'd help you deal with your absence
from school and 'redl life by issuing you with timedide wizardries, so that you could spend as much time
away as you needed to and come back at the same time you left. But this Situation's not normal. Local
implementations of wizardry may suffer early on... and if atimedidefails, you could wind up marooned in
the wrong time period, with no way home. So you're going to have to find other ways to handle your
absence. Any way that we can help, let us know as soon asyou have aplan.”

Nitajust nodded.

"Uh," Kit said, "right.” / can seeit al now, he thought. / go to my mamaand pop and say, Hey, | need to
take some more time off school. Y eah? How much? Oh, just enough to save the universe. Might bea
few weeks. But no more than afew months, because everything that exists may be destroyed by then...

Tom, meanwhile, had turned to Filif, Roshaun, and Sker'ret. "The story's different for you three," he said.
"Sker'ret, Filif, we don't have direct jurisdiction over you-your Seniors or Advisories a home have that.
But we can advise you while you're here. Both your speciesfortunately have long latency periods, so that
your worlds have plenty of wizards on hand to dedl with the local-leve threst. Y our peoplein particular,

Filif, have such ahigh latency age that nearly al the wizards on the planet are till of an age rangeto be
immune to what's going to happen. Officidly, you're still both enjoying excursus satus. The emergency,
naturaly, supersedesthe 'holiday’; if you fed uncomfortable staying here, you can go hometo your
people at any time. But there's no need for you to rush home unless you fed you mug.”

"l anfreeto comeand go as| please,” Filif said, “and have no binding tiesto draw meimmediately back.
| am, after dl, just onetreein aforest... and | think | might be of more use here."

Tom glanced over a Sker'ret, who gave him acasua ook in return. "I'min no hurry, either,” Sker'ret
sad. "People of my species arelegdly independent along time before were finished being latent. My
esteemed ancestor won't mind if | stay.”

Kit glanced briefly at Nita, and saw her eyesflick toward him, then awvay again. She hearsit, too, he
thought. There was something uncomfortable going on with Sker'ret and hisfamily. Not something that's
going to get usal in trouble while we're trying to handle this mess, | hope...

Tom nodded. "All right, then. But, Roshaun, unfortunately matters aren't assmplein your case."

Raoshaun glanced up at Tom with an expresson that Kit found totaly unreveding. " Though your species
has alonger latency period than ours,” Tom said, "your own Situation's complicated by your family's
unique relationship with your planet, and the way wizardry

is practiced there. Since your father, the Sun Lord That Was, isyour Advisory, you're going to haveto
go home and sort out your intentionswith him.”

Roshaun's expression didn't change. "1t should not take long,” he said.

"All right. If he'sgot any questions about what's been going on here, have him get in touch with us; well
beglad tofill himinon thedetalls. Infact, | kind of look forward to it, because | read the precisin the
manual about what you did while we were gone.”

Roshaun nodded gracioudy, hisface adding only the dightest smile of pleasure a the praise... and Kit
suddenly found himself redlly wishing he could somehow eavesdrop on that conversation. Hisfather'shis



Advisory? The thought made him boggle. Sure, there were familiesin which wizardry ran; Nita'swas an
example. But to have such a close relative be awizard, too, and your superior-1t'd be like having afather
who was aso principal of your school. It could he super... if your dad was some kind of saint. But, boy,
if hewasnt...

"So," Carl said, "now you're dl up to date. Just make sure you understand one thing: Y ou're not going to
be immune from the loss-of-wizardry effect forever. For awhileitll even seem to be going the other way,
because aswe lose our power, the Powers That Be are going to make sure it's not wasted. It's going to
passto you. But unless you work very fast to find out exactly what it isyou need to do with it to save the
world, then all that extra power isn't going to help you for long. You'll loseit, aswell loseit. You'l lose

the Speech, and
wizardry, and even the belief that there was ever any such thing. And then the darknesswill fall."
Kit felt himsdf going paledl over again.

"Sowork fast,” Tom said. "WEll do the same, for aslong as we can. Well set you up with dl the
automatic manual ass stance we can before we become nonfunctiona.” Hisface hardened ashe said i,
asif hewastrying hard not to let hisred fedlings out. "But after that, it's up to you."

Kit, glancing briefly sideways, saw Nita swallow. Hed seen that seded-over expression on her often
enough lately; he hadn't ever thought held seeit on Tom. Y ou get used to thinking the Seniorswill ways
have away out, Kit thought. That they'll figure out what to do. But when you see that it's not going to be
that way...

Tom glanced around at dl of them. "So," he said, "if you have any questions..."

He paused asafaint clicking noise came from off to hisleft, and then watched with interest as Dairing's
laptop walked into the room. A smdl, rectangular slvery case on many jointed legs, it now hunched itself
down on the polished wood floor, put up two stalky eyes, rather like Sker'ret's, and glanced from Tom
to Carl and then to Dairine.

"| was wondering when you were going to come out from under the bed,” Dairine said, sounding to Kit
both annoyed and allittle rdieved. " Spot, are you okay?"

From Spot issued asmal whirring noise, like a cuckoo clock getting ready to strike. Dairine leaned over
to peer down at him.

"Threetrue things await discovery,” Spot said. "Darkness overspreading, A commorancy underground:
And the Moon isno dream-"

He sat there for amoment more, slent, and then got up on dl hislittlelegs again and spidered off into the
kitchen.

They dl looked after him. "Uh, excuse me," Dairine called after him, "but what was that} "

There was a pause, then the sound of little feet on the kitchen floor again, and Spot put severa stalked
eyes around the doorframe, gazing at Dairine. What waswhat? he said silently.

"What you just said.”
What did | say?
Kit gave NitaaHuh?look. She gave him one right back, and shrugged.



Dairine looked perplexed. "Y ou're the computer wizard here," she said. "Y ou're supposed to be the one
with al the memory! What do you mean, 'What did | say'?"

Kitsad, "You sad, Threetruethings await discovery'-"
" 'Darkness overspreading,” Nitasaid.
"And then something about acommorancy underground,” Dairine said. "Whatever acommorancy is-"

"And the Moon is no dream,™ Roshaun said. "Wdll, | should say not. It'sred enough. Indeed, when we
went there-"

Dairine ebowed him. "Ow!" Roshaun said.
Did | say that?| don't recal. And Spot headed off

into the kitchen again. A second later there came alittle subdued pop! of displaced air as he teleported
outside.

"Oh, greet," Dairine muttered. " Since when does he have memory errors? Thisisjust not thetime.”
Tom, however, looked thoughtful . "Has he done this before?' he said.

Dairine shook her head. "Absolutdly not!™

Tom looked over a Carl. "That certainly sounded oracular to me. How about you?"

"Soundsalot like our koi," Carl said. "Not haiku, though, more like somekind of poetic shopping list.
Better sart taking notes," he said to Dairine. " Some of this might turn out to be useful at some point.”

"Well, that's just great, because heswhat | usualy take the notesin!™ Dairine said, aggrieved. "If dl of a
sudden he'sforgetting stuff-"

Nita put her eyebrows up, reached across the table, and pushed a pad of yellow sticky notes over to
Darine.

"Oh, surel So we're going to be running all over the place, saving the universe, and I'm going to haveto
write things down on stickleswhile I'm doing it?" Nonetheless, Dairine pulled one of the notes off and
darted scribbling oniit furioudy. "How do you spell ‘commorancy'?”

"You'reasking me?' Nitasaid.
"Y ou're the spelling champ.”
"Itd helpif I'd ever heard the word before!™

"Better look it up,” Tom said. "Meanwhile, we have to get moving. Weve got alot more peoplein the
areato

seetoday, and somewho're alot farther away than the Iand. Any questions before we go?”’

For Kit, there were at least ten or twenty, many of them variants on the theme of How are we supposed
to save the world when you don't know how? One question, though, had pushed itsway to the forefront
and was going to drive Kit crazy until he got an answer.

"Why didn't you tell us about this before?' he said.



Tom and Carl each let out along breath. "Because there might not have been any need for you to worry
about it, if weld solved it?' Carl said after amoment. "Because you had enough to dedl with in your own
lives? Because we were fairly sure we could handle the problem-and so were the Powers That Be?'

Everyonewas quiet again. "And then things didn't turn out the way any of us thought they would,” Carl
sad, "0 it became timeto Sart worrying you. Believe me, we wish we didn't have to. But right now,
wishing's awaste of time. We've got our work cut out for us. So..."

He and Tom got up. "Thanks for making thetimefor us" Tom said. "Well bein touch.”

They headed for the back door. Nita got up and went out after them, and Kit got up and followed her,
while Dairinefinished scribbling on her sticky note, and Roshaun, Sker'ret, and Filif watched her.

Nitapeered in Tom's open car window as he settled himsdlf in the driver's seat and Carl got in on the far
sde. "If you've got al these peopleto see" she said, why don't you just worldgate it?'

"We're saving our strength,” Tom said as he started the car. "And, anyway, when dl thisis done, we il
need some groceries." His smile, though kind of tired looking, had the usua humor about it. " See you
later..."

Tom backed the Nissan out of the driveway, turned, and headed up the street. Neither Nitanor Kit said
anything until the car was amost down to the traffic lights at Park Avenue.

"They are both completely freaked,” Nitasaid at last. "I've never seen them like that before.”
Kit shook his head. "They're freaked? What about us} "
"Yeah," Nitasaid. "l know."

Nitastill looked alot camer than Kit fet. He envied her composure. "All we have to do now," he said,
"isstart figuring out what to do until they get us assgned to these teams."

Behind them, the screen door banged. They both turned to look. Dairine came out. A moment later she
was followed by Roshaun, who stood there, somehow managing to look regd in afloppy T-shirt, and
glanced down the driveway asif nothing particularly upsetting had happened. And what about him? Kit
said slently. Completely cool. Or so he wants usto think...

| don't know him well enough to know what's going on inside his head, Nitasaid. Dairine's another story,
though. The very thought that she might have to stlay home again while we're out in the Great Wherever is
driving her nuts. | think she'sgot her plans made aready...

"Y ou're gonnalove them," Dairine was saying to
Roshaun asthe two of them came down the driveway. "They're unbelievably terrific.”
"Who?' Kit said. "Y our little one-celled buddies on Titan?"

Dairine turned a don't-get-cute expression on Kit. "Them, too," she said. "But they weren't who | was
talking about.”

"Uh-oh," Nitasaid, glancing at Kit. Then she looked back at Dairine. " Something tells me you're thinking
about doing sometraveling.”

Dairine looked over her shoulder, back up the driveway. Twenty feet or so behind her, Spot was Sitting
inthe middle of the driveway, staring with al hiseyes at the sky. They al looked upward to see what he



was looking at, but nothing wasimmediately obvious.

"It'salong way there, and along way back,” Dairine said, looking back at Kit and Nita. "It's not
somewhere I've been for awhile, except virtualy. Not enough energy available for the trangt. But
now"-she laced her fingers together and cracked her knuckles-"now it'sawhole new ball game.”

"Don't do that,” Nitasaid. "Y ou know it's bad for your hands."
"Likethe state of my finger jointsis going to matter if the world comesto an end?" Dairine said.

Nitamade aface. Kit had to admit that Dairine had apoint. "Doing your own spell to get theré's going to
cost you alot of power," Nitasaid.

"It would if | wasgoing to do one" Dairine said. "But why should I, when the visitors worldgatesin the
cdlar arefully subsidized?' Shegrinned a Roshaun.

"And on checking mine," Roshaun said, "1 find that as of your Seniors talk with us, the subsidy has been
extended indefinitely. Weve retro-engineered those gates before.”

"Y eah, but thisis going to be amuch longer jump,” Dairine said. "If you're not careful how you retate the
spel's power statements, you're gonna make a mess. Better let me handleit.”

Roshaun frowned. "1 should remind you that when | restated them last time-"

Kit took Nita by the elbow and steered her casualy away; they headed down to the end of the driveway.
They'rea it again, he said slently. How many timesisthis now since we got back?

Don't ask me. | stopped counting yesterday.

They looked up and down the street, while behind them the argument started to escalate. "What's your
dad going to make of dl this?" Kit said.

Nita shook her head. "He's already dedlt with the houseguests saving the solar system. After that, maybe
saving the universe won't seem like such adtretch.”

But she didn't sound certain, and the uncertainty was catching. Kit looked around at the maple trees, the
street with its potholes, the across-the-street neighbor washing his car in the driveway, the front-fender
rattle of akid riding by on amountain bike-and found that everything suddenly felt peculiarly fragileand
undependable, asif something far more solid and deadly might break through at any moment. Kit stuffed
his handsinto his pockets, hunching his shouldersalittle.

The day that had seemed mild earlier seemed chilly now, asthe spring breeze whistled down the street
and rustled the maple leaves.

"Well," Kit said, "evenif our parents don't completely get what's happening, it's not like they can stop
LBIll

"I know," Nitasaid. "But I'm so used to them coping, now. I'm getting spoiled for being open about it... it
saves so much time." She rubbed her forehead for amoment. "Time... What are we going to do about
school ?'

"I'm il thinking about that one," Kit said.

Nitalooked around, shook her head. "I can't think straight right now," she said. "I'm in shock. And now
I'm wondering if I'm going to loseit totally when it startsto sink in. Dairingsright for once: They'vejust



told us the world might end in-what, afew weeks? A couple of months?"
"Something likethat." Kit's mouth was dry again.

She looked up and down the street. "Makes everything look different,” she said. "L ook, here comes
Camda.."

Kit glanced to the lft, down toward the corner, where his street crossed Nitas. Carmela had just come
around the corner lugging abig pile of what Kit could eventudly see were more teen magazines, and
Ponch wastrotting after her. Asthey came down the block, Nitasaid, "When shefinds out, is she going
to be able to cope with this?*

Kit had to laugh. "Carmela? Neets, how would | know? | don't know if | can copewith it yet."
Shelooked a him and shook her head. Y ou will," Nitasaid.

Kit shrugged. Her certainty was reassuring. He just hoped it wasjudtified.

"Y ou guys done with your big meeting?' Carmela said as she came up to them.

"Yeah, we're done," Kit said.

"Roshaun Hill here?!

Ponch jumped up on Kit and started trying to lick hisface, as usud. "Having adiscussion with Dairine,"
Nitasaid.

Carmelasnickered. "I'll just bet." She went on up the driveway.

| went home and got some food, Ponch said. Y our pop forgot that you fed me.
"Y et another crimina mastermind,” Kit said. "What are we going to do with you?'
Give me enough food that | don't need to manipulate you. Did you miss me?
"Didn't even notice you were gone," Kit said, which wastrue, if not terribly tactful.

Ponch snapped at Kit'sface playfully. / didn't think you'd mind if | went. Tom and Carl are nice, but they
weren't bringing their dogs.

"No problem,” Kit said. He looked over at Nita. "L ook, I'm gonna go home and give my mom and pop
the news. The sooner they find out, the sooner they'll get over it. | hope."

"Yeah." Nitalet out along bresth. "Telling my dad's gonnabe fun, too... a least | have afew hoursto
figure

out how to explain it. There should be a stripped- down version of the story in the manuas.”

She reached out to the seemingly empty air and dipped her hand into the otherspace pocket where she
kept her own manud. Then her eyeswent wide.

"What?' Kit said.

Nitapulled her manua out, and Kit suddenly understood her reaction. Nitals wizard's manua normally
looked like a hardcover library book buck ram bound, alittle beat up, and the Size of alargish
paperback. But now it wastwiceits norma size, and threetimesits normal thickness. It looked more like



aphone book now.

"It looks like Tom's," Kit said.

"Yeah," Nitasaid, looking both intrigued and troubled. " Greet... See you afterward?'
"Yeah. The usud place?'

"Sure”

Helifted ahand, ahdf wave.

Kit turned and headed down the sidewalk toward the corner. Ponch followed him, trotting along and
looking up a him. So what wasit about?

"Look out for the tree!"

| know where dl the trees are, Ponch said, just barely avoiding the maple hed been about to run straight
into. What happened? Areyou dl right?

"Huh?I'm fing" Kit said. "But we have to save the universe."

Ponch looked up at him, swinging histall widely from side to side asthey waked dong. Oh, Ponch said.
Okay.

%

Kit amiled. Hefelt weak in the knees at the moment, but there was something about Ponch's
matter-of-fact acceptance of the seemingly impossible that made him fed better-for the moment, anyway.
"Comeon," hesaid. "We need to talk to Mama and Pop. And then I've got a couple of calsto make."

Initid Reconnaissance

Nitalet out along breath as she went back up the driveway. Kit's uncertainty disturbed her... because
she was feeling more than her own share. I'm so used to having Kit to backstop me, she thought.
Whenever | get nervous, he's dways there to help me get agrip- But for awhile | may haveto do the

gripping.
Acrossfrom the back door, Roshaun was |eaning againgt the fence that ran just thisside of thelilac

bushes, with yet another lollipop sticking out of hisface. Carmelawas leaning againgt the fence, too, on
one sde of him. Spot seemed to have wandered off.

On the other side of Roshaun, her armsfolded, eyes narrowed in annoyance, Dairine was saying, "He's
never donethis before. How am | supposed to depend on Spot if he can't even remember things from
one moment to the next? Hes my verson of the manud! What if this memory lossthing starts extending
to hisreference functions? Thelittle spells| can kegpin my

head... but how am | supposed to do wizardry if he can't feed me the complicated ones?' Shelet out a
long breath. "1'm going to ask Spot's people to check him out. If they can figure out what's going on with
him.."

Roshaun took the lollipop out and examined it: It was ared-and-white-striped one. "Everything is
changing,” hesaid. "We are dl going to haveto learn new waysto bewizards, | think, if we areto bring
our worlds safdly through this." He glanced at Nitals manud. " Some of us have dready started work, it
seems.”



"It'sgoing to take me awhile just to get used to how much it weighs now,” Nita said, hefting the manual.
She glanced around. " Sker'ret went out. He seem okay to you?"

"Hewasfine"

"WheresHilif 7'

"He might have gone through his gate downgtairs," Dairine said. "Where axe you headed?'
"Gottamake acal,” Nitasaid, and went up the steps.

Inside the back door she paused and looked down the basement steps. "Filif?" she called.

No answer. Nitaraised her eyebrows and went down the wooden stairs, reaching up for the string that
hung down from the bulb at the stairs bottom. The basement was unfinished-some painted meta posts
supporting the joists of the upstairs floor, a concrete floor underfoot, many cardboard and wooden boxes
containing old books, kitchenware and magazines, and much other junk: off to theleft, the oil burner and
various yard toals; off to the right, an ancient busted chest

freezer; more boxes, and the washing machine and dryer. Cellar windows high in the cinderblock walls
let in alittle daylight, except for three yard-wide circular spots on thewall at the back of the house. In
those, complete darknessreigned, the visud effect of worldgates in slandby mode: two of them Filif'sand
Sker'ret'sorigind ones, and the third areplacement for Roshaun's, which had become nonfunctiond after
being stuck into the core of the Sun.

From behind her came afaint clattering noise. Nita glanced that way and saw that Sker'ret was pouring
himsdf down the sairs. "Hey," she said, "have you seen Filif ?*

"He said he was going to the Crossings to have alook around, while he till had freetime,” Sker'ret said.
"I'll be meeting him. Do you need him, Senior?!

"Oh, please, don't you start,” Nitasaid. "Look at thisthing!" She showed him her manual.

He pointed severd eyesat it. "It lookslike theinsde of my head feds at the moment,” Sker'ret said. "'l
wish my people got our wizardry likethat: It looks so much more managesble.”

"Yeah, wel, | wish my peopledidn't haveto keep it asecret,” Nitasaid. "Like yoursdont.”
Sker'ret chuckled at her. "Wedl have our little problems.”

"The question is how much longer we're gonna have them,” Nitasaid. "Y earsand years, | hope. How
long Mill you be?!

"Not long."
"Good. And listen-1 meant to ask you earlier.”

Then she stopped herself. Maybe thisistoo nosy... No, we have to start keeping an eye on each other;
we may be getting into some dangerous places soon. "Sker'ret," she said, "if you don't want to go back
to your own people for some reason... no matter what happensin the next few weeks... stick with us.
We're glad to have you here.”

Sker'ret held dl hiseyes ill, the only time since shed come home from the holidays that Nitacould
remember seeing him do that. "Thank you," Sker'ret said. "Serioudy, | thank you. I'll be back inawhile.



And he poured himsdlf through his own worldgate at some speed, vanishing into the darkness of the
interface segment after segment, until nothing was I eft.

Oh, God, did | insult him somehow? | hope not. But now for my own problems...

Nitawent up the cellar stairs and into the kitchen. Outside in the driveway she could till hear Dairing's
and Roshaun's voices raised, and then Carmelas laughter. Nitashook her head, anused. Dairine and
Roshaun, she thought. / don't get it. They're too much dike: He ought to drive her nuts. In fact, it sounds
like heisdriving her nuts... But maybe that'sit, Nitathought, picking up the wireless phone from its
cradle. Maybe she likes the chalenge. I'd say she's picked herself abig one.

Nitastared at the phone, once more envying wizards who practiced in cultures where they didn't haveto
work undercover. Though the visud effects of wizardry often went without being noticed by ordinary
humans, you couldn't absolutely count onit... and a"passve” effect, like one's absence for three weeks
when they were supposed to be in school, would defi

nitely get noticed. I've got no choice, Nitathought. But wish | didn't have to makethe call.

Nitafiddled with the phone until it consented to display the number that had been given her for usein
emergencies. Shelooked at the name: Millman, Robert. And right under it, the entry that her dad refused
to erase: Mom (cell phone).

Nita sighed and punched the did button. After afew moments silence, the phone at the other end started
ringing. It rang seven or eight times, and Nita stood there thinking, What do | say to him, exactly? She
had been surprised enough to find out that the school psychologist even knew there were wizards, let
aonethat he knew some personally. But she had no idea how much they might have told him about what
the practice of wizardry waslike.

"Hdlo?'
"Mr. Millman?"'

"Speaking; what can- Nita?" There was a second's hesitation while sheimagined him putting on his
professond hat in caseit was needed. "How's your bresk going?’

"Uh, it'sgotten kind of complicated.”
"Areyoudl right?'

"Y eah. But everything dseian't.”

"l see. What can you tell me about that?'

Professiona hat maybe, but not professiond voice. He sounded the way he dways did, absolutely
unruffled, ready to let you set matters out at your own speed. Nita had found Millman surprisingly easy to
talk to, even before helet her know that he knew wizards and

wizardry exiged. "I'm il trying to figure that out,” Nitasaid.
"Y ou know that what you say issafe with me," Mr. Millman said.
"Yeah. But it's your safety I'm concerned about. It wouldn't be very niceto get you dl ungtable.”

"I'll take my chancesthat | can cope with whatever weirdness you're about to drop on me. Tell me what
you need.”



"Right now... sometime off."

"Meaning time after your spring bresk ends?"

"Yes"

"On menta-hedth grounds, | takeit?'

"Yegh"

Therewas abrief slence. "Not that such things areimpossibleto arrange,” Millman said, "but-"
"I wouldn't be asking you about thisunlessit was serious.”

"Okay. If I'mright in thinking that this has something to do with your bresk so far, you should tell me
about how that went."

"Uh..." The question, asdways, was just how much to tell him. "We went off-world on sort of a
student-exchange program,” Nitasaid. "It wasredlly nice... pretty much.”

"But there were problems.”

"Yeah." She had to restrain the temptation to yell down the phone, Problems? Y ou bet, because they
sent usto Paradise, and we found out the snake was till living init. And if that wasn't weird enough, for
once the snake was on our side, mostly! But even had Nitafelt

comfortable telling Millman about it, she hadn't yet found the words to explain, even to hersdlf, why the
experience gill unnerved her so.

"From the sound of what you're not saying,” Millman said, "I gather you're still processing the results.
What's going on that makes you need this extratime of f?"

"There's about to be trouble with the older wizards," Nitasaid.
"The Seniors?"

"All the adult wizards. And there's an incoming threeat that we've got to find out how to cope with, ina
hurry."

"Y ou couldn't possibly tell me anything about what's causing thisthrest?"

"l wish | could," Nitasaid. "Even the older wizards don't understand it completely yet... and they don't
know what to do about it. That's what we're going to have to figure out. And | redlly don't know if | fed
uptothig"

"But you don't fed you have any choice, it soundslike."
"No," Nitasad, "wedont."

"Dairine's having to deal with this Stuation, too?"
"Yeeh"

"Anyoneese| should know about?"

"Kit, too," she said. Millman knew he was awizard aswdll, but no more than that.



Therewas more silence. "Thisis problematic,” Millman said. "Especialy since | haven't been seeing Kit
professondly. The school system would buy into the

concept for you and Dairine, since we've been working together for awhile. But asfor Kit... And I'm
reluctant to lie about this, not just because lying iswrong, but because it undermines my relationship and
my contract with the schoal."

"I know," Nitasaid.

There was another silence. Findly, in achanged tone of voice, Millman said, "Thiskind of lost school
timeisnot good, especidly with your gptitude tests coming up.”

"If we don't do something pretty dragtic right away," Nitasaid, "there may not be a planet to have
gptitude tests on for very long. Or there might be aplanet... but no oneleft oniit.”

She could just hear Millman thinking. "Y ou need to understand,” he said after amoment, "that just
because we share the same privileged information about your specid talents, I'm not to be routinely
consdered as a get-out-of-jail card. This gambit isn't going to work more than once... just so you
know."

Nitarolled her eyes. "Being in thisStuation again isthe very, very last thing on my mind.”
"Good." Hewasslent for alittlelonger. "How long do you think you'll need?"
"l have absolutely noidea.”

"Well," Millman said at lagt, "I can cover for you for ten days, tops. | can pull Kit under the umbrellaas
well by telling the school that something came up for him over the spring bresk... something crucid that
needs to be sorted out. Would that be true?'

"Yeah," Nitasaid.

"All right. If his parentswill back me up, well be okay for that long. But that'sall | can give you. After ten
days, if you don't show up at school again, you'relikely to find the district superintendent banging on your
dad'sdoor. Or, if someone at school getstoo nervous, the cops.”

Nitaswallowed. "Yeah. Okay. I'll tell Kit."

"Good. Can you give me some more detail about what exactly is going to be happening to the planet... so
that | can help people around here ded with thefdlout, if things get sufficiently strange?”

Falout, Nitathought. I wish he hadn't used that word. The thought of mushroom clouds sprouting al over
the planet was haunting her. "I haven't had alot of time yet to go over the premission precisin my manual.
But people are going to sart losing their sense of what's underneath reality. Only physical things are going
to seemred, after awhile. And even those won't fed right for long. Findly, only violent emotions are
going to fed good-"

She wondered how much sense thiswas going to make to Millman, if any. But thefaint scratching noise
she heard in the background suggested that he was taking notes. "Okay," Dr. Millman murmured. "Any
senseyet of what you'll have to do to reverse this Situation?”

"The universe has started expanding too fast,” Nitasaid, "and we haveto stop it beforeit tearsitsalf



There was another of those long, thoughtful pauses. Urn,” Millman said. "Okay, | see why you might
need afew extra days off for that."

The complete dryness of his voice was bizarrely reassuring to Nita, so much so that she laughed out
loud.

"Better,” Millman said. "Hold that mood. For my own part, I'll do what | can for people who start having
trouble at school. But, meanwhile, keep me posted, al right? If things are going to get alot worse dl of a
sudden, I'd appreciate knowing about it. We're al on the same side here”

That was the thought that Nitawas still having trouble wrapping her brains around. She was much more
used to hiding the things going on with her from everyone a school. "I'll dowhat | can,” she said.

"Sowill I," said Millman, "and together well have to hopeit's enough. But, Nita... for you, thishasto
seem like an impossible burden.”

Sheswalowed hard. "Yes," Nitasaid.

"Cdl meif you gart to fed thedrain. I'll hepfor aslong as| can.”
"Thanks"

"Okay. Gowell," hesaid.

"Yeah. Thanksagain.”

Millman hung up.

She sat there staring at the phone for amoment before sticking it back inits cradle. Well, she thought, at
least that's handled.

So. A total of two weeks to save the universe, huh?

It did seem absolutely impossible. But there would be powerful forces working to help them. And when
someone believed in you-

Maybe thiswon't exactly be a piece of cake, she
thought. But at least you know people are rooting for you when you start cutting it up!
Nita picked up her manual, tucked it under her arm, and headed upstairs to her room.

One side of the dining room at the Rodriguez house had asofa against the wall, and on that sofaKit
sprawled, lying flat on his back and reading his own manua. For maybe the tenth time, hisarms had
become tired enough that he had to rest the book on his stomach. He was having trouble believing how
much new datawas in that book all of asudden. The effect wasn't new-any manua would grow and
ghrink depending on what information you needed. But thistimeit fdlt like there was more stuff in there. It
felt more important, and somehow more dangerous.

He turned a page and |ooked once more at the image he'd kept revisiting: adowly rotating image of the
gdaxy, seen asif from severd hundred thousand light-years away. It was displaying in negéative, the stars
black againgt white space, and the space was full of dowly growing fuzzy dark patches.

From theliving room came the sound of laughter: Carmela, long since back from dumping her load of
teen magazines a Nitas place, was now dtting in front of the entertainment system'sbig TV and talking



to someone in the Speech. "No," she said. "Y ou've got to be kidding. It'stoo early hereto even think
about grenfdzing..."

Kit let hismanud fdl closed. "Mda?' he said over the sound of dien laughter fromthe TV.
"Kit, I'm talking to somebody. Can't it wait?'

"If | wait, I'll forget. Whet is grenfelzing, exactly?"

"It'skind of likeemmfozing," hissister said after amoment, "but with chocolate.”

Kit covered hiseyes. "Sorry | asked,” he said. Since he'd made the mistake of using wizardry to
configure the entertainment system, Carmela had been spending what seemed like hours every day
talking to the various aien gpecies whose hundreds and thousands of interactive channdls had suddenly
become available dong with the more commonplace Earth TV. 'Méda's grasp of the wizardly Speech had
been getting more acute. But at the same time it seemed to Kit that Carmelas sense of humor was getting
weird, even for her.

Well, at least she's not turning into awizard, Kit thought. It's much too late for that.
Heturned his attention back to hismanual. "Did that last message go through?”
Received, the manua page said.

"Okay," he said to the manual, "show me again where al this started.”
Theimage of the gdlaxy reset itsdf. "Zoominon that,” Kit said.

The spird grew and swelled past the ability of the pageto show it dl. Shortly after that, the page wasfull
of the empty space between the Milky Way and the next galaxy over. "Therés nothing there at dl,” he
sad softly.

Ponch was lying upside down on the floor with hisfeet in the air. Now he glanced up. Where? Ponch
sad.

"Here." Kit put the manua down on the floor, stood up. "Walk-in, please?’ he said to the manual.

Theimagery spread out of the book format and surrounded Kit, obscuring the dining room. Hewalked
into the space between the Milky Way's spird and the spot that Tom had shown them earlier. Ponch got
up off the now-invisible dining room rug, shook himsalf, and wandered into the negeative-image

interga actic brightness, sanding beside Kit with histail idly waving.

"Thisiswhereit began,” Kit said. "Y ou sense anything?'

Ponch stretched out his head and sniffed. / don't smell anything, he said. But it's hard for me to scent
through this. Y our manua hasits own way of teling what's happening. It's not like theway | scent things.

Kit shook hishead. "The manua doesn't detect anything, either,” he said after amoment. He reached out
ahand and poked it into the brightness. The manual obediently rolled down amenu showing Kit aligt, in
the specidized characters of the Speech, for the various forces and energies that had been operating in
that part of space when the stretching had happened. “Light, gravity, string structure, everything was
behaving itself." He shook his head and closed the Walk-in. "Then this came out of nowhere..."

In the living room, the laughter started again. Kit rolled his eyes, picked up his manud, and dapped it
shut. "How am | supposed to save the universe with dl thisnoise?* he hollered.



"Go save it somewheredse?' Carmdasad. "l mean,

even if you go read in your own room, and shut the door so that the sound of other people having lives
doesn't bother you, you'l till bein thisuniverse. Right? And you should be ableto saveit just fine from
there”

Kit gave Ponch a hdlplesslook. "She hasapoint..."
/ don't think it would be smart for you to admit that, Ponch said, glancing in Carmelas direction.
"Comeon," Kit said, getting up.

He went through the living room as quietly as he could. Carmela, sitting cross-legged in front of the TV,
didn't look up as he passed. AsKit went up the sairs, behind him she said, "Y ou'retense. | forgive
you."

/ hate it when she forgives me and she's right, Kit thought. But doud he just said, "Thanks," and went up
the sairs.

Ponch trotted up behind him, his nails clicking on the wood of the steps. So you were serious before,
when you said about us having to save the universe?

They came out on the landing, and Kit paused there for amoment with his hand on the banister. Ponch
went under hisarm and paused, too, looking up a him. "Yeah,” Kit said.

/ wasn't sureif you were joking, Ponch said.
Kit laughed asinglelaugh. "Not thistime.”
All right. Let'sdo it, then.

Kit laughed again asthey went into hisroom. "Y oure on,” he said. ™Y ou point mein the right direction
when you see what we need to do." He tossed his manua onto the bed and looked around at the place:
desk and work chair, chest of drawers, braided rug,

maps of the Moon and Mars, neatly made bed. Everything was unnaturally clean, but then held been
away for the better part of ten days and hadn't had time enough to get thingsinto their normal
comfortable mess.

He sprawled on the bed, picked up the pillows at the head of it and started whacking them into a shape
he could lean againgt, while trying to think some more about where to start attacking this problem. The
welrdest thing isthat space started stretching in some place where therewas so little stuff todo a
wizardry on. Anyone who could work directly on the Structure of space- timeisgoing to beredly

powerful...

That was the thought that kept making Kit think that once again the Lone Power was involved. But Tom
and Carl seemed real eager to keep usfrom coming to that conclusion. And if the Powers That Be
themsdvesthink that thisis something new...

He picked up the manua and flipped it open again, pausing briefly to look at the Wizard's Oath, al by
itself in ablock of text inthe middle of its page. Just after that came a section containing your own
personal data-especialy about the way the "long version™ of your name looked in the Speech at the
moment, information that was vitd for doing spells. After that normaly came the sections on spell writing,
gpeciaized vocabulary in the Speech, and so on. But now, before those sections, Kit's manual contained



a"notifications’ areanearly aquarter inch thick. Every Page of it wasfull of bold headings and blocks of
text that rewrote themselves as you read them, constantly

updating with redl-time information from the physica universe. He glanced down at one heading:
meteorologica intervention:

Diversion of tropicd disturbance/incipient cyclone"Igme’ (NOAA) approved JD 2452758.7756.
Cyclone centerpoint latitude: 21:11:15N, longitude 141:55:30E, SSE of Iwo Jma. Storm heat energy
release presently holding at only 1.6 x 1012 watts/day, making it idedl for "bounce-away" intervention
within thirty hours (cutoff time/latest implementation 2452760.8900). Intervention team is scouting for
available backup wizards with past experiencein tropicd- latitude hydro and meteo work (usua SE Asa
§pecs on assgnment to master [interim] crisis evaluation group Earth). Seniors are urgently requested to
check their locd talent for availability.

Kit shook his head, for thiswas just one smdl problem on a planet full of them. On all the pages that
followed were status reports on more interventions of every kind. Wizards dl over the world were doing
spellsfor everything, from melting back an overaggressive glacier to sopping asmal southeast Asian
"bush war" from breaking out by giving al the potential combatants a brief, profound case of annesia
They'd ingtantly forgotten why they werethere; by the time the spell wore off, dmost dl of them had
wandered hours and miles away from the battlefield.

Sweet, Kit thought, reading that precis with admiration. And smart. But that spell must have redly cost
the wizards... the psychotropic wizardries are tough to work.

The trouble was that the smart people who thought up that solution were the very ones whose expertise
the Earth would shortly belosing-the typical adult

wizards who worked the spdllsthat kept Life going, or stopped bad things from happening, unnoticed by
anyone but other wizards, their Seniors, and the Powers That Be. It's going to be us carrying the weight
now. And doing what the real Seniors have been doing... or screwing it up.

Kit made himsdlf breathe. Don't get too hung up on how big it looks, he thought. Takeit apieceat a
time. That hasto be what Tom and Carl did. They weren't born Seniors.

Ponch jumped up on the bed and walked up to just behind Kit, flopping down. The springs creaked
under them both as he settled himsalf with his head over Kit's shoulder. Kit turned over afew more
pages, looking at team wizardries going on dl over the planet. There are S0 many things happening,
Ponch said, looking down at the pages.

Kit turned his head to look at Ponch in some surprise. "Can you read this?'

/ see things happening on the page there, Ponch said. Those marks-when | look at them, | seetheice
melting. Isthat reading?

"Maybe not exactly theway | understand it,” Kit said, "but, yeah, | think so." He turned another page.
Look at al the spells. Everybody's so busy.

"Thisiswhat thewizardly world'slike every day," Kit said. "And for us, it's about to get alot busier than
thisif were going to solve this problem.”

What if you can't?

It was athought that had been coming up for Kit about every ten minutes. "We haveto," he said. "We



don't have a get-out clause. We have to do everything to make the ‘end of the world' not happen.
Everything." Hewas surprised to find himself shaking alittle.

From outsdein the hal came aloud popping sound and a puff of displaced air that stirred some of the
papers on Kit's desk. A second later, Nitalooked in Kit's door. "Hey," she said.

"Thought you were going to meet me'upgtairs,™ Kit said, jerking athumb toward the celling, or, rather,
toward something beyond it.

"I thought I'd check herefirs." She came over to the bed and looked down over his shoulder at the
manudl. "Yesh," she said, seeing what Kit was|ooking at. "'I've been spending awhile with that. Any
ideas?'

"I've got afew," Kit said. "But we need to talk to the others-" Kit tipped the cover of the manua shut and
got up. "Youtdl your dad yet?'

"Not yet. Y ou talk to your mom and pop?"

"Yeah, but | think it's not the kind of conversation you can have just once. My pop just said, 'l trust you
to do theright thing. Y ou'l figureit out. Y ou dways have before.™

"Oh, God," Nitasaid. "Wéll, at least Millman has us covered.”
"Millman?" Kit gave her asurprised look. "Y ou and Dairine, yeah, but-"
"No, you, too, if your folksll go dong with it. But only ten days.”

[/ should ezt first! Ponch said. He scrambled off the bed, turned severa timesin an excited circle, and
shot

out the bedroom door and down the stairs, making smdl enthusiastic woofing noisesto himself.

"I was going to ask you how he wastaking dl this" Nitasaid asthey went after him, "but | guessthat's
my answer."

"Aslong asthe end of the world doesn't mess up hismedtimes,” Kit said, "hell befine.”
"Hah," Nitasad. "Anyway, you've been looking the problem over again-"

"Yeah. | hateto say it, but | think Tom and Carl and the other Senior Wizards were running down ablind
dley." They went down the gairsinto the living room. "I think whatever started that part of space
expanding was done from somewhere along way off. Theré's no point in wasting time sniffing around out
there”

"Obalyo gozaimasu!" yelled the TV and the DVD player together asthey cameinto the living room.
Kit stopped just long enough to bow to them. "Hey, guys," he said. " Anything good on today?"

"... Oningponder 2186043, the Gratuitous Transaction Channel presents the sixth-rerun thirteenth
episode of How Much for Just the Planet? In this episode, Mexev findly hearsfrom Anielle, who reads
her an eectronic communication from Turun, dleging that Nish had a clandestine meeting with Keniphna
at which they discussed the possible bribery of Twell-"

Kit gave Nitaalook. "Thisis what happens when certain people leave the Galactic TV guide turned up
to 'verbose." Helooked back toward the TV and DVD player. "Guys," he said in the Speech, "back it



down to ‘vagudy tantdizing,’ will you?'
"Ahem," the TV said. "The Planetary Acquisitionsteam is menaced by astrange dien force.”
Nita snickered.

Kit rolled his eyes and led the way into the dining room. "Remind me never to use wizardry on anything
electronic again," he said. "Anyway, even if the Seniors managed to stop the expansion in that one part of
space, what were they going to do then? Petch al the other spots one at atime? Even if there were
enough wizardsto do it, it'd be like sticking Band-Aids on asponge. The leakage just starts happening
somewheredse”

"] think you'reright,” said Nita. "Small-scale solutionswon't work on this problem. We need to stop
wadting time on finicky analysis of the affected space, and find the source of what made it misbehave.”

"Wherever that might be," Kit said. He collgpsed onto the sofa. "' So what now?"

"I think first we should start getting in touch with the younger wizards who've been picked for these
intervention teams Tom was talking about,” Nitasaid. "I know he said hed bein touch, but somehow |
don't fed comfortablejust sitting around and waiting.”

"Nether do1," Kit said. "I had an idea about that, too-"

The back door creaked open. "Another charming bijoux residence," said acool voice from just outside.
"The overd| understatement ismogt effective.”

A few moments later Dairine camein, followed by Roshaun, who gazed around him with the vague,
polite

interest of someone visiting atheme park, or some kind of historical re-cregtion. Behind them came Filif
and Sker'ret, who aso looked around at everything, but with more interest. Asthe screen door dammed
shut behind them, Ponch ran over to the new arrivals and started jumping up and down among themiin
excitement, durping Sker'ret and sticking hisnosein among Filif'sfronds.

"Y ou did have your disguises on when you came over here, didn't you?' Kit said.

"Please" Dairine said, putting Spot down. He went spidering away past them all and into the living room.
"What's tough now is getting the seemings off them." She glanced over at Roshaun in hisbaggy Tshirt.
"Some of usare becoming red fashion victims."

The back door creaked open again, and Carmelacamein. "Mela," Kit said, "have you seen Mamaand
Pop?'

"They went out for awhile," Carmelasaid. "Pop said something about 'bracing himself for the rest of the
explanation.”

"Okay," Kit said. Then he blinked, for an odd humming sound was coming from the living room. Kit
headed in there, with Nitaiin tow. Spot was crouched down in front of the TV, staring at it with hisown
saky eyes, and images and words in the Speech were flickering across the wide screen much too
quickly for Kit to follow. "What're you guys up to?' Kit said.

"Dataasaa...," sad the TV and the DVD together, and fell slent again.

"Maybewe don' redly want to know," Nitasaid. "It might be some kind of relationship thing. The secret



lifeof machines"

The two of them wandered back into the dining room, where Carmeahad just finished getting some
glasses down from one of the cupboards. "Boy," she said with satisfaction as she went back into the
kitchen, "thisisawholelot more interesting than just spending the day grenfelzing.”

Roshaun looked baffled. " Grenfelzing? What isthat?"
"It's like emmfozing, except that-"

"Okay, hold it right there. I've been meaning to ask you about that,” Kit said. "Since when do diens
know about chocolate’

Carmeagave him apitying look as she camein with acarton of fruit juice and abottle of cola "Poor
little brother," she said. "Y ou mean you actudly don't know why Earth has so many UFO sightings?’

"| assumed it was something to do with human beings being convinced they were the center of the
universe." Kit snorted. "Like other species have so much time to waste kidnapping us. Not to mention
making weird patternsin whest fields."

"Oh, no, those are just people with boards and ropes,” Carmela said, ducking back into the kitchen. She
came out amoment later with abottle of spring water, which she put down in front of Filif. "And, very
occasiondly, sentient ball lightning. But most of the diens are here for cocoa plants. The only reason
people get abducted iswhen they have chocolate on them.”

Nitalooked at Kit. "Please tell me she'smaking thisup!" she said.

Kit could only shrug. " She spends hdf her time watching the alien versons of the Discovery Channd," he
said. "It could betrue.”

"ltistrue" Carmdasaid. "For slicon-based life- forms, one of the chemicadsin chocolateisan
gohrodisec.”

"Oh, now, wait aminute!" Kit said, and covered his eyes with one hand.

"But most warm-blooded carbon-based speciesjust redly likethetaste,” Carmdasad. "Every timea
new species finds out about chocolate, they send someone here to get cocoa plants so they can take
them home and genetically tailor them to their physiologies.” Carmdasamiled abright and infuriating smile.
"See, | don't ‘wagte dl my timein dien chat areas. I've been doing educationd things. Like telling my
chat buddies which brands of chocolate are best.”

Kit was|eft with theimage of someintergaactic SWAT team turning up on his doorstep and arresting his
sster for being a cocoa pusher. "Why do | get the fedling that you are totdly out of control?* he said.

"Your control,” said Carmela, and wandered off, smiling angdicdly. "Y ou're just now noticing?'

Kit clutched his head as Nita stifled alaugh. "1t's not funny,” Kit muttered. "And here | wasjust hoping
we might survive the next month or so! Now | have to worry about my sister getting our whole planet put
on probation for corrupting underage species or something.”

The doorbell rang.
Aha, Kit thought, and braced himself.

Nitas amusement at the way Carmelawas putting Kit through the wringer was diverted by aweird



feding she couldn't quite andlyze. It was like feding the sun on sunburned skin; and it felt directiond, so
that she could get asense, in her mind anyway, of where it was coming from. She turned to look toward
the front door. Now what the-

"Probably just another of the thundering herd,” Carmela said, frowning, and heading that way herself.
"Don' let any of your would-be boyfriendsin here!” Kit said.

"Areyou kidding?' Carmdasaid. "Therésalot cooler stuff happening in here than mere guys.” She
vanished around the corner into the living room.

"Someone's being unusualy cooperative today,” Kit said under hisbreath. "'l bet | know why."

Nitalooked at him. Oh no, she said silently. She doesn't think that just because she knows about what's
going on, that she might get to go aong with-

If she getsthat idea, Kit said, believe me, I'll help her get past it. Way past it. We have more than enough
problems.

Nita heard Carmelaopen the front door. The silence that followed was entirely uncharacteristic, so much
so that Nitalooked inthat direction, still wondering at that uneasy "sunburn” sensation.

A voice at the front door said, "Uh, isKit here?'
Nita's eyes went wide.

Oh... my... God, she thought.

"Or Nita?"' thevoice said.

"Uh, yeah," Carmela said, after another of those unusually long pauses. 'Y eah. Can | tdll her who's asking
for her?'

Nitastood there for several seconds more getting used to what was happening, and then got up and
headed for the Rodriguezes front door.

Carmela stood there looking up at atall dark figure dressed in black jeans, black shirt, ablack leather
jacket over it dl, and with that shaggy longish dark hair hanging down over one eye, in just the way Nita
remembered.

"Ronan," Nitasad.

Ronan Nolan Junior glanced over Carmdlas head at Nita, and actually smiled, though as usud for himit
wasarather grim and edgy smile. "Hey," hesaid, "dai stiho."

"Dal, cousin." Nitathought for amoment, and then said, "Or isit '‘cousns?"

Herolled hiseyes. "Some days," he said, "your guessd be as good as mine." He looked from her to
Camea "Can| comein?'

"Sure," Carmelasaid, sounding rather stunned.

Ronan stepped in and glanced around the living room. "Listen,” he said, "normally | wouldn't just show up
without warning-"



"Isanything normd a the moment?' Nitasaid.

"Now you'd be asking."

"It doesn't matter,” Nitasaid. "Believeit or not, it'skind of good to see you."
"Kind of ?"

She amiled dightly. Ronan amiled alittle, too, then looked down at hisfeet. Nitafollowed hisglance. To
her surprise, Spot was standing in front of Ronan, staring up at him with multiple stalked eyes.

"Three matters unknown but soon to be:

The way of the Gods with the created,

The way of the created with the Gods,

The way between them across the bridge of Being."

Ronan blinked as Spot walked away again, toward the TV and DV D player, where he sat down on the
rug and both legs and eyes vanished.

"Y ou remember Spot,” Nitasaid.
Ronan raised his eyebrows. "Had an upgrade, from the looks of him," he said.
"Y eah. Well, he's started doing poetry. Haiku, sort of."

Ronan shook hishead. "Triads," he said. "In Ireland we used to get alot of propheciesthat way:
everything in threes”

Nitashrugged. "Hisbasiclogic'strinary, Dairine says. But a least it beats him Stting in the corner going
‘uh-oh’ dl day."

Ronan snorted. "Been hearing afair amount of that mysdf," hesaid. "That'swhy I'm here. You've beenin
touch with your Advisories about the trouble that's coming-"

"Uh, yesh."

"Did they seem alittle less hepful than usud?*

"A little" Nitasaid, hating to admit it.

Ronan nodded. "It'sthe same dl over. Well, things

are moving aready, and we have to be part of it. But | need your help. We need it."

Helooked uncomfortable ashe said "we." That, at least, wasin character. "Comeon," Nitasaid, and led
him toward the dining room. Then she paused and turned, responding again to that sun-on-sunburn
feding. "It'shere, isntit?' Nitasad.

"What's here?"
"The Spear. You'vegot it with you."

Ronan nodded. "Thought you might notice."



Now it was Nitasturn to laugh alittle. "How do you not notice that} " she said, for she'd been present at
the forging of the Spear of Light, and had been more frightened by it than by amost anything else shed
seen or experienced during her practice of wizardry. It wasn't that the Spear was abad thing: absolutely
the opposite. But it was hard to be in the neighborhood of a power of pure goodness for very long. That
Ronan could handle the full force of the Spear-had apparently been destined to handle it-made Nitaas
nervous as the thought of the Power that lived inside his head with him and made dealing with the Spear

possible.
"Isit aproblem?' Ronan said.

Nita shook her head. "Right now we can use dl the help we can get-and that means wegpons, too.
Where have you got it? In an otherspace pocket?”’

"No, inthisone." Ronan reached insde hisjacket and came out with aplastic ballpoint pen.
Nitablinked. "That?' Mightier than the sword,” Ronan said, clicking the

point in and out acouple of times. Nitagot just the briefest glimpse of agpark of blindingly whitefire a
thetip of the balpoint, asif itsink werelightning. "Don't think | carry it around in its normal shape all day,
do you? It's murder on peopl€'s woodwork." He dipped the pen back into the inside pocket and went
into the dining room past her. "Dai gtiho, everybody-"

"Da giho," sad five audible voices and one slent one.

Nitastood there watching them all get acquainted with the newcomer. Ronan looked taller somehow.
Seemsalittlelate for agrowth spurt, Nita thought: Ronan had to be around sixteen now, maybe
seventeen. But there was dways the possibility that what Nitawas picking up was something to do with
the Other that lived insde him-abeing much older, and far more powerful, than any of them.

She glanced over a Kit as Ronan made hisway around to him, and banged afriendly fist againgt Kit's.
"Y ou don't look surprised,” Nitasaid.

Kit and Ronan looked at her, and then at each other, and Ronan raised his eyebrows. "Why would he
be?' Ronan said.

"| asked him to come," Kit said.
Nita's mouth dropped open. She shutt it.

"I wasthinking of coming anyway," Ronan said, "but this makes everything easier.” He glanced around at
the other wizards. "And I'm glad to meet you folks, because it seemslike you weren't sent here by
accident.”

"No," Dairinesaid. "Wekind of got that feding..."
Without warning, Carmela came around the corner

and pulled Nitaaway from behind Ronan, backward and out of sight of the dining room, where Kit had
dtarted to ask Ronan something.

"Who. Is. Your. Friend??' Carmelawhispered, as Nitaregained her balance. "Where did he come
from?'

"Ireland. There'sthistown on the east coadt, it's called Bray-"



"No, no, no," Carmelasaid. "I meant it in amuch more existentia way. | wasreferring to hisbasic, you
know, hotness." Carmela put her head down by Nitas. "Is he attached?" she whispered.

"Inwaysit would take me daysto describe," Nitasaid, "yes."
Cameasfacefdll.
"But none of them are those kinds of ways," Nitasaid.

A smile gppeared dowly on Carmelasface. "Oh, good."” Carmelathen strolled back into the dining room
inthe mogt casua manner imaginable.

Nitashook her head. Did | think things were getting weird around her? Were about to set aweirdness
basdine the likes of which the planet's never seen. She went after Carmela

Ronan had just sat down at the table. The others got comfortable on the sofa or on chairs or on thefloor,
each according to hiskind.

'As| just said to Nita, things are sarting to happen dready,” Ronan said. "The new 'yowng Seniors are
garting to meet on the Moon, right now. Y ou'd have round out about the gathering shortly from your
manualss, or whatever form of the Knowledge you use. But

| needed to reach you before you l€ft... because I've got access to information that's too sensitive to be
entrusted to the manuas."

Nitals eyes went wide.
"Whoa," Kit said softly.

"Here's the short version,” Ronan said. "The Powers have learned that hidden somewherein thisuniverse,
theré's an Instrumentality, aweapon, that will stop the stretching of space-time-if we can find it and ‘arm’
it soon enough. They say if we start looking now, there's agood chance well find the Instrumentality
before things get redly bad.”

"What are the adult Seniors saying about this?' Sker'ret said.
"Nothing," Ronan said. "They haven't been told.”
Nita shot Kit an uncomfortable glance.

"I know how it sounds,”" Ronan said. "But we can't tell them. They're dready losing their power; that's
why the intervention last week failed. And that power loss aso meansthey won't be able to guard the
secret from the one Power that would benefit most from learning it, and sabotaging what we have to do."

"Whichiswha?' Camelasad.
Ronan glanced sharply at her. "I'm not sure you should be here," he said.
"l livehere" Carmelasaid in the Speech. "Get used to it.”

Ronan looked at her for amoment more, then shrugged. "Well. The One's Champion has passed me a
hint of what the solution to the problem might be. But the Powers can't tell anybody straight out, not

even me." Ronan looked royally annoyed. "If the Powers speak plainly about thisto anyone, or put itin
the manuds, the Lone One will shortly know whatever it is They know. So we haveto go looking for the



wegpon with nothing but hintsto guide us.”

Nitawas shaking her head. "I don't get it. Why are you the one to get this news? Why didn't the Powers
say anything about thisto Tom and Carl and the other Seniors who went out on the intervention last
week?'

"Because they're the ones the L one Power would expect to be given that news," Ronan said. "I'm sure It
was ligening to their every thought. But me? I'm afailure.”

He amiled one of those particularly grim smiles of hisashe said it, and Nitawinced alittle. With Ronan it
was often hard to tell whether he was being bitter because he meant it, or whether he was doing it for
effect.

"I've had the One's Champion in my head for agood while now,” Ronan said. "And | haven't done much
of anything." He shrugged. "The usud wizardry: locd interventions, smal-time stuff. But nothing to
suggest that I've cometo any kind of long-term agreement with the Champion, or that I'm anything to be
concerned about.”

And whose ideawasthat, | wonder? Nitathought. Ronan had at first fought the idea of the ancient
warrior Power, which humans had occasiondly caled Thor, or Athene, or even Michadl, winding up
ingde him. Hed hoped the presence of that Power would eventudly just lade away and leave himin
peace to be human.

"And if the Lone One eavesdrops on me and isn't

ableto hear what's going on in my head terribly well," Ronan said, "It'slikely to jump to the conclusion
that it'smy fault. Ambivalence... the thing that makes awizard least effective.” His smile wasn't quite so
bitter thistime. "So | guess the Powers fancy me as an undercover agent. It was 'suggested' to me that
someone | knew would be able to get the search for the Instrumentdity Started. Right after the suggestion
came, you got in touch with me'-he glanced over at Kit- "which kind of clinched it."

"Great mindsthink dike" Kit said.

Ronan's grin acquired ady and amused edge to its darkness. "Ther€lll be other suggestions aswe go
aong,” hesaid. "And the Champion will keep usfrom being eavesdropped on. But for the moment, to
get sarted, the Champion says we need a Finder. We need the best onethereis.”

Ponch, lying on the floor, lifted his head. That would be me, he said, and yawned, and sat up. What are
you looking for?

"All I haveto go onisimagery,” Ronan said. "I don't know where it comes from, and neither doesthe
Champion. But if you redly have the tracking gift, my lad, it won't matter. You'll beabletofindit."

Kit said, "Ponchisvery good. He's 'made whole universes before, to find what he wanted."
Ponch'stall started to wag. Squirrels! he said, and started to jump up and down.

Kit groaned. "Ponch," he said, "thisisn't the moment! First you have to find what Ronan and his 'friend
need you to find."

Then the squirrels? Hurray! At least that was how the thought trand ated from a deafening spate of mental
barking.

Kit exchanged awry glance with Ronan. "The Lone One has to know something about what Ponch can



do."
"Probably more than we'd like It to. All we can doistry to cover our tracks.”

"Then we should head for the Moon first," Kit said. "If alot of wizards are there, it'll seem normal that we
should be there, too. If after that we go out into Space asjust one more of however many teams, It may
get thrown off our track long enough for usto find what we're looking for."

"Right you are,”" Ronan said. " So we should get going now."
"What, right now?" Nitasaid.

Ronan threw her one of those of -course-you-dummy looks that Nita had hated so much until she came
to understand that they were caused by impatience, not crudty. "There are other kinds of 'now," Ronan
said, "but, yeah, that wasthe one | meant." Helooked around at the others. "How about it?"

Filif and Sker'ret and Roshaun exchanged glances. "If the Powers That Be want to send us on the hunt,”
Sker'ret said, "it seemsfoolish to refuse.”

"l have someissues at home that will haveto be handled,” Roshaun said. "But after that"-he looked over
at Dairine-"1 have never yet worked directly with one of the Powers That Be." He smiled. "It should be
interesting... for the Power, of course."

Dairine shot Roshaun alook that he entirely missed, but Nitadidn't. She had to cover her mouth to keep
from snickering.

Filif rustled. "1 amwithyou,” hesaid a last.
Kit turned to Nita. "What do you say?"
Shelet out abreath. "l say wego," she said.

Haf an hour later, they were on the Moon.

Engagement

At thefar |eft edge of the face of the Moon, asit's seen from the northern hemisphere, about halfway
between the Moon's equator and its south pole liesavast triple-ringed crater-the remnant of ahuge
impact in ancient times when the Moon's surface was till just athin crust of sone over seas of seething
lava. What hit the Moon did so with such terrible force that three consecutive ripples of lava, each astall
as Everest, roared hundreds of kilometers outward across the surface before they frozein place. They
became the Inner Rook, Outer Rook, and Cordilleramountain ranges, al surrounding Mare Orientale the
Eastern Sea.

The mountain rings have themsalves over time been pocked with countless big and little craters. One of
these, a the one o'clock position on the Cordillera, istoo small and unremarkable to have a name on arty
adironomer's map. But others familiar with the Moon know it for itsunusually dark crater floor, its

spectacular view across the vast expanse of the Sea, and the short, sharp impact spike sticking up sheer
out of the middle of it; and today it was remarkable for other reasons, too.

"Wow," Nitasaid under her breath. "It'sfull of wizards."

The norma darkness of the crater floor's basalt was obscured by what, in the pale blue-white light of the
setting near-full Earth, could have been mistaken for gigantic sogp bubbles. But they wereredly force



fiddsfull of air-hundreds of them, big and small, scattered right across the near-perfect kilometer-wide
circleof thelittle crater that wizards cdl Lake View, after the nearby basin of Lacus Veris, Spring Lake.
Theforcefield wizardries gleamed blue on one sde with Earth- light, where the crater's Earthward
shadow fell over them, and on the other with the light of the Sun, now nearly halfway up the jet-black sky
over the Eastern Sea; and about them al was alittle shimmer or tremor of amost ddlicate sillvery fog, as
the force fields shed out frozen "waste" carbon dioxide into the lunar dusk.

Inside their own bubble of ar, which Kit was handling for the moment, Nitalooked down at that
gathering with astrange feding that was haf excitement, haf reluctance. " Anybody down there we know,
you think?' she said to Kit.

He glanced at her and laughed. "Like it matters,” he said. "We'd better get to know at least some of
them, and fadt, if we're going to pull this off.”

Nitaglanced over her shoulder. Behind her, Ronan and Roshaun and Sker'ret were dready separating
off

their own smdller force fields to make the passage through vacuum less of achore. Filif stood looking
down at the gathering, hisfrondsrustling dl over, so that even hisbasebal cap jiggled.

Nitagave him alook. "Y ou okay, Fil?'

Filif kept on rustling, gazing down with al those red eye-berries a the wizards massed there down in the
crater, human and otherwise. "So many,” hesaid at last.

Nitalet out along breath. "l just hopeit's enough,” she said. Following Filif's gaze, she spotted aforce
field down below that seemed alot larger than many of the others, and it didn't seem to be agroup field,
ether. I'll bet | know who that ig!

Nitareached out to theforcefield, rotated her own part of the field-spell around to her in awhirl of
glowing symbols, and bounced forward as she spun off her own part of the spell. The sphere of air
budded out in front of Nita, closed up behind. She paused for amoment to make sure that thissmaller
segment of the main wizardry had her persona information correctly laid into it.

Asshedid, Ronan came up behind her and paused with hisown "bubble’ touching Nita's. Knowing she
could be heard while their two fields were in contact, she said, "What do we tell the other wizards about
what were redlly going to be doing?'

"Nothing,” Ronan said. "The odds are better than usua that at least afew of them are overshadowed.”

He might beright, Nitathought, uneasy. But what's going on insde his head?"But we can at least find out
what some of them are doing."

"Sure”

Ronan headed down the dope. Nitalooked over her shoulder at the others, who were now clustering
their own force fields up againgt hers and the one that contained Kit and Ponch. "Come on down,” she
said to them. "Houseguests, watch the gravity, it's about asixth of what it is back home-" She turned and
started to astronaut-bounce down the dope, kicking up silvery moondust behind her. The others
followed after.

Kit caught up with Nita quickly, which was no surprise: He was expert in light gravity. As he bumped his
bubble back up against hers, Nitagot alook at the expression on hisface. It was strange. "What's up
with you?"



"Oh, you know. Carmela...” Kit was looking downdope at the bottom of the crater with an expression
that suggested his earswere ill ringing; their departure from his house had not been acam one. Carmela
had taken it very badly that she was being left behind.

"Yeah," Nitasad. "Kit, relax. Shell get over it.”

"Well, | ill fed like pond scum. | didn't have dl day to stand around being oh so tactful.” He sighed.
"Now | wish | had."

Nitalet out abreath. "L ook, before we go away, seeif you can find timeto sit her down and explainit al
indetal.”

"Y ou've never had to explain something to Carmda,” Kit said. "The universg'slife span might not contain
enoughtime..."

The others caught up with them. They continued down the dope into the flatter area of the crater floor.
Thebiggest of the bubbleswas not far ahead of them, and insde it ahuge long figure floated, dightly
curved, graceful; the long double-lobed tail of a humpback whae swung upward in greeting as she
spotted them, and the tiny eye came dive with asmile to match the artificid one of the great long mouith.
Nitabumped her own bubble up against the bigger force field, felt the wizardry that ran it analyze her
own and adjust itself to include her persona parameters for oxygen requirements and respiration rates. A
moment later she wasinsde. Nitatrotted over, bouncing alittle, to throw her arms asfar asthey'd go-not
very far-around Sreee. "Dai, big sster!”

"And da gihoto you, hNin't!" Sreee said, folding along forefin partialy around her in afriendly gesture,
one that made her bob up and down alittle where she hovered. "I didn't think you'd have too much
troublefindingme.”

"With the kind of air supply you need for arun likethis," Nitasaid, "it wasn't going to be that hard.”

The humpback glanced toward the othersfollowing in Nita'swake. "Busy up heretoday,” she said. "And
everyoneswell loaded with spells, | canfed."

Nitalifted her right wrist and shook it. Her charm bracelet, every charm standing for aspell nine-tenths
ready to be used and needing only afew words worth of activation, jingled gently. " Seemed smart to be
ready for anything on thisrun,” she said. "But you are, too."

She glanced up above them at the surface of Sreeesforcefidd; to awizard'seye, it swirled with faint
charactersin the Speech, the way abubbl€'s surface swirlswith colors. "That's some spell,” Nitasaid. "It
amogt seemed to do that inclusion by itsdlf.”

"I'm not sureit didn't,” Sreee said. "I've been doing things | used to think were impossible these past few
days, sinceit al started to change.”

"Sreee!” Kit said, as he came up beside Nita, free of his own force field, and Ponch danced briefly on
his hind legs near Sreee's nose, getting her scent. Kit thumped Sreee'sbroad sidein afriendly way. "l
didn't know you did space!"

Thewhae chuckled, along, dow, bubbly noise that finished in an upscaling whigtle like aboiling kettle.
"Why not? It'sjust another Sea" Sreee angled her head very dightly to one Side, as Ponch lost interest
and ran off undernegth her. "And here come your excursus guests! Dal stiho, cousins. Welcometo the
Moon," she said to Filif and Sker'ret and Roshaun as they camein behind Dairine. Then she glanced past
them again, and bent her head asiif looking down at the moondust... and kept on bending until her nose



admogt touched it.

Belatedly Nitarealized that what she was seeing was a bow. She looked over her shoulder and saw
Ronan coming toward them, bouncing alittle. "Y ou know each other?' Nitasaid.

Ronan stopped his bounce just short of Sreee, waited until he got settled alittle, and then put up a
hand to rest it on her hide. He smiled, then, an unusualy open look for him.

"Both of them,” Sreee said. "Rhoannann 'took in the Sea," once. It was anotable Orded. And asfor the
Other-1'm wizard enough these days to know the Finned Defender when | see him, whatever or whoever
he'swearing at the time. Elder brother, well met in the current that bearsug!”

Ronan nodded back. "Dai," he said. "And he greetsyou, too."

"It'sgood you dl got here before | had to leave,” Sreee said. "There'salot to do back home, for I, too,
have been 'upgraded.’ | am now Wetside Supervisory Wizard for Earth.”

Nita's mouth dropped open. " Sreee, you're kidding. The whole planet!"

"The oceans, at least. When we first met, and I'd been promoted to Senior so young, | hated it... but now
the experience seemslikeit's going to comein handy." She swung her tail in athoughtful way. "It dmost
makes me think-"

"That Someone or other might have planned it thisway in advance?' said arather young voice from the
far gde of Sreee.

Kit glanced up. He started to grin. "Isthat who | think it is?' he said.

A small human shape came ducking undernesth S reeg's floating broad, barnacled belly: alittle dark-
skinned kid, dender and dight in jeans and Tshirt, maybe about eleven years old, with ashort afro and

quick, bright eyes. "Hey," he said, "dal stiho, everybody!" And then he saw Kit, and laughed that
peculiarly joyous laugh of his, and went to throw hisarms around Kit in abig hug.

Nitalooked hurriedly a Ronan. Listen, she said, about Darryl-
He's alot more than he seems, Ronan said.

A wholelot. And we don't mention it.

Of course not.

"Darryl, my man, look at you!" Kit said as they broke the hug, and Nita headed over. "Areyou taler?
Areyou actudly bulking up?’

"Just egting more," Darryl said. "Y eah, I'm growing al of asudden. | guess|'ve got the energy to spare
now. Don't get into it with my mom-she saysthat these days | cost too much to keep. Almost too much.”
He grinned, turning away from them and Sreee toward the others as the visitors merged their bubbles
with Sreegsbig one. "Hi, guys, who are you al?'

Introductions got under way. Asthey did, Nita saw Dairine giving Roshaun an unusudly intense [ook.
Roshaun put his eyebrows up, and then took them right down again. Any wizard in Darryl'svicinity
would notice an atypicd intensity of power. But once you redlized what it meant, it wasn't something you
discussed with Darryl, ever. He didn't know about it, and wasn't meant to. The Situation was like



knowing a superhero with a secret identity. But the difference here was that everybody el se knew about
the secret identity, and the superhero didn't... which was a good thing, because if Darryl ever found out
he was adirect chan

nel of the One's power into the world, the discovery- would kill him.

Darryl turned back to Kit after afew moments. "1 looked you up in the book, saw you were off joyriding
halfway acrossthe gdaxy." Darryl looked Kit over approvingly. "Got yoursef sometan.”

"Nearly got mysdlf ascorched hide," Kit said. "Our old 'friend' again.”

Darryl nodded, hisgrin fading alittle. "Well, were just going to have to screw up Its plans one more
time"

"Y eah, and then we can get back to business,” Kit said, and looked up at the sky. "Like the Mar-"

"The Martian thing!" Nitaand Dairine and Darryl more or less shouted in chorus, leaving Sker'ret and
Filif and Roshaun and Ronan al looking confused.

"You crack me up," Darryl said, and whacked Kit in the shoulder in afriendly way. "Here weve got the
whole universe going to pieces around our ears, and al you can think about is going hunting for ancient
Martian princessesin skimpy clothes.” He guffawed.

"Will you cut it out? It's not about princesses! That'sjust in abook!" Kit said, but no one was listening.
There was too much laughing going on. "Comeon, Darryl, giveit arest!"

"Okay, never mind," Darryl said, "you're off the hook till we get present business sorted out. | can't
believe how full my manud's gotten in the past few days. Just look at it-"

To Nitas surprise, Darryl reached not into a nearby space pocket for his manual but into the front pocket
of hisjeans. Dairine stared at what Darryl brought out.

To dl appearancesit was adeek rectangular white and silver MP3 player, but as he turned it toward
them, Nita could see that the gpple on itslittle blue-glowing screen had no bite out of it.

"That istoo dickl" Dairine said. Spot came up from behind and put some eyes up to gogglein afriendly
way a the WizPod.

"Yeah," Darryl said. He pulled it open-which shouldn't have been possible-until it looked like alittle
book, and then opened it out again, and again, and yet again, until it was more like a flat-screen monitor
than anything else, but one you could hold in your hands. Manua data started scrolling down its surface,
imagery and spellstogether. "It'sgot al the usua spell-storage and display options,” Darryl said. "And it
carriesmy tunes. Like I've got time for music when thisthing's got twenty times the content, al of a
sudden ..." Hegrinned as he folded it up again.

Nitalooked over a Sreee as athought occurred to her. "Are there any other Seniors on Earth who were
Seniors before but'll till be functioning when things go bad?!

"No," Sreee said.
"Oh, wow," Nitasaid. "How that must be making you fed..."

"Yes. And just when | was starting to relax about being a Senior,” Sreee said, sounding briefly mournful.
"But al we can do now is dive deep and do the best we can on short notice, even if were not sure we



have enough data. That said"-Sreee looked less troubled- "we've been given accessto alot more power
then

weve ever had. It's hard to fedl so uncertain when you do awizardry and it just jumps out of you likea
waterspout.”

"Yeah," Nitasad, "I noticed." Thirty minutes or so ago, when they'd built the wizardry to trangt the
group to the Maoon, it had gone together in record time, and had |ft no one even dightly tired-unusua for
afairly complex spdl. Nitasfirst reaction had been exhilaration. But then sheld started fedling uneasy, as
if something sheld aways been used to paying full price for was now suddenly on sde. What if it's
actudly asign that the thing you're getting is about to go permanently out of stock?

"Wadl, were going to need that extra power, because things are aready happening out there," Sreee
said. "The effects of the unnatural expansion are spreading fast.” She looked acrossthe crater at the
jumble of bubbles of air; they were splitting and moving around, bumping into each other and merging, as
wizards got together to lay their plans. "There are already pockets of space where wizardry isn't
working... and it'sonly amatter of time before those pockets start occurring here. About haf these
people are heading off-planet, following various leads toward ways to stop the expansion. The rest will
head back home to try to keep things running steedily for aslong as we can. We're going to be spread
pretty thin." She sounded wistful. "1 don't suppose you're going to be staying?”

"No," Nitasaid, "we're outward-bound, in two different directions. Right now we just wanted to check in
and see what people up here were doing."

"It'sdl inyour manuals," Sreee said. "Check thoseto seeif anything comes up that has any bearing on
what you're about to do."

Kit turned to Darryl. "What about you?' Kit said. "Y ou gonna Sit tight?"

Darryl nodded. "I'm too new at this," he said. "I've got lots of power, but I'm not sure what to do with it
yet. Sreeg's taken me under her fin; she'sfull of good advice."

Nitasmiled dightly, privately pleased. She had theideathat Earth might be safer if this one of its precious
few abdals stayed home. When she looked back at Darryl, though, he was eyeing her alittle strangely.
"But, listen, | saw something the other day,” Darryl said, "just when | waswaking up.”

"Lucid dreaming?' Nitasaid. It was one of anumber of techniques that visionary wizards used to more
clearly hear what the universe wastrying to tell them.

"Not likethat," Darryl said. "l just get these hints, you know? Like something whispering in my ear. So
far it'sturned out to be smart for meto pay attention. But | don't think this hint wasfor me."

"Why? Do you get ‘wrong numbers?' Nitasaid. "l get them sometimes.”
Darryl shook hishead. "Firg time," he said.

Nitafound that interesting, in an uncomfortable way. "What did you see?'
"Bugs" Darryl said. "Giant bugs.”

Kit and Nitalooked at each other. "Like him?' Nitasaid, nodding past Sreee. Over that way, Sker'ret
and Filif were discussng something.

Darrdll gazed over at Sker'ret for amoment. "No, not realy. Hes anice guy; you can fed it from here.



These bugs'-he shivered-"I don't know where they are, but running into them wouldn't be fun. Our 'old
friend ownsthem, body and soul." Darryl actudly shivered. "They're deadly. And | think if you hang
around where they are, somebody's going to get killed."

"No problem,” Kit said. "If we see any giant bugs, well givethem amiss”
Nitaswallowed. "Now," she said to Darryl, "you're going to tell usaway to best this, right?’

Darryl's expresson was stricken. "I don't know for sure that thereisone,” he said. "Likel said, it was
just ahint. It felt like someone could have said more... and wasn't saying.”

"Okay," Nitasaid. "Thanks. Welll keep our eyes open.”

Shelooked around again, out toward the center of the crater, where hundreds more wizards were milling
around. "Ronan?’ shesaid.

"Yeah," Ronan said, and glanced over at Kit. "We should get started. Where's your adjunct talent?

Kit looked around, then ducked to look under Sreee. "Playing with rocks, asusud," he said. "Hey,
Ponch!"

Moondust flew up in acloud as Ponch ran undernegth Sreee to Kit. I'm herel!
"Let'sgo hunting.”

Oh boy!

"Y ou going to be here later?’ Kit said to Darryl.

"I'll be one of thelast onesout,” Darryl said. " Somebody hasto clean up al the footprints when were
done."

Nitasqueezed his shoulder. "Later," she said, and went off to where Dairine and Roshaun were degp in
conversation and, to judge by their expressions, having one more disagreement. As Nitabounced over,
they looked up at her dmogtin relief.

"Y ou heading out now?' shesaid.

"Yeah," Dairine said. "Roshaun's carrying his subsidized portd; well use that. We're going back to his
place on Wellakh firg."

"All right," Nitasaid. "Message me when you're done there. But meantime, listen-"

"Yeah, I'll be careful,” Dairine said. Sheturned away.

Nitatook her sster gently by the arm, turned her back toward her. "Dair," she said. "Giant bugs."
"Huh?' Dairine turned to glance over a Sker'ret.

"Not cute bugs. Nasty ones,” Nitasaid. "Darryl saysthey're bad news, and some of us are probably
going to run into them. If you do, avoid them. Understand?"

Dairine gave her adry look. "With al this extra power we've suddenly got, | think can handleit.”

Nitalet out an annoyed breath and turned to Roshaun. "I'm not kidding," she said. "Watch your backs,
okay?"



"Wewill do nothing obvioudy foolhardy,” Roshaun said. "But under the circumstances, no Stuation any
of usgoesintoislikely to lack itsdangers.” He

looked down at Nitafrom that regal height of his, an effect till somewhat atered by the big floppy Tshirt
he hadn't changed out of yet.

"Yeah," Nitasaid. "l know." She glanced at Dairine. "Take care of yoursdf."
"You, too," Dairine said. She hesitated, and then she came over and gave Nitaa hug.

Nita hugged her back, then pushed her away, trying to make it look casual. Sreee was now talking to
Filif and Sker'ret; Nitaturned back to them. "What about you guys?'

"WEell go with you and Kit and Ronan," Sker'ret said.
"Gregt. Let'smoveout..."

Kit stood just past the boundary of Sreeg'sforcefied, having detached hisown; insdeit, besde him,
Ponch was gazing updope. At first Kit thought Ponch had seen someone coming, but then redlized that it
was the setting Earth that held his dog's attention. Ponch was staring at the world the way he might watch
atree after hed seen asquirrel go upit.

"What?' Kit said. "What's the matter?'
It'ssmadl, Ponch said. | never thought it was small before.

Kit nodded. "That'sthe way the astronauts saw it," he said. "Like alittlething... fragile. | never thought
the world was smdll until | saw it that way mysdlf. It surprises everybody when they see their own world
that way for thefirgt time, dl by itsdlf inthe dark.” Kit looked curioudy at Ponch. "But you've been here
before.”

| didn't noticeit then, Ponch said. Now | do.
He sounded concerned. "It'sokay," Kit said. "It's a point-of-view thing. Y ou get used to it."
| wonder if that'swise...

Kit wasn't quite sure what to make of that. He looked up and saw Ronan heading over to bump hisown
now-detached forcefidld againgt Kit's.

"Y ou two ready?' Ronan said.

Kit nodded. Ronan stepped through the interface between their two force fields and went over to Ponch.
"So, big fella," Ronan said. "Y ou ready for it?' He got down on one knee by Ponch. Kit hunkered down
acrossfrom him.

Ponch sat down, histail thumping. Show mewhat you want meto find.
Ronan and Ponch locked eyes.

Since the time that Ponch began to reved his ability to find things-stepping between redlities, even
sometimes out of his own home universe to track them down-Kit had started trying to use the wizardly
link between them to "overhear” what Ponch was seeing and hearing. It wasn't dways easy. Even adog
who had become much less doggy than usual-because of the frequent use of wizardry in his
neighborhood-till sometimes had trouble explaining to Kit just what was going on with him. Now, as



Ronan looked into Ponch's eyes, Kit listened hard.

What flowed into Ponch's mind-tentetively at first, and then with more assurance as the Winged Defender
became clearer aout how to communicate- affected Kit in two different ways a once. Half the

message came through as ablinding, confusing series of images overlaying one another: light formsand
dark ones, strange shapes that seemed to have too many sides, colors Kit couldn't name. But the rest Kit
experienced as Ponch was experiencing it-as scent. And this perception |eft Kit haf dazzled, for Ponch's
sense of amell was endlesdy more powerful and complex than any human's, making Kit fed like ablind
person who's suddenly been given new eyes. The complex of scents was astrange mixture, and Kit
could make nothing of it. He thought he smelled metal, flowers, strange green scents like those of growing
things, asmell like dry cocoaand another one like old motor oil, those two aromas strongly overlaying

many more.

Kit was aware that to Ponch, these scents weren't evidence of concrete things but of conditions,
thoughts, emotions. The acrid taste of fear, adistant smoky frustration and anger mingling with that fear,
conceding itsdf within it. It'snot so much that he can smdl emotions, Kit thought. From his point of view,
emotions are scents. There was information of al kinds buried in the miasmaof odors-particularly in one
that got stronger by the moment. Kit was unnerved to realize that Ponch had classified this scent asbeing
very like dried blood. But blood on the surface of an old wound. Something that's not over with yet.
Something that's waiting... Whatever was waiting Sizzled behind it dl like eectricity: powerful, dangerous,
yet a'so suppressed, muzzled-

Kit blinked himself back to the here and now: the powdery gray soil underfoot, the Earth setting over

therim of Spring Lake crater. He looked down a Ponch. Ponch had his head cocked to one side; he
was whuffling at the air. Ronan sat back on hishedls. "Can you track that?'

Ponch glanced up once more at the Earth hanging low by the crater'srim. / can find what you're looking
for, he said, craning his neck back to look at Kit and Ronan. But we have to go closer to where it comes
from, and get away from where there are so many people.

"How comeyou can't just ‘walk' usthere?' Kit said.

Ponch stood up and shook himsdlf. Becauseit'sarea placewith lifeinit, he said, looking across at Kit.
Finding aplace that's dready thereis different from just making one up. And it'sinside the same universe
with us. Therearealot of other placesthat smell sort of the same way: | have to make sure | find the
right one. Once we're away from here-Ponch looked around and down at the wizards-/ can do alot
better.

"Okay," Kit said. He thought for amoment; then said to Ronan, "I have an idea.”
"Yeah?'
Let's hear it, said the other version of Ronan's voice, the one both older and edgier.

Ronan, Kit said slently, you said your... partner was going to he able to protect us from being overheard.
Areyou both sure?

"Yes" and Yes, they said.

Okay. A custom worldgating from here would be pretty easy for Y ou-Know-Who to trace. Let'slay a
fasetrall, and go out through the Crossings. Some of the wizards her€lll be going that way. And if
Ponch's prob



lemisthat al thelife here and on Earth is drowning out the scent, then Rirhath B will he agood placefor
himto try again. Their populaion'salot smaler.

"Makes sense," Ronan said. He looked down at Ponch. " That suit you?'

Ponch was dready wagging histall. Bluefood!!

Ronan looked at Kit, confused. "Am | missing something?"

Kit had to laugh. "Uh, he thinks that when we hit the Crossings, he's going to get atreat.”

Ronan nodded and stood up. "All right. Well, let me know when you're reedy.” He disengaged his
forcefield bubble from theirs, and headed off toward the center of the crater.

Nita came up behind Kit and bumped her bubbleinto his. As she dipped into his bubble, she glanced the
way Kit waslooking. "Got a problem?’

"I don't know. Does Ronan seem kind of abrupt to you sometimes?”

Nitalaughed silently. "More like dways. But more now than before. Probably it's something to do with
his passenger.”

" guess v."

"L ook, we should think about where were going, and how. Dairine and Roshaun are heading off by
themselves, so it looks like our group is you, me, Ponch, Ronan, Sker'ret, and Filif."

"Okay. Did Sreee mention if anybody around here has a gate to the Crossings running aready?"
"No," Nitasaid. She reached into her otherspace pocket for her manud. "Let'sdo a scan...”
"Inaminute. Did you ask anyone else to meet us here?"

Nitalooked surprised. "No."

"Then who'sthat?' Kit looked toward the center of the crater. One force-field bubble was moving
toward them. Asthe bubble got closer, Kit could see that the occupants were two kids of maybe twelve
or thirteen, aboy and agirl. The girl was wearing a short cropped T-shirt and baggy cargo pants, more
or lessin Dairines style, and had very long, straight, dark hair worn loose; the boy's hair was cropped
very short, and he was wearing something that at first glance looked like a suit-though asthey got closer,
Kit saw that it was actudly one of those dark Far Eastern collarless jackets, worn somewhat
incongruoudy over denim flares. Both of the kids |ooked dender, lean, and perhaps alittle small for ther
ages. They were Asan, ddlicatdly featured, handsome, though there was something alittle fierce about
both their faces.

They bumped their common bubble up againg Kit's. "Can we comein?' the girl said.
"Uh, sure”

Their bubble merged with Kit's. "Y ou're the ones who did the Song of the Twelve, right?’ the girl said.
"Da Stiho"

"Dal," Nitaand Kit both said. And Kit laughed, and said, "Well, maybe you both know who we are-"

"I'm Tran Liem Tuyet," said the boy.



"I'm Tran Hung Nguyet,” said thegirl.

"Were atwychild,” they said together.

Then they both burst out laughing. " Sorry, it'sabad habit.”

"Twinwizardd" Kit said. "Yeah, | guessyou would hear each other think most of thetime.”
"Congantly," they both said.

"But twychilding ismore than just being twins, isn't it?" Nitasaid. "l read about it in the manua awhile
back. Y ou guys bounce spells back and forth between you, right? And they get stronger.” And then Kit
was surprised to see Nitablush. "Sorry, | don't know which of your namesit's okay to use.”

"Thelast oné'slikethe Western first name,” said the girl. "Nguyet'sfinefor me. But asfor the spells,
yeah, that's how it goes. The output multiplies, sometimes even squares.”

Kit grinned. ™Y ou sure you aren't breaking the laws of thermodynamics or something?”
Tuyet snickered. "Probably,” he said. "Nguyet breaks most things.”

Nguyet glared a him. "l do not!"

"Oh yeah? What about that lamp last week?"

"That was an accident!"

The ground under al their feet suddenly began to vibrate. Kit and Nitalooked at each other in darm.
"Guyd" Kit said.

The ground's shuddering stopped. The twinslooked at each other. "Uh, sorry..."
"It'shimdoing it,” Nguyet said. "Hesyounger.”

"Oh, yeah, right, two minutes younger!" Tuyet laughed. "That makes me more powerful .
"Areyou two going out, or saying in?" Kit sad.

"Stayingin," Tuyet said. "That's what we wanted to check with you. We're putting together anotification
list in the manuals so that wizards who're staying home can cover for the oneswho're going on the road
when the trouble starts. Sreee told us you guys were probably going off-world, so we added you to the
ligt. Y ou going through the Crossings?'

"Yegh"

"We've got acustom gate wizardry set out in the middle of the crater,” Nguyet said. "Been alot of traffic
through there in the past few hours, in both directions. Y ou can never tell... it might confuse Somebody."
She grinned. When she did, that fiercelook in Nguyet's face got fiercer. Kit liked it: It made her
otherwise extremely ddlicate, "porcean” prettiness ook more like the kind of porcelain that's made into
high-tech knives.

"l hope s0," Kit said.

Tuyet'sgrin was even more fera than hissster's. "Well keep an eye on things here," he said. "Get out
there and make It crazy.”



"That'sthe plan,” Nitasaid. "Good luck, you two."

The twychild waved and headed on out of the force field, making their way down toward Sreee. "That
wasinteresting,” Kit said.

"Yeah," Nitasad. "Imagine how it must have been for them. Joint Ordedls ... never having to find
someone to help you with aspell..." She shook her head.

"Having another wizard in your head with you all
day, ingtead of by invitation?' Kit said. "A little too weird for me."

"But if you've been used toit dl your life," Nitasaid, "even before you knew you were wizards, then
maybe we're the ones that would seem weird to them.” She tucked her manual away. "Never mind. Here
comethe others.”

The center of Spring Lake Crater was empty except for one thing: alarge hemispherical force-field
bubble. Ingdeit, laid out on the pockmarked, dusty gray surface, was ahuge circle of blue light; and that
outer circle was subdivided into about twenty smaller ones of various Sizes. The diagram was aduplicate
in purewizardry of the more concrete and "mechanica” gating circles and pads of the worldgating facility
at the Crossings. Everyone knew the drill, at this point, and one after another, Filif and Sker'ret and Nita
and Ronan went out into the diagram and stood in the middle of one of the subsidiary circles. With Ponch
bouncing aong behind him, Kit made hisway out to an unoccupied circle and stood init.

"Everybody ready?' Sker'ret said. "I'll do the master transport routine-"

He began to recite along phrase in the Speech, rattling it off with the assurance of someone who'd done
it many times before. As Sker'ret spoke, and that familiar silence of alistening universe began to build
around them dl, Kit gazed back the way they'd comefor alast ook at the near-full Earth, the edge of its
globejust

touching the edge of Spring Lake Crater. A thought came unbidden: What if thisisthe last time you see
that?

He shook hishead. Silly idea. We've been in bad places before and made it home, even when we
thought we wouldn't.

But there's something about thistime that's different, the back of hismind said to him. Everything's
changing. The things you thought you could aways depend on aren't dependable anymore. Maybeit's
smarter not to take anything for granted now.

Kit swallowed asthe glow of the working worldgating wizardry rose dl around them like aburning mis,
beginning to obscurethe view.

Seeyou later, he said sillently to the fading Earth... and hoped very much, asthey dl vanished, that he
would.

Target of Opportunity

Dairine stepped through the brief darkness of Roshaun's portable worldgate into the huge, high-
ceilinged, overdone space he caled home, and waited for Roshaun to come out behind her. Sunlight
poured through those tal crystaline"patio” doors off to theleft, but it was afainter color than it had been
when she was here before. Thislight was aweary, dulling, late- afternoon orange that burned, but burned
coal. Init, every bright surface in the room gleamed coppery, and the silver gilt of Roshaun'slong flowing



hair briefly matched the red of Dairing's as he came out of the worldgate.

Dairine put Spot down. The laptop put out legs and quickly crab-walked out into the middle of
everything, producing as many eyes as Dairine had ever seen him come up with a onetime. He settled
himself down flat, pointing every eyein adifferent direction. Apparently the architecture had him
fascinated. ThisDairine

understood, since Roshaun's living space in the paace on Wellakh closdy resembled athree-way
collison between an antique furniture warehouse, ajewery store, and a Gothic cathedra carved and
decorated by the artigtically insane. Rich overlapping carpets covered the floor everywhere; sofas and
wardrobes and tables and chairs ornate enough to be thrones were placed here and there under rich
canopies. Ddlicately wrought lamps hung down from acelling amost lost to sight in an opulent gloom,
through which the occasiona gemstone gleamed down like alazily observant eye.

Roshaun stood there looking around for amoment, then glanced over at Dairine. "1 wish we did not have
to makethisstop,” he said.

"Family uff," Dairine said. "It'salwaysamess. Y ou're just lucky to have parentswho're wizards."
"Am | indeed,” Roshaun said. "Y ou shall judge. For the moment, | have to change.”

"Redly?' Dairine said in amusement. ™Y ou mean there's somewhere in the galaxy that won't immediately
buy into Carmelas fashion statement? Shelll be horrified.”

Roshaun gave her what was meant to be a cutting ook, and with apparent regret pulled off the floppy
T-shirt that had been covering him to hisknees. Has Carmelagot athing going for him? Dairine
wondered. But no, now it's Ronan. She had to smile alittle. Wait till shefigures out the ramifications of
that one. Dairine spared a second for an entirely clinical gppreciation of the lean look of Roshaun's upper
body above the soft golden-fabric "sweatpants' he was wearing. How old is

hein"red" years, | wonder? If theré's even an gpproximation that makes any sense. Officidly, ashis
people see age, he can't be much older than Nitaor Kit.

Roshaun carefully draped the T-shirt over an ornately carved chaise longue. "I shall return momentarily,”
he said. "Do you require refreshment?’

Somehow Dairine didn't think Roshaun was likely to have a supply of her favorite soft drink on hand.
"I'm okay," she said. "Y ou go do what needsdoing.”

He vanished behind an intricately carved and gilded screen. Dairine glanced over into the middie of the
floor, where Spot was ill watching everything with dl hiseyes.

"How areyou feding?' shesad.
"Peculiar.”
That made her twitch alittle. "Isthat something new?

"Not sncethismorning, if that'swhat you're asking,” Spot said. "'l don't fed like I'm losing my mind. But
then again, | haven't 'felt’ any of these strange fugues you tell me I'm experiencing, either.”

That was one of the things bothering Dairine the most. A computer that waslosing memory or fileswas
enough cause for concern by itsalf. But when the computer was sentient, and at least partly wizardry, and
was forgetting thingsit was saying or thinking from one moment to the next-



"I haven't lost any spell data,” Spot said, sounding to Dairinestrained ear faintly annoyed. "1've been
running diagnostics congtantly since this started to happen.”

"And they haven't been showing anything?'
"No." Spot sounded even more annoyed.
Dairinesighed. "In the old days, we wouldn't have had these problems.”

"These are not the old days,” Spot said. "Y ou are no longer haf human, haf manud. | am no longer just a
machine with manual access. Both of us have become more, and less. And the new increased power
levels do not make uswho we were again. They only make us more powerful versions of who we are

Dairine looked out the doors at the setting Wellakhit sun. It looked like ahuge shield of beaten copper,
diding down toward the sea-flat horizon. It seemed like an age ago, now, that time when sheld come
home from her Ordedl with the constant soft whisper of awhole new species ideation running under al
her conscious thought, like water under the frozen surface of awinter stream. They had dwaysingantly
had the answersto any question-or had seemed to, the mobiles time sense being so much swifter than
that of the human kind of computer which was built of mest instead of space-chilled silicon. And the
answersthey'd come up with, she had dways been able to implement with staggering force, since shed
comeinto her power so young. But dowly that power had faded to more normd levels, and the
connection to the computer wizards of what Dairine thought of asthe "M otherboard World" had
dretched thin, carrying less power, lessdata. It never entirely failed; that whisper of machine thought il
ran at the bottom of her dreams, and if shelistened hard while waking, she could find it without too much

ouble. But nothing now was as easy asit had been in he beginning. Knowing that thiswas the fate of
wizards everywhere didn't makeit any easier. But | thought | wasn't wizards everywhere. | thought | was
something different.

Roshaun came out from behind the screen. Dairine's jaw actudly dropped. And | thought he looked a
little too formal before.

Those long golden trousers had been exchanged for others completely covered with thousands of what
looked like star sapphires but were orange-golden and astiny as beads. The upper garment was, by
contrast, asmple gauzy thing, like aknee-length vest of pae golden mist. Under it Roshaun was wearing
amassive collar of red gold with ahuge amber-colored stone et in it, a smooth and massive thing the
width of Dairine's clenched fist.

The stone shifted as Roshaun swalowed. "How do | look?' he said.

Between the redlization that he was actudly nervous and the tota effect, Dairine was for once sufficiently
impressed to tell him the truth. " Greet," she said. "Tiffany'swould want you for their front window. Why
isit aways gold with you people?’

"It'sLiféscolor,” Roshaun said. "In thisway we do Life honor. What about you?*

Her eyebrows went up. "What about me?

"Areyou going to meet my father dressed like that?"

"Likewhat?" Dairine looked down at her own cropped T-shirt and baggies. "I ook fine."

"Surdy something moreformd..."



Dairine made aface. Of various things she hated, dressing up (except at Halloween) was close to thetop
of theligt. "Why not just tell him thisisforma wear on my planet?*

"I could tell him that," Roshaun said, "but it would not be true." He frowned at her.
Darinesighed. "Oh, dl right," she said. She pulled out her manud.

"It cannot be aseeming,” Roshaun said. "He will see through that.”

Dairinefrowned. "Y ou're such a stick-in-the-mud sometimes," she muttered.

"And you are S0 intranggent and disrespectful,” Roshaun said, "nearly dl of thetime.”
"What? Just because | don't let you walk al over me, Mister Royaty?!

Roshaun let out along breath. "Heiswaiting,” he said. "Thisis going to be difficult enough asit is. Please
do something about the way you look. Something genuine.”

Dairine grimaced. Still... she couldn't think when held last said "please” to her; for awhile shed thought
his vocabulary didn't even contain theword. "Oh, al right,” she said. " Spot, what're the coordinates of
my closet?!

"Here are the entath numbers," he said, and rattled off a series of numbers and variablesin the Speech.
"Do you want meto set it up?'

"Go ahead, knock yoursdlf out.”

A graightforward square dark doorway appeared in front of her. The darkness cleared to revedl the
ingde of the closet in Dairine's bedroom. Asusud, itsfloor was atumble of mixed-up shoes and things
falen off hangers; her mother had always said that when the Holy Grail and world peace werefindly
found, they would be at the bottom of Dairine's closet, under the old sneakers.

Dairine sghed and started pushing hangers aside. Last year's Easter dress and the dress from the year
before |ooked unutterably lame. Lots of jeans, lots of school clothes ... but none of them suitable for
meeting aformer king. "Thisdoesn't look promising,” Dairine said under her breath.

"Hurry," said Roshaun.

Thetensionin hisvoice cut short al the acid retorts Dairine could have deployed. " Oh, the heck with
this," she sad, irritable. She turned her back on the closet. " Spot, close that. Do we have aroutine for
making clothes?'

"Searching," Spot said, asthe darkness went away. "Found.”

In her mind, Dairine looked down the link between them and saw the wizardry heéld located. It wasa
matter-restructuring protocol which would use what she was wearing and turn it into something else. She
glanced at Roshaun. "How unisex iswhat you've got on?' she said.

Helooked surprised. "'Unisex'?"
"Do girlswear that kind of thing whereyou live?'

"W, yes, but-" Surprise became confusion. "What is the problem with your own clothes? What do your
people usudly wear when meeting your leaders?



"If welve got any gutsat al, ared annoyed expression,” Dairine said. "Never mind, | can come up with
something. Spat, hitit."

"Working."

A second too late it occurred to Dairine that this process might show Roshaun more about her than was
anybody's business but her own. A sudden chill ran over her body as every stitch of clothing on her
pulled an inch or so away and resolved into its component atoms, then started to reassemblein new
shapes. Her first urge was to duck behind the nearest sofa, but it wastoo late; any movement could
possibly result in adressthat came out her ears. She closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and held ill.

The chill faded. Cautioudy Dairine opened one eye. Roshaun's expression was confused but not
scanddized. Not that that means anything in particular. Does his culture even have anudity taboo? Never
mind, mine does! She looked down at hersdlf.

"Whoa," Dairinesad.

She was wearing asmple, scoop-necked, short- deeved, floor-length dress, in avelvet asgreen as
grass. Around her left wrist, where her watch usudly went, was abracelet of emerddsthe size of quail's
eggs, held together with nothing but a series of charactersin the Speech-adelicate chain of symbolsin
softly burning green smoke, which scrolled through the gems as she

watched. Another chainjust likeit hed asingle smilar sone at her throat.
"Nice," Darine said. Then she redlized there was something on her head. She put her hands up to fed it.

Her eyeswidened, and then she grinned. Tiaras were back in fashion; no reason she shouldn't wear one.
She turned toward Roshaun. "That okay?" she said.

Roshaun looked impressed. "There are likenesses to our own idiom,” he said. "To what land of your
world issuch rament native?'

"Possbly Oz," Dairine said, "but | doubt the Good Witch of the North isgoing to come after me for
geding her look."

"Good," Roshaun said. "Thisway-"

They headed toward those crystalline doors, Spot spidering along behind them. Out beyond the doors
lay agoldstone terrace with abroad stone railing, and beyond that, a huge formal garden full of red and
golden flowers and plants. Past the garden, the surface of the "sunside” of Wellakh spread: milesand
miles of unrelieved flatness reaching straight to the horizon on every side-the everlasting reminder of the
catastrophic sunstorm that had blasted half the surface of Wellakh to dag al those centuries ago.

Just in the doorway, before stepping out onto the terrace, Roshaun suddenly paused. He stood there for
some seconds smply looking at the setting sun- Sraight at it, blinding asit was. Findly he dropped his
gaze. "Thisisnot good," Roshaun said softly. "Still, let usgo.”

They walked through the doors and out across the terrace, and as they did, Dairine thought she saw
something girring out there, awaving movement. Her first thought was that she was seeing the motion of
wind in the garden plants. But thereisn't any wind, she thought asthey came closer to therail. Isthere a

Shefroze. There were people out there... about amillion of them. Maybe two, Dairine thought. | don't
know anything about counting crowds-



Two million, six hundred and eight thousand, four hundred twenty-four, said Spot Slently.

The multitude of Wellakhit men and women started just past the forma garden and went on and on,
seemingly dl theway to the horizon. The dight maotion Dairine had seen was the million-times-multiplied
tremor of people shifting alittle in place asthey stood waiting for someone to appesr.

Roshaun walked up to therailing and just stood there, resting his hands on the broad rail. Ashe cameto
where everyone could see him, asound started to go up from the crowd nearest the balustrade, and
rolled back acrossit like awave: amurmur of comment, curiosity.. .and straightforward hodtility. These
people wanted to see Roshaun, but not because they liked him. The murmur sounded to Dairine like the
thoughtful sound an anima makes deep initsthroat when it sees something it consdersathreet, an
utterance just short of agrowl.

Roshaun smply stood there with his head up and let it wash over him. The sound got not necessarily
more angry, but more pronounced. Roshaun moved not a

muscle, said nothing. Very dowly the murmur began to die away again. Only when the crowd was quiet
did Roshaun move at dl, to look over his shoulder.

"Don't stay hiding back there," he said. "They know you are here. Come out and et them seeyou.”

At the moment, it was the last thing Dairine wanted. No one could ever have called her shy-but not being
ghy infront of aclassroom full of kids, or acrowd of wizards, was one thing. Not being shy in front of a
couple of million pairs of staring, hogtile eyeswas something ese entirely.

Dairine swallowed and stepped forward to stand beside Roshaun at the railing. She couldn't think of
anything to do with her hands. She put them down on the ba ustrade as Roshaun had, and held very ill.

She had thought it was quiet before, but she was mistaken. A slencefdll over dl the people at the edge
of the garden, ralling back from them right acrossthat vast multitude. The stillness became incredible.

Dairine didn't move amuscle, though she desperately wanted to bolt. The pressure of al those eyeswas
nearly unbearable. The faces closest to the two of them wore alook very like Roshaun's norma one:
proud, doof, very reserved. They were dl astal ashewas, or taler, which made Dairinefed, if

possible, even smaler than usua. And the expression in the eyes of the closest people held ahogtility of a
different kind than what they'd turned on Roshaun. Alien, it said. Stranger. Not like us. What isthat doing
here?

Dairine manufactured the smal the-hdll-with-you smile that she usudly applied just before getting into a
fight with somebody. ™Y ou might have mentioned this beforehand,” she said under her bregth.

"Why?' Roshaun said. "Would you have worn something different?’

Maybe aforce fidd, shethought. "Who arethey dl?'

"My people," Roshaun said. "They have cometo look at their new king."

"How long have they been here?’

"l have noidea," Roshaun said. "Perhaps since the time they heard that my father had abdicated.”

Dairine tried to figure out when that might have been. A couple of days ago? She wasn't sure. "What do



they want?'
"What | do not think | can give them," Roshaun said.

He turned hisback on the great throng of people. Reluctantly-for to her it felt somehow rude- Dairine did
the same. "Our trangport will be herein amoment,” Roshaun said. "We have very little time. However
casually you may enjoy speaking to me, believe mewhen | tell you that such amode would not be wise
with my father. He may have resigned his position, but he keeps his power asawizard-"

"However much of that anyone hisageis going to have for much longer,” Dairine said.

Raoshaun looked at her, and for the first time Dairine understood what it was like to see someone's eyes
burn. That sunset light got into them and glowed, impossibly seeming to heat up il further in Roshaun's
anger. "'l would not put too much emphasison thet if | wereyou,” he said. "Not with him, or with me. He
and | may have our differences, but anybody who would

find humor in awizard losing his power should probably consider how it would fedl to them. Or does
fed."

Spot came spidering aong to her. Dairine bent down to pick him up, glad of the chance to get control of
her face, for she was blushing with embarrassment at how right Roshaun was. "Sorry," she said.

"Yes" Roshaun said. And more quietly, over the upscaling scream of an aircar that Dairine heard
approaching, he said, "1, too. Now stand straight and properly represent your planet.”

Dairine stood straight. Between them and the crystalline doors of Roshaun's residence-wing, the egg-
shaped aircar, ornately gilded like everything else here, settled onto the terrace and balanced effortlessly
on its underside's curve without rocking an inch to one side or the other. Dairine looked up past it to
what she had partly forgotten-the mountainous bulk of the rest of the Palace of Wellakh, bastion upon
bastion and height above height, al carved from and built into the one pesk that had survived the solar
flare that dagged down everything €lse on this side of the world. The paace was not only aresidence but
areminder to thekingswho lived init. Y our family saved usal once, it said in the voice of the people of
Wilakh, and you showed such power then that now we fear you. We keep you in wedlth and splendor
now; just make sure you protect us. Because if the Terror by Sunfire should ever come again, and you
don't- And the message was far stronger than usud with them al standing there, silent, watching.

What will you do now, new young king? We are waiting...

Mansarvants dressed in quieter versions of Roshaun's"norma” clothes, the Wellakhit long tunic and soft
trousers, appeared from the front of the aircar and came around to bow before the two of them and
touch the car's surface. It opened before them, and Roshaun turned to Dairine and nodded; she picked
up Spot and stepped in. Inside were luxurious cushioned seats that followed the curved contour of the
aircar, and as Dairine sat down and Roshaun sat across from her, she saw that the aircar's surface was
selectively transparent-they could see out, but no one could seein. Asthe car rose, Dairinelooked out
past the pal ace and toward the horizon, clutching Spot to her, gazing out alittle desperately acrossthe
widening landscape to see where the people ended and the landscape began. It took along time before
she got aglimpse of the plain stone of the "sunside,” golden colored or striated in blood and bronze,
barren and desolate.

Turning back to Roshaun, she was surprised to see him looking at her with concern. "Areyou al right?"

"They scare me," Dairine said after amoment.



"Youwould not bedone" Roshaun said.

Theaircar kept rising past the face of the palace; terrace after terrace, building after building fell avay
beneath them as the peak into which the palace was built narrowed almost to a needle. Beneath thefind
height was one |ast terrace, and the aircar made for this, lifting just dightly above it and settling down onto
the polished paving.

The door opened for them. Roshaun got out firdt,

and then turned to help Dairine down. She was surprised to fedl, ashe took her hand, that hiswas
Swegting.

Without warning, she found hersdf starting to get angry. Heré's one of the most arrogant, self-assured
people | know, she thought, and just the thought of going to see hisfather has him freaked. That's not the
way things should be! As she stepped onto the paving, she squeezed hishand alittle.

He gave her alook she couldn't read. Dairine dropped the hand, unsure whether she'd misstepped, and
followed him toward the pair of huge bronze doors that faced the sunset and were emblazoned with the
un.

That sun split before them as the doors ponderoudy swung open. Dairine put Spot down, and they all
wakedin.

Their footsteps rang in the huge and echoing space they entered, and their shadows ran far before them
down the length of the polished floor, to merge with the dimness a the far end of the severdly plain great
hall. Use the time to compose yourself, Roshaun said silently.

Like you're doing? said Dairine. She could fed al too clearly what was going on insde his head. But then
that had started to be a problem latdly.

Roshaun didn't reply. But by the time they were actualy getting close to the throne, the racket inside his
head had started to die down somewhat.

Throne was not the best word for the chair in which that very tall man sat waiting for them. It was
backless

and had arms that rose from its seat on curving uprights; it sat not on any dais, but on the floor. However,
the man dtting in it made it ook like athrone by the way he sat, both erect and somehow completely
casua about it. He watched them come without moving amuscle, and asthey got close enough to get a
decent impression, Dairine tried to Size him up. His clothes were like Roshaun's, though in a darker shade
of red- orange; hisred hair was shorter than Roshaun's by a couple of feet, and he wore it tied back, so
that the angles and planes of aface very much like Roshaun's, sharp and high-cheekboned, were made
more obvious. His eyes, as emerald as Roshaun's, were more deeply sunken, alittle more shadowed by
the brows; his face looked both more thoughtful and more dangerous.

Roshaun stopped about six feet from the throne. Dairine half expected him to bow, but he smply stood
there, slent, waiting.

Sowly the man stood up. Roshaun locked eyeswith him as he did so. His height astounded Dairine;
meeting this man's eyesfor long would give even her father a sore neck.

"Y ou came more quickly than | thought you might,” said the man. The voice waslike Roshaun's, alight
tenor, somewhat roughened by age.



"This promisesto be abusy timefor usal,” Roshaun said, "and it seemed discourteous to keep you
waiting any longer than necessary.”

Raoshaun nodded, and glanced a Dairine. "I would make you known," he said, "to Nelaid he Seriv am
Tdiuyve am Meseph am Veiz am Teriaunst am Antev

jet Nuiiliat; Brother of the Sun, Lord of Wellakh, the Guarantor-"
Roshaun fell suddenly slent, asif not knowing quite what to say next.

"Guarantor that was," Nelaid said, looking at Dairine. "It does sound strange, the first time one saysit.”
And now his eyes were on Roshaun again.

Roshaun swdlowed. "Father, thisis Dairine he Khdlahan," hesad, "wizard."

It'stitle enough for me, shethought. She gave Ndaid avery dight nod, thinking that between wizards,
even if they were royalty, that was gesture enough. Besides, if | nod too hard, this crown could fal right
onthefloor. "I am on errantry,” Darine said, looking up a Nelaid, "and | greet you."

"| greet you als0," Roshaun'sfather said in the Speech. He stepped away from the throne, looked at
Roshaun.

"Well, son," he said, "you were not long in donning the Sunstone, asisyour right. Thisonly remainsto
complete the accession." And he glanced at the chair.

Roshaun swallowed again. "1 wanted to talk to you about that," he said.
Hisfather tilted hishead alittleto onesde. "l fail to seewhat could sill need discussion,” he said.

Roshaun turned to look back down the length of the hall, toward the doors and straight into the light of
the W lakhit sun, dill dowly setting. The light caught strangely in the great gem at histhroat, washing out
itsamber fire and leaving it as colorless as water.

"I will not be staying,” he said, turning back toward hisfather. "Errantry takes me e sewhere.”

Nelaid nodded, just once, very dowly. "What the Son of the Sun saysis, of course, law.” But Dairine
could hear something else coming. "From the sound of it, however, you came not to ask me what you
should do, but to tell me what you had aready made up your mind to do. | suspected as much.”

"Royd sre" Roshaun said, "1 would hardly make such a choice without consulting with the Aethyrs.”

It was Roshaun's name for both his peopl€'s verson of the manud-asmal sphere of light into which the
wizard gazed-and for the Powers that spoke through it. "The Aethyrs speak to you in adifferent voice
than they do to me," Nelaid said, "which is perfectly normal. But | must question your interpretation of
thelr pogtion.”

"Royd dre" Roshaun said, "once you could question that. But you gave up that right when you abdicated
as Sunlord inmy favor."

"l remain the ranking Senior on Wellakh," Roshaun'sfather said, "and that right of questioning | have not
abdicated. Y ou have yet to satisfy me asto how much of thisdecisonisyours.”

And helooked at Dairine.
Dairineingtantly flushed so hot that she knew she must be clashing horribly with her dress.



"If you assume I've been unduly influenced in my decision, royd sire,” Roshaun said, "you'rein grest
error."

"Better believeit,” Dairine said softly. "Paying atention to anything / say ishardly one of hisfavorite
things”

Nelaid gave Darine alook that was genuindy

amused. "Forgive me, bev he Khallahan, but | have known my son longer than you have." He turned
back to Rashaun, the look in his eye more challenging now. "It's the mark of anoble heart to want to
help friendsin trouble. But when that help distracts you from those you dready have aduty to help..." He
glanced toward the great barren plain outside, al covered with people.

"Father," Roshaun said, "staying here in obedience to our people'sinsecuritieswill solve no problem that
faces us now. We must not waste precious time doing the same old things; they will not avail us. | will be
protecting our people, regardiess of how it looksto them.”

"They will not ask you for explanations," Nelaid said. "They will smply watch what you do. And if they
do not like your actions, they will keep their counsdl... until one of them finds away to come at you on
somevigit to the liveside. An energy wegpon, abomb or aknife, an unguarded moment..." Roshaun's
father shrugged. "Even you must degp sometimes. Asmust |. And your mother.”

Roshaun's eyes were on the throne. "I know the fear you've both lived with, al these years" he said.
"Theknife that most took you. The bomb that missed you and nearly took the queen. Do you think I'm
trying to shirk my turn?'

Dairine could fed the dow burn beginning. "Excuse me," she said to Nelaid, "but in case you haven't
heard, your son put hislife on the lineto fix our Sun while he was on excursus. He saw the problem with
it before any of usdid. He helped us design the wizardry to ded with it. And when stuff got rough up
there, hewaked

graight into my star wearing not much more than aforcefield and asmile. That looks like 'brave to me,
s0if you're serioudy suggesting he doesn't have what it takesto dedl with being king here-"

Roshaun's father put up his eyebrows. ™Y ou are outspoken,” he said.
" Speaking truth to power," Dairine said, "is never

out™

The dightest smile gppeared on Nelaid'sface.

"There are problems associated with this course of action-"

"Royal sre" Roshaun said, "you were the one who taught me that sometimes, aswizards, we haveto
make choicesthat fly in the face of what 1ooks like common sense. 'Reason is not dways everything,’
you'd say. There remainsthat other voice that speaks, sometimes, in accents we don't understand. Or
understand perfectly well, and violently disagree with."

"My words exactly," Roshaun'sfather said. "Unusud to hear you agreeing with them. Thiswould not
have been your norma mode... before you went away."

"Nor would it have been your mode to produce so sudden a surprise as your abdication,” Roshaun said,
"when | left thinking that everything here was going smoothly, and an excursuswould do no harm.”



"Things change," said theformer Sunlord, "aswe see.” And once again helooked at Dairine. "Y ou arrive
for your peoplesfirg sight of you as Sunlord, and what do they aso see, standing at your sde? An dien,
garbed in raiment much like that of Wellakhit

roydty, wearing some other world's life-color, gemmed like a Guarantor. The rumors areflying aready.
Does another world have designs on the rule of ours? Either by straightforward conquest, or more
intimete means?'

Dairing's eyes went wide as what he meant sank in. ™Y ou mean they think that we-that |- Y ou tell those
peoplethat they are completely nuts! Even if | were old enough to think about stuff like this, which |
serioudy am nat, | have zero interest in being anybody's queen! Especidly not his-"

And then Dairine stopped short as she saw the peculiar look that had appeared on both Roshaun's and
Nead'sfaces.

"Uh," she said then, and blushed again. "Maybe there was aless tactful way | could have put thet..."

That smal smile reappeared on Nelaid'sface. "Well," Ndaid said after amoment, "I perhgpsam
reassured. But asfor our people-"

"Father,” Roshaun said, "you taught me that awizard turns away from the Aethyrs guidance and his
heart's a his peril. Yes, our people may misunderstand either Dairine's presence here or the fact that |
will now immediaey leave. For ether eventudity, I'm quite prepared. And when we come home from
thiserrand, perhaps they will nate me for what they consider abetrayal. 1t would not be the first
timethat kind of thing has happened-or thelast.”

"And, meanwhile, you mean for me to assume the burden of Sunwatch once more, even though I've
formdly lad it down."

When Roshaun spoke & last, histone was surprisngly gentle. Y ou said it yourself, Father,” Roshaun
sad. "What the Son of the Sun commandsislaw. Asawizard, you know whereyour dutieslie. But if |
must-"

Nelaid stood there sllently for afew moments. "No," he said. A king's first command should beless
painful. | will stand the Watch... though Thahit is once more showing signs of ingtability."

"That | saw when | returned,” Roshaun said. "1 examined the gtar briefly alittle time ago, while testing the
Stoneto seeif it interfered with my perceptions. The ingtability isthe one we predicted together before |
left.”

"What we did not predict was the increased accel eration of the stretching effectsin space,” Nedlaid said.
"The sun'singability isincreasing accordingly.”

"I noted that, Father,” Roshaun said. "So while | am gone you must intervene if necessary.” He paused.
"That said, | should not be taking thisinto harm'sway. | prefer that you keep it for mewhile | am gone.”
And Roshaun reached up and started to unfasten the great golden collar around his neck.

Roshaun'sfather stood slent for amoment, and then made a sidewi se gesture with one hand, which
Dairineread as"no." "Wizardry istheredity at the heart of the Watch, my king," he said. "I have no need
of amere symbol to do what needsto be done." Thetensonintheair fell away very abruptly as
Roshaun's father spoke. "But the Stone makes you king... soits placeiswith you. If you young onesfall,
itwill not

matter for long whether the Stoneislost or not. We“\ill dl follow you into the dark soon enough.”



"And if the star sammers, what of it?" said avoice from the floor.

Startled, the three of them looked down. Spot was regarding Roshaun's father with several eyes.
"Lean times of barren hope Wait on the composite's daughter, Sharpening the edge of life."

Spot fell slent. Roshaun and Nelaid exchanged specul ative glances.

Dairinefdt like swearing. "Couldn't you have waited half an hour?' she said under her breath, and looked
up at Roshaun and hisfather. "Would you two hold that thought?' She felt down toward where the memo
pad should have been, in the pocket of her cargo pants... then remembered that there was no pocket
there anymore, not to mention no pants. She let out an annoyed bregth. " Spot-"

"What?'
"The notepad!"
"Inyour claudication, dong with everything else that wasin your pockets.”

"Thanks." She reached sideways, pushed her hand into the empty air, and groped around, coming up
with the pad and a pen.

Roshaun'sfather waslooking a Rashaun in mild confusion. "When one has manud access, evenin dien
idioms" he said, "can one not usudly take notes by-"

Dairinelooked up from her scribbling to throw

Roshaun's father alook that should have singed even a Sun King around the edges. "Everything
changes-jisn't that what you werejust saying? Y ou wereright. So don't rubitin.”

The two Wellakhi looked at Dairine with exactly matching expressions of superior amusement, then
turned back toward each other. Nelaid said, "Where will you go now?"

"Dairine's associate comes of a species of sentient, wizardly computing devices," Roshaun said. "Mobiles,
they call themsalves. Both their reasoning power and their wizardry are tremendous, according to the
Aethyrs. We go to consult with them on ways to attack the expansion. Meanwhile, the people outside
should betold that | am gone on their business-and the universe's. | will come back assoon as| can.”

Roshaun'sfather held his son's eye for afew moments, then bowed dightly to him. "Asthe king
commands,” he said. He glanced at Dairine as she finished with her scribbling, nodded to her. "Dai stiho,”
he said, and with a soft clap of displaced air, he vanished.

Roshaun let out a breath and turned back toward the doors. "Come on," he said.
Dairine turned, too-and then stopped, hearing footsteps. She paused, looked over her shoulder.

Coming toward them was awoman-not astall as Roshaun'sfather, but so beautiful that the sight of her
made Dairine smply stop where she was. She wore the Wl lakhit long overtunic and soft trousers, but in
flowing hazy blue; and her hair wasthe origind of

Raoshaun's, except longer and fairer, and so feathery light that it seemed to float around her as she came
toward them. Dairine wasimmediately devoured by adesireto have hair like that, even though taking
care of it would leave her with no time for asocid life, and buying the necessary amount of shampoo
would destroy her collegefund. "Uh," she said, "Roshaun-"



He had aready brushed past her, hurrying. Dairine had never seen Roshaun hurry before. He went
sraight to the woman, reached out, and took both her outstretched hands and pressed them against his
forehead.

The woman smiled and pushed Roshaun alittle away. "Areyou tdler?' she said.
"Motherrrrr...!I" Roshaun said.

She smiled past Roshaun a Dairine. "Roshaun tekeh," she said. "What about your friend?!
"Ah," Roshaun said. Helet go of his mother's hands and glanced over at Dairine.

She amiled, too, and headed over to them, immediately impressed by anyone who could make Roshaun
sound like he wanted to roll his eyes. Roshaun looked at Dairine as he put an arm around his mother and
sad, "l would make you known to Miril am Miril dev ir Nuiiliat, the Sister of the Sun, the Lady of the
Lands of Wdlakh. Mother, thisis Dairine he Khalahan."

Her smile was so friendly and kind that Dairine was tempted to Smply say, "Hi, Roshaun's mom." But for
the moment she did what Roshaun had done, and took the hand held out to her, pressing it to her
forehead.

"Y ou're very welcome, young wizard," Lady Miril

said in the Speech. "And you dso, dr," she said to Spot, who was peering out from behind Dairine. "'l
heard you say you were in ahurry, Roshaun, so | won't keep you."

"You heard dl that?' Dairinesad.

"If the queen of Wellakh doesn't keep her ears open,” Lady Miril said, "things deteriorate... especialy
around thisone and hisfather." She hugged Roshaun alittle harder. Roshaun squirmed, but only dightly.

"Therewasalittle... un..."

"Friction?' said Lady Miril. "Always. These two stalk about in al directions doing good... and then hardly
have akind word for each other. If theresaway for either of them to rub the other one the wrong way,
hell find it. And in recent daysthe intensity of the game hasincreased somewhat."

"Mother," Roshaun said, looking & her with asurprised expression, "you saw al thiscoming..."

"It hardly takes awizard to tell what's going on with your royd sire, my son,” said Lady Miril, "when
you've known him since he wasjust a badly behaved prince." She grinned. "And asfor you-"

Roshaun actualy blushed. Lady Miril, though, went quite sober. "But the weariness has been growing on
your father, Roshaun. And then while you were away, there was another attempt..."

Roshaun looked at his mother... and then the expression on his face went very strange.
"That was meant for me, wasit not?' he said.

"l believe 0," said hismother.

"That was why you wanted me to go on the excur

sus," Roshaun said softly. ™Y ou wanted me out of theway, on Earth.”



"The thought of avigorous new power in charge of the planet would annoy some people,” Lady Miril
sad, glancing a Dairine. "They prefer the status quo to an unknown."

"And then," Roshaun said, "Father was caught up in an attack meant for me..." He turned a shade that
even for himwaspae. "And now... what | just did-"

Wasthemost idiotic thing | could possibly have done, Dairine heard Roshaun think. / have thrown my
father straight back into the situation from which he thought he had finally been freed. | have-

Raoshaun disentangled himself from Lady Miril. "Mother-" He held ahand out to one sde. Init, blinding,
appeared the little globe of whitefire that was his manua. He dipped his other hand into it, feding around
for something. "We should go."

"No, roya son," said Lady Miril, and the fire-globe vanished. "Not in here. If you will beking in name,
you must be king in action aswell, or you leave your father in grester danger than before. A king does
not sneak away. If he leaves, he does so where his people can see him.”

Roshaun looked over at Dairine.

"We cantdeport, if you like" he said.

"I don't mind thewak," Dairine said after amoment. "'l can use it to compose mysdlf.”
Lady Miril flashed Dairine an amused glance. "When will you be back, Roshaun?"

He paused. "I am not sure. Father hastold you about the expansion...”

Shelooked grave. "Yes," shesaid. "Go do what you must. Well wait. Dhairing”
Dairinetook the Lady's hand again. "Go well," Lady Miril said.

Sheturned away.

Roshaun headed for the door; Dairine went with him. About halfway down to the doors, she said, "'l can't
walit to get out of these clothes.”

"Theway you did before?' Roshaun said. "That was entertaining. And informative.”
Now what the heck is that supposed to mean? Dairine thought.

"Probably not what you think," Roshaun said. "But when you do resume your usud guise..." He reached
out toward her asthey went, and very casualy tapped the cabochon emerad at Dairin€'s throat.

"Not that," hesaid. "That | think you should keep. It becomesyou.”

"Uh, okay," Dairine said, and blushed again, she hardly knew why. "It'sjust-I'm hard on jewelry. It gets
busted, or..."

The expression on hisface was o strange that she said, "All right, sure, I'll keep it.”
"Good," Roshaun said. "Meanwhile-"

They were at the doors. Roshaun stepped through them. Dairine hung back, waiting. Out beyond the
mountain of the palace, dl acrossthe plain, the two million Wellakhit people still stood, their quiet now
more hushed than before because of the great height;



and before them, near the dender rail at the highest terrace's edge, stood Roshaun's father.

Roshaun went directly to Nelaid and stood beside him at the edge of the terrace. Dairine watched
Nelad'sface, set and proud, as he turned it toward his son. After afew moments, Roshaun stretched out
ahand.

Hisfather took it. They stood therein the view of that great assemblage, and dowly an uncertain murmur
went up a that gesture that Dairine guessed suggested more ajoint kingship than one vesting solely in one
party or the other.

"Y ou told them?' Roshaun said.

"l did," said Nelaid.

"Then by your leave, roya father,” Roshaun said, "1 go. And, Father, | am sorry.”
"My son,” Ndaid said, "the Aethyrs go with you."

And carefully, asif hewasn't sure how to doit in front of al these people, Nelaid embraced hisson. The
sound from the crowd swelled, still confused, but somehow approving.

Roshaun let hisfather go. "I haveto atach thisto a substrate,” he said, as he produced his manual again
and reached into it, pulling out the compressed darkness that was the subsidized worldgate.

"Go ahead, son."

As Roshaun made hisway back toward the wall near the doors, Dairine saw Nelaid throw her alook
that was much less stiff than hisregard had been earlier. She bowed her head to him again, not too far for
fear of what the tiarawould do, and then turned to join Roshaun, with Spot spidering along behind her.

"Y ou were going to have some coordinates for me?* Roshaun said.
"Here," Spot said.

Roshaun flung the darkness of the worldgate up against thewall; it spread out into ablack circleafew
meterswide. "Onething," Dairine said, as Spot fed the temporospatia coordinates of the Motherboard
World to the worldgate wizardry.

IIYSI?I

"Something you said back there," Dairine said, as the worldgate's vacuum-warding subroutine snapped to
life." "When we come home from thiserrand?"

"It wasadip of thetongue," Roshaun said after amoment.
"And therefore not true?' Dairine said.

Roshaun wouldn't answer.

Dairine smiled and led the way through the gate.

Nitalooked around her asthey materialized insde the vast space of the Crossings Worldgating Fecility.
It was night there; as usua after sunset, the vast, remote ceiling had apparently vanished, and the milky
turbulence of the upper atmosphere had cleared, |etting the extravagant night sky of Rirhath B show
through.



Automaticdly Nitadid the first thing you do in the Crossings when appearing out of nowhere: Shelooked
down to check whether the transport surface they were al standing on was "dedicated” or not.
Fortunately, it wasn't. "Come on, guys," Nitasaid, "everybody out of the zone."

Filif followed Nitaover theline as Kit and Ponch and Ronan were crossing over in adightly different
direction. Ponch bounded past them, lolloping off down the wide central corridor of this part of the
Crossings. "Don't run!" Nitacaled after him, concerned that he would go crashing into some

unsuspecting dien; but

there wasn't much point. They were easly aquarter mile from the nearest other beings who were
catching late (or early) gatesto their destinations. Ponch galloped dong, oblivious, tail wagging, and no
one paid him any aitention.

Nitalooked a her watch as Sker'ret poured past her, heading for one of the many bluested information
kiosksthat rose ten or twelve feet from the floor at intervals al aong the length of the concourse. It redlly
islater than we've usudly been in here before, Nitathought. To her watch, she said, "Crossingstime,
please?’

The face of the watch restructured itself to show her the thirty-three-hour Crossings day. It's nearly
twenty- nine o'clock, Nitathought. Probably no surprise that traffic's alittle down.

Ronan had stopped just the other side of the line and was standing there staring up at the vast starry
darkness overhead. Rirhath's neighborhood of space wasfull of variable starsthat dowly but visbly
shrank and swelled while you watched. "It's like they're breathing," Ronan said.

Beside him, Kit nodded. "Y ou haven't been here before?' Kit said.
"Once," Ronan said. "It wasn't anything like thisthen.”

Kit smiled. "The daytime view'sinteresting, though | dwayswonder what'd happen to dl that levitating
stained glass up at celling leve if they had a power failure. Thisisalot lesstense.”

He looked after Ponch as Nitaand Filif came over
to them. "Y ou know what he's after,” Nitasaid, looking after Ponch.

Kit shrugged. " Give him amoment to run,” he said. "When he comes back welll get down to business.”
Then heyawned.

"Y ou and me both," Nitasaid, rubbing her eyes. "It's getting late back home. We ought to think about
wherewell stop for the night.”

"Wherever Ponch leads us," Ronan said. "My passenger'll stand guard while we're degping. Everybody's
got their pup tents with them, so they'll be comfortable enough.”

"And I've got my cdll phone,” Nitasad. "If my dad needsto get in touch, hewon't have any trouble.” She
sghed. "I till wish we could deep at home... I'm getting nervous about what's going on there.”

"Going back and forth wouldn't be smart,” Ronan said. "For onething, it'd make usalot easier to track.
Might aswdll just send the Lone One an invitation to follow us straight to wherever it isweregoing.”

"Yeah, | know." Nitaknew he wasright; she just hated to admit it.

Sker'ret was reared up against the nearby kiosk, using numerous upper legsto work its controls. Nita



went over to him and looked over a couple of histopmost shoulders. Below the kiosk's trand ucent
surface, in which Sker'ret'stopmost two pairs of legs were partially embedded, severa layers of patches
of light flowed with charactersin the Speech. "Find what you're looking for?' she said.

Sker'ret curved a couple of eyes backward to meet hers. "Not yet," he said.

He's never thisterse. What's going on? She rested a hand on that beautiful candy-glazed metallic-purple
carapace, just behind the head segment. "Sker', are you okay?"

He sagged alittle. "Not entirely.” He turned some eyes up to gaze at the deep red charactery now
running up and down the kiosk-pillar'slength.

"If you need help-"

"Not at the moment. But thank you.” Sker'ret curved back another couple of eyestoward her. "What
about Ponch?'

Down the concourse Nita could see the shiny black shape wandering aong toward them, still wagging his
tall. "I'll seeif he'sready to start work,” she said.

Kit was standing there with hisarmsfolded, shaking his head, watching Ponch head toward them. Y ou
weretrying to overhear what he was smelling, Nitasaid privatdy. Any luck?

Kit gave her aresigned look. Motor ail, he said. Cocoa

Motor oil? Nita turned to look up the concourse at Ponch again; he had paused to sniff at another of the
information kiosks. / guess for him those smells symbolize what Ronan and the Champion are after?

That'smy guess, Kit said. He thinks hel's on the right track. All we can doislet him get on withit.
Ponch came ambling over to Kit, looked up at him, and nosed his hand. I'm hungry!
Ronan came back to them and looked down at Ponch. " So when are you going to get started?”

ponch gave Ronan adightly scornful look. I've been working ever sncewe got here. But I'll need alittle
more time to sort the scents out. For the time being, you two just talk among yourselves.

What amused Nitawas that he was looking only at Ronan while he said it. Ronan looked alittle taken
aback.

Ponch turned hisback on him. And while | work on the scent-sorting, he said to Kit, wagging histail, we
might aswell get something to est!

"I don't know," Kit said. "Maybe it's not good for some people to be full of food when they're supposed
to beredlly sharp and heading out on thetrail.”

Ponch gave Kit avery cool look. Oh, | get it. Deprive me and I'll function better? Let's see how that
works. He sat down. Hmm, | fedl strangely week... Ponch fell over on one side with histongue hanging
out one side of his mouth; one eye looked pitifully at Kit. Can't... ssemto... move...

Kit looked over at Nita. "Blackmail," Kit said.
Nita shrugged.

"Oh, dl right,” Kit said. "Come on, let's see what we can find."



Ponch sprang to hisfeet, spun around in three fast, tight circles where he stood, and then shot off down
the concourse. Kit jogged after him. Behind them, ostentatioudy by himsalf, Ronan strolled away.

Filif came up next to Nita, aso looking after them, but mostly at Ronan. "And to think that the One's
Championishidinginthere

"Oneverson of it," Nitasad. "An avatar, | guess

we'd say, sort of asplinter of the whole Defender... as much as could fit inside a human being, anyhow."
She reached out to readjust Filif's baseball cap. "The con cept doesn't seem to surprise you much.”

"Why should it? The One's Champion does that kind of thing al thetime, the Wind says. Seemslike It
lovesto dressup.”

Nitagrinned. "Well, you havent seen it the way we have," she said. "It lived a Tom and Carl'sfor along
time, disguised asabird." She rubbed one ear thoughtfully. "1t had some issues then, too. Kind of a
temper..."

She could fed Filif'samusement. " Such was the De fender's way with us, aswell. It wasthe Gresat Tree,
the Star-Reacher, that first caught the Wind in its branches and shared the sound of it with us." Filif
turned most of his eye-berriesto look down the other end of the concourse, and upward toward the vast
and splendid Rirhait sky. "Before that, the Wind was just another noise. After that, it became the sound
of words and wizardry, the power to change our world..."

Nita glanced around them. "Fil, did you see where Sker'ret went?"
"Uh, no." Filif rotated in place. "He wasworking &t that kiosk."
"We can dways message him," Nitasaid. "Come on, let's see what they're up to."

The two of them headed in the direction that Kit and Ponch had gone. The Crossings might have been
quieter than usud, but Nitadidn't mind that, since it meant that you had less chance of being run over

by diensand their luggage while rubbernecking. The place was nearly haf the sze of theidand of
Manhattan, and besides the actua worldgates-set into the floor all down the length of the concourse, as
their entry gating area had been-it was aso full of endless haphazardly stacked modular bluested "cubes'
containing shops, lounges, living areas, food courts, and every other kind of facility necessary to cater to
the needs of the thousands of speciesthat used the Crossingsasavita transportation link among severa
magor galactic and transgdactic civilizations. Even a a"quiet” time likethis, there were any number of
fascinating beingsto look at as they wandered from place to place, gazing into the windows of stores or
restaurants. Though not as many asusudl..., Nitathought.

"Isthat Kit coming back?' Filif said to Nita. "Who's he with?"

Nita peered down the concourse. "Doesn't look like him." She took another look. "But they're human.”
There were three people there, heading in their direction-two boys and agirl, Nita thought.

"Other wizards," she said to Filif, asthey got closer and it became plain that the gpproaching three were
Earth-human and not some other variety. One of the boys, with shaggy fair hair, was wearing dark pants
and amatching dark swesater that might have been a school uniform; the other one, adark-haired kid,
wasin jeans and awindbreaker, close enough to what Kit was wearing and close enough to his height
that Nita could see why Filif might have made the error. The girl, who had short brown hair, was wearing
what



seemed to be ashort, richly patterned silk kimono over jeans and low-hedled boots, alook that Nita
admired as soon as she saw it.

The newcomers were a hundred feet or so away from Nitaand Filif when Kit and Ponch appeared from
oneof an array of cubiclesover to theleft. Over here, Nitasaid slently to Kit. We've got company.

Ponch came bouncing up to Nita, who reached down to ruffle up hisears. "So how wasit?' she said.

Wedidn't even go to arestaurant, Ponch said, in profound disappointment, throwing areproachful ook
over hisshoulder a Kit. He just went to amachine and put words from his manud in it and food came
out. But there was only one blue thing. That was hardly enough. Look a me! Y ou can seemy ribs.

"Later," Kit said. "We need to find Ronan and Sker'ret. And talk to these guys, | think."
"Dal siho!" thegirl said, asthey got close.
"Da," Nitaand Kit and Filif said more or lessin unison.

"You'rejust up from the Moon?" said the boy in the school uniform, in abroad Australian accent. "Isthe
gate ftill open there?!

"It was afew minutes ago,” Kit said.

"Grest," said the boy. "We're heading back."

"Wheréveyou been?' Nitasaid. "If it'snot private.”

The second boy shook his head. "Edge of the Loca Group,” he said. "Over by IC 1613."

"How arethingsthere?' Nitasaid.

Thefirst boy looked grim. "That galaxy was dwayskind of thin and spread out to begin with," he said.
"But it'salot thinner now. Y ou know the Katahn empire there?!

Nitaand Kit both shook their heads. Filif said, "I know of it. How doesit fare?"

"Badly. Its systems are being pushed away from each other so fast that the empiresfalling apart,” said
the boy in the jeans. "The big crowd of blue-white starsin the middle of that galaxy is being ripped up;
the whole thing could turninto a blazar.”

Nitasucked in her breath. The boy shook his head. "We're going back to get some help. There are afew
really young kids back on the Moon right now. Might be we can get together enough raw power to dow
down the expanson.”

"Evenif we can't do that right away, we should be able to keep the blazar from igniting,” the girl said.
"Wethink," said the Aussie-sounding boy.

All of them trailed off. They looked terrified, but determined. Nita thought, And that's how we look to
them, I'll bet.

"Good luck," Kit said.

"If thereissuch athing," said the girl. Her look was defiant. "But we're not going to wait to find out.
Comeon. Da."



The three of them waved and went back the way Nita's and Kit's group had come.

Nitaturned to watch them go as Ronan came out of another of the cubicle shops over on the right and
rgoined them. "So," hesad, "the big gut here finish uffing himsdf?*

Ponch gave Ronan adry look. / wouldn't talk if |
r
Collatera Damage

wereyou, he said. That greaseball hamburger you were eating was nearly strong enough to drown out
the scent of what we're tracking.

"Which youvefindly got nailed down?’ Kit said.

The scent's faint, Ponch said, but | can find the way from here, or at least get us headed in the right
direction. How do you want to go?

"Using afixed gate would be better right now,” Ronan said.
Then | can show you the way in my head, Ponch said to Kit.

"And | can use the manua to convert those into coordinates the Crossings gating system can use,” Kit
sad. "But well need to go talk to the station staff to get them to alocate usagate.”

"Y eah. Let's message Sker'ret.”
| can smell where heis, Ponch said. Thisway.

Ponch galloped off down the concourse toward the intersection where the secondary concourse wing
met the mgor onethey werein. Just past the spot where the two wings met rose an open structure of
blue-green metal, looking like a cross between an office cubicle and a set of monkey bars. Around it a
number of Rirhait people were gathered, making anoise like alawn mower having an argument with a
rock it had found hiding in the grass.

Sker'ret was there, the front half of him reared up off the floor as he worked at one of the subsidiary
kiosk-columns that made up the body of the structure. The column had extruded a control console
covered

with patches of embedded light, which Sker'ret was tapping at with great speed. Three of the gathered
Rirhait were looking over one or another set of his shoulders; two others were rushing around the cubicle
asif they werelooking for something. With awizard's ear, Nita could hear Sker'ret saying to one of the
Rirhait looking over his shoulder, " See, thisisal you need to do. It'seasier than you think. If you just
make sure that the equations for the hypersphere balance have the same asymptotic expansion variables
ladin"

He looked up as Nitaand Kit and Filif and Ronan stepped up to the cubicle. "Oh," Sker'ret said.
"We're about ready,” Kit said. "Can you finish up here?"

"I'mtrying,” Sker'ret said. He cocked about three eyes each back at the two other Rirhait who were
looking over his shoulders. " So are we clear about this, sbs? Thisisgoing to hold you just finefor the
meantime.”



"I'm not sure exactly where to go after that, though,” said one of the Rirhait who was watching whatever
he was doing at the console. She sounded nervous.

"What about the spin foam variables?' asked the other Rirhait.

Sker'ret reached out some spare legs to the column on the other side of him. It extruded another floating
keyboard structure toward him, which he poked until it displayed the keying pattern he wanted, and
garted tapping on while dtill typing into thefirst one. "You doit likethis," he said. "L et the software
handle the braneissues; it's built for that. Ignore the zonotope and the

polar snereationships. All you haveto do isintuit the way the spin foam variables are diding, and add
about aradian and a half-"

"You following this?' Kit said to Nitaunder hisbreeth.
"You kidding?' Nitamuttered. "It's math, Kit, but not aswe know it."

"-and then you pull in the last twenty sets of figuresfrom the leech-lattice version of the
hyperspherepacking readings, paying specia attention to the kissing number. Then you just massage the
gtring dendty quotient-"

Sker'ret wastoo intent on Smultaneous input at both consoles to notice the sudden frantic wreathing of
eyesof dl the Rirhait surrounding him, and the way the two who had been pacing now froze in place with
all their eyes pointing over Sker'ret's shoulders. "And that'll hold you for the next two standard periods at
leadt.”

"Good," said another Rirhait voice from behind Sker'ret... and now it was Sker'ret'sturn to freeze. All his
eyeshdd quite till, looking at what he had been keying in... and then very dowly one of them curled up
and around to look behind him.

The Stationmagter of the Crossings, a Rirhait somewhat bigger than Sker'ret and of alighter, more
slvery- blue shade, poured into the cubicle and arranged himself among and over some of itsinterlocking
rails and bars, peering with various eyes at the keypads where Sker'ret had been working. "So you've
changed your mind," he said. "I'm glad you've come to your senses. We need you here.”

Nitawasn't sure how someone so smoothcarapaced could seem to bristle, but as Sker'ret curved some
more of hiseyesaround in the Stationmagter's direction, he was managing it. "Unfortunately, you're
wrong," Sker'ret said. "1 haven't changed my mind.”

"What?' The Stationmaster pointed al hiseyesat once at Sker'ret. The other Rirhait around him all
pulled their eyesin closeto their bodies.

"Y ou need me more where I'm going,” Sker'ret said. "I've spent dl thetime | can here. Thisfix will dedl
with the problem at hand... and now we're going to head out.”

"Areyou insane?' the Stationmaster said. "L ook &t this place!™
Nitalooked. She couldn't see anything wrong with it, except that it did seem much emptier than usual.

Sker'ret glanced around with various eyes. "Thisisonly asymptom,” said Sker'ret, "of what's coming.
And no one with dl their brainsin place wastes time treating symptoms. A cur€'s what's needed... and
that's what we're dedling with now."

The Stationmaster flowed alittle closer to Sker'ret and did something that Nitafound briefly darming: It



reared up and grasped Sker'ret's front end with some of those many little clawed legs. "Listen to me,
broodling," the Stationmaster said. "What's happening out there isfar too big for any speciesto cure. The
world is changing! And therée's nothing we can do. How do you serioudy expect to keep space from

expanding?'
"But wizards"

"If wizards could have stopped it, they'd have done that already,” the Stationmaster said. "Weve just got
to teach our mechanismsto handle the new distances and vectorsin the long term... or dl thisisgoing to
cometo ahdt, and with it the trangport and commerce of three galaxies!" More of the Stationmaster's
legs waved around them at the travel ers of many species who were hurrying by, ignoring them.

"Y our sbs have better sense,”" the Stationmagter said. "They're not running off on somefool'serrand a a
critica time. But you've been hard to reason with lately.” The Stationmaster glared with many eyes past
Sker'ret at the gaggle of humans and others who were uncomfortably watching al thisunfold, and one
eye dtared straight at Nita. " Something to do with the company you've been keeping.”

Nitawent very hot and opened her mouth. Before she could say anything, Sker'ret shook off his
ancestor's forelegs and bent every eye on him. "I'll thank you not to malign wizards of goodwill and
friendsof ming" hesaid. "And asfor thelong term, therell be no long term for anyone or anything if we
don't moveto ater what's happening.”

"And so you'll go off and abandon the place to which you owe the most responsibility.”

"We can't turn inward now!" Sker'ret nearly shouted. "Thisisno timeto try to find waysto dig our own
burrow deeper! Turning outward to solve the bigger problem isthe only way for usto save ourselves!”

"l have been Magter herefor nearly two hundred

circuitsof our sun," the Stationmaster said, very quietly. "And it'samusing to hear someone barely out of
his fifth decade claim that he understands better than | how to handle the thresat that-"

"Y ou don't understand a tenth of what you think you do!" Sker'ret said. "Y ou're too scared to raise an
eye or three to peer past the obvious conclusions. And your job description has changed, but you haven't
even noticed-even though the truth's staring you in the head and waving dl itseyes a you. Y ou saw the
Station's stats! Gating acrossthe three mgor galaxiesis down amost thirty percent! Everyone'sturning
inward, from fear, and that's just what our old Enemy wants! To drive us gpart, each into hisown
burrow, to keep us away from the interaction that keeps us in touch with the Prime Mover and makes us
one-"

"I don't have time for metaphysicsright now," the Stationmaster said. "'l need to keep this place running.
If you're going to forget where your real placeisand go running off Mover-knows-where, there's nothing
| can do to stop you. But you're jeopardizing your positions here. All of them."

There was an unnervingly find sound to that. Nita swallowed, waiting to see what Sker'ret would do.

He disentangled himsdlf from the support framework and dropped back to the horizontal position.
'Perhaps| am,” hesaid. "Buit at least, when we succeed what were doing, therell till be aplace for my
replacement to have aposition at. And aplace for my sbsto learn whether you vaue them as you do
rT.E.ll

All hiseyeswerefixed on al hisancestor's. There was aterrible sllence. Then dowly, one after one, the
Stationmaster turned those eyes away.



Sker'ret didn't flinch. "We need agate," he said after amoment.

"The one-saventiesare dl idle" said the Stationmaster, in atone of voice that made Nitawonder how
sheld ever thought it sounded rude before. "Use one of them. And don't let us delay you."

He turned and swept off down the far side of the concourse. With reluctant backward looks, Sker'ret's
sbswent pouring after him. A few seconds later, only Nita, Kit, Filif, Ponch, and Ronan stood there.

"Wow," Kit said softly.

Sker'ret glanced over at Nitawith some of his eyes; the rest of them were ill on his esteemed ancestor
and hissbs asthey hurried away acrossthe shining floor.

Nitashook her head as Sker'ret flowed out of the cubicle structure, and hunkered down beside him as he
paused, gill looking down the concourse. She rested one hand on the carapace-segment just behind his
head. "What | said about our basement,” shesaid, "'l meant it."

"Thank you," Sker'ret said, and the strange eyes that Nita had previoudy had so much trouble reading
now seemed full of gratitude and weariness. "But everything istill dl wrong.”

"Wrong how?"

Sker'ret paused. "None of that sounded like what my ancestor would say,” he said at last. ™Y ou don't get
to be Stationmaster of the Crossings by saying how

things can't be fixed. Y ou find waysto fix things, no matter what it takes. '‘Broken' isn't an option. And
the Sieger the problem, the more committed you areto fixing it-" Sker'ret shook hishead, and theripple
of it went dl theway down hisbody. "That's the kind of thing he would dways say to me. And dl of a
sudden, to hear him sound like he did just now-" Sker'ret sounded confused. "He'd given up. He didn't
sound... like him, somehow.”

Kit looked at Nita. "Tom warned us," he said, "that there would be changes because of the way space
was stretching. Ethical changes, persondity shifts.”

Everyone looked uncomfortable. "It's going to get worse," Nitasad. "Weve just got to get on with what
we'redoing. Thoughiit really isfreaky." She glanced at Kit. "Y ou see any adult human wizards here while
you were on your own?| didn't."

Kit shook his head. "Sker', where are the one- seventies?
"Hang aright, thirty stads down on your left,” Sker'ret said. "It's one of the bigger clusters.”
"Let'sgo," Nitasaid.

Their group left the cubicle and followed Sker'ret as he led the way around the corner and down yet
another of those seemingly endless, shining white corridors, al the gate hexes and squareslining elther
sdeof 't dight... and many of them empty. For someone who knew the Crossingsaswell as Nitadid, the
effect was unnerving.

"Thisway." Sker'ret turned off into alarge circular area, maybe a quarter mile across, that budded off
the

transverse concourse. The areawas completely surfaced with gate hexes, nested fairly closely together,
outlined in many different colors depending on the speciesintended to use them.



"Herewe are,” Sker'ret said. Heled them over to the large gate at the center of the hex grouping, went to
its kiosk-column, reared up againgt it, and tapped his uppermost legs againgt it. The column extruded a
console like the ones he had been working with at the central resource station.

The embedded outline of the largest hex came dive with aclear fierce blue. Sker'ret turned to Kit. "What
have you got for me?"

Kit looked at Ponch. Nita could fed something of the communication between them; it was like watching
someone whisper to someone else, while not being able to hear what they were saying... and, till, a one
remove, it smelled of cocoaand motor oil. Weird, she thought, as Kit turned to Sker'ret.

"I'm not sure | can handle this keyboard," he said.
"Just speek it to mein the Speech,” Sker'ret said. "I can do theinput.”

Kit recited along string of words, numbers, and variable statementsto Sker'ret. Sker'ret'slittle
end-of-leg claws danced over the keypad.

"Done," Sker'ret said. "Everybody into the zone, please. Thirty secondsto the transit.”

He pushed the keypad away from him; it vanished into the column. Sker'ret headed into the middle of the
biggest hex, and they dl followed. Nitawas haf amused, haf scared to see how everybody put them

elvesasfar into the middle of the hex asthey could, so
that at the end of the exercise three humans, adog, a
entjpede, and a Christmastree al stood back to back,
facing outward against whatever might come at them.
"Twenty," Sker'ret sad. "Ten."

Nitalooked around her a a section of the Crossings that had no onein it but them, no oneat dl. It was
unnerving.

"Hve"

Her heart was pounding. She glanced over a Kit.
"Zero"

Everything went dark.

Nita had to blink acouple of timesto get used to the darkness. Therewas air, at least-Crossings
gateways had avacuum-guard on them, so they wouldn't dump you out into an inimica or absent
atmosphere without warning. As usud, she looked up first at the sky.

There wasn't one.

They stood on asmdl, arid, empty world, and Nita had known it was empty the moment they came out
of nowhere. Thelack of life has a pecific fed to which any wizard past Orded quickly becomes
sengitive, a sensation of something missing that ought to be there, but isn't, like a pulled tooth. Above
them, there should have been gtars.



But there weren't. Nitatried to make sense of what she was seeing as she looked up. It was like when
you sareinto the dark for along time and start imagining that the dark itsdf ismoving. But this movement
wasred. It was asif the darkness was heaving with small

shapes, no bigger than grains of rice-but al darker even than the blackness where they grew.

Nita had a sudden thought of the mealworms she'd once found all through abag of bad flour-heaving,
rustling againgt each other, like alive thing that was dso alot of little live things. The darkness of space
above them stirred and heaved with little darknesses. They were there. And Nitavery much did not want
to think what they would start to be like when they were bigger.

She swallowed, righting the thought of being sick, which wouldn't have hel ped. Before this, pace might
have beeninimical, bitterly cold, airless, arid, but it was at least clean. Suddenly that innocent,
unsalfconscious deadliness had been taken from it. Something was trying to squirm through the crevices
of redity and fill that calm dark emptiness, void of everything but stars, with something heavier than
darsuff, darker than the longest night, and horribly, mindlesdy dive... with no interest in any other kind of
life except squeezing it out, pushing dl the native life more and more apart, filling everything so full with
itsdf that there was no room for anything €l se. Thiswas what the dark-matter expansion looked like, up
close and personal. But the dark matter, innocent enough in itsalf, had had something added to it...
something terrible.

Shelooked over at Kit: His expression was as shocked and horrified as hers must have been. She
wondered how all the wizards there were could possibly stop such athing. And we don't even have dl
thewizardsthere are. Old age and experience can beat

oath and power every time, Dad dways says. Now al we've got is youth and power. Isit going to be
enough?

Andwhat if it isn't?

Kit put out ahand and said afew wordsin the Speech. A moment later, asmdl bright spark of wizard-
fire materidized above his hand. Nitafollowed suit, telling hersto hover over one shoulder and just
behind her. Around them, the others brought light about as well-Sker'ret's carapace came dive with it,
and dl of Filif's berries blazed. Ronan took that clip-on ballpoint pen out of his pocket and gaveit a
shake. A moment later he was holding the Spear of Light initsfull form-the seven-foot Spearshaft
glowing softly, the head of the Spear wregthing itsdlf in achilly white- golden flame.

Kit waslooking up into the darkness, and to Nitas eye, he looked faintly unwell. "That hasto be the
creepiest thing I've ever seen,” he said.

Ronan stood leaning on the Spear, his free hand resting on his hip, his shadow lying pooled black behind
him from the Spear'sradiance. It might have seemed a casud stance at first. But as Ronan gazed up into
that unhedlthy, seething dark, Nita started to sense how tightly he was controlling himself, like someone
working hard not to run away. Hisface was very 4ill, though, and Nitafor the first time actualy saw
someone elselook out of Ronan's eyes. The expression was one of recognition coupled with avery
controlled anger. The one who looked out had seen something like this before.

She went over to him. "Something familiar about this?' she said.

Ronan nodded. "From along, long time back,”" he said. "When the Lone One first reveded that new thing
it had invented, entropy, thiswas one of the early side effects.”

"And the Champion stopped it?" Kit said, coming over with Ponch to join them.



Ronan shook his head. "No. It'sweird, but when the Pullulusfirst began to occur, it was the L one Power
Itsdlf that stopped it.”

Nitafound that bizarre. " Something too dangerousfor even It to manage?’

Ronan shook hishead. "'l used to think | knew My brother's mind," said the Champion with Ronan's
voice, "but that issue was never clear to Me or any of the other Powers. Whatever, this perversion of
dark matter hasn't been seen since. To seeit again now... | find that troubling.”

"Troubling” didn't come closeto describing Nitasfedings. "I am redly not wild about theideaof degping
here," Nitasaid. She looked down at Ponch. "Couldn't you walk usalittle way, just enough to get us out
of here?'

I'mtired, Ponch said. And he lay down and put his head down on his paws, though Nita saw him
watching the sky with an expression of concern.

Nitalet out an annoyed breath. "L ook, we've got our pup tents," Kit said. "Well be comfortable enough
for afew hours."

Nitanodded. "Yeah," shesaid. "Right." No point in making ascene about it. I'll cope.

Sker'ret and Filif came over to them, getting out their pup-tent interfaces. Sker'ret reared up on his
rearmost legs, hung the silvery rod of the spell interface on the empty air, and pulled on the little string of
charactersin the Speech that hung down from the rod. A subtle shimmer of wizardry afew feet wide
followed it down, like aroller shade following its pull cord. Sker'ret "fastened” down the spell-surface
that acted as gateway to the room-sized pocket of space, waggled afew eyes at Nitaand Kit, and
poured himself indde, vanishing. Past him, Filif was doing the same; he did in through his own doorway
and was gone.

Nitalet out along bregth. "Ronan?' she said.
He shook hishead. "I'm okay," he said. "My partner's got energy to spare. Well stand guard.”

Nitaset up her own pup tent, then glanced at that awful unstarred sky again. For some time now she had
been getting into the habit of trusting her hunches, and her hunch right now was to be worried. What's
going on back home? she thought. What's going on with Daddy? And Tom and Carl? And Dairine,
what's she getting into? |s she under asky like this someplace?

And issheasfreaked out as| am?

Nita stepped into her pup tent and looked around, checking out the space that had become her home
away from home while she and Kit had been away before. Everything was asit should be. Therewerea
few pieces of spare furniture from home-a TV table and a spare

desk chair, along with a beat-up old sofathat had been down in the basement until her dad had it
recovered and suggested she move it into the pup tent; over the back of the sofa, amulticolored wool
throw that her mom had crocheted afew years back; off to one side, some boxes of dry snacks and
cered, some six-packs of fruit drinks and minera water. A pile of booksto read at bedtime, some
notebooks and assorted school supplies. It al should have been very comforting... except it wasn't. She
couldn't get rid of theimage of the darkness outside.

Then suddenly Nitagot angry. / may be freaked, but I'm not going to just roll over and let the fear run the
way | act! Sheturned around and put her head out through the interface again, staring defiantly up at that
evil ky. Above her, the dark Pullulus seethed and heaved againgt itself, blocking away the sars. Looking



at it asecond time didn't make it any easier. It probably isn't ever going to be easy, Nitathought. And |
don't care.

She glanced to one side and saw Kit leaning out through his own pup-tent interface. Past him, Ronan
stood Ieaning on the Spear, looking up at the darkness. He, too, turned his gaze away from it now,
looking &t Nita.

"You, too, huh?' Kit said.

Nitalooked at him for amoment, then gave him aquick, angry smile, and vanished back into her own
space... feeling, once again, not quite so alone.

High-Vdue Target

Dairine became conscious that she waslying curled up on achill, smooth surface. She then became
conscious that she had been unconscious, and had no ideafor how long. Obmygosh, the shields! she
thought. But as she took an involuntary bresth, she redlized that the force field protecting her and
Roshaun was running exactly asit should. Otherwise, the two of them would have been freezing cold, not
to mention smothering in a next-to-nothing hydrogen atmosphere. She opened her eyes and blinked to
get focus. The only thing to be seen at the moment was the ground on which shelay: dmost perfectly
smooth and flat, shining like a polished floor, softly dappled with subdued shades of gold and rust
undernegath the dick surface. Well, we're where we ought to be, Dairine thought. But how come every
timel arrive here, | doit flat on my face?

glory. "We seemed to bein that onefor... quite along time. How long?

Dairine glanced at her watch. It said eight thirty, but she'd forgotten to set it to handle gating-trangt time,
and now its second hand wasn't moving. "1've got to reconfigure thisthing,” she said. "I'll get areading off
Spot and let you know inawhile.”

"How far from your own world isthisone?"

"At least forty trillion light-years" Dairine said. "Maybe more, but I've never done the math. | don't know
about you, but when | start getting into thetrillions, | find that forty and forty-five look pretty much
dike"

Roshaun stared at her in shock. "Then we are over our universe's event horizon," he said softly. "That
gaaxy there... and the one we'rein now... would have intringc velocities fagter than light. Asfar asour
home galaxy is concerned, this place doesn't even exis.”

"Yougot it," Dairine said. "And for people here, our galaxy doesn't exist. Except they know it does,
because | came from there." She stood up cautioudly. Despite the size of the planet, the gravity here was
lessthan that of Earth; the effect was like being on Mars, and Ieft you light enough to bounceif you
weren't careful. Roshaun looked around at the curious surface-dick as glass and dappled with faint drifts
of color buried under the perfectly level surface. Here and there across the surface were scattered
various sharp cone shapes. "Volcanic," Roshaun said.

"Yeah," Dairine sad. "The volcanoeslaid down the surface structure, al these layers of silicon and trace
d

ements. It goes down for miles; the whole place is one big computer chip. But it'salot quieter now than |
remember it." "Quieter" had more than one meaning, for the place to which she and Roshaun had
trangited had been the birthplace of the mobile species, the scene of the end of her Ordeal, and the site of



abattle that had cratered or reduced to dag a deal of the surrounding real estate. Those craters
remained, as did glass heaped and humped by the terrible forces that had melted it and spattered it for
miles around. Elsawhere, the surface looked much asit had when she had first arrived-like the surface of
agigantic billiard ball, except where the cones of the ancient vol canoes pointed at the sky. And it was as
empty. Dairinelooked around in vain for any sgn of awe coming committee.

Raoshaun had turned his attention to the planet's star. " There's something odd about the primary'sflare
pattern.”

"Wouldn't be surprised,” Dairine said. "'l chucked ablack holeintoit.”
Roshaun put his eyebrows up. "Starsin your neighborhood seem to have arough time of it."
"If oursactsweird, talk to Nita," Dairine said, rather annoyed. "Firgt timeit went out was on her watch."

Raoshaun dipped out of the gauzy overrobe he had been wearing on Wellakh and folded it up. ™Y ou
know quite well the |solate wasto blame," he said, reaching sideways for access to the space pocket in
which he stored things while on the road. He stuffed hisforma overrobe into the claudication's opening,
then came out with that oversized T-shirt of Carmelds again, and

dippedintoit. "That brief shuffing may be the cause of your star's recent ingtability."

Dairine got up, too. "Wdll, | ill want to know why when the Sun wastalking to us, | couldn't understand
what it was saying, even though we were al working in the Speech.”

Roshaun shook his head. " The situations we have been dealing with have been unusud for al of us," he
said. "And you were under consderable gtrain. If you-"

"Areyou saying | couldn't cope with the stress?’ Dairine said. "1 seem to remember that you-"

Then she stopped, seeing hisexpression. "Sorry," Dairine said, turning away. "Sorry. Why do | haveto
bite you every time you say something that might be useful ?"

Very quietly, Roshaun said, "When you find out, do let me know. It'sinformation | might find useful as
wdl."

Dairine et out abreath and looked around. "But where is everybody? | don't get it; thisiswhere | saw
them lagt.”

Sheturned, scanning that impossibly distant horizon. In dl that huge space, nothing moved. Dairine let out
along bresth and got ready to drop to her knees and get in closer circuit with the Motherboard, to send
amessage she hadn't thought she of al people would have had to send: Hey, guys, I'm here. Anybody
home?

"Wait," Roshaun said. "What isthat?"
Dairineturned to look. A single smal shape came

Jly toward them across the pae, pink-glazed sur- of the world, light from the whirlpool of starslancing
off itsshiny shdll. It was apparently just a hemisphere about haf a meter wide, scooting aong the floor of
the world like awindup toy-the impresson made that much sironger because of the movement of dl the
little legs around its outer edges. The dome was a pae trand ucent white, striated in cross section with thin
bands and layers of many colors. And it glowed asif between some of the layersafaint light burned,
illuminating the layers above and below like moonlight through stained glass.



Dairine grinned and took off at atrot toward the little scurrying shape, being careful about the gravity.
Shortly the leading edge of the bubble of air she took with her "ran over” thelittle approaching dome; and
the instant it did, the dome began to decdlerate, looking at her with many-lensed eyes that bubbled out in
abreath'stime on itsforward surface.

"With?" it said in the Speech, and then burst out laughing.

Dairine skidded to a stop, laughing, too, at the reminder of the first thing this mobile, or any other, had
said to her. She reached down, picked him up, and swung him around. "Gigo!"

"Asdways," themobile said, wiggling hislegsalittle, and exuding the same innocent pleasure that had
been his specidty since he was born. "Dairine, it's good to have you back in the flesh!™

"Sorry it took solong,” she said, feding guilty. "It

wasn't easy to come, right after my Orded. There wasalot to do. And then my power levels
changed..."

"We know," Gigo said. "But you had businessto do closer to home. And not even at power levelslike
your first oneswould it be easy for awizard to come al thisway out to the Edge of Things, especidly
just to be socia! It doesn't matter. We knew you'd come back when you could.”

She hugged Gigo again. ™Y ou dwayswere good a understanding,” Dairine said, putting him down.
"L ook, | brought afriend. Roshaun-"

Roshaun dipped into Dairinés air bubble and paused to gaze down at the mobile. “"We know him very
well," Gigo sad. "We looked at him through you along time ago. Sunlord, you're welcome.”

Roshaun bowed. "An honor, Designate,” he said. "And well met on our common journey.”
"You are, indeed,” Gigo said. "And hereis our oldest colleague.”

Spot came ambling aong. Gigo stepped over to him, and the two of them paused, shell to |aptop case,
slent for amoment while they communed. "Datasaaaa...,” Spot said under his breeth.

"The bregth of life," Gigo said. "WEell betrading alot more of that. Dairine, come on, theré's much to
do."

"Yeah," shesaid, and glanced around. "Whereis everybody?

Gigo looked around asiif confused. "Whereis" And then he laughed. "Oh, they wouldn't have come
herel Thisisthe birthplace, where we began. Wetry to

keep " aslt was thewa® you ~° witn times one-" And g Undersurface of the ground under their feet
abruptly flashed out of tranducence into imagery, coming dive with avast glowing image of the surface of
the Seaof Tranquillity, and the place where the first lunar module had landed. The four of them seemed
to stand in the middle of one corrugation of a single immense boot-print pressed into the powdery dust.

Dairine broke up laughing. "Wow!" she said, turning right around to see how far the imagery effect went;
it flooded straight out to the horizon. "What have you guys been doing to this place?"

"Remaking it inour image," Gigo sad. "Though were till working out just what that is”

"Okay. Where do we go from here?"



"Oh, we don't have to go anywhere," Gigo said. The boot-print flickered out, to be replaced by a sudden
tide of multicolored light that rushed away in dl directions, tracing amyriad of glowing linesand curves
under the glassy surface-the outlines of geometrica figures, and degper down the three-dimensiona
shapes of solids; spheres and cubes and hypercubes, interlocking, interacting in sizzling bursts of light that
were a so words and charactersin the Speech.

Raoshaun looked out across the spreading plain of light and let out another long breath of astonishment.
"Thisisal onegreat spell diagram,” he said, asthe patterning fled toward the horizons, and past them.
"Thewhole planet!”

Gigo grew abdl-jointed handling arm and gestured

off toward one sde. There, amid the lines of light, an empty circle grew: agating nexus. "If you'll stand
over here-"

Dairine and Roshaun and Spot made their way over stepped over the boundary, and stood inside. "At
least thisworldgating won't make mefed likethe last one," she said to Gigo.

"Almog certainly not,” Gigo said.

And to Dairine's astonishment, the circle started to dide across the vast spell diagram asamobile
inclusion, skating acrossit the way adrop of water scoots across a hot frying pan. The rest of the spell
did and dipped around it, letting the circle pass. Sowly it began to acceerate, and the spell diagram
around them poured past more and more quickly until it was one great multicolored blur.

Dairine kept wanting to brace hersdf against something as the accel eration increased, but there was
nothing to hold on to-and there didn't seem to be any need to brace. Though the glowing spell diagram
landscape did more and more quickly past, she and Roshaun and Spot and Gigo might have been
ganding perfectly il inthemiddle of the plain. " Are you guys messing around with inertiasomehow?"
Darinesadto Gigo.

She got the sense that Gigo was grinning. "For trandtslikethis" he said, "we temporarily rewrite the
kernel that manages|oca gravity and massin our solar system. It'sno big dedl.”

"Oh, listento you," Dairine said, and snickered. "'No big dedl."
"They certainly take after you," Roshaun said.

"I'd liketo think it'smutud," Dairine said. Certinly for awhile after sheld come back from her Ordedl
sheld often awakened in the middle of the night and not been quite certain whether she was human or
machine anymore-morta creature or living manud. To find hersdf looking a her bedroom celling, and
not this remote and spectacular sky, had sometimes come as a shock to amind ill filled with the glowing
afterimages of spells being built faster than any human being could think. Now here was the concrete
redlity behind the images, spreading itsalf out before her-aworld of true computer wizards, already
evolved far past anything she would have had the brainsto create, and till evolving at speeds Dairine
couldn't grasp, mired as she was in the kind of thoughtspeed mandated by a brain made of carbon
compounds and water. Any comparison between the mobiles and me has got to be flattering. Or it will

be |ater, assuming we can al figure out something to help us havethere be alater.

Ahead of thetrangt circle, something poked up above the horizon. At first Dairine thought it was more
volcanoes. But these shapes were more regular than vol canoes, far more pointed, and much too tall. As
the trangt circle shot toward them, Dairine redlized that she was looking at huge needlelike towers, all of
the same glossy silicon asthe planet's surface. No tower on Earth could have been so tall; only the low



gravity here made such buildings possible... dong with alittle magic. The towers glittered where the
setting red sun'slight caught them, high up, and every one was etched

with the white fire of wizardry in endless moving patterns of wordsin the Speech and symbolsfrom spell
diagrams.

The place was one huge wizardry endiesdy in progress, the typical shimmer of aworking spell wavering
around every tower like ahdo of paefire. Thewhole vast interlinked structure hummed with afaint
vibration, its own version of the slence that leaned in around awizardry as you said the words of the
spell in the Speech. But here, Dairine knew, the words were being spoken by the planet'sinterlinked
machineintd ligences faster than any noncomputer being could utter them. Working in "quicklife" time,
thousands of times faster than any Earthbound compuiter, the intricacy of the mobiles spellswould befar
beyond anything a human wizard could ever live long enough to congtruct. At the thought, Dairine's heart
legped; it wasthefirst time she'd dared to fed real hopein their present stuation. If anybody can help us
find away to stop the darkness, she thought, it's these guys.

Thetowersjust kept rearing up and up, and time and time again Dairine had to readjust her sense of
scae. Part of the problem was the planet's Size; it was bigger than Earth, and the more distant look of the
horizon played tricks on her. But asthe transit circle drew closer to the towers, and their bases proved to
be as wide as the base of the Empire State Building but their peaks more than four times astal, Dairine
gave up trying to work out from moment to moment how big thingswere. Just redly, redly big, she
thought. My guys have been busy!

As shelooked ahead and the trangit circle started dowing down, it seemed to Dairine that the ground at
the feet of the towers was darker than elsawhere. They got closer, and the effect started to look strangely
granular-

And then Dairine saw what was causing it, and her mouth went dry. The diagram was exactly asit had
been dl the way across the planet's surface. The difference here wasthat it was obscured by the bodies
of shifting mobiles-thousands of them; hundreds of thousands of them. Maybe millions...

Thetrangit circle dowed; the obscuring shapes became more distinct as they approached the edge of the
centra ring of towers. Crowded around the towers bases were many shapes that Dairine had invented-
mobileswith dl kinds of manipulating devices and oculars, sporting locomotors of every kind, from legs
to whedlsto treads. But there were a so countless new shapes more involved and outre than anything she
could have thought of. The trangit circle dipped between two of the towers, heading for the center of the
mile-wide ring of spires. The waiting mobiles concentrated in that great Space drew asideto let it pass, a
great crowd of tall dim shapesliketrees of glass, low broad mobileslike domes or cylinders, adl glittering
with reflected wizard-fire,

"Just look at dl of you," Dairine said to Gigo, astonished.

"Y ou said that we should make more of ourselvesto share the world with," Gigo said. "So, after you left,
wedid."

She shook her head. "1 wouldn't have thought you could find enough energy to do dl this."

"Weve found other waysto draw power since you went away,” Gigo said. "We found out how to sink
wizardly conduitsinto aternate spaces empty of anything but physica energy. Now we have power that
never runs out, and we've passed the conduit technology back to the Powers That Be."

The tremendous crowd of mobiles gathered close around the trangit circle. Dairine couldn't see past the
first few layers of surrounding mohiles, but through her contact with the surface she could fed the building



wave of emotion running back and forth through the substrate that connected them all. The mobileswere
asafraid of the building darkness as she was; they had seen it growing for what seemed like far longer.
They were as angry as she was about what that darkness was doing. But they were dso filled with
resolve, and astrange joyful certainty of successthat had roots in nothing but the fact that Dairine was
there. "Welcome!" they dl shouted, with voices, or slently, through the Motherboard: "Welcome,
Mother, welcome, Cregtor, welcome here, welcome home™

Dairine started to fill up with tears, and didn't care. Out here on the fringes of thisuniversgslife, a the
edge of thelongest night of al, the mohbiles she had crested had made themsdlvesinto alighthousein the
dark-the most distant home of wizardry, and possibly the most powerful. She scrubbed her eyes dry and
stood up Straight.

Beside her, Roshaun looked out across the tremendous crowd. And here | wastelling you how to
behave like amonarch, he said silently. Perhaps | spoke out of

turn.

Familiar shapes pressed in out of the crowd toward her and Roshaun and Spot and Gigo-mobiles Dairine
had designed herself, seen born from the planet's crust, and named. Tall mobiles and short ones, fat
round ones and low flat ones al crowded around. Some she knew ingtantly, from adistance. Onewas a
tall gangly design that had always reminded her of astork.

"Beanpole!" sheyeled, and grabbed him... and then the shorter mobile behind him, al armsand lenses.
"Hex! Oh, and Pinout, look at you!" And behind Pinout came Loop and Sulu and Storm and Truman and
Augusta, String and Strikeout and Drive and Buffer and Peek and Poke... acrowd of mobiles through
whom Dairine made her way, hugging them one after another until she felt like her front was one big
bruise. Last of dl came one of the smallest and plainest of the mobile modds, just adome with legs. It
good in front of Dairine, looking up amost shyly. It was Logo.

Dairine picked him up and hugged L ogo with her eyes squeezed shut. The sight of him brought her
Orded back inunusud clarity-along, cold, nerve- racking time full of impromptu bologna sandwiches
and the gleam of that red sun on the pale glass of the plain, the glitter of the plain asit shattered under the
upward-heaving bodies of the newborn mobiles,

the darkness that fell over them all asthe Lone Power arrived to interfere in yet another species Choice.
But the darkness had a completely different fee to it now.

She put him down after amoment. ™Y oure okay," Dairine said.

"And so areyou,” said Logo. "'l wasworried. You al by yoursdlf, back on that little world, with nothing
around you but dowlife.”

Darinesmiled. "It'sdl right," she said. "Sowlife hasagood sde." She glanced over a Roshaun, and then
looked around for aplaceto Sit asthe trangit circle faded into the smooth glassy surface.

Immediately next to her, and so suddenly that it made Dairine jump, the ground grew achair. Dairine
bumped into Roshaun; he steadied her. "That wasinteresting,” he said, examining the chair, adeek one-
piece congtruction with a Danish-modern look to it.

"No kidding," Dairine said, getting her balance back and bending over to have a closer ook at the chair.
It was banded with the usua gtriations of the planetary subsurface, and these had many faint layers of
glow between them, like the mobiles. She glanced over a Gigo. "Doesthe world usudly do thiskind of
thing since you started working on it?"



"Normally it requires more provocation,” Gigo said as Dairine sat down on the chair. "Wevetallored it
from thefirst to be responsive to desire. But until recently, you had to eucidate the desirefirst. These
days the substrate's been anticipating us.”

"The power increase,” Roshaun said.
"That'sright. Were sill mastering it. Here comes theimaging team-"

Severa mobileswho'd been standing around now moved off to one side or another, and about twenty
others, of al shapes and sizes, gppeared scattered among them.

"Like any other wizards, we dl have specidties,” Gigo sad. "But some of us enjoy working in teams, and
theimaging team is one of the oldest. They started work shortly after you left; now there are more than
eighty thousand of them scattered around the planet. These are the team leaders. Cam, Mikhall,
Strontium, Bunny-"

"It'sgreat to meet dl of you," Dairine said. "What have you been looking at?"
"Everything,” said Cam.
Roshaun raised his eyebrows, looking skeptical. "That must take up agreat dedl of your time."

Dairinejust grinned. "Y ou don't get it, Roshaun,” she said. "They don't just mean dl kinds of things, or
everything they have timefor. They mean everything.”

"The more we became able to see," Logo said, "the more we realized how we could be most useful. We
decided we could store dl the knowledge in the physica universeif we could just seeit, find the places
whereit's stored, learn how to read what's written in every kind of information storage-everything from
the heart on out. That's what we do here, out at the edge. That's our purpose.”

Dairine could only shake her head at the Size of the
vigon. "Guys," she said after amoment, "you make me proud.”
"That isour other purpose,” Beanpole said. "Our first one.”

Délight and embarrassment left Dairine briefly speechless. Roshaun eyed her, amused. "Cousin," he said,
"would the technol ogies make any senseto me?”

"Some might,” said Strontium, alow, domelike mobile whose whole surface was a pattern of lensesand
mechanica eyes. "Oneisan in-matter viewing routine that lets uslook out of the heart of any light-
matter' object from an atom to astar if we know its coordinates.”

"What about the dark matter?' Roshaun said.

"Long ago wetried using it for the same purposes,” Beanpole said. "Why not make use of something
thereé's so much of ? But it couldn't be spoken to until recently. Now something has spoken aword to it
that we never could. Now it'sdlive... but dso hodtileto life. It won't stop its expansion until it's destroyed
every living thing, acrosstheworlds.”

"Our loca wizardstried to stopit,” Dairine said, "and couldn't.”

"Wetried, t0o," Gigo said. "We enacted afew local reversds, but the effect lways reasserted itself more
quickly every time. We redized we were teaching the dark matter how to expand faster, so we stopped
wadting time with the symptoms and started hunting for the cause.”



"And now that you're here," Gigo said to Dairine, "well shortly find it."

Dairine swallowed as she looked around at them dl, gazing at her in such certainty. They scared her
worse than Roshaun's people had-for they were dl expecting the Mother of their Speciesto come up
with the good ideathat would save the universe.

"Let'stakethisone step at atime," Dairine said. "Or start with asmaller problem first, and warm up.

Spot-"
"l am not the problem,” Spot said. "I'm the solution.”

Spot sounded more alive than he had until now. Beanpole looked at Dairine. "Y ou've been in circuit with
the Motherboard for only alittlewhile," he said, "and aready you're hearing us more clearly. Asfor Spot,
welve been reprogramming him ever since he got here.”

"I asked for it," Spot said to Dairine. "It wastime for an upgrade. The ones you've been giving me have
been dl right; you've been doing the best you can. But there was something missing.”

"And something extra," Beanpole said. "He's been carrying data he hasn't been able to process.”
"What?' Darine sad. "Whered it come from?”

"Spot's been in contact with an avatar of the Defender,” Hex said. "'For some time, information seemsto
have been passing between him and the power ingde your colleague Ronan that couldn't have been
parsed or detected by dowlife... not even dowlife astaented as our mother." He bowed to Dairine,
projecting an air of embarrassment. "And Spot hasn't had the routinesto parse it, either.”

"Hex, ligten," Dairine said, "it'sno big dedl. Lifesdl the time sending me messages| can't read.” She

flicked just a second's glance at Roshaun, who she was starting to think was yet another of those
Messages.

"I'm glad to hear you say that," Logo said, "because you, too, are carrying information of thiskind."
Dairine's mouth dropped open. "What?"

"The One's Champion has aso used you as a courier,” Beanpole said. "For what, we can't tell asyet; we
must get you more securdly into circuit with the Motherboard.”

What's he stuck insde me? Dairine wondered, starting to fed twitchy. ™Y ou guys can help us get at this
dataand make sense of it?"

"Yes," Gigo sad.
"Good," Darinesad. "Thenlet'sdoit."

Roshaun looked dubious. ™Y ou would think that the other Powers would smply communicate dl of what
they knew to the Winged Defender, so that straightforward action could be taken.”

Dairine shook her head. " Security,” she said.

Beanpole swayed from side to sdein agesture of agreement. "To give dl theinformation in the clear to
any onebeing," he said to Roshaun, "would ensure that the Lone One would know dl about it in a matter
of days. But if you split it up and give only parts of it to those who need to know, and |et them pursue the
materid separately...”



"Everyone gets together and completesthe puzzle," Darine said. "And if one of usis betrayed somehow,
the rest of the information has a chance of staying safe.” Nitas recent run-in with awizard who had been
overshadowed by the Lone One had |eft Dairine badly

haken, for until then, theideathat wizards were absolutely to be trusted had seemed something that you
could aways depend on. But life wasn't as smple asit had once seemed.

"What were doing hereis safe aswell," Beanpole said. " The One's Champion was here briefly in the
direct mode during your Ordedl and our Choice. It'sstill here, integrated into the Motherboard in a
format like an avatar, but less covert. It has the same power to protect us from being overheard as
Ronan'sverson of the Defender does. We can pursue our search for the Instrumentality without fear.”

"Okay," Darinesaid. "How are you going to get what you need from Spot?"

"They've dready got it,” Spot said. Dairine's eyes widened alittle at the sound of hisvoice. It sounded
even more dive than when held last spoken.

"The two of you needed to be here physicaly to make the transfer safely,” Logo said. "Now we can
finish our preparations. We haveto lay your persond information into the finding spell we've been
congtructing; that data has changed significantly since you came herefirg, and there have been other
dterations." He glanced at Spot, who hunched down alittle asif the attention somehow unnerved him.
"Brother, come with us and welll get you up to full speed again. Mother-"

They al bowed to her. Dairinerolled her eyes. "Guys," she said, "give me abresk. Wereall just wizards
together, here."

"Of course," said Gigo and Logo and Beanpole together... but they were humoring her. The three of

them and Spot vanished into the crowd of mobiles who now mostly settled down onto the surface and
sat quietly.

The dillnesswas an illuson. Dairinefelt the tempo of their communication with and through the
Motherboard increasing by the moment. "Y ou look concerned,” Roshaun said from behind her.

Dairine scowled over her shoulder a him. "The whole universeisin danger,” she said, "and we're not
sure how to saveit, assuming it can be saved. One of the Powers That Be has stuffed secret messages
into my brain without telling me. And afriend of mine who happensto be my wizard's manua isbeing
reprogrammed with software that even these guys haven't had time to betatest! Wow, Roshaun, why
would | need to be concerned?”’

Roshaun glanced at the ground. Another chair grew up for him, adight distance from Dairine€s. He
lowered himsdlf into it, stretching hislegsout with asigh. "Sarcaam,” hesad. "Amusing, if ineffective” He
leaned back, looking up at the golden glow of therising barred- spira gaaxy, reached under his baggy
T-shirt, and came out with alollipop.

"At leagt if the universe does end in the next month," Dairine muttered, "your teeth won't have had timeto
rot."

Roshaun raised his eyebrows and produced another lollipop, which he held out to her.
"How many of those things do you have?' Dairine said.

"Not nearly enough,” Roshaun said.
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Dairine sghed and took it. "Fine, wéell rot together.”

She stuck thelollipop in her mouth and worked on it quietly for afew minutes; it was one of the fudgy
onesthat she preferred. The neighboring gaaxy rose dowly behind the spires of the mobiles city while
the two of them watched, and the stately, silent immensity of its going started to settle and cam Dairing's
mind the way therising of the Moon did at home. Before her eyes, something endlesdy bigger and older
than she was going abouit its ancient business as usud. The thought came to Dairine after some moments
that no matter what the abnormal expansion might do to the universe, even though dl life might be
destroyed, somehow, someday, there would be another awakening. It might take uncountable years, but
the Life that wizards served was just too permanent, too tenacious, too wily. It would outlast its enemy,
no matter how long it took. And suddenly Dairine got aflicker-glimpse of anew morning somewhere,
some when dew onlong grass, and low sunlight turning it al to diamonds; an overturned game board, the
pieces scattered in the fresh wet green; and hands reaching down to pick the pieces up and put the game
back in order again-

Theimagefled. Dairine shook her head, uncertain where it had come from.

"l have seen that, too," Roshaun said after amoment.

Dairinelooked at him sidewise. "Y ou've been hearing me think?"

Hetilted his head in the odd way that Wellakhit used for "yes."

"That doesn't bother you?”

Roshaun just gazed up at therising gaaxy.

"It can mean," Dairine said, unableto leave it alone, "that wizards are getting-"

"Too close?' He il didn't ook at her, but Dairine felt that he was till, somehow, considering her very
closly. "How closeistoo close? Neither of usthinking of doing anything... ingppropriate.”

"Huh," Darine said. She moved thelollipop from right to left in her mouth, and then from left to right
again, and finaly said, "1 don't know how ‘inappropriate looksto your people.”

"Y ou should read the manua more," Roshaun said.

"Seemed smpler to ask you."

"And possbly more embarrassng.”

"Maybel just like yanking your chain," Dairine said, "as much asyou like yanking mine."

Roshaun's expresson was bemused. "Theidiom is peculiar,” he said after afew moments, "except insofar
asitimplieswerelinked."

Dairine sayed quiet.

"My father's concerns about the two of us," Roshaun said, | take as an indication of other things that
were going on with him right then. Wellakhit are not moved to seek unionbond with another until at least
athird of theway dongin our life span. | am nowhere near that, and you, if I'm right, would be only
about a sixth of away aong, as your people reckon time."



Dairine did the multiplication. " Sounds about right," she said. "Y ou do have theidea of being 'just good
friends?"

He gave her asidewise look. "For so high and honorable an estate," Roshaun said, "'just’ seems a poor
modifier to choose."

Crunch! went the lollipop Roshaun was working on and Dairine flinched.
"| redlly wish you wouldn't do that," she said.

"Y ou are dways hearing trouble before it happens,” Roshaun said. " Some might say it wasasign of a
lack of faith in the benevolence of the universe. Or of dysfunction.”

Dairineglared a him. ™Y ou keep thisup, I'll give you adysfunction where you'll have trouble finding it
agan,” she muttered.

"Now thereyou haveit,” Roshaun said. "All this aggressiveness! | wonder about you sometimes.”

Y ou wonder about me! Dairine thought.

Y es, Roshaun said in the back of her head.

Dairine saw that Roshaun was wearing a brooding look. "And what's the matter with you} " she said.

Roshaun let out an annoyed breath. "My father," he said at last. "My businesswith him did not go as|
thought it would."

"What?Y ou expected him to just roll over and agree with whatever you told him?”

"Onthe contrary,” Roshaun said. "l expected agreat fight with ssorming and shouting. Then everything
would have been over with, and in ashort time We would have been set at rights with one another again.
But this-this cam complaisance-" Roshaun shook his head. "1t sounded nothing like the way he usudly
does. It troublesme."

"Well, / was suretroubled,” Dairine said, "and if that was him being cam-"
Roshaun laughed. "And you thought | was so lucky to have awizard for aparent.”
"Isit possible for meto admit you might have been right without you rubbing it in?' Dairine said.

Roshaun gazed out into the darkness asiif giving a strange new concept some thought. "Perhaps,” he said.
"Nexttimel'll try."

They leaned back in their chairs again and looked at the slently risng gdaxy. "Forgive us" said avoice
down on the ground between their fest, "'but we're ready for you now."

They both looked down. Logo was there, and his back was roiling with Speech charactery, abrilliantly
blending muddle of symbols and figures. Dairine looked down &t the shifting patterns chasing themsdves
across Logo's hide and suddenly, unreasonably, found them threatening. She swallowed. "What do you
need usto do?' she said, and got up.

"Well be setting up the diagram out here,” Logo said. ™Y ou'll want to check it, of course, to make sure
that your persond information is complete and correct.”

Logo trundled out into the very center of the huge open areainsde the circle of towers. The mobiles al



around drew back and |eft the great space empty; under Dairing's and Roshaun's feet, the surface went
dark, and that darkness ran straight up the surrounding towers and extinguished their fire.

Dairine could fed thejolt of power that passed be

ween Logo and the surface. From the low dome of his back, a multilobed diagram far more complex and
more densdly interlaced than anything Dairine had seen so far raced out acrossto the towers and up
them. Light in many colors burned bright and dim through the pattern as it established itsdlf, the color and
brightness of every line and curve signaling the relative importance of the part of the spell involved.

Dairine gulped at theimmengty of it. "Wow," she said. "Even you guys couldn't have built thiswhole
wizardry just now!"

"No," Logo said. "We had help. You'l see." He sprouted an arm and waved it across the expanse of the
wizardry. Threerdatively dark patches had been |eft open in the diagram, each of them amany-sided
polygon with aminimum of inscribed wordsin the Speech inside. "There are your spots,” Logo said.
"Yours over there, Dairine. Roshaun, yoursthere."

The two spots in question were perhaps ten meters gpart. Dairine went to hersand stood in it; the
diagram around her started to glow brighter as she took her place. She knelt down, found the wizard's
knot that marked the beginning and ending of her name in the Speech, and began to trace the
many-branched curve of it right around the circle.

Spot scurried out of the crowd of mobilesto settle himsef in the third, smaller dark patch that had
opened up. "I'll be storing the proceedings,” he said, "so that if you need to refer to them later, you'll have

everything handy."
"Okay," shesad, turning alittle to get abetter viesy of the next part of her name. "How're you feding?"
Spot paused. "Different,” he said.

He's not the only one, Dairine thought. She traced aong one section of the long sequence of Speech-
characters, which made up the description of her that was crucia to aworking wizardry. Some of its
elements spoke more of the machine than the human. Sheld seen those growing dowly since her Orded,
and during her affiliation with Spot, but today some of them were crowding the strictly human qualities
somewhat. "Y ou fed better?' Dairine said to Spot.

"| think so," Spot said. "Clearer, anyway."
"Good," she said, and turned to Roshaun. ™Y ou reedy for it?'

"Yes," Roshaun said, and looked down at her with an amused expression. "Always assuming you don't
need time to compose yoursalf because you have been panicked by the sheer size of theimpending
wizardry. Even | am impressed.”

Dairinesmiled ahdf smile. "Yeah, I'll just bet you are,” she said.

Most of the mobiles who had gathered to see their arrival had now crowded back out of the space, but
not because they weren't participating. Underneath every mobile Dairine could see, asmdl circle of
power was flaring-each one's own name and a power-conduit linking it to the central wizardry. Logo,
Gigo, Beanpole, and Hex made their way out into the center of the master spell diagram, where smilar
circlesflared under

, ch of them. They were followed by the rest of the ore imaging team, who arranged themselves around



the ner four at the vertices of ahexagon.
"We are nearly ready,” said Beanpole.
"But one question,” Logo said. He turned toward Roshaun. "What's that you bear?"

Roshaun looked around himin confusion. "What- Oh, this" he said, looking down at the great stone
around his neck. "It'satoken of my office as Sunlord.”

"lts structure is unusud; it needs to be a separate part of the spell,” Beanpole said.

Roshaun raised his eyebrows, and lifted the great tore from histhroat. "If you need adescription of its
physicd properties-"

"There," said Beanpole, indicating anewly appearing empty spot in the wizardry, just to one sde of
Roshaun. A "container” for the collar bloomed there in the surface-a hollow sphere of paefiligreefire,
constructed of numerous long phrases in the Speech al knitted together and burning. Roshaun went to
the glowing sphere and looked it over carefully, tracing severd of the longer curves of Speech with one
finger. Finaly he dipped the collar into the sphere. It hung there, gleaming in the whitefire, turning
dightly.

"Isthe description accurate?' Hex said.

"Sofar as| cantell,” Roshaun said, making hisway back to hisown circle.

"Very well," Logo said, and looked out toward Dairine, Spot, and Roshaun. "Does the ground suit?"
It was one of severd traditiond queriesfor awizard

proposing a potentially dangerous solution to a problem. Dairine looked at Roshaun, who tilted his head
"yes," and then at Spot. "Yes," hesad.

"On the Powers business, dl ground suits," Dairine said. "Let'sdo Their work, and the One's.”

A rustle of tension and expectation went around the huge circle. "All right,” Gigo said. "If you two would
get into circuit with the Motherboard? Skin to skin, to begin with."

Dairine sat down cross-legged in the middie of her spell diagram, and put her hands flat down on the cool
surface on either sde of her. The sudden jolt of power, of connectedness to everyone around her, took
her completely by surprise. She wobbled as she looked back at herself through thousands of other eyes.
Then she heard a voice she hadn't directly heard until now, arumblein the bones.

Y ou've come back, the Motherboard said to Dairine. Y ou've come homel

Y es, Dairine said, feding alittle embarrassed, asif she'd been out late and hadn't et her mom know
beforehand.

And you're much more than you were, the Motherboard said.

Now Dairine started to fed the faint discomfort of someone being praised for something they haven't
actudly earned. Uh-

But you are, the Motherboard said. No need to dissemble. | may be amother, but you are mine. And
you know that we never fed like we're enough for our chill



dren, whose job isto surpass us. Oursis Smply to make sure they work hard enough at it that they fed
they've earned it when it happens.

Therewasasamilein the voice that Dairine would never have suspected. She grinned, too. Y ou think we
got the job done?

Without any possible question, the Motherboard said. Now |et's take on the next one.
"Okay," she said, glancing up and over at Roshaun.

He had been looking alittle blank; now he broke out of it, looked over a Dairine. "Sheis... quite
something,” he said after amoment, sounding strangely out of breath.

"Y ou haven't seen anything yet,” Dairine said.

Thiswizardry must take place in two parts, the Motherboard said. We must first extract the information
that our mother is carrying. After that, the implementation's hersto direct: Well merdly assist.

A wave of agreement went around the vast assemblage. Ready? the Motherboard said to Dairine.
Go, Dairinesaid.

The power gtarted to build. Dairinefelt "taps' from thisworld into other universes open up, spilling
unimaginable amounts of force into the wizardry. Time began to Stretch as the mobiles perception of
what was happening swamped her own. Dairine started to see hersdlf asthe mobiles did-alife-form
seemingly frozenintime, and asaspell diagram, tidily compartmentalized. The combined intention of the
Motherboard and the mobiles sought down through her

structure and focused on one of those compartments, an obscurely glowing areaeasily lost among other,
brighter ones surrounding it in Dairines mind-

That compartment grew until every intricacy of its contents was made plain in addicate lacework
spattering of paelight, like dark-side cities seen from space. The mobiles and the Motherboard spent
what seemed like along time examining the compartment and the dataingdeit. Finaly, the Motherboard
spoke. Thisistheinformation the Defender |eft, she said. It can't he decrypted without breaking the
container open.

Right, Dairine said. For the moment, she was part mobile, and could act at their speed. She reached out
ahand. In thisdarkness dll spangled with light, ahand of light reached out, laced ringers through the
webwork of darkness surrounding the data, and pulled. It came away in her hand like afistful of
cobwebs. The data burst out of prison like astorm of silver bees-

The mobiles threw anet of Speech-words around them. The light of the data ran down the strands of the
net, particles shifting, moving themsalvesinto adifferent order. Then everything went dark again.

L ogo's voice seemed to come from somewhere far off. And now the information Spot was holding, he
sad. Digantly, Dairine saw another container's contents trying to flee into the darkness-then being netted
and contained, as her data had been.

The world came back. Dairine took afew bregths, stood up and stretched. It felt like she'd been sitting in
the same place for an hour, though she knew it had been only a matter of seconds.

Before her, spread out in anew dark areathat had opened up a couple of meters away, wasasingle
long line of charactersin the Speech. Dairine read them dowly.



"They're coordinates,” she said then. "But not to aplace. To aperson. ThislI tell uswho hasthe
Instrumentaity-the thing thet'll savethe universe-"

"/l wecanfinditintime" Roshaun sad. "And work out how to useit.”
"Let'sgo,” Darinesad. "You guysready?'
Show uswhat to do, said the Motherboard and the mobiles together.

"We need animaging routine," Dairine said, and knelt down in her circle again, Sitting back on her heds.
She put ahand down on the surface again, getting back into more direct contact with the Motherboard.
In her mind a series of possible imaging routines presented themselves. Close-range out-of-atom,
long-range out of atom

That one looks about right, Dairine thought. She glanced down at the set of coordinates burning just
under the surface before her.

Light blasted out and away from her through the surface, curving and twining away in dl directionsas
long sentencesin the Speech etched themsalves under it in living fire. She had a peculiar sense that
someone else wasin the spell with her. Not the Motherboard, not the mobiles, not Spot or Roshaun:
nothing living-or at least not with the usua kind of life. All around her, the mobiles glowed more brightly
by the moment as the spell drew on the M otherboard's manua functions and showed Dairine what to

say.

Thefeding of the sheer power running through her astonished Dairine. I'd forgotten it could belikethis..
Thethrob of it ran up her asams and into her brain; she stood up dowly, let it build. If it wasn't for how
desperate dl thisis, | could redly enjoy this.

And she was enjoying it. There was no use pretending otherwise. Dairine started to speak the wordsin
the Speech that were the search coordinates. The sound of them going out of her was like thunder. They
shook her from side to side as she spoke them, streaking out into the structure of the wizardry to build its
fire higher, second by second.

Acrossthe diagram, Roshaun knelt at hisfocus point, his expresson full of the terror and exatation of the
power that was suddenly his by virtue of his connection to the wizardry and the Motherboard. Dairine
couldn't remember ever having seen so naked and open an expression on hisface before. Past him, inits
container, the Sunstone blazed the orange-gold of Wellakh's star.

Y ou okay? Dairine said slently.

Helifted hiseyesto hers. Thelook dammed into Dairine with force that felt like it should have knocked
her down. The world whited out. It was asif the two of them stood in Earth's Sun again, working the
gpell that drained off the excess energy which would have made the Sun flare up and roast the Side of
Earth facing toward it. But thistime the roiling sea of power above which they sood was partly the
Motherboard, and partly Dairine-or, rather, the surface of Dairine's mind as Roshaun saw it.

From Roshaun, Dairine got the sense of someone standing on anarrow bridge over what looked like
untameable chaos and fury paired with infinite power. That power was speaking to him, too, tempting
him to get alittle closer to the edge. Don't get any ideas! Dairine said silently.

The answer was a strange low garbled roar, one she instantly recognized, since it had shocked her so
when first shedd heard it. The Sun said something, and | didn't understand. But now it was Roshaun
saying something in the Speech, and once again Dairine wasn't getting it. Impossible. Everything



understands the Speech!

She shook her head. No timefor it now, she thought. It's some weirdness to do with him; well figure it
out later. The rest of the Speech wasworking just fine; the spell lay before her, ready to implement.

Dairine took a breath and said the single word in the Speech that is the shorthand for the wizard's knot,
the"go" word of the pdll.

Everything went dark. Then images began to superimpose themsalves on the darkness, blotting out even
the viewer's sense of being at the center of apoint of view, so that Dairine felt more like abodiless
presence than an observer. She saw the strange dick cloud of some atom's shell, from theinside, an
undersky fuzzy with probabilities. The "sky" rushed toward her, blew past her like fog, leaving her gazing
out on interdtitia space dive with the neon ripples of "strong force" between aseemingly infinite
latticework of atoms. Another few bresths, and the view was a solid mass of

chains of molecules, writhing among one another like anest of snakes. Another blurring outward rush,
and reddish lightning rattled and Szzled everywhere, whip- cracking down the length of strange bumpy
textures like achild's blocks strung on rope. Another rush, and everything went milky and crystalline, with
afaint strange movement going on outside the surface of the crystd.

Onelast blur of fog descended, and the image resolved itsdlf into apeculiar view seen through eyesthat
fringed every object with brilliant rainbows of color. It was alandscape, dl in flat dark reds, the sky
black with heat; and findly there was a point of view associated with it. Thisisit, Dairine said, exultant.
Thisiswhat theworld looks like for the person who's got the Instrumentality. Now al we needtofindis
wherethey are.

The envisioning routine backed out severd stepsfarther. A smalish, ocean-girdled planet circled agiant
white sun, the fourth of its eight planets. Another jump, and the star dwindled down to just one of adrift
of thousandsin anirregular galaxy's core.

Severd long strings of charactersin the Speech appeared by that galaxy, tagging it and numerous others
around it that were visible only astiny cloudy whorlsor disks.

Okay, Dairine said. Store that. And she waited until the data was stored, and then said the word that cut
the wizard's knot and dissolved the spell.

The space between the towers regppeared. Sowly the spell diagram faded, leaving only the image of the
"found" galaxy, and the outlines of the cirdlesin

which al the spdll's participants had stood. Dairine let out along breath. She was alittletired, but nothing
like as exhausted as she should have been after such an

effort.

"l can't get over that,” Dairine said, as Beanpole and Logo and the others made their way over toward
her and Roshaun. "It was like the wizardry was helping me, somehow..."

"It's the power-increase effect, the peridexis,”" Beanpole said. "We've been taking advantage of it, too."

Dairinewalked out of her circle to where theimage of the tagged gdaxy burned just under the surface.
She bent down to look at the annotations. "It's close to our own galaxy. At least we won't have any more
redly big trangitsto ded with when we get back.”

"That'swell enough,” Roshaun said, settling the tore with the Sunstone about his neck. "We may know



where the person with access to the Instrumentaity can be found. But if we can't get them to giveit to us,
or learn how to useit to stop the expansion, thiswill al have been for nothing."

"I'm not gonnathrow our own universein thetrash just yet," Dairine said. She peered down at the tagging
characters next to the galaxy. "Good, it's got a New Genera Catalog number: NGC 5518. It'sin Bootes,
somewhere." Then she stopped. "What's this?' she said over her shoulder to the mobiles.

Spot came over to her from hisown circle, and put out severa eyesto examine theword in the Speech
that Darinewasindicating. "Enthusasmic,” hesaid.

Dairinefrowned. "Y ou mean enthusiadtic.”
"It says enthusiasmic,” Spot said.

"That's not aword!"

"Itisnow," said Spot.

Roshaun cameto look over Dairing's shoulder. "And what isthat word next to it supposed to be?' he
said. "Incorporation?' He looked bemused.

"So thisisaword that didn't have ameaning until just recently?* Dairine said to Spot. "A word for
something new.”

"So | believe," Spot said.

Dairine shook her head. "Enthusiasmic incorporation,” she said. " Of the hesper-" Then Dairine blinked,
and amoment later her eyes widened.

"That's not aword in the Speech,” said Gigo, sounding perplexed.

"No," Darinesaid. "It's not. But it'saword we know in English. Or part of one." She swallowed.
"Enthusiasmic incorporation of the Hesper-"

She hurriedly bent down and picked Spot up. "Quick," shesaid. "Y ou have to message Nitafor me. Or
one of the others. | don't care where they are. Just get me one of those guys!™

The ground underneath dl their various feet or treads or whedls came dive with the kind of display that
would have shown on Spot's screen, had it been open-the gpple-without-a-bite imagery of the manuad
software's Earth-sourced version, rippling bluely under the surface. And then the message, both written in
the Speech and seemingly speaking itsdlf into their bones: Messaging refused. Please try again later.

"Refused?' Roshaun said.

"They're somewhere where they can't take an incoming communication, because they're scared they
might be overheard,” Dairine said. She bit her lip.

"Perhaps we should smply go to them,” Roshaun said.

"You're exactly right,” Dairine said, putting Spot down again. She turned to the mobiles. "Guys, | hateto
spdl and run, but we've got to find them right away-becauseif they don't realize what they're dedling
with, they're going to messit up. And if it gets messed up this once, then the whole universeis screwed
up forever."

"Even more screwed up than it isat the moment?' Roshaun said.



"You havenoidea," Dairine said. "Come on, let's open up agate and get goingl”

Kit came haf awake to the sound of something bumping on the floor, very fast, and something jingling.
He opened one eye.

Dim light-the wizard-light he'd left hovering near the celling in case he needed to get up in the middle of
the night-showed him Ponch, sitting by where the door of the pup tent would be when Kit spokeit open.
Ponch was scratching behind his collar, turning it around and around as he scratched.

It wasn't asif Kit didn't hear thisjingling nearly every day. What had awakened him was the utter Slence
into which the sound fell: asilence devoid of thelittle creaks and breathing noises that every house made,
of wind or rain or weather outside the house... and of the norma world inwhich it al existed. Kit lay
there for several moments just listening to that barren stillness. There was nothing but vacuum and cold
outsde. Well, that'sdl thereis on the Moon, too, Kit

thought. But the Moon was different. It waswithin Sght of home. And it didn't have that roiling, growing
darkness above it, shutting out the stars.

Kit felt around for the zipper of hisdeeping bag and pulled it down, Sitting up and rubbing hiseyes. His
pup tent was sparsely furnished compared to Nita's. Besides his degping bag and some essential
toiletries, mostly it seemed to contain dog food. ™Y ou can starve when you haveto,” his mother had said
to him, "but your pet won't understand why his medls are late, whether he can talk or not! So you make
sure your dog aways egts before you do. And whether you do or not." And when Kit's mother finished
with it, the"short wall" of Kit's pup tent was haf obscured by a stack of cans and bags about four feet
high, not to mention five or six big bottles of watercooler water. His own supplies seemed meager by
comparison- mostly beef jerky and fruit jerky and trail bars, and one or two of the kinds of cereal he
didn't mind esting straight from the box, since finding milk while out on errantry was usualy a problem.

/ haveto go out, Ponch said, standing up and shaking himself.

"Okay," Kit said, reaching for hismanud. "I'll make you an air bubble.”

No, it'sal right, Ponch said. / can take air with me, if | think about it.

Kit stood up and stretched. Maybe it's not just our power that's getting boosted, he thought.

Would you open the door? Ponch said. / have to go!

"Okay, just aminute." Kit pulled on hisjeansand

had to hunt for his sweatshirt before he found it had somehow managed to get under his deeping bag.

Kit pulled it on. Ponch had started turning in circles on the pup-tent floor, either in excitement or because
he really needed to be out of there. "Okay, okay," Kit said, and reached down for the door's little spell
tab, which acted like the pull on azipper. A long spill of wordsin the Speech came up on the plain gray
wall, showing him details about the outside environment: Some words flashed urgently on and off to
remind Kit that there was hard vacuum outside.

Kit just pulled up on thetab. Like ablind going up, the silvery-gray surface of the pup tent gave way to a
view of the barren surface of the planetoid where they had camped. Ponch burst out through the
interface, galloping away across the surface and bouncing in the lower gravity. Kit watched him go,
noting idly that this place wasn't as dusty asthe Moon, even though it felt much older.

He went back to the deeping bag and rooted around for his socks, put them on, and his sneakers, and



then picked up hismanual. "Bookmark, please?’ hesaid toit.

The manud's pages riffled through to an image of the world to which Ponch had brought them. Theworld
had no name that living beings had ever given it. Nonetheless, it had its own name in the Speech,
Metemne, and the manual showed its location, well out toward the edge of asmdl irregular galaxy some
hundreds of thousands of light-years past the Loca Group. A long way from home...

Kit paged through the manud to his routines for vacuum management, found the one that hed been using
on the Moon, and spoke the words that would activate his persona bubble. Then he stepped out through
the pup-tent door onto the rough dark gray surface.

Except for the position of the planet'slittle star, now high in the sky, nothing had changed; the dark
shifting and swarming of the Pullulus continued. / didn't think | could hate something just because of the
way it looked, Kit thought, but | think | hate that. Maybe because | fed so much like it hates me.

Kit glanced off to hisleft. There was alittle rise off in that direction, and he could see the soft dow
wregthing of the fire about the head of the Spear of Light, jutting up from behind amassive boulder at the
top of the rise. Ronan was gill on guard, or if he wasn't, the Defender in him was. It hasto be weird, Kit
thought, to have something, someone, like that, sharing brain space with you. But at least He's on our
sde. | think...

Kit sghed. Onceit hadn't been so complicated. If someone was awizard, they were on your Side, on the
right sde. But these days, the mere exercise of wizardry wasn't aguarantee. Y ou found yourself
wondering about peoples motives dl thetime. And if you didn't know them well, you started to be less
certain about turning your back on them in atight Situation.

And there were other issues on his mind. Ronan and Nita had been close in waysthat Nitawas too shy
to discuss. Now Nitawas feding twitchy about Ronan,

and Kit kept wondering why. Oh, it wasn't anything serious with them. | know that.
At leadt, | think / know that...

From around the shoulder of that rise, Ponch came galloping back and skidded to astop in front of Kit.
Okay, let'sgo for awalk!

Kit laughed and went off after hisdog, taking it easy at first to make sure he had the hang of the local
gravity. It was heavier than the Moon's, so that you could run without completely bouncing off the surface
if you were careful. Passing the rise where Ronan still sat, Kit had along look around the surface of
Metemne and decided that it wasn't someplace he would come back to for aholiday. The planet wasn't
much more than abumpy rock pile. Whether there had even been water herein the planet's earliest days
was aquestion Kit couldn't answer just by looking.

He crouched down and put ahand on alargish boulder that sat off to one side. From the beginning of his
practice of wizardry, Kit had dways been good at hearing what was going on with objects that most
people would have considered inanimate. Now he let hismind go alittle unfocused, and waited.

...no one here, the stone said eventudly. For along time...

It wasn't that it actually spoke; that took adifferent kind of life. But theimpresson wasplain. "Did
anyone ever live here?' Kit said.

Never. It would have been nice, the boulder said. There was an atmosphere... and water. But nothing
ever got darted.



"I'm sorry,” Kit said.
We can't dl have what we want, | suppose, the boulder said, and fell silent.

Sowly Kit got up and dusted off his hands as Ponch came running along from behind anearby
outcropping of gray stone.

There's nothing here, Ponch said. Come on, let's play!

"l wouldn't say nothing,” Kit said, glancing down at the boulder. "No people, maybe." He walked off to
have alook around the outcropping, and Ponch trotted along beside him.

Then it's nowhere important.

"l guessit'seasy to think that,” Kit said. "There's so much life around, we start taking it for granted that
any planet'll get someintime." He shook hishead. "Troubleis, once life does show up, before you know
it, the Lone One'sturned up, too, and it's running around messing up the Choices of every species|t
finds"

It didn't mess up ours, Ponch said.

Kit raised his eyebrows. "1 keep meaning to get the details on that,” he said, as they walked around the
outcropping together. "Though it must have gone the usua way, since there's no Choice without wizards,
and there are dog wizards, Rhiow tellsme..."

Ponch's expression was eloquent of skepticism. Oh, well, if you're going to believe things cats say about
dogs...

Kit got a sense that he was poised above a dangerous abyss. "Uh," he said, "okay, maybe | should ask
someone who knows about it firsthand.”

Ponch woofed; it was adog laugh, of sorts. He

picked up arock in his mouth, shook it from side to Sde asif to make sure it was dead, and came
bouncing over to Kit to put it in his hand. We have wizards, yeah. But asfor the Choice, | just know
what everybody's mom tells them when they're ftill drinking milk.

Kit took the rock and spent awhile trying to get the dog dobber off it. "So educate me," he said.

Oh, it'sthe usua thing, Ponch said. There was us, and the Ones, and we ruled the world. And then the
Bad Thing came and said, | can make it better for you. But we said, How? We have the Ones. Welive
with them, and hunt with them, and run around with them, and they give uswhatever we need, and
everything'sfine. So the Bad Thing went away. The end... So throw the rock!

Kit blinked, and threw the rock well away from the outcropping, across the bare gritty plain. Ponch tore
off acrossthe planet's surface after it, leaving little scoots of gravel hanging up in the vacuumin atrall
behind him. If that's hisidea of "the usud thing," Kit thought, then al the Choices|1've run into now have
been red unusudl. In fact, Ponch's version of his species Choice didn't sound much likeachoice at al.
And he didn't sound very interested in talking about it.

He watched Ponch pounce on the rock, pick it up, shake it around, and lose it because of shaking it too
hard; he went bounding across the surface again to get it back. Then again, Kit thought, there are some
speciesthat'rein redly close relationships with each other, and their Choices are interrdated. Why
shouldn't the dogs



Choice beinvolved with the human one? It makes akind of sense.
Ponch skidded to astop in front of Kit, dropping the rock in front of him. Again!

"Yeah, sure,” Kit said. He picked up the rock and threw it. Ponch went bouncing off after it. Boy, he's
redly into it thismorning. Needs to dump some siress, | guess.

Kit had to grin a himsdlf then. Oh, great. Now you're doing psychoanaysis on your dog.

But gtill... Thered been an overly casua quality to the way Ponch had been talking about the canine
Choice. Asif there was something about it he didn't want to be thinking about. Almost asif he wastrying
to digtract himsdif.

Ponch came bounding and plunging back with hisrock, and dropped it in front of Kit once more. Again!
"Uh, no, | think we've done enough of that."
Why?Isit timefor something? Ponch looked alittle crestfallen.

"Probably,” Kit said, fervently hoping that thiswastrue. But he had to smile; Ponch's sense of timewas
weak, except when mealtimes were concerned. "Let's have alook here." He got out his manua and
flipped its cover open to show the front page, which held set to show him the date and time. " See, it says
here-"

Then hisjaw dropped.

762.3? How did that happen? Crap!

Kit dapped the manual shut, turned around, and started back toward the pup-tent accesses. "Come on,"
he said, "we're running redlly late! We haveto get Neetsup.”

Ponch began to jump up and down with excitement as they went; in the low gravity, hewas ableto jump
up to aheight where his head was level with Kit's. How come?

"Becauseit'salot later than it should be!" Kit started doing the astronaut-bounce that was the only way
to hurry inthiskind of gravity without falling on your face. "And | don't know how it got that way. Come
on!"

Nitastood in front of the mirror over the chest of drawersin her bedroom, staring anxioudly at her face. /
wasright, she thought, utterly exasperated, as she pushed her bangs aside to get a closer look. It isazit.

Shelet out abresth, then. Troubleis, thisisn't real. I'm adegp. And what am | wasting my time dreaming
about? Zits! Nitashook her head. / can't believe that the other day | actualy thought thiswas abig dedl.

Nonetheless, the place where the pimple was coming up still sung. Nitafound hersdf torn between the
eterna choices: Squeeze it, which always grossed her out and sometimes left amark? Or do awizardry
onit?Or judt let it be, and go through the next couple of daysfeding like aleper?

She shrugged. It'sadream. There may not beapimple at al. Just leaveit done... We've got more
important thingsto think abot.

Nitaturned away from the mirror and found herself not in her bedroom at al, but out on the surface of

Ivtetemne. This sort of abrupt transition was normd for lucid dreaming, and Nitahad learned over timeto



let these experiences take her where they wanted to.

Reluctantly, shelooked up into the sky, knowing what she was about to see, and instead saw... nothing.
There was no sign of the Pullulus, but neither wasthere any Sgn of the stars, or interstellar space, or even
the little planet's sun. The effect was like being in aclosed, windowless room with thelights off. Nita
didn't much carefor it... for insgde the “room" with her she could hear dow, steady breathing.

She held very till, trying not to panic. The breathing stayed steady and dow; it was asif something dept
nearby, something very big. She became concerned that she might wakeit up. Then it occurred to her
that thiswas the problem. Whatever was adegp, it needed to wake up.

"Hello?' she said, and her voice sounded asif she actually wasinsde asmall room, like her bedroom
with the door shut-but a bare unfurnished bedroom, an empty place in which her voice echoed. "Hey!
Can you hear me? Wake up!"

No answer. Nitalooked around. There was nothing in any direction but the barren, gritty surface of the
planet. That breathing, she thought, that's the Pullulus. To her surprise, theideadidn't upset her: The
sound of it frightened her alot lessthan the way it looked. And after afew moments, the heavy-breathing
sound started to seem dightly comic, like someone pretending to be adeep so you'd go away.

Nitarolled her eyes. "Oh, comeon," she said to the
darknessin the Speech. "Areyou going to just leave me talking to mysdf here? Say something!”

It won't answer you, said avoice from somewhere nearby. Thereis only oneto whom it will answer, and
that one's not here.

She looked around to see who'd spoken. There wasn't anyone to be seen. But from off to one side, there
had to be alight shining, because suddenly Nita had a shadow.

Nita stared down at it. The shadow was adouble one, asif the light sources producing it werein dightly
different positions. Shelooked toward where the light should have been coming from. But there was
nothing there but more barren rock and grit.

Nitalooked down again. The shadow was fuzzy- edged, asif thrown by a candle, and the flickering
continued. She scuffed at it curioudy with one sneeker, then looked around. "Wdl," shesaid, "I'm on
errantry, and | greet you. Wherever you are...”

Everywhere, the voice said, for quite awhile now.

Thereweredl kinds of potentidities and forces running around in the universe that could truthfully say
something likethat. "Y ou're one of the Powers?' Nitasaid. "Ronan? Isthat you? Or your buddy?"

She caught adigtinct feding of surprise from whatever shewastalking to. Y ou are thinking of one of the
Grest Intervenors, it said, the Light's own designated Defender. No, | would not be anything so exalted.

Shelooked at the two fuzzy shadows lying out across the grit of Metemne. "Y ou're adud-state being of
somekind,” Nitasaid. "Like atwychild."

Nothing likethat. Was that abreath of wistfulness behind the thought? But something old...and something
new.

]Sfitaremembered her mother telling her an old poem and showing her the sixpence that an English friend
had sent her to put in her shoe the day she married Nita's dad. "Are you by any chance blue?’



The being was amused. No. But often borrowed.

"How comel can't seeyou?’ Nitasaid.

But you can, the being said. Her shadows flickered more energetically.
"That'smy shape," Nitasaid. "Not yours."

But dl the shape | have isthe one wizards give me, the being said.

Her shadow writhed and flickered againgt the dusty ground, and asif ingdeit, Nita caught aglimpse of a
number of images melting oneinto another: something with wings, and then along twining shepe, likea
faint light in the shadow-a most the shape of two snakes curling and diding past each other, so that Nita
was reminded of a caduceus. Matter, and the power to do things to matter, she thought. Theidea, and
the thing you say or do to make it happen-

"Yourewizardry," Nitawhispered. "Wizardry itself."

Not quite. I'm peridexis. the combined effect of the words of the Speech and the power that liveswithin
it. But without the ones who speak the words and decide how to use the power, thereé's no wizardry. It
alwaystakesat least three...

"So you're the ‘power surge’ we've been getting,”

Nitasaid to the bright shapesin the shadow. "But also sort of the soul of the spdll..."
Of every spdll, yes. And to a certain extent, the manual.

"Wow," Nitasad. "It'sashame you're not usudly thistalkative."

Thisisn't ausua sort of time, said the voice of the peridexic effect. Now more than ever, wizards need
their spellsto give them some extrahelp.

"It'sgoing to surprise alot of people that you're conscious,” Nitasaid. As she spoke, she was studying
the light submerged in her shadow. Curious, Nita got down on one knee to touch her shadow with a
couple of fingers, and found that she could actually put her hand down into it. The bright shapesroseto
meet her, and she fdlt the dight jolt of power asthey did, asif shed touched the poles of abattery with
wet fingers.

Not many will notice, the peridexis said. Those who might be bothered by the concept of the living spell
won 't hear my voice.

Nitanodded. "Doesn't bother me," she said, glancing up again at the strangely empty sky. "But what
about the Pullulus?'It won't answer,' you said. That was what the Senior Wizardsweretrying to get it to
do, wasnt it?"

Y es. But they were the wrong ones to speak to the Pullulus, and didn't know the word that needed to be
sad.

"So who'sthe right one to do the speaking?' Nitasaid. "And what's the word?"

Without warning, she found herself knedling by the chain-link fence across the parking lot from her high
school's main doors. Nita got up and dusted her hand off. It was gray with the dust from the worn-in

pathway that ran aong the fence, the place where kids leaned during lunch hours and "off" periods when
they couldn't leave school property, but were intent on getting as far from school as possible. Over to



one sde, asfar down that path as she could get without being on the sidewalk that led out the parking
lot's gate, was the lanky, thin form of Delia Cantrell.

Dd was atrandfer from the high school over in Oceanside. There were all kinds of stories about the
transfer, snce dmost no one had been willing to get close enough to her to find out what wasredlly going
on. One st of rumors claimed that her folks had moved here, to what was aless expensive suburb of the
county, because her dad's business had failed. There were whispers of some kind of vague white-collar
wrongdoing-extortion, embezzlement, no one knew what. Others said that Del hersalf was the problem,
that she'd been causing trouble at her old high school and they'd thrown her out. The rumors about what
that trouble might have been were even worse than the ones about Ddlias dad.

Nitahad started to be infuriated by the whispering campaign when shed first seen the very pretty, very
lonely looking girl dtting dl by herself in her history class during her first week at Nita's school-hardly
glancing up, interacting exclusvely with the teacher,
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plainly nervous about looking anybody elsein the face. That feding Nitaknew dl too well from thetime
before she'd become awizard, the time when sheld first come to understand it was unlikely that anything
shedid to her clothes or her hair would ever change the way the other kids saw her-as anerd-and every
passing day had |eft her more hopeless and angry about it. Now, far more certain of hersalf and far less
concerned with what most of her classmates thought of her, Nitawasin abetter position to fed concern
for anyone e se caught in the same trap. As soon as that class had finished, she'd gone over and
introduced hersdlf.

This had not been without its pendlties, for Nita knew the whispering would start about her within
minutes. The most popular kidsin school saw her smply as a bottom feeder, ageek with so few friends
that she'd purposdly befriend a newcomer and outcast so that she'd have someone to be more normal
than. Let them think that, Nita had thought. When I'm dedling with them, | haveto do right by them... but,
otherwise, after we al graduate in afew years, with luck I'll never see most of these people again.

"Hey, Dd," Nitasaid, wandering over to where Deliawas |eaning againgt the chain-link fence.

"Hey," Deliasaid, not turning her head. She was looking over past the school, down toward the parking
lot, which was dmost empty at thistime of day. The juniors and seniorswho had cars had pretty much al
pulled out half an hour before.

"You okay?' Nitasaid.

Deliaturned her head, looked at Nita dowly. Though thelook was unsmiling, over time Nitahad cometo
know that it wasn't actualy hogtile. Thiswasjust the way Ddliadefended hersdf from people, refusing to
reved anything they could use againgt her; usually the flatness of the look was enough to scare them off.

"Y ou look depressed,” Nita said, and leaned against the fence aswell.

Deliasighed and looked away. "The newsisadl so bad," she said. "Nothing but bombs and fighting and
security derts everywhere. The world's coming gpart dl around us, and everything elseon TV besides
the newsisjust dumb, and my brother'sredlly getting on my nerves."

Her voice was surprisingly resigned and bored. "Y ou've got asister,” Ddliasaid. "What do you do when
you fed likekilling her?"



"Try to get her to go to some other planet,” Nitasaid.
Deliasmiled arather bitter smile. "Have much luck with that?"
"Not asmuch asl'd like" Nitasaid. "But sometimes she getsthe hint."

They leaned there in a companionable silence for afew moments. A teacher came out one of the side
doors of the school carrying abriefcase and an armful of books, and headed for hiscar. "I hate just
lurking around here," Delia said, watching the teacher get into the car and tart it up, "but lurking around
homeisworse. Theré's nowhere to hide; even when I'm in my room, | know my mom and dad are just
waiting for me

to come out so they can look at me that way they do like there's something I'm supposed to do to make
everything turn out dl right." And Deliamanufactured a sort of creepily threatening cross between a
scowl and asmile. The expression looked to Nita so much like something that would normally appear on
acartoon character that she had to laugh.

Deliasnickered, too, then. " See, not even you take me serioudy,” she said, and pushed the long curly
blond hair out of her eyes. "Come on, give me ahint: What am | supposed to be doing to make it al
right? What isit They want?'

Nitas eyes widened. She looked more closdly a Ddlia, but Del's face was unreveding. "I'm not sure,”
Nitasaid.

"But you're supposed to know," Deliasaid, gazing across at the school doors asif she wasintent on not
meeting Nitas eyes. "Y ou're the one who's been left in charge. Y ou're supposed to have dl the answers.
Help me out herel™

Nitalooked thoughtfully at Delia, looked hard. The wind blew the hair across Delidsface again.
Annoyed, shelifted ahand to push it aside.

Not ahand. A claw-

Nitas eyes widened. Then she darted violently as something she couldn't see struck her in the side of the
head. She flinched and flung her right hand up, and the lightning-bolt charm with aparticularly aggressive
"blaster" spdll bound into it glinted on her charm bracelet in the late-afternoon sunlight. Nita opened her
mouth to say the twenty-third word of the spell and turn the

force-blast loose againgt the thing that had hit her; and as she did, Delia pressed herself back againgt the
fence, the darkness that surrounded the claw shimmering up around her, abolishing the blond hair, the
face-

Something came down over Nitals mouth, so that she couldn't speak. Something €l se stuck itsdlf in her
ear. Nitas eyes narrowed; she started to smply think the twenty-third word of the force-blast spell
ingtead of sayingit. It was along one. Light twined around it, paired serpents of fire-

Dontdoit!
And abruptly the thing in her ear was atongue, one she knew entirely too well.

BEwwwww, Nita thought, opening her eyes. Kit stood at the head of the couch, looking down at her
anxioudy; hed just removed his hand from her mouth. Ponch, meanwhile, had finished washing her ear
and was now enthusiastically working on her face,



"Thanksfor not blasting me,” Kit said.

"Good thing you moved fagt, ‘cause | didn't know it wasyou," Nitasaid, pushing Ponch away. "Did |
overdegp? It'smorning dready?!

"It'snot just morning. It'sMonday morning.”

"What?' Nitas eyes went wide. She sat straight up, or tried to; as usudl, the crocheted throw had
wrapped itsdf around her like a cocoon. "It can't be! We were only gone-oh, four or five hours, there
was the uff on the Moon-and then we did the transit, and we dept here, yeah, but it should still only
m_ll

"Normaly it should still only be," Kit said. He looked a Ponch.
Ponch looked guilty. / brought us straight here...

"But it took longer than usual,” Nita said, struggling to get out from under the throw. "Ponch, don't worry!
It wasn't your fault. 1t's got to be the expang on-it's throwing everything off."

"Tdl that to your dad,” Kit said, sounding rather grim. "1 get to do it with minein aminute. Or if my luck
runsout, with my mama."

Nitaswalowed. Her dad-who knew if hed been trying to reach her? And if he had, why hadn't her
phone gone off? Tom and Carl did the wizardry on it, she thought, it should he okay! But if wizardry
wasn't behaving correctly in some of the places they were going- And then again she saw it, the shimmer
of ahand that was a claw, and eyesthat willingly blinded themsdlves behind a sheen of darkness-

She covered her face with her hands and tried to pull everything together so that it made some kind of
sense. Thismay takeawhile... "Okay," she said to Kit, pushing her hair back, "give me aminute or two
to kick my brainsinto shape. What's everybody € se doing?"

"Getting up,” Kit said, "like they had achoice." He glanced in Ponch's direction with adightly
exagperated look. "1 kept him out of here aslong as| could. But Ponch had himself agood time with
everyone esefirgt. Don't even ask what hetried to do to Filif."

Ponch, who had spent the past few moments investigating everything in Nitas pup tent that he could stick
his nose into or under, now bounded back wearing an

vpression of complete innocence. / wasn't redlly going fathat! he said. It wasjust kind of funny for a
moment...

Kit gave Nitaaskeptica look. "Let me get the humorist out of here," he said. "'Y ou want something to
eat beforewe go?'

"I'll grab something," Nitasaid. "Y ou go ahead.” Kit and Ponch went out. Nitafinally managed to get
completely free of the throw. She got up, folded the throw and chucked it over the back of the sofa, then
pulled on jeans and sneakers and a soft shirt, shrugged into the vest-with-too-many-pockets that she'd
brought along, and started going through the pockets in search of acandy bar. Sugar, she thought, / redly
need some sugar. Nitaturned up, in rapid succession, awad of shredded facia tissues, an empty gum
packet, aclear plastic mint box with onelone mint left rattling around in it, an extremely sticky ice-cream
wrapper, and, finaly, adightly squashed chocolate-and-peanut bar. She unwrapped it and ateit in three
bites. Hand. Claw. An eye goes dark-

Nita crumpled up the wrapper of the candy bar and shoved it in yet another pocket. Making notes on



what sheld seen was going to have to wait, but at least she wasn't likely to forget that imagein ahurry.
She went fishing among the pocketsfor her cdll phone, and findly turned it up.

Nitahit the"did" button and waited. The somewhat dtered did tone of acell phone running wizardly
routines came on, and then cut out... and Nita broke

N

out in aswest. Oh, please don't let this be broken. Thisreally needsto work right now-
"Hdlo?'

"Daddy!" Nitasaid. "It didn't ring."

"It rang here," her father said, "which I've been waiting for it to do for four days\ Y ou said you were
going to keep in touch-"

Nita could understand how annoyed and upset he sounded; she was annoyed hersdlf. "Dad, I'm sorry,
but for onceit's not our fault," she said. "For usit's just been eight hours or so since we left. It lookslike
the dark-matter expansion is screwing up our transit times.”

"Well, that'sjust great," her dad said. "Isthis going to keep happening?'

"I don't know," Nitasaid, and rolled her eyes. / wish somebody would ask me aquestion | know the
answer to. "I'll call you asoften as| can, but if time'srunning weirdly for us, | don't want to wake you up
inthe middle of the night and worry you even more.”

"I'll take my chanceswith that," Nita's dad said. "Has anything bad happened? Areyou dl safe?!

"We'refing" Nitasaid. "We'rejust getting up... we had afew hours deep. Not as much as| wouldve
liked."

"Wadll, | didn't get asmuch last night asI'd have liked, elther.”

Nitamade an unhappy face. "Daddy, what timeisit for you?'

"It'stwenty-five after Sx."

"Did you have abad timein the shop today?"

"Why?" Jugt asit had sounded like he was caming down alittle, her dad sounded angry al over again.
Nita's eyebrows went up. "Uh, you just sound... really on edge.”

She heard her dad take along breath and let it out again. "Not that | wouldn't have reason to be," he
sad, "what with what's going on with you, and the way everything seishere a the moment... but-" He
paused. "Y es, you'd be right to say that 1've been feding the strain alittle more than | usualy would.”

Nitaswalowed. "Us, too," shesaid. "I'm sorry. That'sall | wanted to say, | guess. I'm sorry dl thisis
happening thisway."

"It's hardly your fault," her dad said after amoment. "And | shouldn't have snapped a you. I'm sorry,
too. But I'm redlly relieved to hear from you."

Nitahad to admit that the relief was mutua. Her dad's matter-of-fact groundedness was one of the things



sheld come to count on to help keep her on course when everything elsein her life seemed to be going to
pieces. "Look," Nitasaid, "I'll cal asoften as| can. But we may get to places where it won't be safeto
do that. When that happens..."

Therewas aglence at the other end. / wish | could see hisface, Nitathought, feding alittle nervous. "I'll
try to give you advance warning,” she said. "But | may not be able to. When we get where we're going,
we may have to operate undercover for awhile." She swalowed. "And if wizardry starts acting up, too,
the phone connection might just stop working until we fix what's broken.” Until. Just keep thinking "until.”

"You'retdling methat I'm just going to have to tough thisone out,” her dad said.
"Weadll are, Daddy."

Hesighed. "Wdll, if that'sal we can do, | guesswe may aswell get on withiit," her dad said. " Speaking
of 'dl": Have you heard anything from Dairine? | haven't heard from her, either.”

"Nothing sofar,” Nitasaid.

"Okay. Wdll, if you do, tell her to get in touch.”

"I will."

"I know that tone of voice," her dad said. "Y ou've got something to do. Go do it, sweetie."
"Okay, Daddy. Loveyou."

"Loveyou, too, kidlet. Go kick old What's-1ts-Face around the block for me." There, at least, wasa
flash of her dad's norma humor.

"Frg thing onthelist, Dad. Talk toyou later.”

"Bye-bye."

Nita hit the hang-up button and stared at the phone. Finally she shoved it into one of the vest's many
pockets, then reached sidewaysinto her otherspace pocket and pulled out her manual. ™Y ou need to be
alot smdler,” she said. Obediently the manua reduced itsdlf to the Size of a pocket notebook, and Nita
shoved it in another of the vest's pockets. As she did, she glanced down at the lightning-bolt charm on
her bracelet, the dight glow around it showing that it was still undischarged. Asshe did so, shegot a
sudden flash of that image of intertwining light.

"Y ou stopped me the second time, didn't you," Nitasaid.

Y es, the peridexis said. It sounded amost abashed. Y ou were in transit between states of consciousness,
and possibly unready to decide whether to destroy another

wizard.

Nitalaughed. "'Possibly'? No kidding. Thanks." Then she glanced sidewise, though she wasn't quite sure
what shewas glancing at. "'Y ou're not going to make a habit of that, are you?"

/ have no such ability when you 'refully valitiond, the peridexissaid. And in trangtiond dates, only asa
fall-safe.

"Okay," Nitasaid. She touched the bubble-charm that was shorthand for her persona air-handling spell;
it camedive around her, and she stepped out the door and pulled the tab that collapsed the entry to the



pup tent.

She was left holding nothing but the tab, like the pull of azipper; shetucked it into her pocket. Kit
ambled over to her, tucking his manud out of the way, while Ponch ran around with the wizardly leash
flapping dong behind him. Sker'ret wandered after him in acasud way, pausing every now and then to
pick up arock, turnit over in hisfront "handling” mandibles, and et it.

"Did you talk to your dad?' Kit asked.

Nita nodded. "He sounded really messed up,” she said.

Kit gave her a sympathetic look. "He's not the only one," he said. ™Y ou should have heard my mama.”
"Shego bdligic?'

"Suborbita at least.”" Kit Sighed. "But eventualy she
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redized that it wasn't just me being thoughtless ... and there really wasn't anything | could do."

"Yeah." Nitasighed. She glanced over at Filif, who stood off to one side with his branches lifted up, dl
the eye-berrieslooking up at the darkness. "We should get moving. The sooner we find what we're
looking for, the sooner we can get back home and sort out the parents. Whered Ronan go?'

"He's il there behind hishill," Kit said.

"Okay," Nitasaid. "Y ou go collect Ponch and Sker'ret." She went off in the direction of thelittlerise.
Filif was on her way. "Y ou get some rooting done?' Nita said as she went by.

"A little," he said, turning various berriestoward her. "But it's hard, without astar.”

"Tdl meabout it," Nitasaid, grabbing afew of hisfronds and tugging them affectionately. "Hang in there.
WEIl get you out of here shortly.”

She went on around the rise. Ronan had just stood up and was stretching; he looked around and raised
his eyebrows. "Are we ready?'

"Just about,” Nitasaid. "You fed okay?"
"Not abother on me," Ronan said.

"I'll assumethat's Irish for 'yes-" Nitaglanced down the rise, where Sker'ret was munching on alast few
rockswhile Kit caught up with Ponch. "Everything's been happening so fagt, I've hardly had achanceto
talk toyou."

"Everybody's been busy,” Ronan said, leaning the Spear againgt the front of him and shoving hishands
into his pockets.

L
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"How are things back home?'

"Pretty much asusual,” Ronan said. "With afew changes. Y our friend Tuaha? She gave up being abard
when they made her Queen of the Cats. Now she's having kittens."

"Wow," Nitasaid. "But shewas 0 little..."

"Cats grow up faster than we do,” Ronan said. "They've got ared short latency, which iswhy you don't
see any of their Seniors here. Anyway, not even an emergency like thisis going to make the Powers That
Be put an oracular in Tuahas Stuation on active duty. The kittens comefirgt.”

That made sense to Nita, but it also made her nervous. "If the cat Seniors aren't on thejob right now,"
she sad, "who's handling the worldgates on Earth? That's their speciaty.”

"There are some very new feline wizards, just past Ordedl, who're taking up the dack,” said Ronan,
though it wasn't quite Ronan. Something el se shivered around the edges of hisvoice, asense of more
power, more age. "It'sasif they were born just in timefor this."

Nitasighed. "One lessthing to worry about,” she said. "But | fed sorry for them, being pitched straight
into themiddle of dl thistrouble."

Ronan shrugged. "Not much we can do," he said, and turned away from the Spear to see what Kit was
doing. Nitareflexively reached out to stop the Spear from falling over, and then saw that it just kept on
leaning againgt nothing in exactly the sameway it had been leaning againgt Ronan, the fire wreathing
undisturbed about that bitterly sharp blade.

It hasamind of its own, said that other voice Though maybe "mind" is the wrong word. The kind of
consciousness avirtue hasisn't much like the human kind.

Kit had caught Ponch and was checking the leash- spell, the blue-fire glow of it stretching thin and bright
between his hands as he checked its wizardry to make sure that it was intact and working correctly.
"Some thing on your mind?' Ronan said, turning back to Nita.

"I don't know," Nitasaid. "l guess..." Shewasn't sure whether she wanted to say what was on her mind,
then shrugged aswdll. "Y ou two are doing okay, aren't you?"

Ronan's smile got abit sardonic. "Told you shedd ask," he said.

His stuation's hardly unique, the Defender said. Various of the Powers have living avatars for one reason
or another.

"Though therest aredl alot older,” Ronan said. "Apparently it's unusual for someone so young to be
able to cope so well." He made an ironic face.

Nitaraised her eyebrows. Why didn't | seethis corning? If there's anything Ronan was going to be good
at, it'd be coping. "So you're telling me there's nothing for me to be worrying about,” Nitasaid, "for either
of you."

There was a pause. Ronan looked briefly flum moxed. Y ou're worried about me? said the Defender.
"It can't be easy being... what you are... and having to liveinsde ahuman being,” Nitasad. "Especialy
now, when so many things aren't working the way they

should."



for amoment Ronan'sface looked asif neither of the two beingsliving behind it knew how to respond.
Findly, Ronan dropped his gaze. Of course my kind of power suffers from being wrapped up in flesh, the
One's Champion said. But it'singde physicdity that the great Game's played. He looked up again, met
Nitas eyes, and for al the age and power in the voice that spoke, the eyes were strangely young, and
therewas an odd glint of excitement in them. It'slike chess, the Defender said. It doesn't matter that you
could stand up and turn the hoard over. That wouldn't be winning. The only way that mattersto win the
gameisfromingde. So-he shrugged-we put up with the limitations, because there's no other way to win.
Not having accessto our full power, yes, it'sfrustrating. And if we break out before we're scheduled to,
we pay the price.

"But for thetime being, you're okay," Nitasaid.
Y es, said the Defender. And | thank you very much for asking. It sounded bemused.

Nita nodded. She looked down from the rise and saw that al the pup-tent accesses were gone now, and
Kit and Ponch were standing with Sker'ret and Filif. "Lookslikewereready,” she said.

Ronan reached out and grasped the Spear. "Let'sgo."

They bounced down to where the others were waiting. Ponch was jumping around, the line of light
between him and Kit stretching and shrinking to accommodate him. "Why should you be so nervous?'
Sker'ret was saying. "It went just finethe last time.”

"Except that we lost four days getting here)” Kit said. "And that wasn't nearly aslong ajump asthisone's
goingto be."

He glanced down at Ponch, whose bouncing went on uninterrupted. It'll hedl right, Ponch said. / know
wherewe're going. Come on, let'sgo!

"Maybe I'm just fedling paranoid today," Kit said, not quite glancing up a the Pullulus, "but | think we
should bein physical contact when we go." He reached his spare hand out to Filif, who wound afew
fronds around it; Sker'ret took hold of some fronds aswell from behind Filif, and held arear
handling-claw up.

Nitaglanced at Ronan. He shook hishead. "I think 1'd sooner keep ahand free," he said, lifting the
Spear.

Oh great. | get to hold his hand. Nita swallowed, took Sker'ret's claw with one of hers, and with the
other, took Ronan's free hand. It was swesting.

Sheamiled dightly. "All s#t," shesaid to Kit.
Kit looked down at Ponch. "Okay," he said.
Ponch took astep forward; they all followed, and the gray surface of Metemne vanished behind them.

Darkness. For acouple of breeths, that line of light between Ponch and Kit was the only thing Nitacould
see asthey dl moved forward together. When she glanced nervoudy over her shoulder, she couldn't
even see the Spear, though she could till fed Ronan's hand in hers. There was a surface of somekind
under their feet, but Nita couldn't seeit, couldn't even fed it. The sensation was most peculiar.

"Isit usudly likethis?' Nitasaid to Kit-or tried to Say. But when she spoke, there was no sound.

Sometimesitis, Kit said sllently. Sorry, | should have warned you.



Itsasif therésno air, Filif said.

I'm not surethereis, Kit said. What'sweird isthat whether thereis or not, you don't fed like breathing.
How much longer? Sker'ret said. He sounded somewhat unnerved.

Ponch?Kit said.

Not long.

They kept waking. Nitafound herself having to count paces by how her legs moved, since when she put
her feet down, she couldn't redly fed anything. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen. Thisisso weird! Fifteen.
Sixteen.

The count went past twenty, and still there was nothing but that darkness. Past thirty, and nothing. Nita
was having to resst the urge to start singing or whistling, partly because she knew she wouldn't hear
anything, which would just make her fed creepier. And it wouldn't take much to start imagining the
Pullulusinfesting this darkness, pressing closer, pushing in-

Nita swallowed and went back to concentrating on counting paces. Forty. Forty-one. Forty-two.
Forty-three...

She blinked, not sure whether she was redlly seeing adim gleam of light far ahead, or whether she was
hdlucinating it. No, it'sthere, dl right, Nitathought. But what isthat? The light seemed faintly greenish; as
they walked, the green color seemed to get stronger. Fifty. Fifty-one. fifty-two

The source of thelight quickly grew closer, asif they were moving far faster than awak. The light began
to distinguish itsaf into shades and patterns, tall dark pillar shapesrose up within it, casting long shadows
across the greenness. And then the light swept around them and closed up behind, sedling the darkness
outsde

Nitalet go of Ronan's hand, wiping the sweat off againgt her vest, and stood there gazing up and around
her. The dark shapes were huge trees, hundreds of feet high, as broad in the trunk as sequoias, but with
broad leaves rather than needles. They towered above the little group, vast branches overhanging the
green grass a their feet, and moving shadows from sunlight far above patterned the grassasadight wind
gtirred the branches. At the head of the group, Ponch was bouncing up and down excitedly. Kit, looking
chagrined, let go of thewizardly leash. "I can't believethis," he muttered. "Go on..."

Nitasaw Filif and Sker'ret and Ronan looking around them in confusion. Ponch ran barking off across
the green lawn under the trees...

... and from high up in the branches, thousands upon thousands of gray shapes came boiling down the
treetrunks.

Ronan stepped hurriedly past Nitawith the Spear of Light. Thin tongues of white fire coiled and curled
around the Spear's head, and the starsted! of the head itsalf burned silver-white asif the spearhead had
just come out of the forge again, while Ronan hefted it in one hand, ready to throw.

But the squirrels paid no attention whatsoever. Their attention was al on Ponch. The ones behind ponch
ran after him, and the onesin front of him ran away from him and up the trees again as he started to chase
them.

Ronan lowered the Spear. "Uh," he said. "I don't think thisiswhere we're headed...”



"Absolutely not. Sorry about this," Kit said, sounding exasperated. "And welcome to dog heaven. Thisis
one of thefirst places Ponch made; he seemsto need to usethisasafirg stop..."

Let him get it out of hissystem, the Defender said.

"Not that it looks like we have any choice," Ronan said. He shouldered the Spear again, which began to
quiet down, the uneasy flame about the blade pulling itsdlf in and going quiet.

Nitawalked up across the perfect, manicured lawn to join Sker'ret and Filif. Sker'ret's eyes were looking
indl directionsat once, asusud. Filif was standing there with dl his eye-berries glowing blue, gazing up
into the pae blue sky beyond the branches.

"Kit told me about this," Sker'ret said, "but he understated the strangeness somewhat."
"Morethan somewhat,” Nitasaid. "It'slikeamovie s&t. All perfect. If youreadog...”

Ponch was running back toward them now, surrounded by waves of squirrels. He and the squirrels
dodged off to the left, past severa of thereally large trees, and briefly went out of Sight.

Kit and Ronan came over to join them. Ponch ran out from behind the trees and back to Kit, the
squirrels

hanging back alittle. As he came, Filif leaned away from Ponch alittle, pulling hisbranchesin. 'Y ou're
not going to try to water me again, are you?"

It was ajoke, Ponch said, sounding somewhat pained.
"Good," Filif said, with someforce.

"And | think we've had about enough of the joke stuff for thetime being,” Kit said, sounding unusualy
severe. "l thought we agreed earlier that we'd come here afterward} ™

There was something here | needed, Ponch said. / can't find the way by mysdlf.
Nitablinked at that. "But you said you knew where we were going.”
/ do. Thisishow. Ponch looked up.

Everyone elselooked up, too, rather confused. Nita craned her neck back to follow Ponch's glance, and
was surprised when, dl by itself, down the largest of the treesasingle squirrel came running. It was
white.

The squirrel ran down the bole of the tree onto the ground, and there sat up in the middle of the perfect
green grass and looked at al of them. Ronan suddenly started to laugh.

Now | understand, said the Defender through him. It's an embodiment, away to perceivethetrail asan
active entity rather than as something passive. Very sophisticated.

And fun. Hurry up and put the leash on! Ponch said, while the white squirrdl sat there completdly ill, its
little dark eyes moving across them, one by one. Nitamet its eyes and was briefly transfixed, perceiving it
somewhat as Ponch might have. It was shorthand for a

twigting trail made up of acomplex of many virtua scents, al braiding and corkscrewing through a
peculiar skewed landscape that might have meant time and space as adog saw them... or as Ponch did,
and hewasn't just any dog anymore.



Kit got Ponch to sit down beside him, and fastened the "collar” end of the wizardly |eash around his neck
again. Nitaand Sker'ret and Filif and Ronan all arranged themselves behind Kit, holding hands or claws
or fronds as they'd done before.

The white sguirrel's eyes met Ponch's. Ponch legped forward. Just afew lengths ahead of him, the
squirrel ran across the grass, then jumped into a sudden darkness that |eaped forward to surround them
al.

They ran. Ahead of them in the dark, like awhite streak through the blackness, the squirrdl ran. Ponch
tore after it. Kit ran after him, or was dragged. All the rest of them were dragged along aswell, and a
breath later the darkness vanished-

-to leave them running over something that cracked and glowed. Nitalooked down and gasped asthe
heat struck up at her, burning through her sneakers. They were running over lava, under adull red sky in
which hung asingle huge planet, banded in eye- vibrating greens and blues. The lava churned and flowed,
hot and duggish, and as two smaller bodies like moons came cruising across the fierce hot sky, Nita
glanced to one side and saw how the lava humped toward the new moons pull in strange swollen tides-

A second later, the darknessfell again, and the heat and the burning light were gone, and they were
racing

through the dark, faster now. The white squirrel bounded away in front of Ponch, and Ponch tore after
him, and the darkness fell away behind them like the Sdes of atunnd until they weredl out inanew light,
cooler. A blue-green sky stretched over adusty violet wasteland without a single feature-not atree or a
plant or arock to be seen anywhere, only the wind blowing a pinkish stinging dust past them, with clouds
of more pink, blowing sand airbrushed against the sky's distant lavender-tinged horizon. The cold began
to bite, thear smelled strange, but Nita had no time to get more than awhiff of it before the darkness
closed around them dl again-

-to break and leave them running across awaste land of snow, huge mountains uprearing in the back
ground, but closer to hand, the hard-packed snow sculpted into ridge after knife-sharp ridge, imitating
the mountain range behind. They plunged and did down the broad side of one of the ridges, the squirrel
amogt lost againg the whiteness, but Ponch running right behind it, fast and sure, not losing thetrail. Then
up thefar sde of thelittle valey, diding, trying to get purchase on the snow. The white squirrel legped,
and Ponch legped, and the darkness folded down around them all again-

Ponch ran, his speed increasing so that it became more and more difficult to grasp the details of one uni
verse before they were into the darkness again, and out into the next world.

The"squirrd" hardly had that shape anymore. It was aline of light, streaking ahead of them, zigzagging,

iurnning upward, bouncing down, world to darkness to world again; energy getting ready to discharge as
soon asit reached its goal. And that had to be soon. yjeve come so far, Nitathought. Not even Ponch
can- keep this up for much longer. They were flickering from world to world now at least once a second,
so quickly that Nitawas tempted to close her eyesto keep the flicker from disorienting her. She
concentrated on just breathing, because otherwise she would start thinking about the growing pain in her
legs, and if she did that, she'd have to stop.

Hicker. Hicker. Flicker. Nita'slungs burned. The pain was beginning to forceitsdf through her
concentration. Just run. Just run. Just keep running-

-and then suddenly she tripped over Sker'ret, who'd stopped, and fell on top of him; and from behind
Nita, Ronan fell on top of her.



Theair went out of her lungs, leaving Nita unable even to say "Ow!" Within asecond or so Ronan got up
off her, and Nitacould just lie there for amoment, feding her legs-or wishing she couldn't fed them.

Undernegath her, something hard and edgy moved, or tried to. "Nita," a muffled voice said in the Speech,
"could you please get off me before we accidentally become more than just good friends?”

Nitaopened her eyes at that, partly in darm. She wasn't entirely sure what Sker'ret meant, but she didn't
intend to find out. "Sorry," she said, and disentangled hersalf from him as best she could. It waskind of
like having falen into aclosetful of coat hangers, but findly she managed to get hersdlf and her

clothes undone from dl thosejointy pointy legs of hisand carefully stood up to have alook around.

The ground of the dimly lit clearing where they'd wound up was strangely soft underfoot. All around them
was agreat slence, broken only by afaint rushing sound along way off. Nita glanced toward Kit, who
was removing the wizardly leash from Ponch, and then looked around.

Trees, was her first impression. Trees asfar asthe eye can see. But they're so weird! The treeswere
manytrunked, their branches reaching down haf the time to root themselves in the ground again. Other
branches and trunks reached higher, but almost immediately got involved and snarled up with the
wrestling, shoving trunks and branches of other nearby trees, so that the upper canopy was as much
wood as leafage. It made Nitathink of amany-arched roof trying to grow into a cathedra, but strangling
itself in grappling loops and buttresses, and having to break away each time in some new direction-then
getting tangled and strangled al over again. Littlelight pierced such acanopy, but what did was blinding.
Here and there the dtrife between the upthrusting, furioudy contending branches had let acrack of the
high sky show. This burned whiter-hot than the daytime sky above the Crossings, an unbearable glare
that seared the skins of the trees through which it tore. Like multiple fiery spearshafts, that light struck
down through the branch-cellings, scarring the nearby growth to a scabrous black and plunging like white
knivesinto the squel ching surface below. Slowly, softly, the spongy peat-black stuff underfoot bubbled

2herethelight bored into it, asif something there boiled.

Kit sniffed theair. "Motor oil," he said. Nita caught the scent he meant, and looked over at one of the
closer patches on the bumpy, root-tangled surface, where brown-black tar came oozing up through the
ground, dicked over with what was probably crude ail. It gave off the scent Ponch had been tracking.

The rushing sound was dowly getting louder. The effect was like walking toward awaterfall, except that
none of them waswalking. The sound made it seem asif the waterfal was coming toward them.

And then, in the distance, Nita saw the shadowy shapes moving dowly among the giant, broken-backed
trees, in severd lines, one after the other, somber, dark, steadily approaching. Slowly she started hearing
more than just that rushing noise as the shapes got closer. She heard alow humming or sSinging sound,
and other noises that made her hair stand on end: anguished cries and sobbings that got louder asthe
marching shapes drew nearer. The crunch and creak of breaking wood told Nitathat they were breaking
the trees asthey came, tearing down branches, ripping away every scrap of brush and undergrowth.

The shrieks echoing adong the path of the approaching creatures became louder every moment, and Nita
had to force herself to stand till and keep silent, concentrating on not panicking as she heard the trees
walling in anguish asther branches were bitten away. Onward came the softly singing column, leaving
everything that had stood in itsimmediate path now bare

except for the spongy ground underfoot. Off the creatures went and out of sight, bearing with them
branches like banners, 0ozing strange sap; and behind them the trees moaned low, and more sap fell and
trickled onto the soft ground, pooling like tears.



Filif stirred in Slent horror. "And you're sure thisis the place we were looking for?' he said.
Ponch stood up again, gazing at the indistinct, moving shapeswith interest. Thisisthe place.
"What are they?' Nitawhispered. "I can't see.”

"| think we should keep that mutua,” Kit said.

Nita nodded and reached down to her charm bracelet for the ready-to-implement invisbility spell, taking
hold of the fabric of the spell and whispering itslast word in the Speech. Shefdt thefaint itch on her skin
that told her it had taken hold, and around her the others al winked out of sight aswell.

Best we keegp any comments mind-to-mind for the time being, Ronan said.

Silently the others agreed. They al moved carefully forward: not just to avoid making any sound that
would be noticed by the crestures they were stalking, but because everybody was using different kinds of
invighility, and thismadeit al too easy for people to bang into one ancther.

Something light tickled Nitain the kidneys. She whirled, but there was nothing there, which meant what
sheld felt was one of Filif'sfronds. Sorry, Fil.

My fault, | wastoo close- What?

Sorry, it was me, Sker'ret's ratchety mind-voice said.
Nitalet out alittle breath of laughter as she softly
kirted around the vast intertwined trunk of one great
e she put out a hand, touched it-

The tree shuddered. Nita snatched back her hand, shocked, and then laid it against the tree again, much
more gently. What's the matter? she said to it silently in the Speech. Don't he afraid, I'm not going to hurt
youl.

But it was afraid. It wasin absolute terror. It was holding itself till in utter dread, frightened to spesk to
Nita, frightened to do anything a al. It was afraid of something far worse than the merdly physica
destruction Nita had seen. Finally shetook her hand away and moved off, rubbing the hand nervoudy, as
if the tree's anguish was something that could cling to her like swest.

What? Kit said, catching some leakage of what she felt.

It reminds me of the way the trees were in the Central Park in that other Manhattan, she said, when we
were out on Ordedl. That same kind of dumb fear. They wouldn't respond to the Speech.

Comeon.

Softly they made their way closer to the long lines of dark creatures weaving their way among the tree-
trunks. Nitacould just barely hear the soft footsteps of the others around her, and the dight rustling noise
that Sker'ret and Filif made when they moved. She came up behind one particularly large tree and,
without touching it, peered around it a the twisting pathway running between it and other largetreesa
few yards away.

Her nosewrinkled a the strange smell that hung inthe air. It'samogt like coffee, Nitathought, as one of
the



shadowy shapes came around the huge tree that blocked the pathway, but more bitter, alittle burnt, asif
it-

One of the shapes came around the tree and drifted toward her, dmost without a sound-and Nitalost the
thread of her thought completely, utterly shocked. A great, shining, dark-glossed almond-shaped body,
held up a adiagona on legsthat were longer at the front than in the back; eight black legs, jointed three
times each, the back edges of them razor-sharp; up high, ablunt wedge of ahead with great dark
mirror-shade eyes. Huge claws, hinged at the front top of the body shell, even sharper than the legs, held
the squirming, dripping branchestorn from sometree.

Nita stood frozen asthe creature walked ddlicately past her. A few seconds later another one passed,
and another, in what seemed an endlessline. They camein dl sizes, but even the smallest of them wasthe
szeof abig car. The larger ones, the creatures with the longest claws and heaviest armor, were more the
gzeof vansor smal trucks. They went on along the path, some of them making alow soft hum asthey
went, three or four notes repeated one after another. They weren't words; if they were, Nitawould have
been able to understand them as Speech. Unnerved, Nita began to back away very dowly and softly as
the long parade continued. The image from her dream was on her mind now: Delia's expression suddenly
buried behind a glossy unreveding eye, aclaw coming up to brush blond hair awvay. Whatever it means, |
haveto find out.

At last the final dark-shelled creature went past Nitaand out of sight beyond the trees down the path.
Nita

let out along breath of reief, but couldn't get rid of the profound unease that had been troubling her since
shefirst touched the tree. There's something redly bad going on here, she thought. And we don't have
much timeto find out whét.

Without warning, from behind her she heard adifferent kind of humming sound, getting louder by the
second. Nitaturned quickly to see what was making it-

She had just time enough to jump back as a claw huger than any of the ones on the parading creatures
came snapping straight at her face. She jumped back again in shock, grabbing for her charm bracelet,
and the creature followed, snapping at her again. It seesme! But how?

The huge shelled creature lunged at Nita, its claws snapping as she dodged around the tree, doing her
best to stay out of itsway while she dumped the invisbility spell, which could interfere with what she was
about to do. Then she said the short phrase of abasic defense spell, the single spell she probably knew
better than any other in the world, because it had been the first one shéld ever done. Asthe creature
followed her and its great down-reaching claws stabbed at Nita again, she saw the claws skid away from
the spell. Nita hurriedly held up her hands and spoke the words of the blast spell that she'd been ready to
use on whatever had been attacking her in her dream. In ablaze of glowing green- whitefire, the
force-blast wizardry jumped away from her outstretched hands. The cresture vanished in it, leaving her
staggering backward. Wow. Who'd have thought it'd have akick like that. It must be the power boost.

Thefire faded down as Nita straightened up, relieved. So much for that. | bate having to use sofina a
gpdl on anything, but-

-and then she gasped and backed up fast, asthe creature cameright at her through the fading light of the
wizardry. Its armor was shattered and cracked, but it was still making that awful, bone-rattling hum that
now escalated into aroar. Those huge claws reached out for her. One of them struck at her shield-spell,
and thistime the claw didn't skid aside. It burst right through.

Nita backed up and blasted the creature again. From behind her, Kit, also visible again, came up and did



the same. Hisblasting spell was built differently from Nitas, and this one knocked the thing back against
the nearest tree... but only for a second. The creature recovered its footing and came at them again, the
huge claws reaching out.

Down! someone said from behind them, and the word was as much wizardry as order: Nita's and Kit's
muscles took control of them and flung them down hard on the soft, 0ozing ground. Nitajust managed to
turn her head as she went down, and so was able to see the furiousfire of the Spear of Light streak over
her and Kit and into the huge chitin-mailed form. The ferocity of thelight |eft her briefly blind; she could
only hear, and what she heard was aroar like the wind shouting in rage, followed by a silent wave of
white- hot force that made Nitathrow her arms up around her head to shield it. Then, nothing but
dlence

Nitalooked up, blinking and till haf blinded, and

niished hersalf up to her knees. She and Kit were both covered with a dusty, scorched-smelling powder
that was still sifting down through the air from where the attacking cresture had been. Behind her, Ronan
put out his hand, and the Spear flew back to hisgrip.

Filif and Sker'ret and Ponch came up behind him as Kit and Nita hel ped each other up. "1 think we need
to get out of hereright away now," Ronan said, "and go somewhere quiet for athink."

"Boy, areyou ever on," Kit said.

Nita brushed hersdf off, looking at the vanishing tail end of the column of crestures, and listening to the
faint sound of the sobbing trees behind them. "Bugs," Nitasaid softly, and the hair stood up on the back
of her neck. "Giant bugs..."

Hurriedly, the six of them vanished.
"Theworld's called Rashah," Kit said.

They sat on atransparent sheet of hardened space a couple of thousand miles above the planet's surface,
gazing down. Theworld turned duggishly under them, its seemingly endless expanses of green and
blue-green and brown stretching far to either sde of anarrow, profoundly deep sea. Hovering afew feet
above the wizardly surface where they sat, and surrounded by five intent wizards and adog, Sker'ret's
implementation of the manua-a spherica holographic display like aparticularly high-tech crystd ball-was
showing them adowly turning, annotated version of the planet.

Filif leaned past Kit, al his eye-berries on one sde trained on the image as it rotated. Kit glanced over at
him, concerned, for though Filif now looked fairly steady, he had been trembling dl over when they firgt
madeit up into space. "Y ou fedling better?' Kit said.

Filif rusiled impatiently. "Theinitial shock's passed,”

he said. "Those plants aren't sentient the way my people are. But they're till in great pain.” His thought
turned dark with anger. "The Kindler of Wildfires has plainly made this place Its own.”

There seemed no way to argue with that, for over the image of Rashah in Kit's manud, and acrossitin
Sker'ret'sview of hisown, astring of boldface characters burned in the Speech. They said,
"ARESHHAV," an acronym for amuch longer phrase, and one rarely seen because few worlds were so
completely dominated by the Lone Power to qudify for itsuse. "Areshhav" implied "logt"-a place dmost
as much lost to hope as to the powers of darkness, and presumed to be beyond redemption until the
Powers That Be should intervene directly. The term aso implied that the intervention might possibly be



fata for the world'sinhabitants, if the Lone One could not be otherwise did odged.

Kit turned in his manual to the page that held the breakdown of the planet's physica characterigtics.
Rashah was the fourth world out from its sun, at about the same distance Jupiter would have beeniin
Earth's solar system. The other three planets were much too close to Rashah's ferocious blue-white
O-type gtar for even Life's endlessinventiveness to do much with. Those worlds weren't much more than
little scorched Moon-szed rocks, their sunsides repeatedly dagged down by flare activity. Rashah at
least had been distant enough from its star, Sek, to keep its atmosphere through the flares; afterward, the
plant lifethat had cometo cover the world had dowly exhaed enough gases to breed a greenhouse
effect, which dlowed

other life to evolve there-though not much of it. Millions of years had produced a planet where the vast
march of the ruthlesdy struggling rain forest was broken only by tar pits thousands of mileswide, dicked
over with lakes of 0ozing oil-the last remnant of far more ancient forests killed by solar flaresand
transformed by heat and dead weight over thousands of millennia. Rashah's turbulent wegether was as
unforgiving asits sun: Summers hot enough to melt Earth's polar caps dternated with wintersthat were
smply onelong, supremely violent hurricane.

Most of the living species on that planet were plants. There were avery few flying and cregping species
with no intelligence to spesk of, and of these, only the ravenous "topflyers' were tough enough to survive
Sek'sawful burning light for long. Theseinfested the uppermost levels of the rain forest that covered the
two great continents of the world, eating one another and anything € se foolish enough to venture up or
out into the terrible fire of day.

"It looks like everything dse living here except those topflyers stays undercover if it wantsto keep on
living," Nitasaid, looking up from her own manud. "Even the oneintelligent species...”

Sheturned a couple of pages, and Sker'ret's display shifted to match hers, showing them aclosely
annotated image of one of the giant bugs. "They cdl themsdvesthe Yddiv," Nitasad, "though they're
such ahive species, I'm not sure that the concept of them 'calling themselves anything isright. According
to

this) they've got kind of a common undermind or subconscious, so they may just think of themsdalves as
one body with alot of moving parts." She shook her head. "Not a'them': an 'it."

Kit, glancing over at Nita's manua, pointed at large blue-glowing patches that appeared here and there
on the pages. "What the heck are those?"

Nitashook her head again. " Some of the species background information is blocked,” she said. Shelaid
her finger on one patch, which came aive with the wordsin the Speech, "Dataiin abeyance." Another
lined-out passage, when shetouched it, said, "Datawithheld.”

"Withheld by whom?* Sker'ret said. "Or what?'

Nitalooked over at Ronan. Such redacted notations, the Defender said through him, mean that some
other Power isinterfering with the exchange of information.

"And you can just guesswhich one" Kit said softly. "Darryl did say-"

Kit saw Nitaswallow. "That we shouldn't hang around any longer than we haveto,” shesaid. "So let's
get down there and find out what the Instrumentality is, and what we have to do to get it and make it
work for us."



Filif rustled al his branches and |ooked rather chalengingly a Ronan. "1 don't suppose you could bea
little more forthcoming now about any details you've received from your sources.”

/ don't have anything new to share with you, the One's Champion said through Ronan. The other Powers
seem to think we've been given enough information to find the Instrumentaity without any further inpuit.

"| hate that," Kit said, though without any particular force. "Y ou know?1 redlly hateit when They trust us
so completely.”

Ronan looked nonplussed. You ‘re dl we have to work with, said the One's Champion. And you've
always produced the result before. Suddenly Ronan grinned; it was asour look. " See, thisisyour reward
for not letting the Lone One defegt you along time ago.”

"Y ou wouldn' think it was so funny if you knew what Itsideaof defeat usudly lookslike," Kit said. "And
| still wish the Powersthought we were alittle more cludess. We might get things done faster.”

But not as effectively, the Champion said.

"Yeah, well," Nitasaid, sounding uncomfortable. She turned her attention back to her manua, and when
her gaze was turned away, Kit sneaked a concerned look at her. Nita had been as unnerved as Filif
when they'd first gotten up here, and to Kit'seye, she till looked pae. "Probably we should start with the
cities," Nitasad. "There are two city-hives on the bigger of the two continents, kind of like giant anthills.
They're afew hundred miles gpart. They've been fighting each other, on and off, for"-Nitalooked at the
numbers on the timdineindicator that shone on the page, and squinted in disbelief-"millions of years?"

"They must redly be enjoyingit,” Sker'ret said dryly, "to keep the war going so long.”
"l don't know if enjoy would be theright word," Nitasaid, turning another page. "Each sde seesthe

other asaterriblethresat.” She glanced at Sker'ret. "Just think about it. If each of the Yadiv citiesaways
saw itself asthe only being in the world-and then al of a sudden another one turned up, one that thought
of itself asthe only being in the world-"

"Then both sides have agreat reason to panic,” Ronan said. "And an excuse to wipe the other side out.”

"It looks like somebody might aready have had arun at that,” Kit said, turning apagein his own manual.
"Have you looked at the background radiation numbersfor this place?"

Nitalooked surprised. "I thought maybe those were so high because we're so close to the star.”

Kit shook his head, looking increasingly grim. "Oh, yeah, the aamosphere's redl ionized, but that's not
going to account for the plutonium residue al over the place." He pointed at the manual page. "L ook
here. And over there-"

Filif shook al over, ahorrified shudder. " Someone herewas using aomics} " he sad. "The Kindler must
have driven them completely insane.”

"It'sapopular kind of crazy,” Kit sad. "Unfortunately."
"Youll beteling me next that they burn their hydrocarbond ™

"Uh, no," Kit said. "But it looks like there was amore developed civilization here once...ared long time
ago. Therée's nothing left now. It's been completely degraded.”



"Were the creatures here part of that civilization?' Sker'ret said to Nita. "Or are they a successor
Nita shook her head. "No way to tdll. Almost dl the rest of the history section is blocked out. 'Data
withhed5"

"And here's something e se that's kind of nasty,” Ronan said, glancing back at the group. He had been
looking off into the distance, the way Irish wizards did when consulting their memory-based version of
the manual. "All these creaturesve got asignificant, aware fraction of the Lone Power as part of their
souls”

Nitaturned a horrified look on him. "Areyou saying that thewhole Y ddiv speciesis overshadowed?!
It's rather worse than that, the One's Champion said. And rather more permanent. They're dl avatars.

Everyone stared a Ronan. "All of them are mortal versons of the Lone One?' Sker'ret said. "How's that
possible? Such amultiple embodiment would require immense power."

Which It has, said the Champion. But, yes, even for one of us, thiskind of power outlay would be
sgnificant. My guessisthat this culture has either been owned for so long that thiskind of
avataricpresence has smply seeped into the species nature over millennia.. or el se the manifestationis
something new, atest bed for something the Lone Power is planning.

"Probably agood reason for the world's history to be blocked,” Filif said, "at least from the Lone Oné's
point of view. It would be afair guessthat we'd have a better ideawhere to start looking for the
Instrumentality if we knew more about when this process started, and what this world has been through.”

Ronan ran his hands through his hair and looked

harried. "All right," he said. "Where do we go from here? Weve got to figure out what the Instrumentality
is, and whereit is... and what to do about it. While walking around in the middle of awar zone full of
giant bugs who can see useven when we'reinvisble.”

"And just how did that happen?' Nitasaid to Ronan. "And how was that thing able to get through my
shidd-godl?'

"The Lone One can bresk aworking wizardry when it'sdirectly present,” Ronan said. "It was party to
wizardry's creation, so It can eadily interfere, if I1t'sgot aloca foothold in awilling soul. That's what
avatars are al about. They can be worked through alot more effectively than the merdly
overshadowed."

"But did that avatar recognize us aswizards?' Kit said.
Possibly not, said the Champion. Avatars don't have to be conscious of their status.

"With such creatures about, it's a shame there's nowhere quieter to do our reconnaissance,” Filif said.
"Say, the other continent.”

Ponch had been lying and looking down with a brooding expression at Rashah asthe planet rotated in
seeming serenity benesath them. But what we're looking for is down where | brought you out, he said.
Why go elsewhere? Wed just be wasting our time.

"That being something we don't have alot of," Nitasaid. "So let's get busy.” She glanced over a Ronan.
"l do want to call my dad in alittle bit, though, to make sure what day it is back home. Isit going to be



sofe?'
/ can cover you, the Defender said. But putting forth
power asacloak isitself adetectable usage, if anyone's looking for such. So keep it short.

Nitanodded. "But asfor the Instrumentality,” she said, "what do we do when wefind it? Just tekeit?
What if it's something that belongsto the Y aldiv? What if they don't want to let us have it? Or they won't
tell ushow it works?"

"Onething a atime," Sker'ret said. "Weve got to go down there and do some research.” He was
looking through his own manud. "' can set up short-range transtsfor us from hereto the surface in such
away that they ought to be undetectable. Y ou'll want to look over my shoulder to make sure | don't miss
anything,” Sker'ret said to Ronan. "But what then? We're going to have to walk some places. We're
going to haveto go into the Yddiv cities and pass unnoticed. And asyou say, the usua invisibility doesn't
seem to be enough. These creatures, the warrior-foragers anyway, have a better-than-usual sense of
amdl, aswell aswhat lookslike an innate sengtivity to forcefidds. Merdly visud disguises aren't going to
dothejob."

Filif suddenly shook every frond he owned, and al hisberriesblazed. "Well, it's plain that therés no such
thing as coincidence," he said. "Have alook at this."

A moment later, Kit found himsdlf looking at another Nita. He glanced over a the origind one. Her jaw
had dropped.

"How doesit look?" Filif said. And, bizarrely, hisvoice sounded like Nitals.
"Wow!" Kit said.

"Doesit fed right?' Filif said. Heheld out anarm.

Kit pinched it experimentaly. "Yeah..."

"Doesit smdl right?"

"I wouldn't answer that if | wereyou," Nitasaid. She got up and went over to Filif, looking a him up
closeand very carefully. "It'samost likeamirror,” she

sad.
"It'samochteroof,” Filif said.

Theword was plainly in the Speech, but Kit had never heard it used before. "Some kind of seeming?* he
sad.

"About hafway between aseeming and afull shape- change,” Filif said... and once again the voice was
Nitas. "It'slesslikely to leave you with the side effects that a complete change would. Y et it looks and
fedssolid. It'l passdl the common sensory tests-touch, smell, taste.”

Kit was impressed. "When'd you start work on this?'

"When | started to redlize | didn't want to look, sound, or smell too much like avegetable,” Filif said, "in
aworld full of herbivores.”

Nita suddenly looked embarrassed. "Uh. Sorry. We, uh- "



"Don't gpologizel" Filif said. "l found soon enough that plants on your world aren't like they are on mine.
And | got caught up on my research and discovered you were built to eat the way you do. Just look at
your teeth! Anyway, when Roshaun and Sker'ret and | started going out visiting places with Dairine, |
built mysdf awizardry that was mostly agtrictly visud illuson. It worked well enough when wefirst went
tothe

mall, but it failled when | got distracted. So afterward | took the work 1'd done and used it to construct
something more robust-an overlay that wasn't astaxing asafull shape-change but could still cope with
being touched, and would react properly to al the other senses.”

Nitaleaned closeto Filif and pushed higher bangs asde to stare a hisher forenead. "What?' Kit said.

"He'seven got my zit!" Nitasaid, straightening up. She sounded rueful but impressed. "Y ou've realy been
working hard on this, Fil."

"I noticed you looking at it," Filif said, "and inserted it. The image self-updates when you do thét.
Otherwisg, it just runstrue to your last memory of agiven template. Here, look at this."

And suddenly the other-Nitaturned into Carmela.
Kit made an exaggerated choking noise and fell over. "Oh, no," he said. "Not her, not here! No way."
"What's the matter?' Filif said, sounding confused. "Did | get something wrong?'

Nitasnickered. "No," she said, and got up to stretch. "I'd say you got it just right.” She looked at Kit in
amusement. "No wonder 'Mea spends so much time bugging you! Y ou give her these huge reactions. If
you didn't make such afuss, she wouldn't have nearly so much fun.”

Kit rolled his eyes. Filif went back to being atree again, and Ronan, too, stood up and had a stretch. "All
right,” he said. " So al we need to do now is decide where to sart looking for the Instrumentdity.”

Kit looked up at Ronan. "Y ou saw where Ponch

brought us out. | think we should have some faith in histalent, and start our work near there. One of the
citiesisn't too far from our landing ste.”

"WEell have alot lesstrouble getting lost in the crowd where there are alot more Yddiv," Nitasaid. She
touched Sker'ret's rotating globe with onefinger. The view of the planet in her own manua and in the
larger display expanded to show the cities locations. "Y up, that's the bigger of the two cities.”

"So dl we haveto do now istailor versons of Filif's mochteroof for oursalves," Sker'ret said.

Ronan nodded dowly. "Right you are,”" he said. "And sinceit looks like the Y adiv are diurnal-alot of
them go out of the city to work in the forest in the daytime, then come back when it startsto get
dark-when they do, well go back in with them."

"Makes sense," Sker'ret said. "Well need someplace near our target city to use as a base, though,
somewhere to put up the pup tents. A cave or something smilar.”

"My very thought,” Ronan said. "I'll go seewhat | canfind. Back inatick."
Hevanished.

Nitastood |ooking down at the planet's surface, while off to one side Sker'ret started laying down his
short-trangit routines, alacy filigree of glowing lines embedded in the invisble surface they stood on. Kit



wandered over to Nita. "Y ou okay now?" he said.

"Huh? Oh, yeah. | got past it." Shefolded her arms, hugging her manud to her. "It'sjudt.. .Ronan.
Sometimes he sounds so normd."

"Sometimes," Kit said.

"But then without warning he gets edgy again.”
"So0? Where he's concerned, so do you," Kit said.
Nitalooked a him. "What?"

Kit shrugged. "Y ou should see your face sometimes. It'sarea Y ou get on my nerves but | can't take my
eyesoff you' kind of look."

Nita's expression went suddenly exasperated. " There wasn't anything like that going on with us," she
sad.

"But there could have been.”

"Likewhat? He's about amillion years older than mel" Nitasaid.

"Two," Kit said.

"Two million?"'

"Two years older than you," Kit said.

Nitalooked less exasperated and more befuddled. "Y our point being... 7'
Kit took abreath. "Y ou kissed him," Kit said.

Nita briefly looked shocked. Then sherolled her eyes. "That wasdl | did.”
"I know that!"

"Y eah? And how, exactly?'

This, by itsalf, was dmost enough to stop Kit cold. Wizards who worked closaly together sometimes
over heard things going on in each other's heads that hadn't been specifically "sent” by the other party. It
was an occupationa hazard... and asign of their closeness. But thisisasfar as|'ve ever gotten aong this
linewith her, Kit thought, miserable, and if | give up now, | may never havethe gutsto bring it up again!
Or thetime-

He opened his mouth. "L ook, never mind, | can guess,” Nita muttered, and turned away. "Anyway, you
know it'strue. And it just happened. It was just- He | don't know. So vulnerable right then. Y ou see how
heisusudly! Ronan being vulnerable-it's kind of an attentiongetter.”

Sheredly did sound embarrassed. Back out of thisdowly while you can, said some unusually nervous
part of Kit'sbrain.

"But | do fed alittle better about him generdly,” Nitasaid. "If | wasfeding alittle paranoid about him,
maybe it was|eft over from the last time someone | trusted was being overshadowed by the Lone One.
It's not like Ronan can be overshadowed while he's got the One's Champion insde him.”



"Asfa asweknow," Kit said. "But alot of things aren't working the way they usualy do."

"Oh, don't you get paranoid now,” Nitasaid. "Remember how it was with Ronan before, when he just
wanted the Champion to fal adeep or go away? Now at least the two of them seem to be working
together. We ought to be redlly grateful, because were all going to need that.”

"Yeah, | guess.” Kit et out along breath, feding relieved. But Nitaglanced back at him, and the smile
she was wearing was distinctly odd. "What?' Kit said.

"Uh, nothing serious,” Nitasaid. The amile sarted to turninto agrin. "1 wasjust thinking about Carmela.”
"Filif got alittle too closeto the origind there,” Kit said, passng ahand over hiseyes.

Nitasnickered. "Not that. | was thinking that when we get back, somebody'd better make sure she
knows exactly what she's getting into.”

"With what? Ronan?"
"Yeah."

Kit raised hiseyebrows. "Y ou mean we should tell her that being hot on Ronan is actudly being hot on
both a cranky Celto-Goth hottie and a Senior Power that iswho spent most of the past ten yearsliving
on Earth and wearing amacaw costume?’

Nitalooked at him.

"Nah," Kit said a last. "Let's not say anything. Let'sjust let it play out." And then Kit broke up laughing.
Nita'slook grew annoyed. "Y ou're enjoying the idea," she said.

"Ohyeah!" Kit managed to say. It took awhileto get control of hislaughter.

"If sheredizesthat youreletting her walk into thiswithout awarning just for your own amusement,” Nita
sad, "the universe being destroyed is going to come as ardlief.”

Kit wiped his eyes, forcibly smothering the last few laughs. "Look," he said, "when we get back, if he
hangs around for very long, haveto tell her. Assuming she doesn't figure it out herself, somehow. She's
been figuring out entirely too much lately."

Nita suddenly looked concerned. "Y ou don't think she's going to pull alate-onset Ordeal on us?”

Kit shook hishead. "She'stoo old. But even if sheis getting good with the Speech, you won't find me
com

plaining. I'd rather have her the way sheisthan like my other sgter.”
"Oh, please," Nitasaid. "Helenaand your 'dedl with the devil.' What alaugh.”

"| can't believe she could even think 1'd do something like that. Y ou live with somebody dl your lifeand
then-" Kit threw hishandsin theair, let them fal again, ahdpless gesture.

Ronan appeared off to one side of their hardened- space platform. "I've got just the thing,” he said,
coming over to them. "Theres abig stony outcrop a couple of milesfrom the end of the tunnels of the
bigget city."



"So what did you find?' Nitasaid. "Caves?'

Ronan nodded. "A big bubble cavern with no connection to the city tunnels" he said. "But there's plenty
of room therefor al our pup tents, and no surface access of any Sze; no one's going to come sneaking
up on us." He glanced over at Nita. "Y ou want to call your dad now?"

"Yeah," Nitasaid, and got out her phone. "Feed the cave coordinates to our manuas, huh?*
"Andtome" Sker'ret sad. "I'll want them for the short-term trangits.”

Ronan headed over to where Sker'ret was working with Filif on the spell diagrams. As Nitadialed her
phone, Ponch got up from where held been lying and ambled over to Kit, histall swingingidly.

Weé're going now? he said.
"Yup," Kitsad.
Good. I'm hungry!

Kit reached down to scratch behind Ponch's ears. "It's al about dinner or playing or deep with you, isn't
it?' hesad.

Not dl, Ponch said in adightly hurt tone of voice. There are other things. Sometimesit's about squirrels.
"Oh, great," Nitasaid under her bregth. "What now?"

Kit glanced over at her. Nitagave him another of those exasperated |ooks and hit the button that started
up her cdl's speakerphone function.

At the other end-the other end of the gdaxy, or the universg, for al Kit knew-the phone was ringing. And
ringing, and ringing, and ringing...

"Nobody's home," Nitamuttered. She started diding again.
"Maybe your dad's at work?" Kit said.
"l sure hope s0," Nitasaid. "Not that I'm surewhat timeit isthere.”

But when the call garted to go through, that number, too, just kept ringing. After afew rings someone
picked up. Kit saw Nita's expresson go alittle less scared. "Hi, thisis Harry Cdlahan-"

"Daddy! What timeisit?1 thought you'd be-"

"-at Cdlahan's Horigts," said her dad's voice. "Unfortunately there's no one available in the shop to take
your call right now. Our norma business hours are 8:00 am. to 5:30 PM. Monday through Friday-"

Nitahung up. "Okay," she said. "His cell phone-"

Shedialed again. But thistime al she got was a different recorded message, adigita one. "The party you
aredidingisnot avallable at thistime. Please try again later-"

Nitahung up again, starting to look upset. "This makes no sense,” she said.

"Y ou could try getting hold of Dairine," Kit said. "Maybe she's heard something.”



Nita nodded, pulled her manual out, and opened the back cover, where she kept her messaging routines.
"Dairine Cdlahan," she said to the manudl.

The back page blanked. Then asingle phrase in the Speech came up out of the whiteness. "Recipient is
out of ambit or in trangit, and is not available. Record amessage for ddlivery when ambit or trangt status
changes?'

Nitarolled her eyes. "Yeah, Dair, it'sme," she said. "Have you heard anything from Dad? Call me back
in the book as soon as you can. End message.”

The page nickered, spelled the message out in the Speech, and then blanked it. "Saved for delayed
send.”

"Thanks," Nitasaid. "Now get me Tom Swae or Carl Romeo, and flag it urgent.”
The back page blanked. Then asingle phrase came up: "Messaging in abeyance.”
"Tn abeyance?' Nitasad. "What's that mean?’

"And not even any Try again later,” Kit muttered. "What's going on back there?"

Nitashook her head, closed her manual, and picked up her phone again. She punched in the number for
Tom's house, hit the speakerphone function. Once again the diding tone tinkled through its usua
sequence, followed by along silence.

w
Operationd Pause

Nitaamost hung up, but at last the phone at the other end started ringing. And it rang, and rang, and
rang...

Shelet out along breath, hung up.
"Maybe they're out somewhere,” Kit said.

"Why do | not believeit'sthat smple?’ Nita covered her eyeswith one hand. "They awayshavea
wizardry that forwards cals from wizardsto their cdlls" she said, looking up. "And they're hardly ever
both not there-"

"They werelast week," Kit said, "and you know what that was about." He was trying hard to sound
cam, but he wasn't sure how well it wasworking.

Nitarubbed her face. "Look," shesaid. "I'm redly freaked now. I'm not going to be any good here until |
check on things back home and make sure my dad's okay. It won't take me long."

But we just got here! wasthefirst thing Kit wanted to say. He ressted the urge.

"Look, | know what you'rethinking," Nitasaid. "I don't care. What good am | going to be for anything if
I'm not sure what's going on with my dad? And, Kit, what if we did just have another of those big time
lags?If it'sdl of asudden five dayslater, wed better find out about it now-becauseif Darineand | have
to go back and cover for oursalves before school starts making trouble for my dad...”

Shelooked furious and frustrated. Kit let out along bresth, because she wasright. "Okay,” Kit said. "But
how're you going to do this?"



Sker'ret had finished conferring with Filif, and now
came toddling over to them. ™Y ou could aways send afetch back home to see what's going on," Sker'ret
sad.

Nita thought about that, then shook her head. "No way," she said. "It's not just about what / need to see.
If my dad's upset aready, dealing with atransparent version of methat can't get solid when he needsa
hug isn't going to do him any good &t all."

"Ponch can't take you," Kit said. "We're going to need him here. And even if we didn't, you'd run into the
sametimelag problem dl over again.”

"I'll do adirect gating,” Nitasaid. "The only reason we needed Ponch to get here was because we didn't
know where we were going. Now that we've got the coordinates for Rashah, | can gate straight in and
out." She glanced at Ronan. "Y ou can cover for that, too?"

/ can, said the Champion, sounding uneasy, but we need to keep thiskind of thing to aminimum.

"For once the spell won't have to be terribly complex,” Nitasaid. "We've dl got the power now to push
gatings through just by brute force, rather than finesse."

"I can coach you on how to compensate for any equivaent lag," Sker'ret said, "now that we know how
much of it werre dedling with. Infact, it'd make sense to take that information back to the Crossings-it'll
help my sibs keep things running there for alittle longer." He glanced over a Kit and Ronan and Filif.
"Can you spare me? | won't be gone any longer than Nitais."

"Whilewere il just doing our first on-the-ground surveys,” Kit said, "sure. And it makes sensefor you
to

go out a the sametime as Neets." He glanced over a Ronan. "It meansyou'll have only onetrangit to
cover instead of two."

"Let'sget ready for it, then," Sker'ret said. "I'll get the gating set up." He scuttled away in the darknessto
gart dtering one of the trangit circles.

"I'll check your spdling,” Filif said, going after him.
Nitawatched them go, then glanced back at Kit. "Y ou're annoyed a me," she said.

Kit gave Nitaalook, hoping she wasn't going to force him to answer. She returned the look, in spades.
Findly Kit said, "Not annoyed. But you're holding out on me. It'snot just your dad, isit? It's Tom and
Cal, too. Isn't it?"

For along moment, Nitadidn't say anything. Then she sighed. "L ook, | know we had to run with the
information that Ronan and the Champion gave us. But | till fedl like weve run out on our Seniors, and
they probably got worried about us when they came looking for us and couldn't find us anywhere.”

"Y ou're not going to tell them anything-"
"Of course I'm not going to tell them anything! But they just need to know we're okay."
She was quiet for amoment.

"And that'sgtill not dl of it," Kit said.



Once again, and for amuch longer time, Nita said nothing.
"Look," Kit said, "don't say anything if you don't want to; | guessit's not redlly important-"
"Y ou're eavesdropping on my brainsagain,” Nitasaid.

Her tone wasresigned. "No," Kit said, and blushed. "I just overheard- Y ou know how itis. Morea
feding than athought.”

"Yeah," Nitasad. "l know how itis."

The look she gave him left Kit embarrassed enough to want to glance away; but he didn't. "A feding isal
itis" Nitasad. "l wish | had something more concrete to go on than ahunch! But that'sdl I've got.
There's something back that way that needs doing, and | have to go there and find out what it is, and do
it. And | hate acting like being on Rashah is freaking me out enough to make meimmediately run away!"

"I know that'snot it," Kit said.
"Doyou?' sad Nita

Now it was Kit'sturn to pause. Isit smart to tell her how serioudly scared | am? he thought. Isit going to
make her fed worse?

"Yeah, | do," Kit said a last. "I don't want to spend a minute more herethan | haveto. But | don't have
any hunches, and you do. So get out of here and do what you have to. And do one thing for me?"

"Sure
"Cdl my mom when you get there? Let her know were okay."
"Yeah," Nitasaid. "No problem.”

They turned back to the others. "We're done here," Sker'ret said. "Filif's checked everything over, and
we've got the coordinates for the cave. Well meet you there when werefinished.”

"Then you two go on,” Kit said. "Wewon't do anything too exciting until you get back."

"Why do | have serious doubts about that?' Nita said. But she smiled, even though the smile was wan.
"L ook, if Dairine turns up before we get back-"

"I'lHfill her in."

Nitawent over to where Sker'ret was standing in one of the spell diagrams. "Y ou ready?’ she said to
Ronan.

Helifted the Spear of Light. "Go," he said.

The Spear flared into life. Nitaand Sker'ret began to speak in the Speech together. Under their feet, the
spell diagram came dive with light-the spoken words chasing their way around the circle, knotting in the
wizard's knot, then blazing up too blindingly to let aviewer seeindividud characters.

Nitaand Sker'ret vanished. Asthey did, Kit once again caught what hed "overheard" before, that
srange fedling of fear combined with Nita's sense of something that absolutely had to be done. And
mixed with it, bizarrely, he could hear asort of buzzing sound, sharp and abrupt, repeating again and
again. Kit frowned. Now whereve | heard that sound beforef If | didn't know better, 1'd think it was



somebody using some kind of energy weapon...

Hedidn't hear anything further. Weird, Kit thought. Never mind. To Filif, who was now standing over
Sker'ret's short-term transit spdll diagrams, he said, "How's everything look?

Ponch, sitting there looking down at the planet, now stood up again and shook himsdlf dl over. Arewe
going finding again?
"Pretty soon,” Kit said. "But we should get to the cave so you can have some dinner firgt."

Ponch began to jump up and down excitedly. "Okay, okay, do it over here," he said, leading Kit to one
of the trangit circles Sker'ret had set up. Nearby, Ronan and Filif each stepped into one of the others.
Ronan glanced over at him. "Ready?"

"Reedy."
They vanished.

The darkness and silence of the cave wastotal, and the air was absolutdly till, except for the gentle
wavering of the hegt they fdlt risng from the surface on which they stood. The ftifling air was dightly
tainted with an oily smell that reminded Kit of the last time the repairmen had to be called in to dedl with
the furnace at home.

Very dowly Ronan alowed the Spear of Light to show itsdlf in afaint ghostly glimmer of blade, while
Filif's eye-berries glowed at their softest. Kit spoke the words of his smal wizard-light spell and pushed it
looseinto the air, where the tiny spark of it hung and made adim green-blue glow. Around themon dl
gdes, the cavern stretched out, vast, empty, the distant walls glittering faintly. The floor was curved
dightly upward toward the far walls, so that the four of them seemed to be standing in the middle of a
huge, pae, shalow bowl. In such low light, the ceiling wasinvisible.

There's nothing here, the Champion said after amoment. We're safe enough.
Kit let hislight get about as bright as a hundred- wait bulb, and the Spear flared up into itsfull glory;

Ronan et the shaft of the Spear sink into the stone of the floor and fasten itself there. Filif ' berries paled
down. They could now seethe celling, at least a hundred feet above them, maybe more. A bristling of
tiny thin sta actites, probably the result of many centuries of trickling water, hung fromit like a coarse,
thick fur. Here and there the floor was bumpy with little walnut- sized lumps of dripped-down minerd
sdlts, which crunched underfoot when Kit experimentally stepped on them.

"Wasthis areavolcanic once?' Filif said.

"Could have been," Kit said. "'l think the magma underneath burped out abig gas bubble... thenit dl got
pushed up toward the surface. The gas got out, the water got in..."

"Not too much of it,” Ronan said, "fortunately for us. Otherwise, there might be other waysin." He
looked around, satisfied.

Kit nodded and reached into his otherspace pocket for the pup-tent interface. He hung it in the air and
pulled the door down. Ponch dashed through it. "Back in aminute,” Kit said.

He went after Ponch, popped open acan of dog food, and emptied it into one of the waiting bowls. Then



he poured some water into another dish from an open bottle. Ponch turned in afew happy circles and
then began noisily and happily eeting. Kit rooted around in the piles of suppliesfor one of the
prepackaged sandwiches his mother had |eft for him, unwrapped it, and took amoment to stuff it into his
face.

Then he stepped out through the interface with the second half of the sandwich.

Ronan had vanished into his own pup tent. Filif sood off to one side, looking down at the bright circle of
another trangport spell, which was now etching itself in burning linesinto the stone. "Sker'ret gave me a
compacted version of the transport routine,” Filif said, "for transfers from here to the outer surface.” He
brought up his own implementation of the wizard's manua, which manifested itsdlf asasort of fog that
clung about his branches. In that fog Kit could see aschematic of the immediate neighborhood of the
planet's surface, with the main city-hive marked onit.

"Therésamain trail from the city-hive that passes not too far from here," Filif said. "We can make our
way easily enough to it from our trangt point. Since these creatures are So scent-sensitive, we should put
the outside end of the trangt wizardry in alittle loop that leads from the path and goes back to it, so that
it won't be obviousto any Yddiv stumbling onit that our trail goesonly so far and stops.”

"Itl look asif we just wandered off the main path alittle and then right back again,” Kit said. "Great." He
ruffled up Filif's branches alittle, affectionately. Filif was such ahardworking wizard, so self-effacing, but
s0 good a what he did, that Kit was coming to admire him immensdly. "Y ou hungry? Y ou should get
yoursdf something.”

"I'll root inawhile" Flif sad. "l want to make surethisisin order first. And this-"

A couple of Filif's branch-fronds reached inward to touch each other, then parted again. Between them
gretched athin filament of green wizardly fire, the most delicate possible chain of charactersin the
Speech. AsFilif stretched the chain out, it became more and more complex, like asingle strand of
spiderweb becoming the whole web, then acomplex of websin three dimensions, building ashapein the
ar. Flif drifted backward from where he had origindly been standing, and the green-fire construct stayed
anchored in the air and grew upward and outward, becoming more and more complex every minute. It
resolved into the big oval shape of aYadiv's body, spreading outward into the legs and the claws, the
light then filling the innards of the shape asit ketched itsdf on the air. Shortly the shape of acomplete
Yddiv hung there, resting lightly on itswalking claws, towering over Filif and Kit. Filif let go of the
filament of wizardry, and the spell stood on its own. He drifted around it, looking it over.

Kit followed, also examining it. He wasimpressed by the way the many, many sentencesin the Speech
interwove to produce the result. The mochteroof was woven dl around awizardly "virtua copy” of the
Yadiv'swhole body. "I took the template from the Y adiv that Ronan had to blat,” Filif said. "Poor
creature, it had little enough time to serve Life, even as crookedly asit did. Now it will serveit another
way." He stood back from hiswork, admiring it. "I, asin some other hive cultures, the warriors here
have additional status, thismay offer us an extralayer of protection. Or enable usto go places where the
workers cannot."

"l hope it doesn't dso get usin somekind of trouble we can't anticipate,” Kit muttered. "l wish the
manual functionsweren't so messed up here. We don't know as much about these people as we need
to."

"We have no choice, though,” Filif said, "do we? We're going to have to take the chance.”

"No argument,” Kit said. "Should | try it on?'



"l was hoping you would ask."

Kit took another look at the wizardry, seeing the spot near the back of thevirtua Y adiv where the user
was meant to step in and shrug the new body around him like a coat. Carefully, he stepped into the
center of the weave.

Thewhole thing blazed up with power and pressed in on Kit like asecond skin... then vanished. He
stood there tremendoudy confused for amoment: the mochteroof seemed to have smply vanished. Kit
held up ahand-

-and saw the shadow of one of those huge, sharp- edged claws come up in front of hisface. It was so
odd and sudden that he jumped; the claw jerked. "Wow," he said, and turned around. "Thisis cool. And
| fill fed likeme."

Ronan had come out of his pup tent and was heading over to fetch the Spear. He looked over at Kit with
interest. Ponch, who had come out of Kit'stent alittle before, now started dancing around Kit and
barking joyoudy, asif thiswasintensdy funny. Y ou'reagiant bug! Ponch said. Y ou even sméell like one!

"I'll take that asacompliment,” Kit said, and was astonished at the bizarre humming and crunching

noises that came out of him instead of words. He looked over at Filif, and was aware of the dark mirror-
shade eyesthat hewas "seeing” through, though it was his own form of vision that prevailed.

"Y ou can usethe Yadiv sensorium anytime you need to," Filif said, drifting around again to check that the
mochteroof was working correctly. ™Y ou can scent and see either in your own mode exclusively, or as
they do, or both a once. The Yadiv see mostly as heet; alot of the visble spectrumislost on them.
Scent comes through the legs, and they don't go in much for tactile information, asfar as| cantdl. Taste
isinthe mandibles”

"And wizardry?' Kit said.

"Won't beimpaired,” Filif said. "Y our portable claudication is exactly whereit would normdly be, asare
your preprepared wizardries. Y ou can do whatever you would normal ly-"

The sudden bang! of displaced air was astonishingly loud in this smal space, and was followed by an
abrupt shower of asort of flaky rain, asmany of the tiny damp minera-drop stdactites from the ceiling
came pattering down onto the floor. Kit whirled around with adisrupter spell in his hands-alittle core of
compressed wizardry burning hot and ready to fire-and was only briefly surprised by the huge
claw-shadows that seemed to enclose the hands holding the spell. Out beyond the shadows of the
mochteroof, Ronan had snatched the Spear up out of the stone floor and was standing there with it
flaming in one hand, ready to throw. Filif's berries were suddenly burning a disconcerting dark
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color that Kit had never seen before. But then Kit let out a breath and waved his hands and their
shadow- claws gpart, dismissing the spell, at the sight of the two figures standing there, one shorter than
him, one much tdler.

Dairine and Roshaun looked up around them at the interior of the cave. Dairine's hands were aso holding
some spell that fizzed and glittered as whitely blinding as a Fourth of July sparkler. Roshaun was holding
ready in one hand what might have been ameter-long gilded rod, except for the hot, orange-golden,
sunlike light that writhed and coiled ingdeit. Down on the floor between them, Spot crouched, glowing a
soft and dangerous blue.



Then Dairine and Roshaun and Spot (extruding afew eyesto do the job) al stared at Kit. Dairine
actualy sguinted at him, and it took some moments before shefindly grinned. "Hey," Dairine said. "On
you, that looks good."

Kit laughed. He pulled one of the tags of the Speech that was hanging down inside the mocbteroof, and it
fdl awvay.

"How'd you find us so fast?' Ronan said. "We didn't even know we were coming here until alittlewhile
ago."

"l got Nita's message when we popped out of transit on our way in," Dairine said. " Sheleft apointer to
the new coordinates, and forwarded it to the transits Sker'ret built for you. But whered she go?"

"Home," Kit said. "Have you heard anything from your dad?"

Dairine shook her head. "l wasgoing to cdl," she said. "Why? Neetstried and couldn't get through?
"Yegh," Kit sad. "Nothing."

"Then | won't bother right now," Dairine said. "Weve got bigger fishto fry."

Roshaun looked briefly nonplussed. "Isthisthe timeto be thinking about food?" he said.

"If you'd had aslittleto eat as| havetoday, it surewould be," Dairine said, "and if you ask me, Ponch
has the right idea, because despite dl the hoopla back at your big fancy roya paace, the one thing that
didn't put in an appearance was a buffet. So forgive me." She reached into her otherspace pocket and
garted feding around in it. "But we found out what we're supposed to be looking for.”

"The Indrumentdity?' Kit sad.

"What isit?' Ronan sad.

Dairine came up with atrall-mix bar and started unwrapping it. "Not awhat,” shesad. "A who."
Ronan and Filif and Kit dl stared at one another.

Dairine gave Ronan a cockeyed look as she bit into the trail-mix bar. "And it's funny that not even you
know," she said, munching, "since your passenger was carrying the information. But then, not even He
knew. Did you?' she said to the Champion.

I've often worked as a courier before, the One's Champion said. "Messenger” is one of the most basic
parts of my job description. But I've never before carried amessage | didn't know / was carrying.

"Firg timefor everything," Dairine said, having another bite. "Ronan, around the time you stopped by

our house, part of that message got loaded into Spot, and you never even knew it was happening. We
couldn't get at it until we got to the mobiles world. They put someinfo from the Defender's presencein
the mobiles world together with that information, decoded it..."

She smiled. Beside her, Roshaun sat down on the floor, cross-legged, with his usud effortless grace.
"The Indrumentdity,” Dairine sad, "isthe Hesper."

At that, Ronan looked up sharply.



"Or aHesper," Dairine said. "There's not much difference at this point, since there's never been one
before, and there may be more later... if thisworks out.”

Kit shook his head. "What's a Hesper?'

"It'samade-up word," Dairine said. "We don't have an English equivaent to the word in the Speech.
Y ou know any of the old namesfor the Lone One before It fell ?*

Kit thought amoment, hearing an echo of theword in an old memory. "Hesperus?' he said. "Isthat in
Greek mythology?'

"Yesand no," Dairine said. "But you know." Shelooked at Ronan, or rather, at hisinterior colleague.
"The morning and the evening star,’ they used to cdl the Lone Power, before there was that disagreement
at the beginning of things. Then the 'sar fell."

"Phosphorus and Hesperus," said Ronan. " The Greeks didn't know the morning and evening starswere
the same planet, so they had two different names. Some people started using 'Hesperus as the name for
the Lone One before |t fell.”

Dairine nodded. "That's the closest word we've got

for what were looking for. What's about to happen,” she said, "is the emergence of a'bright' version of
the Lone Power."

Kitsmouth fell open. "Here?"
"Lookslike" Darinesaid. "All we have to do now isfigure out who it is, whereit is, and how to help it."
"But the Pullulus Kit said.

Dairine gave Kit an exagperated look. "Don't you get it?" Dairine said. "That's not even dightly important
compared to this! | think the Powers are trying to tell usthat doing the right thing about the Hesper will
save the universe, too. The Hesper'salot more important ... and we've got exactly one chanceto get this
right. If we do-"

She stood there and waved her handsin the air. Kit realized that he was seeing a historic thing happen:
Words had just failed Dairine.

The thought scared Kit dmost worse than the Pullulus did.

They came out into the dimmed light of evening at the Crossings, and Nitalet out the breath shed been
holding since Sker'ret'strandt spell Sarted to work. At atime when wizardry was acting peculiarly, any
successful gating was atriumph.

Beside her, Sker'ret hadn't moved off the trangit pad. He was looking around him with al his eyes, every
one pointed in adifferent direction. "Did you hear something?' he said.

"No," Nitasaid. And then that struck her as strange. Nitawalked off the gating pad and stepped out to
where the hexagon of the enclosure met the corridor. She looked up and down the length of that bright,

shining space...
... and shivered.

"Thisisredly weird,” Nitasad.



Very quietly, Sker'ret came up beside her and looked
up and down the broad corridor. There was no one to be seen, absolutely no one at al.

"Okay," Nitasaid, thinking aoud, and glancing over at the nearest information standard, which was
showing its default display of Crossingstime. "It'sthe middle of the night..."

"Themiddle of aCrossngs night," Sker'ret said, "doesn't look like this. Somewherein fifteen or twenty
thousand worlds, it's dways the middle of the day for somebody. Somebody is always passing through.”

Nitashivered again. "Y ou did say when wel€eft that the reduced traffic was a symptom of something that
was going to get worse."

"Yes" Sker'ret sounded unnerved. "But not this much worse, not thisfast. And theres ill..."
Hetrailed off.

Thefeding of darm in him was suddenly very pronounced. Still what? Nitasaid slently. Shefelt oddly
unwilling to make the silence around them seem any louder by speaking intoit.

Something wrong, Sker'ret said. He turned and flowed back to the information column by the gate
cluster'strangit pad, rearing up againgt it to trigger the extension of its command-and-control console.
Sker'ret brought up adisplay on the floating console and tapped at the control pad besideit. The display
brought up anumber of paragraphsin the dot-patterns and acute angles of Rirhait, but the bar graph
beside the figures and annotations told Nita enough about what was going on here. That's showing recent
trangts through the Crossings? she said.

In the last three standard days, Sker'ret said. The bar graph showed the number of travelers passing
through the Crossings worldgates in a standard hour. Every bar was shorter than the one before. Then,
inthe last standard day, there was abrief shallow spike in both incoming and outgoing trandts, after
which al of them stopped completely. No one's come through for some hours, Sker'ret said. Absolutely
no one.

They stood there looking at each other in silence. Then Nitasaid, Y ou don't think that's possible, do
you?

Sker'ret |ooked back toward the corridor with severa of his eyes. / want to have alook at the central
management station, he said. And | want to find out where my esteemed ancestor is!

Comeon, Nitasaid slently.

Walking through this emptiness, with the gating- information standards slently changing minutes on their
digita readouts al down the concourse, felt to Nitajust like it would have felt to walk down astreet in
Manhattan that had no oneinit at al. Shefound hersdlf staring into every gating-cluster dcovethat they
passed, but there were no people anywhere: not the briefest glimpse of atentacle, not aglimmer of an
alien eye. Down the corridor, Nita could just make out a portion of the shining rack that was part of the
Stationmaster's office. Normally there would have been people passing by it in al directions, making their
way to one gate or another. Now the rack stood there dl by itself, and Nita and Sker'ret made their way
toward it, through the silence, through the emptiness-

Nitas eyes went wide; without actualy hearing anything, she felt asound go blasting past her ear. " Sker't"
she cried, and threw hersdf on top of him, knocking him down flat againgt the floor.

And then the actua sound came, and ablast of energy just above her head-a moment too late, for Nita



had just said that fourteenth word in the Speech, and her persona shield-spell had gone up around her
and down to the ground on either side, covering Sker'ret aswell. 1t'd better work right thistime! she
thought furioudy, and felt around in the back of her head for that shadowy presence that she was now
expecting to find, haf double serpent of light, half backbone of wizardry. Are you there?

Here, the peridexic effect said. Nita could ingtantly fed the extraflow of power go rushing through her
into the spell. Several more energy bolts splattered into the shield, gnawed at it, and splashed away.

Y ou carrying anything offensive? Nitasaid to Sker'ret.

His eyesthrashed around underneath Nita. She levered hersdf up alittle to let him squeeze them out to
ether sde. Absolutdly, Sker'ret said, sounding grim. Roll off and I'll bring my shields up. Wheresthefire
coming from?

She peered down the corridor. It was hard to see through the eye-burning brightness of the blaster fire,
but Nita could just make out a number of tal, thin shadows down that way, leaning out from behind
various outward-projecting kiosksto fire, then ducking back again. / think they're alot farther down this
corridor, past your ancestor's office.

Right. Roll now!

Nitarolled off Sker'ret to hisleft, and felt the bump on her side as his own shield came up and pushed
her sdeways. She scrambled to her feet as several more energy bolts hit her shield, then reached down
to her charm bracelet, grabbed the charm that looked like alightning bolt, and said the singleword in the
Speech that released the wizardry's "safety.”

Instantly a shape of light formed inthe air in front of her: along dender stock, tapering down to an dmost
needlelike point. It was one of numerouswizardly versons of ablaster, this one being nothing more than
aportable linear accelerator that pushed athin stream of charged particles as close to lightspeed as they
could go, and then (thisbeing, after dl, magic) just alittle faster. The effects of being struck by abeam
from the accel erator tended to be noticeable, and unfortunate, for the target. Nita grabbed the
acceerator out of the air with the intention of making its use very unfortunate for someonein abig hurry if
they didn't stop shooting at her.

Okay, let's see how loud I can be now, she thought, unnerved but excited, as she stood up in the midst of
all that blaster fire. There are phrases every wizard knows he or she may haveto usein the line of work,
and doesn't redly want to. But most wizards nonethel ess dream of using them, just once or twice, under
the right circumstances... and thiswas Nitasfirst chance to use thisone.

"In Lifesname," she shouted in the Speech, while the energy blasts kept striking her shidld, "and for Its

sake, | adviseyou that | am here on the business of the Powers That Be! Y our actions toward me, and
through me, toward Them, will determine the continuation or revocation of your present satus. Be
warned by me, and desist!"

Sowly, the blaster fire stopped.
Just asdowly, Nita started to grin-

-and dl at once the blagter fire started up again, twice asferocioudy thistime, so that the multiple impacts
againg her shidld made Nita stagger.

"Oh, redly," she said under her breath as she got her balance back and made sure of her shied's
integrity. "Sorry, guys, you blew it."



Both angry and sad, she chose her first target with care-one of those thin shadows standing behind a
particularly aggressive stream of energy blasts-aimed, and fired. Away down the corridor, acrossthe
central intersection of the Crossings, that source of the blagster firefailed. "Sorry,” Nitasaid under her
breath, meaning it, though not hesitating to immediately choose another target. Shefired again. "Sorry.”

Beside her, Sker'ret made hisway down toward the central intersection. The closer he got, the more
blagter fire hit hisshield. It turned afierce glowing red, mirroring itsaf in Sker'ret's shiny cargpace-and
every bolt that hit it bounced ingtantly and directly back in the direction from which it had come. Any
unshielded being standing in the same place after having shot at him suddenly found itself on the recaiving
end of aboosted version of whatever it had fired. Nitafollowed Sker'ret, not hurrying, choosing her
targetswith regret

and great care. Thefirefromin front of them began to lessen, but now Nitafelt somefire hitting her shield
from behind. She turned and started walking backward, aiming carefully a more of those thin shadow-
shapes who leaned out from behind cover farther down the corridor. "They're behind us, too, Sker'!" she
cdled. "How are we planning to get out of here? | don't want to get cut off."

"I'm not going anywheretill | find out who these people are, and get them out of here somehow!" Sker'ret
caled back, making steadily for the intersection. "I'll open you a gate and get you home.”

"Not the dightest chance!™ Nita said, coming abreast of him. "If you think I'm gonnaleave you herein the
middle of afirefight, you're nuts."

They paused together just before coming out into the open intersection. The central control structure was
just within sight. Nitahad half expected to see the Stationmaster's body hanging therein therack, but it
was mercifully empty. Nitaswallowed. "Okay," she said, "you ready?"

"Let'sgo."

They ran out across the intersection together. As Nita had expected, both their shiddsimmediately lit up
with crossfire from both sides. They ducked into the control structure, and Nita got down behind some of
the control surfaces while choosing more potentia targets. Sker'ret's shield kept up its active-defense
role, and the rate of fire dwindled-but not nearly as much as Nitawould have liked it to.

She popped up, amed at a shadow that was getting

too close for her comfort; it went down. Her ssomach turned. While Nita hadn't been ableto clearly see
the results of her own fire, self-defense had been easier. "Sker'," she said, "what now?"

"Givemeaminute,” Sker'ret said. "I'm making thisup as| go dong." He pulled himsdlf up into the
racking, enough to tap briefly at the main control console. Therate of fire at them increased, and Nita
popped up once more, sighted on yet another shadow-they were getting bolder, getting closer, no matter
how many of them she, or Sker'ret's shield, took out. She fired again, and once again her somach
wrenched. / hate this, Nitathought. But I'd hate it more if the wegpon stopped doing that.

All around them, the blaster fire continued, but the impacts on both their persond shields abruptly

ceased. Nitalooked around and saw that alarger force field had sprung up around the central control
dructure. Thisonewasinvisible, but its hemisphere was clearly defined by the bright splatter of frustrated
energy hitting the outside of it.

"That'll give usafew minutes," Sker'ret said.
"A few}" Nitasad, darmed.



"The console shield will copewith thislevel of firedl right," Sker'ret said, sounding very grim indeed, "but
how long do you think it's going to stay like this? Whoever those people are, they plainly intend to take
the Crossings by force. When they find they don't have enough force, they'll bring up somemore. | give
us maybe five minutes. By then | should be able to find out why the Crossings own defense systems

haven't come up, and either | can get them up again ox,.. do something else.” His voice went perfectly flat
inaway that Nita had never heard before. "But you need to keep them off my back. Stick some of your
power into the shield, giveit aboost. Here are the schematics"

A glowing diagram full of linesand curves and weird symbols appeared in the air in front of Nita. She
gulped; not even knowledge of the Speech could turn you into arocket scientist between one breath and
the next. "Sker', I'm awizard, not an engineer!"”

Sker'ret pointed an eye at the diagram. "Right there," he said. "Energy conduit. Put whatever spare
power you've got right into that."

Nitalet out a breath and started to think of how to hook a power-feed wizardry into the energy conduit.
In the back of her mind, instantly, the peridexis showed her the spell. Nita hurriedly spoke the words,
and afew seconds later felt the built-up power insde her flowing into the shield. "Okay," she said to
Sker'ret, "I've boosted it maybe five hundred percent.”

"Let's hope that's enough,” Sker'ret said.

Down at the far end of the Main Concourse, Nita could see more clearly the shadowy figures that kept
darting out of cover to fire a them. The shapesweretall and angular, and very thin; it was hard to tell
their bodies from the weapons they were carrying. "It's like being attacked by abunch of praying
mantises," Nitamuttered. "What are those things?"

Sker'ret chanced a glance up through the blaster fire. " Sort of tal, skinny creatures?’ he said. "What
color?'

Nita peered a them. "Red," she said. "No, kind of purple. Magenta, | guess."
"How many heads?'
Nitacouldn't tell. // / could stick alensinto the shield, she thought.

Shefelt the peridexis once again suggesting the wizardry that was necessary, needing only her approva.
Okay, she thought, and started to say the wordsin the Speech, except it was dmost asif they said
themselves, leaping out of her asif they, too, were weapons. The forcefield in front of her suddenly went
sharp and clear, asif Nitawere looking through binoculars. / could get redly used to this, she thought,
grim but aso triumphant, isit like thiswhen you're redly a Senior out on errantry? Does the power just
flow to you on demand?

She got aview of what she was supposed to be looking at. "Just one head,” she said to Sker'ret, whose
handling claws were il tapping franticdly at the console. "What's the matter?”

"They've taken the defense systems completely offline," Sker'ret growled. Nitawas startled. Sheld never
heard him sound so furious before. " Sabotage. Or an inside job, and somebody on our own staff
betrayed us." He hissed. "Never mind now. Just one head? Those are Tawalf."

"Never heard of them."

"I wish | never had," Sker'ret said. "They'reavery.. .mercantile people. They'd buy anybody from



anybody, and sdll anybody to anybody, if the price wasright. Looks like someone on our staff decided
that our security was merchandise." He growled again. "The

Tawalf sdll themsalves, too. They make some of the best mercenariesin this part of the galaxy.”

"L ooks like somebody went out and bought them in bulk," Nitasaid, as more and more of the Tawalf
cameinto Sght, every one of them armed with at least ablaster, and every one of them firing at the shield
surrounding the rack. "Can you turn the defense systems on again?'

Sker'ret waved his upper body from side to Side, hisversion of ahuman shaking hishead. "Therearea
couple of things| ill need totry,” he said. "But there's no other information on what happened here.
Everything's been lft on auto, and no station staff have logged in since thet last transit spike.”

"So you don't know where your ancestor is."

"Or any of my gbs."

"Y ou don't think that these guys could have-"

"They could have done alot of things," Sker'ret said, sounding grimmer every moment. "What'sthat?"

The pace of fire againgt the shields had started to step up again: Nitawas having trouble seeing through it,
there were so many impacts now. "They're covering for something,” she said. / need better visibility! she
thought.

Once again the wizardry constructed itsalf in her head, ready to go. Yes! Nitathought, and just briefly the
shield cleared in front of her, showing her, far down the concourse, avery large, very heavy piece of
machinery being floated out from aplace of concealment.

"Uh-oh," Nitasaid. "They'rerolling out the big guns. What about those defense systems?”

"| can't get them up again!" Sker'ret whacked the console in frustration with most of hisforward legs.
"Now | wish | remembered some of the things about their basic programming that my ancestor kept on
boring mewith."

"Forget it," Nitasad. "Weve got other problems!”

Thelensin her shidd gave her amuch better view of that piece of machinery asit came drifting toward
them, being guided with some kind of remote by a Tawalf who was dashing from the cover of one kiosk
to the next. The weapon had a muzzle of impressive size, and some kind of massive generating apparatus
hooked to the back of it. Can we stop that? she said silently to the peridexic effect.

There was no immediate answer.

Thisinitsdf was answer enough for Nita, and aflush of pure fear ran straight through her. Apparently,
there were limits to what even the present power boost for wizards could do-or what she could do with
it.

"Make or bregk, Sker''" Nitasaid over Sker'ret's shoulders. "We've gotta make a choice in about a
minute. Run for it, or makeastand.” And if wedo, | havethisfedingitll be alast stand.

"If werun," Sker'ret said, "this place will be lost to us and won by those Tawdf. They, and whoever is
behind them, will have free run of my planet, and thiswhole part of the gdaxy. Since whether they know
it or not they're doing the Lone One's business-" He growled again. "No way I'm leaving them here! | will



not | et the Lone Power have the Crossings.”
"But what can you do?"

"The one thing they're sure | don't want to do under any circumstances,” Sker'ret said. "And therefore the
onething they didn't sabotage completely enough to keep me out.”

He reached sideways and hit a.control that caused another small console to appear from nowhere. This
tiny console had some very large, darming-looking Rirhait characters glowing on it. Nitalooked at it and
swallowed hard again. " Selfdestruct?!

"At least,” Sker'ret said, suddenly sounding worried, "I don't think they sabotaged it that completely.”

Sker'ret started speaking urgently to the console in the Speech, while hammering on the keypad benesth
it with what seemed every available foreleg. Nitawas keeping power flowing to the central structure's
own shield, but she couldn't keep her eyes awvay from Sker'ret. "Sker'ret, you live herel" she said.

"Y ou're going to blow up your own home}"

"Believe me, there've been sometimesI've wanted to,” Sker'ret said. "'l just never thought it was going to
look like thiswhen | got my chance.”

He kept working furioudly at the console. Findly, the display on it changed. "All right,” Sker'ret said. "'l
think I can make thiswork."

Nitalooked at that dowly oncoming weapon, and gulped. "Give me ten secondsfirst,” she said.

Sker'ret swiveled dmost dl hiseyes at her except for the one that was watching the self-destruct
console.

"What? Why?"

Nitaignored him and shut her eyesfor amoment. What kind of energy are those things using? she
thought.

The peridexis gave her the answer asif it were the manua itsdf, laying it out in graphics and the Speech
with blinding speed. Nita scanned the diagram it showed her. 1t'sfusion, she thought. And there are ways
to damp that down. If you just messwith the magnetic bottle alittle-

Nita shivered. Once upon atime, the Lone Power had done something similar to the Earth's Sun. And
then she smiled just dightly. To turn Itsown trick againgt It, but with just alittle extratwist-

That fusion reaction right there, Nita said to the peridexis, let's snuff it.

Thereisahigh probahility that the smothered reaction will interact unfavorably with matter in the
immediate vicinity.

Will our shid hold?
Yes.
Then let's start getting unfavorabl el

Nita started spesking the words of the spell, fedling the power build. Thiswizardry felt lesslike athrown
wespon than a squeezing fist-like agauntlet into which sheld thrust her own hand, pressing the power of
the mobile weapon'stightly controlled fusion reaction into asmaller and smaller space. The reaction



wasn't built to take such punishment. It started to strangle. Nita held the pressure, squeezed tighter,
feding the hot bright little light in her "hand” burning her, but nonethel ess sarting to go out, fading, failing-

The magnetic bottling around the little fuson fireing de the weapon, responding to the fuson's own loss of
energy, lost its balance and stepped down to match it.

Nitasmiled and quickly opened her hand.

Every Tawaf anywhere near the mobile wegpon turned to stare at the dow, threatening glow of light
beginning to burn through the wegpon's metdlic fabric. Suspecting what was coming, Nita hadtily told the
control structure'sforce field to go opaqueitsalf. Almost the last glimpse she got was of Tawalf scattering
in every possible direction. Then came the sudden blinding burst of repressed starfire as the magnetic
bottle in the mobile weapon failed.

Theforce field was opague to light, but not noise or vibration. From outsde came aroar, and the floor
under Nitaand Sker'ret rocked: Things crashed and clattered al around them. After afew secondsthe
ruckus started to die down. Nitalet the "gauntlet” of wizardry vanish, and let the control consol€'s shield

go transparent again.
Outsdewas abillowing cloud of smoke and dust, dowly dispersing. There were no Tawaf to be seen.

Sker'ret'seyeswere saring in al directions, except for the one that was ill trained on the selfdestruct
console, ready to guide the four or five legsthat were poised over it. "Do you think-"

Nita, too, peered in dl directions. "I don't see any of them here."

Sker'ret stretched his mandibles apart in what Nita knew he was using to approximate a human grin.
"Hey!" he said, holding up aforeclaw.

Nitaheld up ahand, too, and had to keep it there until it stung; high-fiving agiant centipede can tekea
while. "Not bad," Sker'ret said when he was done. "We

should apply to get that one named after you. 'Callahan’'s Unfavorable Ingtigation,” or something like
thet."

Nitagrinned. Having a spdll named after you was beyond an honor: It suggested that the wizardry was
both unique to your way of thinking and useful in away that no one e'se had thought of before. "It can
wait,” shesaid. "Let's make sure the place is secure.”

Sker'ret glanced over his consoles, looking annoyed. "My scan facility's down."

Nitareached for her otherspace pocket to get her manual. "I'll do a detector spell. At least now we have
aspecific life 9gn to scan for. We can-" She blinked. "Sker', GET DOWN!"

Theintuition hadn't even come as not-hearing that time: 1t was asif it bypassed Nita's brain and went
straight to her muscles. Shethrew hersalf on top of Sker'ret again and took him out of the line of fire, and
once more she got her persond shield up just in time- agood thing, asthe control console's shield was
suddenly struggling under the ondaught of severa fusion beamslike the one that would have come out of
the first mobile weapon if Nitahadn't destroyed it.

"They've got two more of them!™ Nita shouted over the noise. "No, make that three! One behind us, two
on ether Sde, they came out of one of the cross corridors farther down. And they're bigger ones!” The
three sets of beams now crisscrossed relentlessy over them.



Oh, God, Nitathought. / can't do more than one of the "unfavorable’ wizardries at atime, and while I'm
doing that, the other big guns are going to blow

the main shield away. Even now she could gtart to see places where the cubicl€'s shield was dimpling
inward, no matter how much wizardry Nita poured into it through the peridexis. "Sker', we can't stay
here, the shield's giving! Weve got to do a persona gating out of here to somewhere else. Hang on!"”

Sker'ret's eyes waved in wild distress. "No! There'stoo much energy inthe air around ud It'll derange
your wizardry, and you'll come out at your trangit point as half athwat of powdered Nital”

/ wonder how much athwat is? Nitathought, scowling in terrified fury. Thanks so much, mister hunch.
Wasthat why | wasin such ahurry to get here? Did | have an gppointment to die?

No answer came from the peridexis. Nita was getting more angry than scared. It's not supposed to end
likethis! shethought. // I'm going to die, it should be right in the middle of things, not out at the edgel And
not until I know my universeis safe.

But suddenly this seemed untrue. Suddenly Nita began to understand the feeling she'd read about in
books, but never redly understood: the feeling that it was genuindy al over, that nothing further could be
done... except to go out as well asyou could. For amoment, the redlization froze her rigid.

But only for amoment. I'm on Their business, Nitathought. And | am going to go out doing Their
business. I've been through this before. I've been ready to go. It'sjust that now... now it'sgoing to
happen for redl.

"I'm gonna stop feeding power to the main shield, and feed it to ours, instead,” Nitasaid. "Y ou ready?"
"For what? Nital"

Nita stood up and turned to face the weapon that had come up behind them and was now the closest.
The dimplesin the main shield grew deegper and deeper as she watched. In amoment one of the
wespons would punch through and it would be al over. Nitalifted her handsin the air, soread them out
to either Sde, and said silently to the peridexis, All right. Let'sgo. Y ou know what | need-

She closed her eyes. Perfectly clear in her inner vision hung and burned the words in the Speech that
gave the Powers That Be the authorization to take the last thing you had, your life, and make the best
possible use of it. Y ou were, of course, alowed to make suggestions. Take everything | have, Nitasaid
slently, and clear al these creatures and weapons out of here so Sker'ret can do what he hasto do to
keep the Lone One from getting the Crossings. For just asecond she thought sadly of Kit: Therewould
be no way to tell him what she was having to do, no way to say goodbye- Nita squeezed her eyestightly
shut, and opened her mouth to say thefirst word of the wizardry, thefirst word of the last spell she would
ever recite-

And then her eyes flew open at a sound she had not expected. A soft strange hum, scaling up, getting
louder. Where have | heard that before? she thought. Sker'?

Right in front of her, the bigger mobile weapon that was trained on them shuddered, strained itself apart,
and blew up.

Nitahit thefloor. Thisis getting to he ahabit! she thought, asthe bresth went out of her with awhoof!!

but as soon as she could, she struggled up, pushing hersdlf free from atangle of Sker'ret'slegs, and
stared out to see what had happened. How come | didn't hear that one coming? What in the-



That hum scaled up again behind her. "Uh-oh,” Nita said, and once again went flat on top of Sker'ret.
Behind them, the second weapon shuddered itself gpart and destroyed itself in ahuge blast of noise and
fire

"Y ou redly do want to become more than just good friends, don't you?' Sker'ret said from undernegth
her, sounding rather squashed. "1 don't know how I'm going to explain thisto my ancestor, assuming we
ever findhim."

Nitaput her head up, trying to see what was happening to the mobile weapons. That hum started to scale
up once more. Again she ducked, and from much farther behind came yet another explosion. Arethey
mafunctioning? Or is someone e se doing that? Are they on our side? And what if they're not?

"And don't | get to throw myself on you sometimes?' Sker'ret said. "People will think you don't believel
can take care of mysdf.”

"Sker'ret," Nitasaid, "will you pleasejust put asock init?" Cautioudy, she peered around, trying to see
through dl the smoke.

Sker'ret put some eyes up, too. "l don't wear socks," he said.

"Just aswell," Nitasaid. "Y ou'd bankrupt yourself." Through the smoke of the second mobile wegpon's
explosion, Nitacould just see something moving. Oh,

great, shethought. What did | do with the accelerator? Isit another of those-

But whatever was coming, it didn't move likea Tawalf. Though it was gtill mostly hidden by the smoke of
the last weapon's destruction, Nita could see that it went on just two legs. Nita spoke the words of the
spell that made the accelerator remanifest itself, then put it against her shoulder, sighted-

It'sahumanoid, Nita thought, as the figure came toward them through the smoke. What's that hanging off
its head? Humanoids don't usually have tentaclesthere. And it doesn't look like it's armed.

It wasn't avery big humanoid, either. It was only alittle taler than Nita. Asit came through the smoke,
she could have sworn that it was actually human-the skin color was one of the possible ones, the eyes
and other features seemed dl to be in the right places, and the clothes-Jeez, will you look at those, Nita
thought at the sight of the cropped black T-shirt, the cargo pantsin atruly eye-jangling
hot-pink-and-green floral print, and the strappy, high pink boots. And the "tentacle" wasn't atentacle at
al, but, hanging down in front of one shoulder, asinglelong, thick, dark-

-brad?

Nitals mouth dropped open asthe girl came dl the way out of the smoke. She had alight
backpack-purse on her back, some kind of holster hanging a one hip, and awicked grin on her face.

Nitashut her mouth, and opened it again.
"Carmea?' shesad, in sort of astrangled squesk. "Carmela?”

She came striding over to them. "Hey," 'Meéasad, "I'm glad to see you, t0o." And she peered at Nita
curioudy. "Why're you S0 red? Y ou have got to start remembering the sunscreen, Neets; you're going to
die of skin cancer or something.”

Nitalaughed weakly at the stinging fed of her face, burned by the overloading shields. She looked up
and down the corridor to the smoking wreckage of the remaining three fusion wegpons... and thewalls



and other structuresthat had been between them and Carmela. "How the heck did you do that?" Nita
sad.

Carmdasmiled. From the holster, the kind that beauticians carry their hair dryersin, she pulled out a
foot-long object that seemed to combine the features of a curling iron and an eggbesater. The beaters

throbbed faintly with athreatening glow, like the one that had come from the first mobile wegpon just
before Nitablew it up.

Nitablinked. "That's the thing you got off the alien shopping channe?* she said. "But that wasjust alaser
dissociator-"

"Was" Carmelasaid. Shegrinned again. "l sent away for the free upgrade.”

Sker'ret clambered out of the control consol€'s rack and flowed over to the two of them. "And there's
my favorite bunch of legs!" Carmelasaid, and hunkered down to Sker'ret'slevel. As he came up beside
her, she reached out and yanked a couple of hiseyesin afriendly way. "Hey there, cute-as-a-bug,” she
said. "You okay? Y ou look alittle scorched around the edges.”

Sker'ret amply stared. After amoment, he said, "Thisis... unexpected!”
Carmela produced apout. "Y ou're not glad to see me!”
"Oh, glad, absolutdly glad, but you shouldn't be-"

"Why?' Carmeasaid. "Why shouldn't 1? Redlly, why do you guysdl think you have to be wizardsto
save the universe? Y ou people get so grabby sometimes.”

Nitablinked. Did | say | thought the weird quotient in my life was going to start risng? Remind meto
keep my mouth shut after this. "Forgive meif | take amoment to see where the people who were
shooting at usare now," Nitasaid, and got out her manual.

"Sure." Carmelalooked around her, admiring the architecture through the genera destruction. "Hey, nice
caling. Orisit redly acaling?'

"What'sleft of it,” Sker'ret said, sncealot of the cealling was now on the floor.

Nitaturned to her detector spells, found afavorite all-purpose one with agood range, and read it,
inserting the name in the Speech for the Tawalf species, and the energy signature of the big fusion
wespons. The silence of aworking spdll settled around her, whilein the back of her mind she could sense
the peridexic effect waiting to see if she needed extra power. Hey, Nitasaid sllently, thanks for what you
did back there.

You did that. Asfor the rest- Did it actualy sound alittle shy? It was my pleasure. And dso a pleasure to
seeaspdl | haven't seen done quite that way before. That's one for the book.

Nitasmiled asthe wizardry completed. Closing her

eyes, in her mind she could see aswarm of little sparks, like thirty or forty bright bees, al seemingly
orbiting one another in atight swvarm down one end of the main cross-corridor. There were no other
Tawdlf life sgns present in the Crossings, and no further live-fusion signatures.

Nitaopened her eyes. "Not many of them left," she said. "They'real down at the left-hand end of that
corridor." She pointed. "1 think they're trying to get out."



"That they won't do,” Sker'ret said. "I've cut power to al the gates, and instructed the master gating
matricesto refuse any incoming gating. Let's go have aword with the Tawalf and find out where my
ancestor and shsare.”

Or if they are, Nitathought. Suddenly, shefdt very tired. "And you turned off the selfdestruct?’

"No," Sker'ret said. He reached up to the selfdestruct console and pulled off what Nitahad at first
thought was asmdll protruding piece of the monitor pand. As he detached it, the little dick black piece of
metdl or plastic came dive with the same frozen figures that shone on the main monitor. Sker'ret opened
his mandibles and swallowed it.

Nitas eyeswent wide. "Uh, feding like a snack?"

"Not that much like one," Sker'ret said. "Thisway it can't belost or taken from me, and if | haveto
destroy it, that option's only astomach or two away. Let's go deal with the survivors.”

Nitaclimbed out of the rack whilelifting the acceerator wizardry carefully to keep it from interfering

with the local matter. Asthe three of them walked down the corridor, detouring around blasted pieces of
Crossings and remnants of the destroyed fusion weapons, Nita put her free hand up to her face and
found hersdf dripping with swegt and covered with dust. " 'Méela," she said, wiping some of the swesat
away, "how in the worlds did you get here?

Carmelawas ambling dong on the other side of Sker'ret, gazing inidleinterest at the general destruction.
"Well, when you left, the TV and the DVD player were till in sync with Spot,” shesaid. "While | was
changing channds, | found where the two of them were storing the coordinates of al the places you were
passing through. And since | didn't fed like just Sitting around after you guys utterly ditched me, | started
using the TV's browser to look up where you'd been. Theresalot there about the Crossings. | thought,
'Hey, | could go there! | know the address now.' And the TV showed me how-"

"The TV showed you?'

"It'sred helpful," Carmeasaid, "when it's not being bossed around by the remote. Cometo think of it,
it'sbeen alot more talkative the past few days."

"And it made you aworldgate," Sker'ret said, sounding bemused.

"It put it in the closet in my room," Carmeasaid. She smiled sunnily. "I told Kit | wanted amagic clost!
And now I've got one."

"Oh, boy," Nitasaid, imagining what Kit's reaction to thiswas going to be.
"I was going to do some shopping,” Carmelasad,

glancing around her regretfully at the trashed and blasted shops. "But when | got here, | heard all this
noise, so | ran down thisway. And what do | find but al these skinny purple aiens running around
shooting at everything! Some of them started shooting a me, too. That was not very friendly of them."”
Her tone of voice might have been used to describe the antics of unruly toddlers. "1 told them to stop.
They wouldn't. And then after that, | saw them shooting at you. | thought maybe Kit was here, too, so-"
She shrugged. "Nobody getsto blow up my baby brother while | have anything to say about it. Or his
best friend! So | took steps.”

"Uh," Nitasaid, and could think of absolutely nothing elseto say.



"Whereishe, by theway?' Carmelasaid.

Thisisnot aplace where | want to be overheard discussing what's reglly going on. "Uh, there's another
planet where we're doing some work."

"Great," Carmeasaid. "When were done here, let'sgo.”
"Ah," Sker'ret said. "Carmela, the Situation thereis-"
"Mela" Nitasaid smultaneoudly, "look, were redly grateful that you got here when you did, but-"

Carmedagave the two of them what Nitals mom used to refer to as "an old-fashioned look.” "Y eah, right,
don't even bother, you two," Carmelasaid. "'l can hear it dready. Blah blah blah for your own safety,
blah blah blah don't know what you're getting into, blah blah blah forget it, Neets" Her voice was
casud,

even cheerful, but she hefted the curling iron in avery meaningful way. "It'sredly agood thing Kit didn't
void the warranty on thisthing when he was putting the safety oniit," she said. "But it doesn't matter,
because | figured out how to get the safety off... and then how to get the upgrade. | can figure out most
things, given time. Juanita L ouise, you take me home and it'll take me about ten minutes to figure out
where you went... and I'll be right back. How much time can you spare to waste dragging me back home
over and over?'

Nita's mouth dropped open again. "Who told you about ‘L ouise'?*
Carmdagrinned.
"Did Kit tell you? I'll kill him!"

Carmelalaughed. "Kit doesn't tell me anything." Her look got, if possible, more wicked. "That's gonna
change”

Sker'ret was staring at them both in goodnatured confusion. "Look," Nitasaid. ""Méea, there's something
you need to know about where we're going. Y ou're not real big on bugs-"

"Oh, I've heard this one before," she said, and snickered, reaching down to yank in an affectionate way
on some of Sker'ret's eyes. "It won't work, Neets."

"No, listen to me. These are not cute bugs. These are big bugs! They"-it had taken her awhileto cometo
termswith some of the things she'd seen about the Yddiv in their precisin the manua. Now she smply
sad, "They eat each other, and anything e se that's dive enough. They'll est us, given half achance! And
we

have to make sure that they do not know we're there under any circumstances.”
"Kit'sthere?' Carmeasaid. "And Ponch?"

"Yeeh."

"And my favorite Chrismastree?’

"Yegh"

"And Dairine and Roshaun?'



"They might be there by now-"

"And Ronan

"Uh," Nitasaid.

"That sounded like ayes," Carmeasaid, and smiled a supremely predatory smile. "Let'sgo.”

Nitarubbed her face, finding more dirt and more swet... and afina annoying sting that told her her zit
was gtill in resdence. She sighed.

"Okay," Nitasaid. "You can comewith us! But | haveto get back to Earth first. That waswhat thistrip
wasal about."

"You goright ahead,” Carmdasaid. "Sker'ret and | will tidy up here"
Sker'ret looked up at Carmela, confused.

Carmelalooked around at the burned and broken wreckage al over the place. "Sker'," Carmelasaid,
"Jugt think of dl the stuff here you can eat!”

Most of Sker'ret's eyes went very wide.

"It wasn't allowed before," Sker'ret said in ahushed tone, like someone suddenly presented with a
landscape full of infinite possibilities. "1 mean, I'm station staff, and we have to control our habits where
Crossings property is concerned. My ancestor would-"

Friendly Fire

"Y our not-so-illustrious ancestor,” Carmela said, disgpproving, "isn't here, ishe?' She glanced around.
"So don't swest it. If | wereyou, I'd just tuck in now; later on you can blame the mess on the purple
guys. Assuming thereisalater.” Sheglanced over at Nita. "I gather fromthe TV that that's the problem?
End of theworld, everything's on the table, amillion-to-one chance of fixing it al?'

"Quadrillion," Nitasaid, not wanting to later be caught in an understatement.

Carmela spun her curling iron around on what could have been mistaken for ahanging loop, and shoved
itintoitsholgter. "Sounds good,” she said. "L et's go deal withit. I've got nothing here but solutions.”

They paused hafway down the corridor. Far down, at the end of it, Nitacould seealot of tal, thin,
purple shapes crowded together. "Think we should put the shields back up?' she said.

"Wewon't need them," Sker'ret said. "I've put adamping field over thiswhole wing. No energy weapon
will work. But the damper won't bother wizardries.”

"You mean | can't usemy curling iron?' Carmela said, and produced a poui.

""Méea," Nitasaid, "you won't need it. If I'm reading these guys physical attributes correctly, you could
bresk one of them in half like apencil. They're on the fragile sde.”

"It'swhy they like these big wegpons so much," Sker'ret said, sounding annoyed as he eyed the damage
behind them. "I have afeding that when | get & the

system logs, the damping fields will have been the firgt things shut down.”



The three of them walked toward the crowd of Tawalf, in step, taking their time. The crowd clustered
closer together asthey approached. Asthe three of them got closer, Nitalooked at the Tawalf and found
hersdlf feding strangdly sorry for them. They look kind of helplessand pitiful, she thought, without their
big fancy weapons. Which isgood for me, since now | have to make sure I'm not influenced by the fact
that they would have blown me away without a second thought.

Sker'ret and Nita stopped; Carméadid, too, stepping alittle away to watch what they did. The Tawalf
glared at them.

"Weare on errantry, and we greet you," Sker'ret said.
"Not that you particularly merit greeting,” Nitasaid.

"And, additiondly," Sker'ret said, "'l represent the congtituted authority of the Crossings, an independent
political entity of Rirhath B. | inform you that you are now to be placed in Crossings custody for a
number of loca and planetary infractions. Y ou have the right to send to your homework! through our
independent travelers representative-when we manage to locate it-for whatever legal assstance you
require. Meanwhile, we have theright to require of you al pertinent details concerning your presence
here, your actionswhile here, and information concerning those of our tation staff who wereinvolved in
atempting to prevent your access."

Therewas along silence. Then one of the Tawdf said, "There weren't any."

Knowledge of the Speech made the words understandable, but the sense was still ambiguous. "Weren't
any what}" Sker'ret said.

"Attemptsto prevent our access,”" the Tawalf said.
"Where are the station staff?* Nitasaid.

The Tawdf who had spoken looked at Nita scornfully, and then threw astrange look at Carmela. Maybe
it'sthe pants, Nitathought. They certainly made her eyes vibrate when she looked at them.

"We don't know," the Tawalf said.
"Somehow | doubt that," Nitasaid.

"They ran off somewhere," said another Tawalf, looking sullen-insofar asit was possible to ook sullen
with such expressionless eyes, like polished pebbles. "Probably hiding € sewhere on the planet.”

Nitaglanced at Sker'ret. What do you think ?

| don't know what to think. It doesn't seem in character. But then my ancestor wasn't behaving as usual
when | saw him lagt, either.

"Where did you people comein from?' Sker'ret said. "Who sent you?"
None of them would answer.

"Oh, comeon,” Sker'ret said. "No Tawalf does something unless valutal's changed hands. Y ou didn't just
turn up herewith apile of heavy wegpons because you felt likeit!™

The Tawdf glowered a him. "Weve been bought once," one of them said. "We can't break our
contracts."



"And saying anything would be bresking them.”
Nitafrowned. "Y ou don't have to say anything,” she said.

They all glared at her now, and Nita hoped her bluff wasn't about to be called. Wizardries designed to
get into people's minds and take out information forcibly were dmost as hard on the wizard asthey were
on thevictim. But we have to get this place secure and running before we move on.

Y ou have the power if you need it, the peridexis said in the back of her mind.

/ know | do. But | redly don't know if | want it for this... Y et it seemed to Nitathat she might have no
choice, and timewasflying.

The Tawaf who had spoken first had been watching Nita. Now it laughed, anasty ratchety sound. "You
won't doit," it said. "Wizards! Everybody knows you were aways weaklings, afraid to lose your power
by using it thewrong way. And now, after al these centuries of being so nicey-nice, you'relosing it
anyway'! So you'refinished running thingsin thisuniversel And your people are through running this
place" it said to Sker'ret, "and controlling al the wedth and power that flows through here. It'sup to the
smart ones and the strong ones now to take what they want."

"What wewant," said another of the Tawalf.

The rest of the crowd behind them started to join in that nasty snickering noise. Nita's fingers clenched on
the accelerator in anger.

"| didikethis necessity," Sker'ret said. "But if psychotropic spelling isrequired to restore the Crossingsto
itsnormd function-"

"Sker', let me," Nitasaid. "I don't likeit, either, but maybe | have away to-"
"Guys," Carmdasad. "Wait asec.”
Nitaand Sker'ret looked at her.

"Y ou get more honey with flies," Carmela said, and then paused. "Wait a minute, that's not how it goes.
Never mind. Here-"

She reached over her back into the little bag she was wearing, and felt around. The Tawalf watched her
with some curiosity.

Then one of them, the one who had spoken first, made a strange sniffing noise-and so did its second-in-
command. The two of them stared at Carmelawith asudden total concentration that made Nitaraisethe
accelerator and get ready tofire.

Carmdawithdrew something from her bag. It was thin and black, along dim rectangle with aglint of
gold at the ends. She held it up where dl the Tawalf could seeit.

"l have here," shesaid in very clear and New Y ork- accented Speech, "anew bar of Varhona Caraibe
Single-Edtate Grand Cru."

Nitalooked in astonishment from Carmelato the Tawalf. Their eyes, dready prominent enough, actualy
started to bug out of their heads. "Very aromatic,” Carmela said, waving the chocolate bar under her
nose. "Long in the mouth... nice overflavors of candied orange and smoky vanilla... maybe just a hint of

cappuc



cino." Shewaved it at them. "Sorry, guys, help me out here. | don't know where your nose or whatever
you smdl withis. Are"

Thetwo foremost Tawalf each reached out atentative, spindly magentaforeleg. Carmelawaved the
chocolate bar cautiously under each one.

Thefirst Tawalf made agrab for it, but not quickly enough. Carmelahad already snatched the bar back,
and Nita had the accelerator trained on his head.

"Ah, ah, ah," Carmdasaid. "Hasty hasty. Thisisyours... dl yours... for aprice." She glanced Sdeways at
Nita

"Information,” Nitasaid. "Y ou heard what we asked you."

"Oh, they're going to haveto tell you alot more than just what you asked them,” Carmela said, waving
the chocolate gently under her nose and gazing thoughtfully at the Tawalf. "Y ou're going to answer dl this
nice Rirhait's questions, aren't you, boys? Or girls. Or whatever. And when you've done that, you can
form yourselvesalittle syndicate, and I'll givethat syndicate freetitleto... this.”

She held up the chocolate bar.

Every sngle Tawaf stared at it. Nitaand Sker'ret spared each other one sSidewise glance.
"We can't!" squeaked one of the Tawalf in the back.

"Our contracts!" moaned another.

"Oh, comeon,” Carmeasaid. "Y our 'contracts! Like you expect me to believe that somebody actually
paid you this much to comein here and take this place over? | redly doubt it." She snickered. "If
someone had

given the whole bunch of you the value of even haf of this, you'd be the highest-paid mercenariesthe
universe ever saw!" Carmelawaved the chocolate bar in the Tawalf's direction again.

They swayed toward it asif it had the gravitation of amicro-black hole. Nitaraised the accelerator again.
The Tawalf saw thelook in her eye and swayed back. "But no one's paid you anything like that much,”
Carmelasaid. "So just think. Y ou cooperate with my friends here, and I'm sure they'll do what they can
to seeto it that the authorities here treat you fairly. And afterward, when you've paid your debt to
society, or whatever your species paysits debts to, on the day they let you dl go, they giveyou... this™

Therewasalong, long slence.
Then the Tawalf leader said, "No."

Nitaand Sker'ret gave each other another glance at the sound of the scratchy muttering that started to go
up from behind the leader.

"Oh, my," Carmdasaid. "That's too bad. Just think what you al could have had!" She glanced past the
Tawalf leader to the others behind him. "But just because he got stubborn... well. Now I'm just going to
haveto do... this."

She moved the chocolate bar to her left hand... and very, very dowly, moved her right hand toward it.
Carmelatook hold of the outer black paper wrapper between ringer and thumb... and ever so gently
started to pull on the paper, asif to unwrap it.



"No!" at least haf the TawdTf screeched. And the second-in-command shouted, "Y ou'll ruinit!"

"Right hereinfront of you," Carmelasaid. "While you watch... and with the greatest possible pleasure.”
She amiled ever so sweetly. "I'm going to pull the wrapping off, and shred it. I'm going to rip off thefail
and crumpleit upinto alittle ball. And then I'm going to take the unspeskably vauable stuff insde... and |
am going to break it up into those nicelittle squares... and | an going to edt... it... al.”

The leader of the Tawaf began to whimper. His second-in-command exchanged meaningful glances with
the others.

"Theinformation,” Carmdasad.
The noiselevel among the Tawalf began to increase.

"Y ou can have amoment to think," Carmelasaid, and turned away. Nitaand Sker'ret stayed asthey
were, facing the increasingly shaken Tawalf, though Sker'ret turned afew of hiseyestoward Carmela.

"And without even laying afinger on them," Nitasaid under her bregth. "I'm impressed.”

"Yeah, wdll, it'sjust the usua problem with aliensand chocolate,” Carmelasaid, very amused. "Isit a
collectible, or acontrolled substance? Or both? And whichever way the species seesit, it'sadwaysworth
alot moreintheorigind packaging.”

"Thisiscrue," Sker'ret said. Histone, like Nitas, was one of reluctant admiration. "I'm not sure you're
not speeding up entropy somewhat.”

"I'd say they had it coming," Carmedasaid, "since they seem to have done afair amount of speeding it up
around here themselves."

The muttering among the Tawalf got louder. Nita,

watching the leader and his second-in-command as their subordinates pressed in around them, got the
ideathat greed, fear, and peer pressure were operating among the aliensin entirely too human amanner.
Findly, the noise began to die down alittle. Nitaglanced at Sker'ret.

"Wdl?' Sker'ret said.

The Tawalf |eader's voice, when he spoke, was surprisngly small. "All right,” he said. "Well tel you what
you want to know. If we have your word as wizards that you will comply with the agreement asit'sbeen
presented.”

"Oh, yeah, all of asudden the nicey-niceness of wizards becomes agood thing," Nitasaid, though not so
far under her breath that she couldn't be heard.

The look that Sker'ret flashed her was equally ironic, but they were of the same mind. "In the Powers
names, and the Name of That which They serve," Sker'ret said, "and asthe Crossings legd
representative present, | give my word."

Carmela carefully handed Sker'ret the chocolate bar. "Don't crease the paper!” she said, as he delicately
took it in aforward handling-claw. " So. All you guys behave now," she said to the Tawalf. "If you dont,
I'll hear about it, and I'll refuseto rdinquish title.”

Therewasalot of broken-spirited muttering from the Tawalf. "I'm going to transfer you to a secure
holding facility,” Sker'ret said, moving over to the nearest gate-cluster stlandard and tapping at it so that it



extruded its own control console. "WEell be aong to see that you have nourishment shortly, and to Start
your questioning. Everyoneinto the zone, please.”

A pad came dlive, glowing red. The Tawaf spidered their way onto it and huddled there. A moment later
they vanished.

Nitaand Sker'ret looked at each other. Nitalet out along breath. She could hear the tiny multiple hissas
Sker'ret pushed asigh out of thelittle spiracles al down the length of his body.

"Y ou should get on hometo do what you need to," he said. "I'll pop agate open for you now."
Nitalooked around her, concerned. "Are you going to be able to manage here?

"I'll call the planetary authorities,” Sker'ret said. "They'll send me plenty of staff until | can get the systems
back up again, and get aclearer sense of what happened here. The logs should help mefigureit out. And
assuming that my ancestor isdl right-"

Hefdl dlent.
"I'msureheis” Nitasaid. "He'stoo mean to-" She stopped hersdlf. "'l mean-"

"I know," Sker'ret said, amused. "Go find out where your own ancestor is. I'll meet you here afterward,
and we can go back together."

"Yeah," Nitasaid.

Sheturned to Carmela. "One thing before| go," Nitasaid. "Are your pop and mom okay?'
"They'rejust fine" Carmelasad.

"Do they know you've left?"

"Sure. | left them anote on the fridge, the way Kit does."

Nitawas uncertain what the Rodriguezes response to that was going to be, but right now she had other

concerns. "L ook, | don't think I'm going to have to be gone long. Are you sure you're going to be okay
here?"

"Haven't | been okay so far?' Carmelasaid.

Even in her present stressed-out condition, Nita had to grin. "Just possibly you have" she said. "Keep an
eye on him, okay? Help him out however you can.”

"Now, you know | liveto do just that,” Carmelasaid.

"Got agate for you," Sker'ret said, training one eye on Nitawhile another one gazed at the red-lit
hexagon of one of the padsin the nearest cluster. "There's that spot out at the far end of your backyard
that's seen alot of traffic-"

"Perfect,” Nitasaid. She headed for the pad.

"Better lose the accelerator,” Sker'ret said. "If anybody in your neighborhood's sensitive enough to see
the wizardry, they might talk."

Nita nodded, tossed the accelerator up into the air, snapped her fingers at it; the spell resolved itself into



its component words in the Speech, along tangled drift of words and symbols that hung wavering in the
air like glowing weeds in water. Nita snagged the spell, wrapped it back around the charm on her charm
bracelet that usudly held it, and made sure it had sunk into the charm's matrix again before she stepped
acrossthe boundary lineinto the gating hex. "Go," shesaid. "I'll be back soon.”

Sker'ret hit acontrol on his console, and Nita vanished.

The cave in the outcropping on Rashah had become a busy place. The fifth of seven Y adivshaped
mochteroofs stood on the floor on its delicate walking- legs, at the center of acircle of bright floating
wizard- lights. All the mochteroofs underlying spell structures were exposed, awire-frame of wizardry.
Filif waslooking it over, checking dl the fine detailsto make sure everything wasin place. The other four
mochteroofs stood complete-images of giant bugsal still and shining, each onewaiting for awizard to
gepintoit and bring it to life. Off to one side of the circle of lights, Dairine and Kit and Roshaun and
Ronan and Ponch sat or sprawled on blankets or pads from the pup tents, waiting for Filif to finish.

"Each one of theseisgoing to haveto bealittle different,” Filif said, drifting around the mochteroof and
poking the occasiond frond into it here and there to
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test itsdisguise routines. "After dl, if wedl looked exactly identica, that could provoke as much attention
asadl of usjust waking around in our own shapes.”

Dairine smiled. Filif wasfussng, and typicaly for him, he seemed not to have noticed that no one was
paying much attention. But Dairine didn't think he minded. Also typically of him, he had understood about
the Hesper more quickly than any of them, even Ronan. Ronan was having problems, and Dairine was
getting increasingly tempted to kick him, except that it wouldn't have helped.

Then again, maybeit's not just Ronan, she thought. Hisinvisible friend may have reason to fed odd about
al this, too...

"Fil?" Darinesaid. "How much longer, do you think?"

"Perhaps twenty minutes,” Filif said, poking another frond into the mochteroof. "Planet dusk is coming.
When it does, welll beready for it."

" 'Enthusasmic,” Ronan said, shaking hishead. "Y ou sureit didn't say 'enthusiastic?”

Dairine glanced over at Spot. Spot grew some legs and toddled over to where Ronan sat cross-legged
with the Spear across his lap. The mobile flipped his screen open and showed Ronan the word that had
appeared under the surface of the mobiles world.

"See" Dairine said. "It's got the root word for a spirit, not just amorta soul but onethat'salot more
powerful. Onethat can confer immortality onitsvessdl, onceit gets properly sested.” She shook her
head. "And ‘incorporation,’ over there-it doesn't have

anything to do with industry. There'sthe 'ensoulment’ root, but with that procedura suffix. It's not
something that's finished with; it's an ongoing process.”

"Onethat could get derailed,” Kit said.

"Wed better hope not,” said Spot.



"But think of it," Roshaun said. "A new Power, never seen before. Not just aredeemed version of the
Isolate, but something truly new. A version of the Lone Power that never fdl."

He crumpled up the wrapper of thefifth or axth of Dairinestrail-mix bars, and tossed it away. Dairine

smiled haf asmile. He had been eating more or less congtantly since they got here: first alot of hisown
food, and then (without having asked permission) one after another of Dairingstrail-mix bars. She was
putting up with it because he seemed distracted, but a so because she had used this opportunity to push
off on him alot of the barswith dried cranberriesin them, which she hated.

"Thismoment has been avery long time coming,” said the Champion after afew moments. "If the
embodiment surviveslong enough to cometo Itsfull power, then the universeistruly changed.”

"/fit does," Kit said. "But no wonder the Pullulusis happening now. If It knows about this, the Lone
Power must be completely freaked. A completely new Power is coming into the game. Onethat's going
to be the Lone One's very own dedicated enemy..."

Ponch lifted his head, and histall banged againgt the floor. / told you | smelled something brand-new! he
said. That's part of what | wasfollowing.

If It knows, the Champion said. Grest efforts have been made to keep It from discovering al the details.
Or any of the other Powers, for that matter. If, as seemsto be the case, the efforts to keep the secret
have been successful... then our job isto make sure that the ensoulment goes through without ahitch.

"All we haveto do now isfind out who's going to be the Hesper," Kit said. "Get to it, and find out what
we haveto doto helpit."

"Probably get it past being physical, and out the other side," Dairine said. "The soul insdethe Yadiv
body might belong to anew Power, but all its strength's going to be trapped inside, usaess, until it gets
clear about who and what it is. It's got to make the connection to the part of it that lives where the other
real Powersdo, outsde of time. And there's no telling what that's going to look like."

"Probably like abomb going off," Kit muttered, and threw Ronan adightly amused look. The areaon the
mobiles world where the Champion had exited itsformer, merely physical form had looked like awar
zone afterward. " This neighborhood may not be the safest place to be.”

"Who cares?' Dairine said. "It'swhat we've got to do!”

Ronan nodded. "But the odd thing," he said, "isthat this seems such an unlikely place for thisto happen. |
mean, amajor power for good turns up incarnated in somebody from this species? They're al supposed
to be'logt."

"Then thisisthe very best place for that Power to Joit,” Kit said.

Dairine's eyebrows went up. All the others, except for Filif, busy with the sixth mochteroof, looked at
Kit.

Helooked alittle abashed by dl the sudden attention. "Waell, think about it," he said. "If the Lone power
thinksthat it ownsthis planet and everyone on it, thinks It has afoothold in every living soul-"

Roshaun's eyes were suddenly dight; Dairine suspected his thoughts had been trending in the same
direction. "Then It will befar less suspicious of what happens here" Roshaun said. "It will perhaps hardly
be suspiciousat al. And more-" He reached into one of the pockets of those baggy trousers of hisand
came up with alollipop. Dairinerolled her eyes. "What if the | solate has had some whisper of newsthat
this event was about to happen somewherein our space-time?”



Crunch! went the lollipop. Dairine winced. "And not Itsalf being sure of the location, the | solate would
desire above everything that no one else, most especialy wizards, should find out where the Hesper's
embodiment was to happen. If they did, they might be ableto help it." His expression went grimly
amused.

"So It createsthisbig distraction,” Kit said.

"Thisdiversgonary tactic,” Roshaun said. He waved the shattered lollipop onits stick in alittle circle that
indicated their whole home universe being pushed apart by the dark matter of the Pullulus. " So that no
wizard hastime to waste following up any rumorsthat they might hear.”
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"And the Lone Power'slooking al over the placefor the Hesper," Kit said. He was starting to grin. "But
It doesn't know that Its plan's aready backfired. The Hesper's about to manifest right under Its nose.”

"In one of the places It thinks It doesn't have to worry about,” Dairine said. And she grinned. ™Y ou think
the Powers That Be read Sherlock Holmes?'

To hide something in such plain sight, the Champion said, and Dairine was oddly excited by the
amusement in its voice as Ronan looked over at her. The Oneis such agambler.

Something about the Champion's tone made Kit begin to wonder. Had the other Powers That Be been
kept away from here on purpose, to make sure that the secret was kept? Don't make afuss, he could
just hear the profound silences of the heavens whispering among themselves; don't act asif any thing's
going on there. Wait for the ones to get there who won't attract undue attention, who can do the job
without raisng the larm. Or at least not until it'stoo late-

"Just one moreto do now," Filif said from thework areain the middle of the cave. "The mochteroof for
Ponch. Then we'reready.”

Dairine turned to Ponch, who was lying on the floor with hisfeet in the air. "While we were back on the
mobiles world," shesaid, "'l saw things here, just for amoment, asif | were insde the Hesper itsdlf. |
guess those 'persond’ coordinates will have changed now- if it'samember of this species, it hasto move
around- but its other characteristicswill be the same. Spot

should be able to passthat set of coordinatesto you. If you can read it your way, as smell instead of
gght-"

/ can do that, Ponch said.

Filif stepped back from hiswork, looking over the shining row of mock Yddiv. "That'sit," hesaid.
"There are sparesfor Nitaand Sker'ret when they get back; I've left them anote in each one on how to
usethemiif they want to follow us. And the advice that possibly they should wait until we get back."

Til," Darine sad, "youre asmart guy. Let's suit up.”

Everyone got up and went to the mochteroofs that Filif had labeled for them. Dairine watched for a
moment as Kit fastened Ponch into his. It was agoofy moment: The dog vanished, alarge gleaming
green-blue Y ddiv suddenly becamereal, and then started spinning around and around in the middle of
thefloor, trying to catch atail that wasn't there.



Half inand haf out of hisown mochteroof, Kit sighed. "L et him get it out of hissystem,” he said.

They al helped one another get into the shape- change routines. Dairine dipped into hers, held up her
hands, and wriggled the fingers; the huge claws clashed. Behind her, Roshaun came over to examinethe
wizardry. "Elegantly built," hesad. "Filif isan atig.”

"Yeah," Dairine said. For the moment she wasn't o much paying attention to the artistry of the spell as
shewasto Kit, off on one side, and Ronan, off on the other, as each got into his own mochteroof. They
were both looking at Dairine and Roshaun, and both of

them were trying not to look like that was what they were doing.
/ seeit, Roshaun said.

Dairine made an annoyed face as she put Spot down. Filif had built avirtua shelf inside the mochteroof
for him, so that Dairine could kegp him closeto eyelevel and sill have her hands free. The problemis,
she said slently, thereisn't aword for what we've got. Whatever that is.

"Friendship" might possibly suffice asadescription, Roshaun said.

But it seemed insufficient. Y ou know what | mean, Dairine said. And no one ever believesthat'sal itis.
Everybody startstrying right away to put their own labels on it. And then they run into the age thing.

Roshaun turned away to check his own mochteroof's status. And then start thinking the worst.
Whether there's even the dightest evidence...

They both fdll into an annoyed slence.

Filif-no longer atree but aY aldiv-glanced over at Ronan. "Are we clear outsde?’

"No oneswithin haf amile" hesad.

"Then let'sgo,” Kit said.

They dl filed onto the trangit diagram that Sker'ret had Ieft for them...

... and stepped out into the green light of day.

At least that was the way the mochteroofs rendered the infrared component of what Y adiv daylight
filtered down between the wrestling, striving trees. Dairine saw

that the space between those trees defined a dightly meandering loop of pathway, broader than the one
they'd first @pproached; this, in turn, flowed into the bigger path that would lead to their destination.
Ronan glanced from one sde to the other, the Champion in him making sure that no Yadiv wasin any
position to see that they had appeared from nothing. Then he stepped aside to let Ponch and Kit lead the

way.

The surface wasfairly level even on the minor path. Once they reached the mgjor one, it was easy
walking. Thiswas good, because within minutes they saw coming down the path toward them what
Dairine was suddenly less than eager to get close to-agroup of Yadiv, some of them bearing leavestorn
from thetrees.

The wizardry isfunctioning correctly, Spot said. There should be no problems.



Dairine redlly hoped that wastrue. Kit and Ponch kept right on going, and the Y adiv who approached
them suddenly al moved to either sde of the path. AsKit came up closeto the foremost Y adiv, they
lifted their clawsto him as he passed, even those who were carrying leavesin them.

"The Great One be graciousto these," said the foremost Y adiv.

Dairine could see that Kit wasn't sure what the right response should be. He lifted his claws but didn't say
anything. On he went, with Ponch in tow, and the othersfollowed him.

Soon they came to another group of Yaddiv, dl smdler than their mochteroofs. Workers, | think, Dairine

said slently. These, too, lifted their clawsto Kit as he and the others approached. " The Great One be
graciousto these”

Once again Kit lifted his claws and passed by. No persond pronouns, I'll bet, she heard Ronan say.
"This" and "these," not "me" or "you."

Ahead of their group, Dairine could see some bigger Y aldiv coming, warriors. She watched afurther
group of workers reacting to them, and saw that the warriors smply lifted their claws and walked on. So
far, s0 good, Dairine thought. Let's see what happens when they meet us.

Thewarriorsdrew closer. Kit didn't do anything right away, waiting for them to give him alead. When
they were perhaps five meters distant, the lead warrior looked at Kit and held its claws up in adightly
different way, crosswise instead of vertical. Kit held his claws up the same way asthey passed. "May
these do the One'swill," said the lead warrior.

"May these do the Oné'swill also,” Kit said, and went by. Dairine started to relax as they went on,
meeting more groups of workers and warriors. It's not going badly so far, she said silently to Spot. | just
hope they're able to communicate in more than these rote phrases. Otherwise, we're going to have alot
of troubletelling the Hesper why were here.

They waked on, examining their surroundings. It was hard to see much terrain through the trees, but they
got asense that they were approaching the city- hive as the path they were waking was joined by more
paths from ether sde. The main path broadened out,

and thetraffic on it increased considerably, until they were dl lifting their claws every ten seconds or soto
salute some new band of workers or warriors.

This place could give you crampsin the arms pretty quick, Kit said. He was managing not only hisown
claws but Ponch's aswell, and he sounded alittle uncomfortable.

Maybe wewon't haveto do it insde, Filif said.

Dairine looked ahead. Over the bodies of the many Y ddiv who were now sharing the path with them,
she could see the forest around them thinning dightly. Beyond it, the trees, no longer so gnarled and
tangled, were starting to be replaced by bigger-trunked ones, darker-colored, |eafless-perhaps stripped
of their leaves by the depredations of thousands of Y adiv. But then, asthe treeslining the path began to
give way to amuch more open area, Dairine saw that she had been mistaken. Astheline of Yadiv
immediately ahead of their group poured out from the narrow path into a space easily amilewide, she
found hersdlf looking up and up at a structure she could hardly make sense of. A roughly conical central
tower speared upward out of awide, dark, shining surface in arandom patchwork of beiges, reds, and
rose colors. Hundreds of feet high it rose, toward aforest celling far higher and less claustrophobic than
the one under which they'd been traveling until now. Close around the central tower, severd smaller



towersrose from the dark surface, which Dairine could now see and smell was tar-an immense pool of
the stuff, al dicked with rainbowy ail. It was a city of paper, at least above ground; probably it had

been built of the chewed leavesthat they had seen the workers tearing off, and dyed with the unfortunate
trees sappy blood.

Acrossthelake of tar and oil anumber of causeways had been built; they were made of stonesand
rubble underneath, and paved with more of the chewed-leaf paper. Kit led the way in the wake of many,
many more Y adiv who were making their way toward the city in the fading light of day'send. At theend
of the causeway was agreat tunndl guarded by warriors, and even from halfway acrossthe causeway,
Dairine could see the words written aboveit in the Y adiv language.

THE COMMORANCY ISONE THE COMMORANCY ISALL
It seemed like weeks since sheld first heard the word. Commorancy. A home, aplaceinsde thewalls-

Every Yadiv who approached the door was stopped, and there was an exchange of some kind between
the entering Y adiv and the guards. Other warriors were entering the tunnd in front of them, and Dairine
watched to see what they did. They raised their claws crosswise in the same kind of greeting as had been
used on the outer path. But at this distance, she couldn't hear what they were saying. She hoped Kit
could.

Kit came up to the warriors and sal uted them. Before he could speak, Dairine heard two of the warriors
chorus, "Within or without?"

"Within, absolutdly,” Kit said.
Thewarriors stared a him briefly, their little scent-detecting antennae working. Then one of them
waved him past. "Pass, and go about the Great One's business.”

They waked through the guarded door. Asthey went, Dairine saw Ronan elbow Kit warningly with one
foreleg. Don't get cute!

Strikes me that the one thing it'd be smart not to lose around hereis your sense of humor, Kit said.

They followed Kit in, and for agood while smply walked around and tried to get afedling for the size
and structure of the place. Dairine quickly redized that, on afirgt vist, thiswas going to beimpossible. It
was too complex. Tunndsled into tunnels, into archways and galleries; ramps led up and down between
leves, up into the spire and down into dug-out galleries and arcades beneath ground level. Wed better
not get logt, Dairine said Slently.

/ am saving everything we see and dl the paths we wak to memory, Spot said. Even if manud functions
are not able to build us amore complex map, at least we will know where we've been, if not dways
where were going.

At least Filif wasright, Kit said, also sounding relieved. Y ou don't have to do the claw thing in here.

Probably there's not agreat dedl of room for it everywhere, Roshaun said. And these people seem quite
rigid, very regimented... SO what can't be done everywhereinsdeisn't doneat all.

Regimented isright, Dairine said asthey walked. Look at al therules.

Darkness had fallen as soon asthey'd entered, but there was no need for artificia light: The Yadiv saw



by

heat, and so everything glowed, or seemed to, more or less brightly. The wallswere no exception. In
infrared, their rough-paper patterning showed up every changein texture. But what also showed wasa
never-ending flow of words and phrases and instructions and diktats written on the tunndl wallsin scent,
and woven into the structure of them, mile after mile of papiermache bas-rdlief. Some of them were quite
beautiful, even graceful... but the sentiments expressed made Dairine even uneasier than sheldd been to
begin with. The Commorancy istheworld. The world isthe Commorancy's. Everyone should belike us.
Everyonewill belike us. All who will not are the enemy. Whoever is not with usisagaing us. There were
hundreds of other mottoes and maxims, but they al came down to the same thing: The only purposes of
the Yadiv wereto build the city greater or dig it deeper, to make more Yadiv, to kill their enemies...
and by doing al these things, to honor the Great One.

Three guesseswho that is, Dairine said silently.

We don't need to guess, Ronan said. Dairine couldn't see much of his expression, but the tone of his
thought was more than usualy angry, even for Ronan.

It'sdl too familiar. It was the Champion's thought thistime, and though it, too, was angry, there was
something challenging about the emotion. All too often I've seen thiskind of thing, in other shapesand
styles. The places where a species Choice has gone wrong and we've logt the fight.

But you keep coming back, Kit said asthey kept walking deeper into the spire.

Someone hasto, said the Champion. Someone hasto go down to the soulsin prison, down in the dark,
and try to bring them the fire-even just apark of it, enough to light a candle and find the door. No matter
how many timesthey've regjected it, no matter how many times It catches you sneaking in and chucksyou
out, we have to keep trying-

Through Ponch's mochteroof, Dairine could see his head suddenly go up. Do you smell that? he said.

Dairine sniffed. It wasn't so much asmell he was describing but achangeinthe arr, and the Yadiv senses
in the mochteroof immediately knew what it meant. The guards have sedled up the door-tunnelsfor the
night, she said. Unless we gate out, we're stuck in here.

That's no problem, Filif said. Even in here we should be able to find somewhere private long enough to
gate.

But then something else started to happen. The workers and warriors, and the more dender Y aldiv
whom Dairine had aso started to spot in the tunnels, now al paused where they were. After asecond,
they dl began to head in the same direction, deeper into the city.

Kit and Ronan and Filif and Dairine and Roshaun al looked at one another. When in Rome, Ronan said.

They turned and followed the others. The tunnds, like the paths out in the forest, widened asthey went in
deeper. Soon the group was hemmed in by other Yadiv, pressing againgt them, starting to hum a chorus
of sounds deeper and more rhythmic than the ones heard outside. Carried along by thewave of Yadiv,
the wizards were swept into higher-cellinged spaces, wider hallways

and colonnades-and findly through atunnd opening into the biggest space of al.

It'slike one of those skyscraper hotel atriums, Dairine thought. The hollow space speared upward into
what was probably the highest reaches of the city-hive. In the vast open space, thousands of Y adiv were
aready crowded together, and still more were crowding in.



Kit plainly didn't mean to be caught in the middle of them al, which was an idea Dairine gpproved of. He
and Ronan gtarted pushing and forcing their way closer to one of the farther walls of the great space. The
other Yadiv, workers mostly, let them pass. Shortly they found themselves close to the wall acrossfrom
the tun nel by which they'd entered. The space was somewhat bowl-like, like their cavern. By being near
thewall, they were dightly higher than most of the other Y adiv. They turned to look out acrossthe
tremendous gather ing ... and saw what they had not been able to see be fore because of the crush and
pressof Yadiv bodies.

The space was shaped more like an €llipse than any thing else. At what would have been the farthest
focus of the dllipse, on adais maybe ahundred feet in diam eter, lay ahuge and swollen form, glowing
with heat. Dairine instantly knew what it was from her earlier ook at the species precisin Spot. It wasn't
aQueen; it wasaKing.

Theorigina carapace of a'Yaddiv body was now a most the smalest thing about it. The organic
structuresingde that caragpace had long outgrown it, burst out of it, pushed it up and away; thewhole
original doughed- off body, now split in two, clung to the top of the

much-enlarged thorax like alittle shriveled pair of wings. Down near the floor of the dais, the head of the
King was amogt invisible in the shadow of itsvast bulk. The mirror-shade eyes were two tiny dots nearly
logt in the upswelling of the vast, puffy bodly.

Near the head, on each Sde of it, good aline of dender Yddiv, smaler and lighter than the warriors.
Handmaidens, Dairine thought, watching them come and go. She'd had a chance to check Spot earlier
for some of the details on Y adiv physiology, and immediately thereafter sheld redlly wished she hadn't.
These handmaidens, though, weren't doing any of the things that had grossed her out. They were bowing
before the head, feeding it, then moving away again. But Dairine found that this grossed her out
differently-the mindless, endless munching of the mouth-mandibles as the handmaidens put food into it,
bowed, moved away. She gulped and quickly turned her attention elsewhere.

It was hard. Thiswhole gigantic space seemed to direct one's eye back to the swollen thing lying &t the
heart of it, the gpparition before which, asif before someindolent living idol, the whole mighty
congregation of Yadiv lay bowed down in abject worship. And of course I'm anthropomorphizing,
Dairine thought. It's not like your toenails or your spleen worship the rest of you. These guys don't even
see themselves as separate from the King. But the air was thick with fedings, and she was having trouble
keeping her own reactionsin order.

Thiswas aproblem that recently had been getting worse for her. Isthis Roshaun's fault somehow?
Dairine

wondered. Or something to do with Spot? Whatever the cause, the feeling of sheer evil that flowed off
the King, and was reflected back to it by its worshippers, was horrifying to Dairine, and familiar. Shed
fdtit before, on the mobiles world, during her Ordedl. Thiswas the sentiment behind the terrible gloating
laughter she had kept hearing back then-the amusement of the Lone Power, darkly entertained by the
pitiful Srugglesof mortd lifein the universein which It went from door to door sdlling Itsinvention,
Death, to the unwary. But here there was something different about the silent laughter. Therewas a sense
of smugness. There's nothing more to do here, It seemed to be saying. Everything isjust theway | want
it. Now dl thereisto do with eternity istake it easy and enjoy what I've accomplished.

It's not the whole Lone Power at dl, Dairine thought. It 5 an avatar, like dl the others. Maybe amore
aware one. But, otherwise, it may not have alot of autonomy.

A warrior with strange glowing patterns laid out on its carapace came forward and was joined by severd



others. It abased itself before the dai's, d ong with its compatriots. The King never gaveit even aglance,
asfar as Dairine could tell. Though whether it can move at al isthe next question, she thought.

The crowd began dowly to presstoward the dais. "The day isdone! Let the Arch-votary speak!” a
Yddiv sad, lifting up itsforelegs. Others began to chimein: "Let the Arch-votary tell usthe Great One's
will for tomorrow!"

More and more Y adiv began to chant together: " Speak! Tell usthe Great One'swill! Speak!" Thiswent
on until thewarrior with the glowing patterns on its shell, the Arch-votary, lifted its own forelegs.

The assemblage swiftly became quiet.
"All praiseto the Onel" the Arch-votary said.

"All praiseto the One, the Great One, the King, the Lord of All, the Magter of Creation!” said al the
gathered Y adiv together. They al bowed to the swollen mass on the dais. It annoyed Dairine, but she
bowed, too, as Ronan and Kit and everyone else was doing.

"Let the sacred story betold!" said the Arch-votary.
"Letit betold,” the immense crowd whispered in awe.

"In the beginning wasthe One," said the Arch- votary. "And al thingswere well. But then, from outside,
came Another. That Other said to the One, "Y our way iswrong, and this other way isright; bow down to
me and admit your wrongness!™

"Down with the Other! Degth to the Other!" the crowd answered.

"And the Onerose up and said, 'Evil Other, old shadow-ghost that haunts the ancient darkness, you have
no right to question my creation or my will! | will never bow down to you."

"Never!" the crowd cried. "The Oneisal! These arein the One, and no Other!"

"And the Other spokein pride, saying, 'If you will even now bow down and admit your wrongness, you
shall beforgiven!" And the One spurned this craven

word. Then the Other spoke in thresat, saying, 'If you do not bow, you shal be punished and driven
out!™

"The One must not bow! The Other isevil, the Other isoutsde" chanted the crowd.

"But the Other could not frighten the One, or move It from Its purpose!” said the Arch-votary. "And
when it redized this, the Other came with its minions and made everlasting war on the One. But it could
not prevail. And while these are Itsfaithful servants, the evil Other can never prevail, not until worlds end
and beyond!"

"Praiseto the One! Wewill dwaysbe loyd! Wewill fight the Other until the ends of theworlddl"” cried
the crowd, and bowed down before the King.

Dairine kept doing what everyone el se was doing. But she was both infuriated and disgusted. It takesthe
truth and twists It around to serve Its own purposes. But It doesn't take any more of the truth than It
absolutely hasto... because truth'$ essentialy good, and It hatesiit for that.

"Now the Onein our King gives commands for the next stage in the new war againgt the Other's minions
inour world," said the Arch-votary. "Tomorrow agresat force of warriorswill be sent to intercept



marauding warriors who are coming to attack our hive and devour us and our children. By bringing them
the gift of deeth, we will turn their evil to good. By ending their miserable lives, we bring them peace,
inddeus inddetheKing."

"Glory tothe great King! Glory to the Onein the King!" the crowd shouted.

"The Onein our King commands that we alow the attackersto cross the Grest Ravine," the Arch-votary
sad. "When enough of them arrive on our side, we will attack and destroy them. Their flesh will feed our
King, and be the beginning of thousands of new children. Those children will grow into mighty warriors
and fertile handmaidens, who will [abor until their bresth failsthem for the destruction of the Other!”

"L et the Other be destroyed forever!" the crowd cried in anger and joy. "Death to the enemy of the
One!”

"Go now and prepare the Other's death,” said the Arch-votary, "and the glory of the One!"
"Wego for the Onesglory!" cried the assembled masses.

Thewarriors stepped away from the dai's, leaving that huge bloated shape lying there tended unendingly
by its handmaidens. The assembled Y adiv began streaming out the many entrancesto the heart of the
hive.

So there you have it, Dairine thought. Not just adeclaration of war on the other hive, but on all the other
"Others’ in the universe, everything that's not the Lone Power's... or the Lone Power Itsdlf.

What now? she heard Filif say to Kit.

Wefollow everybody out, | guess, Kit said. Ponch, did you scent anything were looking for while they
‘weredl in here?

| got something, Ponch said. The scent was familiar. He sounded uncertain, though.
Which tunnel did they go out?

| think-Ponch sniffed the air for amoment-/ think that one. Ponch indicated one of about ten tunnels off
to their right. I'll be more certain when | get closer toit.

Okay... let's go.

Asthe crowd in front of them lessened, the wizards started heading in the direction of that tunnd: first
Kit, with Ponch close behind him, then Ronan, Filif, and Roshaun and, bringing up the rear, Dairine.

So now what? Ronan said.

Wi, Kit said, we can spend some more time looking around here. If Spot's saving datato help usfind
what we'relooking for, we should get some more.

Y ou won't need that much more, Ponch said. / should he able to bring you to where we can find what
we're after.

Assuming, Filif said, that the one Ponch istracking islocated in a place warriors are alowed to go.

So far, that's been everywhere, Kit said. But histone of thought suddenly sounded strained. Dairine
looked ahead to see what the problem was.



Until now, thereéd been only intermittent traffic through the doorway for which they'd been heading.
Now, though, there was no traffic there at dl. That doorway was completely blocked by warriorswith
the same kind of markings that the Arch-votary had worn. And between the group of wizards and the
door, the Arch-votary itself stood and waited, watching them.

Suggestions? Roshaun said.
Just play it codl, Kit said.

They walked in line up to the Arch-votary. Kit stopped. Dairine, watching him, broke out in aswest. The
Arch-votary lifted those huge claws, but the gesture was not immediatdly threstening. It was more like the
gesture it had used when calling the assembly to order. "This one is commanded to bring these before the
King," the Arch-votary said.

Oh, God, it knows! Dairine thought, and sweeted harder. Kit merely said, " These obey the command.”

The Arch-votary led them acrossthe rapidly clearing hall toward the dais. Dairine was having trouble
looking at it steadily. The closer she got, the more she felt that vast glowing mass on top of it was
somehow sucking her toward it-sucking her attention into it, maybe even sucking out her will. But then
the thought occurred to her that the sensation might have something to do with the mochteroof. And I'm
ill mein here, shetold hersdf fiercely. No refugee from adime- store ant farm is going to make me
forget that!

Thefeding of ebbing will backed down alittle bit, but asthey got closer, Dairine found she had to
expend more effort to stave it off. If we don't have to be heretoo long, I'll be okay. But if it knows what
we are-

"The warriors are brought to you according to your command, Great One," said the Arch-votary.

Dairine watched Kit to see what he would do. He bowed, as the Arch-votary had done, and Dairine and
al the othersfollowed suit.

For along moment, no one said anything. Then the King spoke.
"Y ou are minions of the Other," he said.

There was something about the voice that Darineingtantly found repulsive. The voice was very dow and
rich, very deep; and somehow it hardly sounded conscious-asif it was not aliving thing but avery
expendve answering machine or voice-mail program.

"We are servants of the Ong," Kit said.
I nside the mochteroof, Dairine smiled.

"Y our gppearanceisthat of servants of the Great One," the King said. "Y ou have the scent of Yddiv,
and thelook of Yadiv. But your souls betray you. They smdll of the Other."

Dairine broke out in asweat again, and glanced ever so briefly in Roshaun's direction. Kit said nothing,
just met what he could see of those tiny, empty black eyes.

"What isthe Great One'swill with these?' the Arch-votary said.

Hereit comes, Dairine thought silently to Spot. Get something ready. Slowly, insde the mochteroof, she
reached sdeways into her otherspace pocket and felt around for one of the more deadly wizardries she



had a hand.
Then, inthe slence, the King laughed.

Dairine actudly had to suppress the desire to retch, for the sound wastruly revolting. It wasfull of the
casuad amusement of someone who has you completely in his power, and can do anything he likeswith
you. "L et them go about my business asthey have done,” the King said. "They have no power here.”

Dairine's eyes went wide.
The laughter began again, sounding even more self

assured and unconcerned. "Many other such minions are traveling among the worldsin these days,” said
the King. "They seek to undo the grest gift of the grestest and final Desth. They cannot undo it. Now that
Degth is coming, inescapable, for them dl.” The King chuckled asif a aparticularly nasty joke. "They
have no power to stop it-least of dl here, where my strength is most strong.”

The Arch-votary, bowing, looked completely puzzled by al this. "To what |abor shal they be put, Grest
One?' it sad.

"They labor dready," said the King, hisvoicelazily, wickedly amused. "They labor to no purpose. And
when their labor comes to an end, and the gift of Death comesto them al-very soon now-they will know
that dl their work, from thefirgt to thelast, hasbeeninvan.”

It laughed again. Dairine gritted her teeth. "L et them go, Arch-votary. Whatever they do here, they will
be doing my business. And it will amuse me to watch them doing it."

The Arch-votary bowed down. Much against her will, Dairine bowed aong with Kit and Roshaun and
the others. "The Great One bids you go about Its business,”" the Arch-votary said, and then turned away
and ignored them.

Kit glanced at Ronan; then the two of them turned away from the dais and started to make their way
acrossthe vast hdl. The othersfollowed, and Dairine came last of al, heartily wishing she had an excuse
to blow King Bug up. 1t'd mess everything up, of course.

Our chances of doing what we came here to do would become about zero. But, boy, it'd be so much
fun.

None of the others said aword as they made their way acrossthe hall. Asthey approached the tunnel for
which they'd originaly been heading, the warriors who had been standing guard over it moved away.

Silently the wizards headed into the tunnel. Dairine was aert for whatever trap might be on thefar side,
but there was none. AsKit led them around a curve into the next tunnd, lined with many more tunnel
exitsand anumber of chambers, al Dairine saw before them was the norma steady traffic of Yadiv,
going and coming about the Great One's business.

We should find somewhere quiet, Kit said at last, get out of here, and figure out what to do next.

No argument, Ronan said. To Dairing's ear they both sounded asif they'd been in afight that they felt
they'd lot, and couldn't figure out why.

Ahead, Dairine saw Kit turn acorner into another tunnel. Behind him, Ponch paused, looking back, then
went after Kit.



And then something unexpected happened to Dairine, something asliterally shocking aswhen sheld
brushed up againgt an exposed wire in the Chrismas tree lights the year before last. One of the chambers
they passed had along line of Y adiv waiting outsde, and another line going out. More of these
handmaidens, Dairine thought, glancing in asthey passed. Getting food for King Bug. She was beginning
to recognize the dender 1ook of the handmaidens, the smaller foreclaws. One handmaiden in the incoming
ling, asDairine

looked in, turned to glance out at the Yadiv "warriors' passing in the corridor.

Asshemet that Yadiv's eyes, ajolt went sraight through Dairine like that shock from the Christmas
lights. She knew those eyes. On the mobiles world, she had looked out through them. And she saw
herself looking out of them now.

Hadtily Dairine glanced away. But it wastoo late; she had seen the Y ddiv'sreaction. It was one of
recognition ... and then alarm. Those eyes had not seen the mochteroof, the Y adiv shape. They had seen
what lay under it. They had seen Dairine.

Infront of her, Roshaun felt Dairings shock. What isit? What's the matter?
Don't stop. We'rein trouble. Just keep going!

They headed down the tunnel at the same steady pace. Dairine reached into her otherspace pocket and
got out the wizardry she'd been prepared to use earlier to give them time to escape. She was hoping even
now that she wouldn't have to useit. Time stops were expensive in terms of energy, even in the present
circumgtances. But I'll useit if | have to, she thought. The spell burned cold and ready in her hand, arigid
lattice of frozen time variables, dl set to let go. Every moment she expected the shout from behind: "The
Other! The minions of the Other are here! After them! Kill them!™

But the shout never came. Everything around them went on exactly asit had. Dairine hugged Spot to her
and kept walking, too, terrified, and moment by moment increasingly confused. She saw me. Why isn't

anything heppening?

Greetly daring, Dairine glanced behind her. The lineswere il there, Yadiv going in, Yadiv going out.
And in the doorway, asingle Y adiv, looking after them-

Dairinelooked away before she could meet those eyes again. All the same, they werelooking at her. The
Y ddiv waiched them go, slent, still. Theniit vanished again.

Dairine hurried after the others, eager to get someplace where they could talk. Things were going terribly
wrong...

... but possibly, just possibly, in the right kind of way.

Nita gppeared among the trees at the far end of her backyard. For along moment she just stood there,
getting her breath. It wasn't that the trangit from the Crossings put you through much in the way of
physicd difficulties. It wasjust that, now that she was here, she was amogt afraid to go into the house
and see what she would find.

She took a deep breath and walked out from among the trees. Nita fished around in the pockets of her
vest to find her house keys, but as she got close enough to the backyard gate to see the driveway, she
saw her dad's car there. The sight both reassured and scared her. // he was home before, why wasn't 't
he answering the phone?

She ran up the steps to the back door, got her keys out, and bumped the screen door aside with one hip



to keep it open while she unlocked the inside door.

"Dad?' she said, waking into the kitchen. It was clean; no one had eaten any meals here recently.
"Daddy?"

She went into the dining room. The table was clean; it was dmost asif no one had been here for awhile.

Sheturned her head, hearing the TV in the living room. "Daddy?" she said, going in. Theliving room was
tidy; the newspapers, usualy left in acasua heap, were stacked nestly by her dad's easy chair.

"-Tendon continuesto build in the Caucasus as the government of Ossetiamaintainsits hard-line stance
againg the paramilitary group that clamsto have stolen between ten and twelve kilograms of
wegpons-grade plutonium,” the TV said. Nitasaw severd different shots of men in military uniforms
rushing around- Some kind of SWAT team, she thought. "-rumors of anuclear briefcase weapon, and
has threatened to sall the material to terrorist organizationsin the area"

Nitaswallowed, and picked up the remote to change channels. But even on the nonnews channels, she
kept running into screensthat said news bulletin or specid report. Even the main cartoon channel had a
news crawl running along the bottom of its screen. Are the network people crazy? Nita thought,
annoyed. Don't they redlize how scared little kids are going to get when they seethat? Do they think that
just because they watch cartoons, they can't read? She changed the channel again, finding hersdlf looking
at another bulletin screen. What the heck's going on around here?

But she knew. It wasthelocdl effect of the Pullulus, which Tom and Carl had predicted: people being
pushed further and further away from one another. She

threw the remote down on the hassock by her dad's chair. "Daddy?"

And then Nitajumped nearly out of her skin, because he was right behind her; she'd been so
preoccupied with the TV that she hadn't even heard him. She grabbed her dad and hugged him, hard,
and said, "What were you doing there?!

"I livehere," her dad said. "Thisismy house. And yours, when you havetimeto get hometoit." He
hugged her back, looking over her shoulder. "I didn't expect you to come home just towatch TV,

though.”

"l didn't,” Nitasaid. "Daddy, where were you? | wasworried sick! | tried to call you, and | couldn't
reach you on the cell phone, and you weren't in the shop, and you weren't a home-" She was amost
babbling, and she didn't care. "I arted thinking maybe you'd been in an accident-or, or-"

Her dad kissed Nitaon the forehead and hugged her harder. "What isit they say,” he said, "about living
long enough to worry your children? Guess|'ve done at least that." He held her away from him. "I had to
be out of the shop this afternoon,” he said. "I had to take Mike to the hospitd "

Nitasared at him. "What's the matter with Mike?'

Her dad laughed alittle, though the sound was rueful. "He had an dlergic reaction to somelilies,” he said.
"He swelled up in the mogt incredible hives. He couldn't see to work, or even get himself to the hospitd; |
hed to drive him."

"Is he going to be okay?'
"Y egh, they pumped him full of antihisaminesand



cortisone," her dad said. "Hell be dl right in acouple of days. Meantime, | have to handle the shop by
myself and make the ddliveries, so the placell be closed while I'm gone. 1t'sno big ded.”

"But your cell phone-"

"Oh, that," her dad said. "Everybody's been having trouble with their phones the past day or so. We had
another of your solar flares. Didn't Roshaun say we might get some more of those after he and Dairine
and the othersfixed the Sun?'

"Oh my gosh," Nitasaid. "I forgot. So much has been happening, and | thought-" She sighed. "Never
mind."

"It'sapity you werent here last night,” her dad said. "We had aredly nice aurora. You'd haveloved it.”

An aurora, she thought. When did | last havetimeto look at the sky for fun?"Daddy,” she said, "thisis
going to sound redlly strange, but what day istoday?'

"It'sMay the eighth," her dad said.

"Oh, no!" Nitasaid. "We haveto be back at school on Monday; that's as much time as Mr. Millman
could get us! What if we cant, what if..."

Her dad sighed and sat down in his easy chair, though he didn't lean back. He looked at Nita,
concerned, and then glanced at the TV. It was still discussing wars and rumors of wars. "1 know this
sounds unlikeme," he said, "but don't worry about that right now. How are you doing with what you left
to do?'

"It'stoo early to say," Nitasaid. "But things are redly messed up.”
"Yeah," sad her dad. He threw another glance at the
Acceptable Losses

TV."The newsis so bad right now." He shook hishead. "Let's not get into it. Swestie, you should get
back there and concentrate on your job."

"But what about you?' she said. Sker'ret's ancestor was on her mind, and Dairine had |eft aprecisin the
manua about her meeting with Roshaun'sfamily. All Nitacould think of at the moment was her father,
aonein an empty house a abad time.

"I'm doing okay," he said, looking her in the eye. "Don't distract yourself. | can cope.”
"BlJt—"

"Honey, things here may be going to hdl in ahand- basket," he said, "but after what you'vetold me, |
know why. Sowhen | fed awful, at least I'm privileged to know what's causing it. For the meantime, you
let meworry about this planet, and I'll let you worry about al the others. If what you're doing works,
well dl have lessto worry about here." He smiled, though the smilewas pained. "Dairings al right?"

"Asfar as| know."
"Good," her dad said.

"I haveto call Kit'smamaand pop and tell them that he's okay, too."



"l can do that for you," her dad said. "I need to talk to them anyway. In case the school decidesto give
us any trouble, we're going to want to present aunited front."

"Okay," shesad. "l haveto go check inred quick with Tom and Carl. As soon as|I've donethat, I'll be
going back."

"Have you got enough stuff in your pup tent?" her dad said.
"Loads," Nitasad. "I'll comeback if | need anything."

"Okay," her father said. He looked at the TV, picked up the remote, and very pointedly turned off the
TV."Attimeslikethis" he sad, "you can pay too much attention to the news. Either they'll blow up the
world, or they won't. Meantime, our job isto get on with life.”

"| think youreright,” Nitasaid. "Daddy..."

She went to him and hugged him again. He hugged her back, hard. ™Y ou be careful,” he said. "But do
what you have to. Don't worry about me."

Shelooked up at him. "I'm going to anyway," Nitasaid. "But | will do what | haveto.”

"Good," her dad said, and pushed her gently away. "Don't worry about the phones. Get in touch when
you can, or just leave me messages on the answering machine. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Then I'll seeyou later." He smooched her on the top of her head, and went into the kitchen, and
outside.

"Bye-bye," Nitasaid.

Standing there in the living room, she heard her dad start the car up and back out of the driveway.
Everything was suddenly very quiet.

Hurriedly, Nita headed out the back door, locked it, and set out on the short walk to Tom and Carl's.

She hadn't had to ring the doorbell more than once before the door opened. Tom peered out at her. "Oh,
hi, Nita. How're you doing?"

He looked so perfectly normal that she could have wept. " Oh, wow, it's great to see you!"
"It'sadways good to see you, too," Tom said. He stood in the doorway and looked at her quizzicaly.
This conversation somehow wasn't going quite theway Nitahad imagined it. "Where's Carl?"

"At work. Where else would he be?'

That calm reply ran achill down Nitas spine. Wrong, thisisall wrong.

"Uh," shesaid. "Yeah. Ligten, | thought | should touch base about where we've been.”

Tom raised hiseyebrows. "Schoal, | thought,” he said. " Spring break would have ended, | don't know,
last week sometime?”

Nita opened her mouth and closed it again.



"Ligten,” Tom said, "I'd loveto chat, but I'm on adeadline. I've got to get this article to the magazine by
Friday."

Magazine? What's going on with him?

"Tom," Nitasaid. "Uh, thisiskind of important. Do you have guests or something?' She leaned allittle
past him to try to seeinto the house.

"Guests? No, I'm just working." Histone was palite, but alittle cool now.

Nitawas beyond understanding what was going on. "Okay, | won't keep you. But thisis an errantry
metter."

He blinked at her, actualy blinked. "Errantry?'

Then helaughed. "Oh, wow, you had me going there for aminute. | remember how serious we used to
be about those role-playing games. Wizardry. Spells. The magic Speech that everything understands. It's

great that you gl like thinking about that kind of thing even when you'rein junior high."
Nita stood there absolutely speechless. Tom's laugh was kind, but he wasn't playacting.

WeEll lose our wizardry, heéld told her himsdlf. All of us. And dso, Wizardry does not livein the unwilling
heart... or the heart that's come to believe that it'simpossible.

Nitahad to giveit one moretry. "Tom," she said, "the universeistearing itself gpart, and we've been out
trying to repair it. | just didn't want you to worry about where we were."

He sighed. "Y ou've been listening to the news, too, huh?' he said. "It's enough to make anyone want to
take their second childhood early.” He glanced over his shoulder. "L ook, sweetie, | have to get back to
work. Was there anything else? Anything serious, | mean. How's your dad?"

"He'sfing" Nitasaid. Her heart was breaking, and there was no way she could take time to ded with it
now. "Uh, where are Annie and Monty?"

"Carl had to drop them off a the groomer'sthismorning,” Tom said. "Their fur was getting out of hand
again. You can stop in and play with them later if you like."

"Okay," Nitasaid. She knew it wasirrationa to try to prolong the conversation, but she desperately
wanted to. What am | going to tdl Kit? Thisis so awful. And we'rereally on our own now. "Do you
mind if |1 go around back and see how thefish are doing?' she said.

"Sure. Anything else? | haveto get back to this.”

Shelooked into Tom's eyes, desperate to find there the one thing she wanted to see, but it wasn't there.
"Nope," shesaid. "Thanks."

"Come back anytime," Tom said. "Best to your dad.” And he shut the door.

Nitastood on the doorstep feeling utterly shattered, bereft in away she hadn't felt since her mother died.
The bottom had fallen out of her world again, and thistime what had gone out from under her was
something that had seemed too solid, too important, ever to go away. Not even just wizardry itself, but
the memory of having been awizard, party to the most basic glories and tragedies of the universe, was
now suddenly reduced in Tom-her role model, in some ways her hero, afigure of power and
competence-to acute memory of some kind of friendly "let's pretend.” The thought was dmost too



painful to bear.

But bearing pain, and learning how to ded with the weight of it, was something at which Nita had been
getting alot of practice lately. She went down the front steps and around on the little path that ran down
the side of the house to the backyard.

It wastidy asaways. Acrossthelawn, near the back wall, was the koi pond. Carl had spent
considerable time rebuilding it over last summer, widening the edge of the pond so there was aplace to
stwhile hefed thefish.

Nitawandered over to it, looking toward the diding doors at the back of the house. They were closed; it
was

gill chilly for thetime of year. Frominside, just very faintly, she heard the machine-gun fast clicking of
Tom's computer keyboard. For along time she and Kit had teased Tom about histyping speed, claiming
that it dmost certainly had something to do with hiswizardry. Apparently not.

Nita sat down on the pond's edge and gazed into the water. It was clear enough, but the bottom needed
to be cleaned; alot of leaves had gotten into it over the winter. Lily pads hid about haf the surface. The
koi are probably under there, Nitathought. Carl used awizardry to keep the water warm enough for
them to stay activein the winter. But if that's stopped working, they're probably red deepy now.

Shelet out along, unhappy breath. There was no point in her spending any more time here. She should
get back to the Crossings, and then to Rashah, and get on with work. But Nita couldn't bring hersdlf to
move just yet. Walking away from this house, where there was suddenly no wizardry, was going to hurt.
Shewould ddlay that pain for just alittle longer.

As shelooked down into the pond, an old memory stirred. Shefelt around in her pockets, looking for a
penny, but couldn't find anything but adime. Nitagazed at her reflection in the water for some moments,
waliting, hoping, but no fish came up to look at her. Findly Nitadropped the dimeinto the water.

Thetiny plunk! sounded loud in the sillence. Nothing happened. Shelet out along breath. It'slike
everything that's happened was adream.

And what if it was? What if it was dl agame-nothing but afantasy?

That terrible thought hung echoing in her mind. Nita shivered. / -wouldn't want to livein aworld where
what | amisn't real anymore! shethought. A world with no roomin it for wizards-what kind of place
would that be?

Very dowly, adrift of white and orange came up to the surface of the dark water. The koi looked &t her,
blank-eyed, dmost with asad expression-

-and spat the dime back at her. It hit Nitain the chest, surprisingly hard. The koi eyed her with an
annoyed expression. "Boy, are you people ever dow learners,” it said. "I thought we told you no
throwing money on our living room floor! Serioudy..."

Another koi, bigger and more slvery, with bright scales like coins scattered here and there down its
body, drifted up besdethefirst. Nitawas practically gasping with relief. "Y oure fill you!" shesaid. "You
haven't lost wizardry!"

"Wevegot lesstolose" the marmaade koi said. "Or more. Humans are dways sort of inthe middle
when it comesto magic; they're dwaystrying to talk themselves out of it."



"They're dwaystrying to talk themsalves out of whatever power they're given,” said the koi with the
mirror-scales. "Jugt listen to them! Whatever happens to humansis ways somebody esesfault. It's
amogt, pardon the phrase, magical.”

"But the magic'sgoing away, dl thesame," Nitasaid softly.

A third koi, one of the calico-patterned ones, drifted up to the surface. "Night fals" it said,
"and dl things

Gotoo slent for me; my

Heart's chill with starfdl.”

Nitasighed. The sentiment sounded as sad and full of foreboding as shefelt. "Do you guys do anything
but that?' she said.

The calico koi gave her alook. "Everybody'sacritic,” it said. "Y ou prefer sapphics? Those are hard.”
"Y ou want hard,” said the mirror-scaled koi, scoffing, "you want sonnets. Sonnets are tough-"
Nitarolled her eyes. "I meant, do you do anything besides predict the future,” she said.

The cdico koi gave her amorose look. "Weretaking to you, aren't we?'

"Not alot of future to predict a the moment, anyway," said the marmaade koi. "Normaly there are
billions of branchings from one second to the next. Right now, though..."

"Everything's started to look like mushroom clouds,” the mirror-scaled koi said.

Nitathought of her dream: of Ddlia, brushing her hair asde. The newsis S0 bad. She shivered in the chill.
"But theré's something else," she said. "It's darker than usua on the far sde of the Moon."

"Y ou saw that, too?"' said the calico koi. "'And the moon is no dream.’ Interesting."
Nitaswallowed. "Wasit red ?' she said. "Isthat redlly going to happen?’

Thekoi dl looked at her with eyesthat were unusudly unreveding, evenfor fish. "Depends,” said the
cdicokoi.

"On whether you can make it happen,” said the mirror-scaed koi.
"And whether it'sagood ideg,” said the marmdade koi.

Nitagrimaced. "And here | was thinking maybe it was you guys| redly came back hereto see" shesad.
"A lot of helpyou are.”

"But weare," said the calico koi. "We're just not supposed to do it directly. That's not part of being
oracular. Our job isto make you think."

"It takes some doing sometimes,” said the mirror- scaekai, its expression clearly scornful now.
Nitamulled that over. "So there's still hope?”

"Always hope," said the mirror-scaled koi. "But you can't just Sit there and Stare &t it. Y ou haveto do
something withiit.”



She nodded. "I wish there was something | could do for them.” Nitasaid, glancing back at the house.

The mirror-scaled koi looked at her with compassion. " Save theworld,” it said. "And don't get hung up
onthedetals”

"A world of dew," said the mirror-scale koi,
"And within every dewdrop A world of struggle.”

Nita nodded. She was learning to take her time with these utterances. They worked better if you let them
unfold dowly than if you tried to crack them open like

cracking anut with ahammer. "I should get back,” she said. "Y ou guystake care of yourselves."
The fish bowed to her.
"And take care of them," Nitasaid, looking back at the house.

"Well do what we can,” the mirror-scaled koi said. "But if anyone's going to fix this, it'sgoing to haveto
beyou.”

Nita nodded and got out her manual. A moment |ater, she was gone.

When Nitareappeared at the Crossings, she glanced around from the pad where she stood and was
astonished. The whole place was crawling with giant centi pedes-thousands upon thousands of Rirhaitin
blue, green, various shades of pink, and more shades of purple than she had known existed. At least, she
thought, the place doesn't fed as cregpy anymore.

Thisfar down the sde corridor from which she'd originaly departed, there wasn't as much damage as
there had been nearer the main intersection. Farther up the wide corridor, among the shattered shops and
kiosks, some of the damage was being put right in what, for Rirhait, was afairly straightforward way.
They wereedting it.

She headed up the corridor, and several Rirhait came flowing along toward Nita. They stopped in front
of her, and one of them reared up about half of hisbody into theair in what Nita had cometo recognize
asagesture

of respect. "Emissary,” he said, " Sker'ret iswaiting for you at the centra control module.”
Nitanodded. "Thank you," she said. "Pleasetell him I'll be with him in amoment.”

They wreathed their eyes at her and flowed away. Nita headed after them, mulling as she went the things
the koi had said to her. There was something about the structure of the second haiku that was puzzling
her. Within every dewdrop, aworld of struggle. It was going to take her awhileto figure out what that
meant. Not too long, | hope.

When she got down to the command center, she found it dmost completely surrounded by bustling
Rirhait. Not actually in the rack but within reach of it, Sker'ret was standing with his eyes pointing in many
different directions, giving ordersto the Rirhait al around him asfast asthey presented themsdlves. As
Nita approached, she saw one eye swivel in her direction. Spotting her, Sker'ret came flowing over to
her, dmost asif relieved to get away from the other Rirhait.

"Areyour people at homedl right?' hesaid.

Nita nodded as she came up by the control center, and leaned against the outer racking. "My dad's



okay," shesaid, "but Tom and Carl-" She shook her head. "They'velogtit."

"Your Seniordl" Sker'ret looked at her in horror. "Mover's Name, | didn't think it could start happening
S0 soon.”

"Just acheck," Nitasaid. "How long have | been gone?"
Sker'ret looked confused. "Hardly an hour of your

time," hesaid. "Oh, | see, you're worried about theirregular trangt times. Don't be. I've corrected for
them-for the moment, at least. When you trangit again, if you losetime, it'll be hours, not days.”

"But you're going to have to keep correcting-"
"Yes Andit'sgoing to get harder,” Sker'ret said. "The Pullulusis affecting our local space now."

"Right," Nitasad, looking around at the frantic activity going on around her. "Y ou find out anything more
about who was behind our little friendsthe Tawdf?!

Sker'ret waved some of his upper legsin an I-don't- know gesture. "It doesn't seem to have been the
Lone Power, a least not directly. The Tawalf's aggression contract was bought by a crime syndicate
somewherein the Grester Magdlanic Cloud. There are two or three speciesinvolved, al from economic
or politica groupsthat have had disagreements with the Crossingsin the past. The Rirhait
law-enforcement authorities are following that up.”

"Well," Nitasaid, "that'sgood.” She amiled, alittle ruefully. "I guessit's anice change of paceto be
dedling with common crooks."

"But dl thisisdriving me crazy,” Sker'ret said. "We haveto get back to Rashah! The others-"

"Yes," Carmeasvoice said, "the others." She came ambling over from the other side of the command
console, and the various Rirhait she passed dl reared up in that respect gesture. She smiled. "When do
wego?'

Nitalooked around her, and then back at Sker'ret. "l don't know about 'we,"™ she said after a moment.
"Sker', what'sthe loca Situation? Have you got things running again?”

"It'sgoing to takeawhile," Sker'ret said. "The defense systems ill aren't secure enough to make me
happy | want to make sure we're not vulnerable to asecond strike. And there's alot of gating that ought
to be passing through here routinely that hasn't been. Then theré's the emergency traffic-"

Nitawas becoming more expert at reading Sker'ret's expressions and body language, and right now he
looked asif hefdt like tearing afew of hiseyes out by the roots. "What about your ancestor?' shesaid a
littlemore quietly.

"Wedon't know," Sker'ret said. He held till for amoment, and that, too, struck Nita as something of a
danger sgn: It wasrare for there not to be something about Sker'ret that was moving. "When the diens
took him and my sibs prisoner intheinitiad attack, they shoved them al onto a pad and sent themto a
portable gate target somewhere in the Greater Magellanic. Thefirgt sorming team that went to that planet
looking for them didn't find anything. The target had been dismantled and taken somewhere else, possibly
through another gate. The law-enforcement people are looking into that, too."

Nitasighed. "Sker', you can't just leave dl this and go back to what we were doing. Thisiswhere you're



needed.”

Sker'ret Sghed out of al his spiracles, and sagged alittle where he stood. "If even just afew of my sibs
were here" he said softly.

"But they're not," Carmeasaid, getting down beside him and rubbing the top of his head segment. "I
don't think you have any choice.”

"And there are plenty of usworking on you-know- what," Nitasaid.
"Ooh, mygery," Camdasad. "Thisismorefun every minute."
Sker'ret |looked troubled. "I didike letting the others down-"

"You'renot," Nitasaid. "What you have to do now is not let thiswhole part of the galaxy down! You
cantwak away fromthis."

"Even though I've been trying to for so long,” Sker'ret said, and gave Nitaawry look out of severa
eyes.

Theironic tone that had come back into his voice reassured Nita. "Well, things are different now," Nita
said, "but it looks like when you walked away that |ast time, that was agood idea. If you'd stayed here
then, whatever happened to your ancestor and al your sibs could have happened to you, too."

Sker'ret Sighed. "We can't ever be sure," he said. "Anyway, herel stay. In the meantime, | can gate the
two of you back quickly enough. Y ou'll want to warn Ronan that you'reincoming.”

He and his partner know, the peridexis said in the back of Nita's mind as Carmela got up to stand beside
her. The One's Champion left astedth routine in place. Y ou can safely direct-gate straight in.

"They'vegot it handled," Nitasad. "All we havetodoisgo.”
"Takethe closest gate there," Sker'ret said. "I'll send you out.”

Heturned, then, looking with dl hiseyes at the bluested racking of the Stationmaster's control area. All
around, the Rirhait who had been taking Sker'ret's orders drew back alittle and watched. "It wasjust a
little hut, once," Sker'ret aid. "A little hut outside a cave.”

"It'salot more than that now," Nitasaid. "And it'sdl yours."

Sker'ret shivered in ashiny ripple that ran right down his body, and then he poured himsdlf into the heart
of the cubicle and up onto itsracking, draping himself acrossthe control structures. He turned his
attention to one of the consoles. "The main pad on the far side," Sker'ret said. He looked at Nitaand
Camdajudt briefly with every eye. "Cal if you need anything.”

"Wewill," Nitasaid. "Hold thefort, Sker'."

Hewreathed hiseyesat her. "And, cousin, dai stihd.”

"You gowel, too,” Nitasad. "Méea"

Carmelareached up and tugged a one of Sker'ret's eyes. "Make me proud,” she said.

"And asfor you, try not to blow up anything that doesn't need it," Sker'ret said.



"Me?' Cameasad, in atone of dignified but wounded innocence. "When would | ever do that}"

Nitatook Carmela by the elbow and steered her over to the pad. "Stand in the middle," she said. "If you
ever lose your balancein one of these things, you want to make sureyou doitinsde.”

"I would never lose my balance," Carmelasaid. "1 am a paragon of grace and stability."

"Oh, yeah. Who said that} "

"Roshaun.”

Ni.t(;agri nned asthey positioned themsealvesin the middle of the pad. "Just wait till Dairine hears,” she
sad.

The de facto Master of the Crossings raised afew forelegs to them. Nitaraised ahand. Carmela got out
her curling iron and touched a pattern of spots on its side, upon which it started to make a soft and very
bus nesdike humming sound.

Nitathrew her alook. Carmdasimply smiled. "Y ou never cantdl," she said.
They vanished.

Back in the cavern on Rashah, out of thelr mochteroofs again, avery confused and troubled group of
wizards sat down under the floating spell-lights to eat something and try to make sense of what had

happened.
"It doesn't know why we're here," Ronan said, shaking his head. "It actually doesn't know\"

Will we be ableto keep it that way? Filif said.
"If were careful, maybe," said Kit.

"It wasredly strange," Dairine said. She had broken out another trail-mix bar, onethat didn't have
cranberriesin it-Roshaun was egting the last of those, while wearing one of his more brooding
expressions-and she paused to take adrink of one of Nitas favorite lemon sodas, which she'd stolen. "It
redlly did sound asif it was running on automatic. The King may bean

avatar of the Lone One, like dl Its other people, but Y ou-Know-Who wasn't completely there."

"| felt that, too," Kit said. "But did you fed It sort of ... sucking at you? Trying to make you willing to do
whatever It said?| did."

And |, said Filif, dl hisbranches and fronds rustling in ashudder.

"Asdid|," Roshaun said. "Disgusting.”" He, too, shuddered al over and looked at Kit with a sort of
troubled admiration. "Doubtless that is the source of some of Its power over the hive. | wondered that
you could find such sdf-magtery, to sare It in the eye and not flinch.”

"Oh, I wasflinching, dl right," Kit said. "But sometimes you just have to cope. Besides, you weredl
there. It's different when you have so much backup.”

/ didn't fed anything, Ponch said. Wagging histail idly, he came ambling aong past Kit, having just
finished his own dinner, and put his head over Kit's shoulder. Kit, not missing a beat, moved the bag of
pretzels he was eating out from under Ponch's nose and into his other hand. And there's only one person
who can make me do what he says.



Kitrolled hiseyes. "Oh, redly? Who would that be?'

Ponch barked and started to bounce around Kit, wagging histail harder. Kit sghed and gave him a
pretzd.

Dairine shook her head. "I can't get past the fact that the King knew what we were... and then let uswalk
away. How come?'

"Perhaps because the Situation is exactly asKit extrapolated it,” Roshaun said. "And because thisisnot a
complete avatar of the |solate. Possibly the species rigid structure militates against that. Or the Lone
One's attention, as Kit also suggested, is €l sewhere. Besides which"-Roshaun glanced at Ronan-"we
have protection.”

It isn't easy to divert such a creature's attention from the truth of what's going on right in front of it, the
Champion said, but it can be done. Still, even with just apartid avatar to dedl with, and in my present
circumstances, I'mfinding it... chalenging.

When she heard that, Dairine's mouth felt suddenly dry. "Which brings usto our next problem,” she said.
"TheHesper..."

"That was indeed the one we seek?' Roshaun said to Ronan.

Ronan nodded. "It was," he said. "Ponch”-and he reached out to ruffle the dog's ears-"has done effing
brilliant work."

Thank you. Got adog biscuit? Ponch said.

Ronan gave Kit alook. Kit headed for his pup tent, reached indgdeits door, and came back with the dog
biscuit box. He handed Ronan a biscuit, and Ronan gave it to Ponch; loud crunching noises ensued.
"Now al we haveto do isfind out how to make contact with the Hesper," Ronan said. "Assuming we
can get to her without raising the aarm.”

Spot popped his screen up. "I've been processing the mapping information | stored while we were there,”
he said, "and coordinating it with the markings on the

tunnd walls. Some of them, rather than being mottoes and other propaganda, are labels.”

On his screen, and in the middle of the rough circlein which they were al sitting, appeared athree-
dimengona map of part of the Yddiv city-hive. "Thisisincomplete,” Spot said, "but it's possible to
extrapolate alot of Sructureswe didn't actualy examine from the tunnel openings we passed, and the
road sgnsonthewadls" A smal pulsing light appeared in front of one chamber in the diagram. "Here's
where you saw the Hesper," Spot said.

Dairineleaned down to look &t the label that was flashing on the diagram on Spot's screen. ™
'Grubbery'?'

"Possibly wewould say 'nursery,™ Filif said. "A place where the younger and more fragile members of
the species are kept or reared.”

"It looks like they reproduce sort of backward from the way hive insectswork on Earth,” Dairine said,
bringing up another display on Spot's screen and scrolling down it, while the main map display remained
rotating gently inthe air in the midst of them. "Instead of afemaewith alot of male mates, they havea
'king' malewho vistsa sort of harem and fertilizes chosen femaes. Then they go off to the nurseries,
and-"



"Oh, please," Kit said. "Sex stuff." He hid his eyes briefly with one hand. "Aren't we supposed to be
protected from thiskind of thing?'

"Insde our own species, maybe," Dairine said, unconcerned. "But where other species areinvolved, |
think as soon aswe're old enough to ask, we're old enough to find out.” She gave Kit adightly
cockeyed

look, then glanced away again. There were things she hersdlf was il finding uncomfortable about this
particular species take on reproduction... particularly what happened to the females after the many eggs
they bore werefertilized. 1t brought to mind a particularly vivid sequence from anature movie sheldd seen
on one of the educationa channdslast year-awasp laying its egg insde some hapless caterpillar, which
then went about its business until the day the egg hatched, and the wasp grub started esting itsway out.
That times ahundred, Dairine thought. Or athousand. More workers, more warriorsfor the king. And as
for the poor handmaiden, or what's | eft of her-

Kit turned to Ronan. ™Y ou think you can cover for us again when we go back in?'
Theway things are at the moment, | don't see any problem with that, the Champion said.

"Thenlet'sdoitinthemorning,” Darine said. "The handmaidens don't go out of the hive with theworkers
and warriors, therell bealot fewer Yadiv to avoid if we want to have a chat with her."

"The question being," Filif said, "what do we say to her, exactly?'Go well, Hesper, and would you kindly
now rise up and save the universe?"

"Don't ask me," Dairine said, getting up and stretching. "Improvisation seemsto be the order of the day,
s0 I'm gonnawing it. Or better ill," she said, ambling over to look at her mochteroof "wait for one of
you older-and-wiser typesto think of something." She threw what was intended to be an annoying look
at Roshaun, and turned away.

A few moments later, he came up behind her and looked over her shoulder, pretending to flick aspeck
of dust off the gleam of the mochteroof's skin. ™Y ou are somewhat on edge, are you not?' Roshaun said
under his bregth.

"Now why would | admit to athing like that?" Dairine said softly, meeting hisreflection'seye. "But snce
you ask, | haven't been so freaked since we were talking to your dad back on Wellakh. | forget what he
said, but you gave him thisredly dirty look and your stone changed color. | thought maybe you were
getting ready to blast him or something and then blame it on my unhedthy dien influence.”

Roshaun stared at her. Y ou saw the Sunstone do what} "

Dairinelooked a him curioudy. "It got clear. While you were talking to your father. Y ou weren't going to
blast him?I'm glad.”

Helooked perturbed. "It wouldn't be that | wasn't in something of two minds," he said, "but al the
same-"

Sheturned away. "Tell me about it," she said. "He was getting on my nerves, too."

From behind them Filif said, "This has been ataxing day. We should al root, or rest, or whatever.
Tomorrow will amaost certainly be more chalenging till."

Dairinesighed. "My favorite leafy green vegetable hasapoint,” she said. "I'm gonnaturnin.”



"And just who are you caling a vegetable?'

"Whom," Dairine said. " Spot, you coming?'

Stalked sensor-eyes swiveled to follow Dairine. "Shortly. | have alittle more analysisto do.”
"Okay. Get me up as soon as anything starts to happen. 'Night, guys.”

She went into Nitas pup tent and got as comfortable as she could in the deeping bag-the couch was far
too lumpy for her. Sheleft just athin glow of wizard light outlining the door of the pup-tent interface,
spent afew moments punching her deeping bag's pillow into the right shape, and gratefully lay down and
closed her eyes.

But it took her along time to stop her mind going around and around over the same piece of mental
ground. What do we do next? Isit going to be enough? What if it's not? What's going on at home? And
where the heck is Neets? She should be hack by now. Whenever "now "is...

And the next thing she knew, she heard a voice saying from outside, "It does not understand. It does not
know."

Dairine sat bolt upright in the deeping bag, her eyeswide. The voice had been quiet, amost trembling;
there had been as much wonder in it asfear. And it had also not been human. Well, these days that was
hardly abig dedl. But it lso hadn't been Sker'ret, or Roshaun, or-

She was out of the pup tent about three seconds later, standing on the warm, gritty stone of the cavern
floor and fedling grotty and haf consciousin the rumpled clothes she hadn't bothered to take off before
bed. Everyone dse was standing there looking much the same, give or take afew items of clothing... and

aso garing in astonishment at an eight-foot-high Y aJdiv that was presently walking delicately and alittle
uncertainly around the mochteroofs, feding them with long dender scenting pa ps. Wandering around
after her was Ponch, wagging histail and sniffing the back end of her long abdomina shdll inacurious

way.

"Ponch!" Kit said. He was standing there in pgjama bottoms and a beat-up, plaid flannel bathrobe,
looking bleary, astonished, and annoyed. " Cut that out!"

Ponch lolloped over to Kit, plainly far too pleased to be troubled by his annoyance. / found her. Can we
keep her?

Kit rubbed hiseyes. "My dog brings home strays,” he said in Ronan's genera direction. "'l should have
mentioned. Do you think It noticed?'

Difficult totell, but | think perhaps not, the One's Champion said from insgde Ronan. Otherwise, | should
have noticed. Ponch's way of getting places doesn't seem to register asatrangit.

"l guesswe should berdieved," Kit said. "Ponch, promise me you won't go off like that again without
teling mefirg!"

Ponch stood up on hishind legs, putting hisfeet on Kit's chest. / didn't do anything bad! he said, sounding
worried and alittle perturbed. Y ou all wanted to see her! And | wanted to seeif she smelled like |
thought she should have smdlled, Ponch said. And she did!

"Y eah, but we a so wanted to give her achanceto get used to us-"



/ gave her achanceto get used to me! | smelled her, and she smelled me. And then we started talking.

Dairine dtifled her laughter. Roshaun, who had come out of his pup tent shortly after Dairine, caught her
eye. You said you were planning to improvise? he said. Y ou are going to have to move much faster inthe
future.

Dairineturned her attention to the Y ddiv handmaiden. She came around the back of the mochteroofs
and paused to look at the members of the group one after another, taking them in: atree with glowing
berries, atal humanoid with flowing blond hair, atal dark humanoid, asmaller one, and another smaler
dtill; alittle machine, astrange creature that wagged a one end and panted at the other. The Yadiv's
scenting paps moved uncertainly.

Somebody redly ought to say hello to her, Dairine said. But then the question came up: What did you say
to acreature that might never have heard of errantry, or might think it was evil ? Y et, buried somewhere
inside this creature was the hope of atremendous power for good. Y ou had to let that power know it
was safe to expressitsalf.

Dairine opened her mouth. But the Yadiv beet her to it, raisng her foreclawsin the deferentia gesture
they'd seen used out on the path the afternoon before. Then the Yddiv let them fall, asif she couldn't use
the norma ceremonia response, and thusthe gesture wasinvaid aswell.

"Thisone saw these" the Yadiv said. Those weird pronouns again, Dairine thought. "When they walked
inthe tunnel, near Grubbery Fourteen. Though they were not Yddiv, they had aY adiv seeming. They
wore

it strangely, like ashell during molt, but not-like, asif the shell could be seen through. Their shapeswere
strange. Their shapes were these shapes-" She pointed one claw at each of themin turn.

Then she glanced up again and met Dairing's eyes, and once again Dairine felt the shock of looking out,
looking in, mirrorsreflecting in mirrors. "But this one saw that one before," she said to Dairine. "And not
within the Commorancy.”

Dairine became aware that the "older-and-wiser types' were watching her and expecting her to produce
some useful result. Shetook abreath. "Yes," Dairine said. "And this one, also, has seen that one before.”
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"Not long ago," Dairine sad. "And not from within the Commorancy, ether. From within that one."

The Y adiv sood there shifting uncertainly from leg to leg, arocking motion. "Yes" shesad. "Therewas
aglimpse of strangeness. Other eyes, aworld in strange shapes, strange colors. Why are these here?”

Dairine glanced at the others. Anyone have any suggestions?

Y ou 'rethe only one of us she knows firsthand, Kit said. Y ou'd better run withiit.
Sheturned back to the Yaldiv. "To seethisone," Dairine said.

"Why?"

/ redlly need afew momentsto think about this! "To tell the story may take awhile," Dairine said, "asthe
story told before the King does.”

Dairine saw the shiver that went through the Y ddiv-a shudder that literally shook her on her legs. It was



drange, consdering the fervent way al the Yadiv in the hive had seemed to willingly worship thet bloated
shape on the dais. Maybe- No, don't get ahead of yoursdlf. "That one should be at ease," Dairine said,
"and this one will be, too, whilethe story istold." She sat down cross-legged on the cavern floor.

Spot came spidering over to Dairine and crouched down beside her. Look, Dairine said silently, keep an
eye on her bodily functionswhile I'm talking. If | get near some dangeroustopic, | want some warning.

All right, Spot said.

Very dowly the Yadiv lowered hersdf to the floor, folding her legs underneath her and resting the huge
clawson the floor at what passed for their elbow joints. As she did this, the others dowly sat down,
too-those who could. Filif stayed as hewas, and while the Y ddiv was watching them do that, each after
his fashion, Dairine saw Spot put up atransparent display above hisclosed lid. It can't be seen from the
other sde, he said. Here areindicatorsfor brain activity, genera neurd firing, and theratesfor dl three
hearts. But as for what the readings will mean...

She was going to have to take her chanceswith that. "Tell these of thisonéslife" Dairine said, hoping
she was getting the pronounsin theright order.

"ThisoneisaYddah," the Yddiv sad. It was apparently the femae form of the speciesnoun. "The
Y adat are the mothers of our people. We are the engenderers
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of our City'sdefense. To beaYadah isour destiny, and our glory."

This soundstoo familiar, Dairine thought. The language was much like some of the stuff sheld read in the
mid-twentieth-century unit of last year's history class. "Destiny.” Haf the time the word'sjust code for
"what someone e se wants you to do without asking any inconvenient questions.” "What doesthisone do
inthe City?' Dairinesaid.

"What most Yadat do,” said their guest, and then she did the first casud thing Dairine had seen any
Yddiv do: Shelifted one claw to comb back the scent palps on one side, like someone absently brushing
the hair out of her eyes. "Feeding meat to the newly hatched grubswho are past their first food. Cleaning
away their leavings and molted-off skinsuntil their shellsgrow. Y ddat tend the hatchlings until they are
large and strong enough to be taken away and trained in their work, or the way of warriors... or

vesds”

Vesseswas adifferent word in the Y adiv language than the smple femae form. And the it pronoun
smply meant that the cresture using it wasjust athing, of no vaue except asit contributed to the glory of
the Great One.

Dairine opened her mouth to ask another question, but she didn't get the chance. "Now these must tell
thisone of themselves," the Yadiv said. "These have come to the City wearing shapesthat are not their
own. And to mimic a City person's smell-that has been donein the past by invaders from outside, the
Others"

"These smply did not wish those in the City to be frightened,” Dairine said. " The strangeness of these
could makeaYadiv fear."

"The strangeness does not frighten thisone,” the Yddiv said. "It isaso-" She stopped.

"Also what?' Dairine said.



The Yddiv was gazing at the cavern floor with those dark eyes. "Also not the same...”

Dairine glanced at the readouts that Spot was privately showing her. The hearts rate had increased
nearly threefold in the past few minutes. Shelooked up into those dark eyes again, met them, and held
them. "There's no reason to fear," Dairine said.

The pause was s0 long that Dairine broke out in a sweat, wondering if shed misstepped. But the Yadiv
looked down at her with eyes that somehow managed to show more than fear. There was anger there,
too.

"There's every reason,” the Yaldiv said. "For when one says the wrong word, the dangerous word, in the
wrong hearing-little time passes between the last breath and the first bite of another's jaws on the mesat
that was one's body."

"Whatever elsethese may do," Dairine said, so angry now, "these are not going to est that one." And
then allittle exasperation crept into her own anger. "And these can't just keep calling that one 'that,”
Darinesad.

The Yddiv looked at her in complete noncomprehension. "What else would this be caled?’
"Thereis something," Ronan said suddenly, "called aname.”
The Y ddiv looked from him back to Dairine. "A name?

A name, said the oneinsde Ronan, isthe word by which one calls a cregture that is different from all
other creatures. A creature that isits own unique self.

Though asfar as mere sound went, there was no difference between Ronan's voice and his guest's, the
Yadiv started up, terribly shocked. She wheeled about swiftly to stare at Ronan, and then began to back
away. Bumping into one of the mochteroofs stopped her, but till the Yadiv stared.

"Thisoneadsoit knows" the Yadiv said. "Thisvoice... It is Degth to hear thisvoice, thisword from
beyond the outside! It isworse than Desth!" She was shivering. Now she began to crouch down again,
her claws uplifted in desperate supplication. "Thereis no such place as the Outside, nothing but the City
and the Onewho rulesit! Let the Great Oneforgive this unworthy one! It did not mean to speak the evil
word; it will befaithful to the Great One's trust-"

Ponch got up from where he'd been sitting watching al this, and trotted over to the Yddiv. Bizarrely, he
started licking the claws that were now lifted up to hide the mirror-shade eyes.

The Yddiv dowly stopped shivering. Dairine watched her turn her attention to Ponch. Stealing aglance
at Spot's diplay, she saw the heart-rate indicators dropping little by little. The dark eyeslooked down
into the doggy ones.

"Thisoneisnot very likeyou," she said after amoment, glancing back at Dairine.
"That oneisPonch,” Kit said. "Ponchisadog."

Ponch ismy name, the dog said. That's me. It's good to have aname.

"“Why?"

Because that way people can call you and tell you they want to give you things He went romping back
over to Kit. Likethig!



Ponch started bouncing around and barking. Dairine resisted the urge to cover her ears. Even though this
was abig cavern, the noise was deafening, and it echoed. Kit looked a Dairine in helpless amusement,
reached into the dog biscuit box, and got one more biscuit out. "Opportunist,” he said. "Ponch! Want a
biscuit?'

Oh, boy, oh, boy! Ponch barked, and whirled around in acircle afew times, and then jumped up and
snatched the dog biscuit out of Kit's hand. To Dairine'stota astonishment, he then ran back and dropped
itinfront of theYadiv.

Shelooked at it in surprise. "What isthat?"

Food! Ponch sat down and looked at the Y aldiv expectantly.

She reached down a claw and prodded the biscuit. "Thisis meat?' she said.
This? Not even dightly, Ponch said. But it'snice!

The Yddiv looked quizzicaly a Ponch. Then she reached down, picked up the biscuit, and nibbled at it
with acouple of smal mandibles.

"Itispleasant,” she said. Shefinished it up, then settled herself down again. Dairine sneaked another ook
at Spot'sreadout. A lot better, she said to him. She's calming down now.

That's what happens when you have aname, Ponch said, and lay down near her, panting alittle from dll
the bouncing and spinning around.

"This one supposes... if thereis no harm... then there might be aname." She still sounded very uncertain.
"Isthere something the onesin the City say when they call this oneto do something?" Kit said.

She glanced up. "They say it isunworthy of notice," the Yadiv said. "They say it isawaysthelast oneto
be cdled." Wasthat atouch of bitterness?

The last one, Dairine thought. She glanced down a Spot, who was sill running anadyses of words he had
seen on thewalls. He showed her aword, in both the Speech and the Y adiv written language.

"Memeki," Darinesad.

Thedark eyesmet hersagain. "'Thelast," she agreed. "It would not be astrange cdlling.”

"When onehasaname,”" Dairine said, "one's not an it anymore. Oneiscaled you."

She shivered again. "Another strangeness,” Memeki said. "Thisword aso you has heard.”

"Sorry," Dairine said. "Not enough explanation. When it spesks of itself, and hasaname, it says, '1."

Memeki began to shake harder. Dairine swallowed and kept on going. "Likethis. | seeyou." She pointed
firgt a hersdf, then at Memeki. "We'-she gestured at the others, then again at Memeki-"see you."

Thetrembling didn't stop, but Memeki looked at them dl, and then down at Ponch, who had rolled over
on hisback in front of her foreclaws, and now lay there exhibiting his not inconsderable sscomach. "And

[-" She stopped. Shelifted her claws, dropped them again.

"Thisoneisafraid,” she said, o softly that they could barely hear it. "It knowsthisword. It never thought



anyonedsemight.”
After amoment, Dairine said, "Tell how you know the word."

Sowly Memeki made that pal p-grooming gesture again, like pushing hair aside. "Often it wished when it
was younger that it could achieve such merit as some of the Yaldat had,” she said. "But to servethe
Great One personally is not an honor offered to many. And those Y aldat who had achieved such merit,
they said it could never happen to this one; for this one was not fair enough to ever attract the King's
attention. This one came to believe them, and stopped hoping for more. It was content to servein the
grubbery, giving the young onesfood in the less meritorious way. Such was honor enough.” She glanced
down at Ponch, who was now lying there with his eyes closed.

"Y et there came a night when the City was closed asdways," she said. "And thisonerested, asal rest
when Sek isnot in the Sky. And in the time of rest, thisone heard avoice." Shelooked again a Ronan,
and once again that tremor started to shake her limbs. " The voice was like the second voice that... you
used to speak just now. It came from everywhere, and nowhere. It used the words... you use, that this
one had never heard before. It said, 'Y ou-"" Again she struggled to get the words out. ""Y ou can be far
more than this. You can

bring your people out of this place, thislife, to something far greater. Will you do it?"

TheYddiv'strembling was getting worse. "This one did not know what to answer. But the voice that
whispered in the night said, The oneswho will show you the way will come. They will not belike you.
When they come, listen to what they say. Onewill say the word you need to hear."

Memeki went quiet for amoment, looking at them. "The voice made this one frightened,” she said. "So
many forbidden words... This one went through that next day in terror, thinking that those words might
force their way out. For they were strong, and clamored to be spoken. They shouted night and day inside
thisone until it thought that Death was closeto it! But nothing happened.”

Memeki still sounded frightened, but now akind of wonder grew in her voice aswdll. "Then without
warning came the day when what had until then seemed impossible nonethel ess did happen. The Great
One honored it. Everything was changed. And the rest of the Y aldat said, 'See how merciful the Great
Oneis! Evento such aone, whom dl thought would be the last to be chosen, if it ever happened at dll.
This one became honored even among the workers and warriors. All those said, 'Here comes another of
those who defend us from the evil Others; the mighty ones, the weaponsin the Great One's claw!™

Memeki lifted her clawsin agesture more like the one that the warriors had used to greet one another.

"But it wastoo late," she said, dropping her claws again. " The words of the voice that spokein the night,
and were now insde this one, began to grow as swiftly asthe Great One's favor had. And even the
mighty honor the Great One had bestowed on it began to mean little, almost nothing. It began to think
that it was'-Memeki paused, then said in arush-"that it was no one's weapon. That it was for much more
than that. That it was'-her voice dropped like that of someone whispering heresy-"that it wasitsdlf. That
itwasan/."

Dairine hdd her breath.

"And that | wasfor something else entirely,” Memeki said. She was breething like someonewho'd run a
race, asif shewasready to fal over from the strain of saying so short aword. "And now comes
strangeness, yet more strangeness. The eyesthat... | have seen, which are not Yadiv." Memeki looked at
Dairine. "And the voice that-1 know-the one | heard whispering in the night, and that no one €l se could
hear." She got up again, and went over to Ronan.



He sat very Hill as she approached him, and as the huge claws lifted. Memeki drew very close, peered
into hisface. Ronan, and the Champion, gazed back.

"Hod the Splendid,” said Memeki.
Ronan blinked.
How do you know that name? the Champion said.

"Before, | didn't know what anamewas," Memeki said. "Now | know. That word was something the
voice whispered to mein the night. Are these, then,

aso your names? Regent of the Sun, ruler of the third Pay and the fourth Heaven, avenger of the
Luminaries, Guardian of the Divided Name?"'

Ronan nodded very dowly. "Messenger of Messengers,” he said, "chief Prince of the Presence, Winged
like the Emerald, the Providencer." He raised his eyebrows as he looked up at Memeki. "The creature
with those namesis within me. Weld say, Those are my names."

"| thought s0," Memeki said. "The voice said that one was to be asked. So now | ask... you. What
comes next? For my people's sake, | must know. What is the word that must be heard? What must | do
to become what the voice says| must?'

Ronan sat there looking stunned. / don't know, the Defender said through him. And he looked helplessy
at the wizards around him.

"There were other words till," Memeki said. Her sudden eagerness made it sound asif just saying the
word / out loud had broken adam somewhere inside her, so that dl kinds of things were starting to spill
out. "Thevoice sad: 'Y ou are the aeon of Light; you are the Hesper. Y ou must find the way. But without
the word spoken, there is no path, only darkness; until it speaksitsdlf, only the abyss.™

No one said anything.

Memeki kept looking from one of them to the next. Findly Dairine said, ™Y ou've asked us hard
questions. We don't know the answers. But well help you find them.”

"It may takeawhile" Ronan said.

Memeki settled down again, and combed that wayward palp back into place. "I will wait," shesaid. Then
she looked up. "The way we came out of the City... | can go back that same way, before morning? No
onewill know?"

Ponch opened an eye and looked up at her. / can take you that way, he said. Nobody will know.
She looked down at him, admiring. Y ou are very wise.

Out of the corner of her eye, Dairine caught aglimpse of Kit hiding asmile. "I can rest here meanwhile?"
Memeki said. "l amtired. This has been...aday full of strangeness.”

"Not just for you," Dairine said, getting up. She went over to Memeki and patted her on the shell. "Rest,”
shesaid. "Nothing will happen to you here. Well take care of you."

The strange eyes dwelled on her. "Yes" Memeki said. "Y ou will. *

A tremor went through Dairine. The voice had sounded exactly the way Ronan's voice did when the



One's Champion used it.

Dairine turned away. After amoment or two, Memeki started to lean alittle to one side. Quietly Dairine
went over tolook at Spot's display. The hearts rates were dropping quickly; the Yadiv's neurd activity
was diding down amost to nothing.

Dairine straightened, looked at the others as the readings bottomed out. She's gone out like alight,
Dairine said silently. It amost looks more like a hibernation state than our kind of deep.

Y es, the Champion said. Shelll bethat way for some hours, | think. I'll stand guard while you others get
back to your rest.

"You're out of your mind," Kit said. "Who could deep after that?' Helet out abresth, then Ponch's nose
came over his shoulder. Kit sighed and reached into the box for one more dog biscuit. "We found her.
Weéve talked to her. She'sthe onel”

Without any possible doubt, the Champion said.

"But what do we do now?'

Ronan shook his head. "He dready said, he didn't know."

"Yeah, right. And alot of help you are!" Dairine said.

"Who, me?'

"No, him?Dairine said. "The Defender!"

We're not omniscient, you know, the One's Champion said, sounding annoyed.

"Oh, sure, you're not. Just immorta and incredibly powerful, which doesn't do us much good if after all
this running around, you can't give us a clearer sense of what were supposed to do!”

Ronan frowned and looked over at Kit. "What isit with these Calahan women,” he said, "that they're
aways after yeling a you and giving you grief?'

"Not dways," Kit said, sounding resigned. "Just when it's going to get most on your nerves.”

"Weysdl at you because you're hopdess,” Dairine said, and sat down, looking extremely cross. "But |
guessit's not your fault thistime. And where did dl these other names come from al of asudden?I'd
have thought you had enough dready, just in our own mythologies.”

"l
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We pick them up in our travels, the Champion said with aweary and resigned look. It's an occupationa
hazard.

"And it'snot like you don't have afair number of names," Ronan added. "Dairine. Dair. Squirt. Runt.
Speaker to refrigerated diens. Botherer of her sster-"

"Dédliverer of punchesinthe nose," Dairine said, looking Ronan in the eye. "Ruthless punisher of those
who don't cut her some dack.”



"One of thosewas alittleweird,” Kit said suddenly. " 'Guardian of the Divided Name'?'
Ronan nodded. "The Onesfull name.”

Roshaun looked perplexed. "Why would that need guarding?’

It doesn't, the Champion said. Y ou do. Fromiit.

"But the Oneison our sde, | would have thought,” Filif said. "Or weareonIts..."

That's not the point, the Champion said. Y ou can't redlly have any sense of how much raw power istied
up in the One. Physicality can't expressit. Nothing can expressit; it's not meant to be expressed. It's
meant to be. // the One wasn't careful about how It manifests Itsdf ingde space and time, everything
would dl just dissolve.

"So that even the One's Name in the Speech hasto be divided up to keep it safe,” Kit said, "like acritical
mass."

That'sright, said the Champion. The Name of Names has so much primacy of power over mere created
matter that it could change or wipe out whole universesif irresponsibly used. So the Names are lesked
into creation only in fragmented form... alittle bit here, alittle

bit there. Even namesin less central levels of creation get divided up that way-abit here, abit there...

Dairine let out an annoyed breath. "Y eah, well, if even the One's names are so powerful," she said, "why
do we have to be running around al the time and cleaning up the messes dl over our universe? Why
doesn't It just get Its butt in here and take care of things?!

Behind Ronan's eyes, the Champion looked surprised. What fun would that be?
"For 1t?!

For us, the Champion said, sounding asif Hewas surprised Dairine didn't get it.
Shedtared a him.

"All right," Filif said, glancing at Dairine as she took abreath. "Memeki knows-for the moment-what she
is. But not who sheis, or what she can do. How can we best assist her? For until she fully becomesthe
Hesper, and achieves whatever her full power may be, there's no hope that she can do anything about the
threet to the rest of our universe.”

/ have no immediate answers, the Champion said. She's till only in the middle stages of embodiment.
Such a process has to proceed at its own pace.

"Therésnot awholelot of timeleft for it to proceed inV Dairine said. "The Pullulusis pushing everything
gpart out there, the structure of spaceis suffering, whole civilizations are going to pieces"

"Hesright, though,” Ronan said.
Dairine stared.
"It took awhile for me to cometo terms, too," Ronan said. His voice was unusualy subdued. "I didn't

even know hewasin there until Nitarecognized him." Dairine was interested to notice that when Ronan
had started speaking, he'd been looking at Kit, but suddenly hewasn't looking at him anymore. "And



when | found out what was happening, | redlly hated it." He glanced at Memeki. " She seemsto have
gotten past that, which isamazing. Different psychologies, | guess. But then there till comes amoment
when you have to"-he shrugged-"agree to act together. Not just to passively accept what's happened.
How's that going to be for her? Can she do it? Her peopl€eslifestyle ssemsto revolve around doing what
you'retold. How fast can she get past that} Can she ever get past it?"

Dairine shook her head, and looked over at the great deeping figure. "We'd better hope she can,” she
said, "and try to figure out some way to hurry her up.”

Kit yawned. "Sorry," hesaid. "I can't helpit... | need to at least stretch out for awhile, whether | actualy
get any deep or not. What do we do in the morning?"

Dairine shrugged. "Take her back. Turn her loose. Wait for something to turn up.”
"Wait?'

"Something dwaysturnsup,” Darine said.

"But not because of thewaiting!" Kit muttered.

"And in the meantime," Dairine said, looking over a Ronan, "I think Kit'sgot theright idea. Y ou're going
to keep watch?"

Ronan nodded.

"Then I'm going to try to pick up where | left off," Dairine said. She headed off for her pup tent, glancing
over her shoulder. " Spot?’
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"I canfinishthisanadyssindde," he said, and got up to follow.

They went back to the pup tent together. Y ou're alittle quiet today, Dairine said, even for you. What's
bothering you?

I've been running anayses on more than the syntax of written Yadic, if that'swhat you mean.

Yeah, Dairinesaid, it is. She sedled the pup tent and sat down on the floor next to Spot. He crawled into
her 1ap. "Y ou've been really quiet ever snce we got here from your people'sworld. What's going on?"

"My peopleinstaled agreat ded of new softwarein me," Spot said. "I've been coming to gripswithiit.
Some of the things they loaded into me were patches for my oracular functions.”

"Yeah, | noticed you'd stopped the poetry,” Dairine said. "Frankly, it'skind of ardief. The notes were
garting to cramp my syle.”

"l found them troubling, too," Spot said. "The problem seemsto have been that the messages from the
Powers smply had too much content embedded in them: | wasn't able to process them correctly, so they
were coming out truncated. But with the patches, I'm now able to perceive more clearly exactly what it is
the Powers and the manud functions are trying to tell mein terms of cloaked content, the kinds of things
that were showing as blacked-out in Nita's manual. As aresult, I've been able to analyze the present
dtuation alot more accurately.”



"Sounds like good newsto me," Dairine said.
"It would beif the results of the anaysisweren't so

troubling,” Spot said. "We're missing something-both in terms of something we don't know, and
something that's not here, something we urgently need. A varigbleismissng.”

"Nita," Darinesad, and |et out abreath.

"| think so. Her presence here has become vital. Whatever she went back to Earth to obtain, we've got
to have it here very soon, or fail."

Dairine got goose bumps. "And she wasn't sure what she was going back for," Dairine said.

"True. Let's hope that she hasit when she arrives; otherwise, dl thiswill have been for nothing. And-"
Spot went silent.

"And?' Darrinesaid, hugging him alittle closer.

"If she doesn't have whatever itis," Spot said, "then thereisno 'and.™

As Dairine vanished into her pup tent, Kit watched with consderable rdief. Dairine could get difficult to
deal with when Nitawasn't around to ssomp on her. And just where are you ? he thought, glancing at the
walls of the cavern asif Nitamight suddenly step through one of them.

Ponch had flopped down beside him and was lying on his back again, though his head was turned so that
he was watching Memeki. Kit poked him amiably in the gut. "I thought that was just another ploy to get
an extrabiscuit,” he said under his breath. "'l don't often see you giving food away."

She was sad, Ponch said. She was sad before, too. That's why | brought her. None of the others was
sad.

They headed into the pup tent together. Kit lay down again, and within afew moments Ponch waslying
with his head on Kit's chest. Kit sighed. "What was Memeki sad about?' he said.

| don't know, Ponch said. It felt like something wrong had happened to her. | wanted to make her fed
better. | thought maybe if she went for awak with me | could take her away from the bad thing that
made her sad. But it's till ingde her.

Andthat'snot dl, either, Kit thought. He put an arm around Ponch. "Well, you did right," he said. "Weé're
goingto try to help her, too."

Good, Ponch said.
Kit breathed out, closed his eyes.
But what if you can't?

Kit sghed again. It was hard when there wasn't even an answer that would make sense to ahuman. But
when it was Ponch involved, sometimes the explanations got more involved rather than less. "It'slike
this...," he said, and trailed off, wondering where to go from there.

Y ou were saying about the things you couldn't 't talk about.



| was? Kit thought. No, | wasn't-
And another voice spoke, both seemingly at a distance and very close.

"Thereisadory that every Yadah knowsfor ashort while" it said. "When she'svery new. But knowing
the story makes no difference. The oneswho know it die, anyway. And speaking it meansyou die
sooner. Thewisething isto forget.”

/ was adeep, Kit thought. He redlized that the weight on his chest was gone. But he dso redized that
once again heldd dipped into the upper reaches of Ponch's mind, so helay very ill, doing nothing to

disturb this state in which he could hear what the Jog heard, scent what he scented. Right now, Ponch's
world smelled of warm stone, minera-flake grit, somewhat swegty or otherwise ripe-smelling humans,
various foodstuffs and food wrappings... and the unique scent of aYadiv. It waslike amore refined
verson of the crude-oil scent held followed here: ahot plastic sort of smell, shifting dightly from moment
to moment, with the emotions of the one who spoke.

Why forget? Ponch said. Remembering thingsis good.

"Not when they kill you for it." Memeki's voice sounded weary. "And it was S0 long ago. Nothing that
happened such along time ago can matter now; things aren't that way anymore.”

What way werethey?| don't understand.

Her voice went low, asif even here she was afraid she might be overheard. "When we're very young,”
Memeki said, "the blood inside us speaks for awhile. It saysthat once there wasn't a City, or even alittle
hive. Once the world was big enough for everyone to walk wherever they wanted. And there wasn't just
one King. There were many, and each King had just afew chosen ones. There was aways enough to
eat, and not so much work to do. And there were no Others." She briefly sounded confused. "Or there
were Others who didn't want to kill us. | said it was astrange story! Then something happened-"

What?

Therewas along pause. "No oneissure,” Memeki said. "But in the story, it'sasif there was a bigger
King who made everything to be built-the sky, the

ground-the way our own King tells us how to build anest and kill the enemy. There were some who built
the Everything that way, the story says. That other King was supposed to have shown them how. Then
Yddiv cameto livein what that Great One's servants had made. They lived there along time-"

She broke off suddenly. "But that part of the story makes no sense," Memeki said. "How could anybody
build the sky? No one could reach it. It's got to be true, what the Arch-votary says the King tells him-that
the old stories are madness and death made real, away for our enemiesto trick us.”

/ know agtory likethat, Ponch said. / don't think it'satrick.
Slenceagain. "Y ou don't?'
From Ponch, Kit got a sudden sense of reticence. If your tory islike mine, then therés moretotell.

"Yes" Memeki said. She sounded subdued. "It's asif when everything's made, another Great One
gppears. another King. That one went about saying that he knew more things than the first Great One,
better waysto live. He said that having so many little kings among the Y ddiv was wrong, and that there
should be only one-himself. That would make warriors mightier, he said, and workers stronger, and the



vessals morefruitful. Thelittle kingsand their consorts said they didn't want hisway of living. They
started awar with the great King and his vessdls. It went on forever. But, findly, the second Great One
realized they would never do what he wanted, so he made the sky catch fire.

Smdl sunslike Sek fell from the sky on thelittle kings, and killed them and dl their Yadiv."
But the story that your peopletell each other now says something different, Ponch said.

"It saysthere was never any war before the War of Now," Memeki said. "The only King that has ever
been is our own Great One. And when wewin the War of Now against the evil City, then the world will
be pure.

Ponch was quiet. Then he spoke again.
Do you want another biscuit?

What? Kit thought. Very dowly and cautioudly, S0 as not to make any noise, he put his hand out beside
him. The dog biscuit box was gone. Why, that sneaky-

V ague crunching noises came from the cavern, much amplified in Kit'sinner hearing by the fact that he
was insde the mind of one of the creatures doing the chewing. After amoment, Memeki said, "What
happensin your story?' She crunched alittle more. "Isthere agreat war? Do sunsfal from the sky?

No, Ponch said. There's some singing, but mostly we est.

Kit got asudden glimpse of Memeki's mirror-dark eyes|ooking down into Ponch's. ™Y our people's
story... is about food} "

Later, Ponch said, yes. But it didn't start that way. The crunching started up again.

/ hadn't thought about thisfor along time, Ponch said after amoment. Y ou tend not to think about it...
there's so much to keep you busy. Barking. Running.

Eating. Doing what the One Y ou're With wants you to do. But that's what we've done for along time.
We promised to teke care of Them...

Hetrailed off. Kit asked meto tell him the story not long ago, Ponch said after some more crunching. It's
not the kind of thing you ever think of Them being concerned about: They're even busier than we are. |
was so surprised, | told him the puppy version, because | wasn't sure how he would take the other one.
Welove Them, but humans can be strange sometimes.

Kit lay there, saring into the darkness, wondering what to make of this. The story seemed to be working
itsway out of Ponch with the same difficulty asit had worked itsway out of Memeki.

It was avery long time ago, Ponch said, when our parents, the First Ones, redlized who they were. They
woke up and gtarted singing to the Light in the Sky, and heard others singing back, so that they redized
we were al singing the same song. Instead of staying aone, the First Ones started to run together in
groups, hunting for food together. It was ahard time. The world wasfull of thingsto eet, but catching
them was hard. Then many of the things we ate went away, or died, and many of usdied, too. Our
mothers bore more and more of us. They had to, because so many of usdied young.

There was more crunching from Memeki. " That must have been terrible. What did you do?!

At firgt, we didn't know what to do. There was a pause while Ponch put his nose into the dog biscuit



box, knocked it over, and pawed another one out. Then some of the First Ones started to think, Maybe
we

should go away. Maybe therelll be more food somewhere else. So we traveled. We journeyed along
way under the Light in the Sky, and came to a place where there was allittle more food. But we found
something el se there, too. We found Them.

Hewas quiet for amoment. We found them living by themsalves, Ponch said, in cold places. They wore
furs, like us. They denned in caves, the way we did sometimes. They were lonely, the way we were
before we found out how to live together. And they were so hungry! And we remembered how that had
been for us, too.

"Did they eat the same things you ate?' Memeki said, sounding dubious.

They did then. Some of ussaid, "Let'sgo away from here! Therewon't be enough for everyoneto eat.”
Otherssaid, "Let's drive them away! Then there will be enough.” And some-Kit could hear the shadow
of agrowl gtirring at the bottom of Ponch's mind-some said, "L et's eat them, and solve both problems.”

Sowly the growl faded. But then, when they found different waysto catch thingsto eat, and we saw
them do it and cried because we were hungry, some of the humans did what the First Ones thought was
the strangest thing. They gave us some of what they caught! They started sharing, the way we learned to
do when we began hunting together. So wetook themin, into life as a pack, and showed them the other
waysit could be- caring for the pups and watching out for each other, and especidly the hunting ina
group. They learned fast. And the humanstook usin aswdll, into life with another

kind of creature, and showed us how to learn their strange new ways. Like how they made thingswith
their clever paws-sharp teeth that they could throw, so that food was bitten and fell down without the
humans actualy catching it and biting it themselves. We learned to drive the food into those extra teeth of
theirs, and then we shared the kill with them. That became the bargain. We promised we'd help our
human packmates find food when they needed it; they helped us with food when we needed it. When the
animasthat hated our packmates got close to their dens, we shouted to warn them; then they'd bring out
thefirethat scared those things away. Wed even St together, after the meal, and sing at the Light
together. It was agood time.

Therewasalong silence. "If your story islike ours,” Memeki said, "the good time ends.”

Y es and no, Ponch said. We dways heard voices when the Light in the Sky wasfull, the thing the
humans call the Moon. But there came aMoon when all the First Ones actudly heard what the voices
were saying. One sounded like the brightness of the Moon: cold, and small, sometimes louder and
sometimes very faint and soft. It said, "The time comesfor you to choose anew path, in which you may
become more than you have been. Wisdom will cometo you, and the power that will descend onyouin
that path isgreat. The Onewho made dl hunters and al the hunted dike will dwell within you and among
you, in your own image. But to enter on that path, you must depart from your old comfortable certainties
and walk the new way alone." And then the second voice spoke. It was more

like the darkness of the Moon, whichisalwaysal around it, trying to drown the brightness out. That
voice said, "Greatness, indeed, awaits you, but these naked apes, who in your folly you treat like your
own kind, will either turn you into daves or, after the manner of prey with their proper predators, will
cometo fear your greatness and kill you. If you do my bidding and kill them firgt, neither death nor pain
will touch you, and thisworld will be yoursforever.”

"So your story hasthekilling aswell,” Memeki said.



Almost, Ponch said, sounding somber. The First Ones drew aside to consider. And when they'd sung the
matter over together, to the Voicesthey said, "Weve eaten the same meat as these creatures, and hunted
in company with them. Though they're shaped differently from us, werein-pack with them. Well do
them no harm. Y et neither will we desert them, for without our companionship, they might die." At this,
the second Voice laughed, and said, "Fools and wesklings! In repayment of your kindness, the ones
you've spared will endave you indeed. They'll change your bodies and your nature at their whim, until you
no longer know yourselves. And since you've chosen to stay in-pack with them, you'll suffer the fate they
suffer-deeth and pain until Time'send.” And that V oice faded away into the darkness, whereit remainsin
the dark beyond the Moon, dwayswaiting Itstime. Y et when It was silent, then thefirst V oice spoke,
gill and small. It said, "Y ou've put your proper Choice aside, but thisyou did in loyaty's name, and soin
Life's. For Life's sake, therefore,

some of Its power will ill descend to you. In every generation will be whelped among you some of
those able to sing the Speech that every creature hears. But no power more will cometo you, and no
new life, until you once more see before you the path you refused, and set out to walk it done.” Then that
Voicewas slent aswell, and though we've sung to the silver of the Moon from then till now, we haven't
heard it again. We live and work and hunt with them as we did before, and we take care of them aswe
promised we would. They give uswhat we need, which was always their part of the bargain. So
everythingisfine,

Kit lay there, hardly breathing.
"But if everythingisfing" Memeki said, "then why do you 4till sng to the Light?

There was a pause while Kit heard Ponch nosing one last time, regretfully, in the biscuit box. It was
empty. / don't know, he said. It's a habit.

"It sounds asif there's something you still need to do,” Memeki said.

A brief cardboard-scraping noise suggested that Ponch had gotten his nose stuck in the dog biscuit box
and, asusud, was having trouble getting it out again. That sounds strange coming from you, he said. Y ou
don't even know what you're supposed to do next.

"But if | knew what thisthing | needed to do was, | would be doing it. It'sfar better than what awaits me
if life goeson asit'sbeen going." That shiver again-

Kit felt Ponch looking up at her. Areyou dl right?
"Not dl right," shesaid, "no. Tell me again what
you told me when we met-whét it'slike whereyou live. Tell mewhat you do."

From the way the point of view changed, Kit could tell that Ponch had rolled over and was looking at
Memeki upside down. / get up in the morning. | go out and harnf. Kit's eyebrows went up at Ponch's
careful use of the politest Cyene word for dealing with bodily waste. Then Kit gets up and gives me food.
Maybe we go walking before he goes off to school. Afterward | go out to my little house in the middle of
my territory and have anap. Then | get up and check my territory and make sure that everything'sal
right. I have another nap. Then Kit comes home and we go for awalk, and | run, and he throws the ball
for me, and maybe | see asquirrd and chase it. And then Kit gives me food. Ponch's sscomach growled;
herolled over again, looking longingly at the dog biscuit box. Then he does things he needsto do for
school, and | lie and watch him while he does that. And then we go downstairs and he watches the Noisy
Box for awhile, or he does wizardry, or usesthe Quiet Box with the screen that sends him messages.
And then we go to deep, and | lie on his bed and make sure that he's safe. Then we deep-and in the



morning, we get up and do it again.

Memeki was looking down at Ponch with what the dog could tell was the most profound kind of longing.
"Thisisalife beyond livesthat you'reliving," she said, wistful. "No carrying, no digging, no killing-"

/ dig, Ponch said. / have to put my bones somewhere/ Otherwise the dogs down the street might get

them. And | carry things. Ballsand sticks, mostly. But only when | want to. And asfor thekilling- He
sounded alittle wistful. It doesn't hgppen that often, and only to the redly stupid squirrels. | don't usudly
get to catch the smart ones. | think that's how it's supposed to he, though. Y ou have to send the stupid
ones hack so they can get it right the next time.

"But what awonder to live in aworld where there are next times,” Memeki said. "And to do what you
want to do, not always what someone €l se saysyou mugt.”

Y ou shouldn't 't haveto live alifelike that, Ponch said. He wasindignant. It'sterrible. Why don't you
come homewith usd! If you like caves, we have a cave under the house where you could stay.

Uh-oh! Kit thought, and his eyes opened wide in the dark as a series of truly terrible images started
spreading themselves out in hismind. He could just imagine what his pop would think about Ponch
bringing home a pet giant bug. He remembered his popi's reaction to al the neighbors dogs howling
about nothing on the front lawn. Boy, once they got Memeki's scent, would they have something to howl
about then.

He was going to have to defuse Ponch'sidea as quickly as he could. Kit started to get up. Then he
paused, for Memeki was saying, "It sounds wonderful-but | can't leave here.”

Why not? They're mean to you! Why should you stay?

Some seconds of silence passed. "Becausethisismy place” Memeki said. "Thisis part of redizing that
I'man/." There was no more hesitation over the pronoun.

"I'm here to do something. | must do it... assoon as| can work out what it is. But you give me... afeding
that maybe things are not so terrible, if somewhere the killing doesn't happen, if somewhere no onelistens
to every word you say and punishes you for the ones they think are bad. Someone should find away for
that to be the way things are here. Someone should do something!”

But why doesit have to be you? Ponch said. He was sounding distressed now. Y ou're good! What if
you do something, and then bad things happen to you? That wouldn't befair! In Ponch's mind, Kit could
just catch sensory echoes of thingsthat had lately come to embody this unfairness for Ponch: the flower
scent clinging to Kit's clothes after Nitals mom'sfunera, the faint cries of pain trapped in young Darryl's
mind during his seemingly endless Orded.

"Though it'snot fair, it might beright,” Memeki said. "If no one ever does anything, nothing will ever get
better. Sometimes when | was young, | would go outside the City with the other moldings, and in the
forest wewould hear thetrees crying.” She shivered. "' dways thought what the workers did to them
was wrong somehow. But the Great One said that the City had to be bigger, so that there could be more
warriorsto fight the Others, and there was no way for the City to be bigger without the paper that the
workers make from the trees. Most Y adiv didn't care about the trees one way or another. And though
their weeping troubled me, I'd never have dared say what / thought, because the warriors are dways
looking for anyone who says

the wrong word. There's never enough meat, and they get thefirst bite of any transgressor.”



Memeki shuddered again, but al the same, a new note started to creep into her voice, asterner tone.
"Yet | grew angry. | said to mysdlf, if ever | could do something to stop thetrees pain, | will. And later,
after the Honor came upon me, | began to wonder: Would they dare touch meif | spoke now? For |
remembered what I'd said, and | could till hear the weeping in my heart, though a 'Y aldah who's been
favored can't leave the City." Memeki rustled alittle, agesturelikeasigh. "'l was dmost ready to speak.
Then | turned around and saw Y adiv in the tunnel who weren't Y aldiv, and the world went strange...
Now what | said comes back to me. If what the other Voiceinside him saysistrue’- she glanced over in
Ronan'sdirection-"if I'm truly one who can do something, if things here can be made different-"

Ponch whined once, way down in histhroat. I'm afraid for you. Even when people mean to do good
things, bad things happen in the world.

"They're hgppening aready,” Memeki said. "Pretending they're not won't help.”

Memeki began to tremble again. Once again, through Ponch, Kit felt the tremor-and another one,
something that felt like it was happening under the floor. Uh-oh! Kit thought. Isthis place earthquake-
prone?

He started to get up, but the tremor subsided. / il think you should come home with us, Ponch said.
"But thisishome," Memeki said. She gill sounded
sad, but there was atouch of affection in her voice. "And if it can be made morelikeyours..."

They went on arguing, if it was actudly an argument. That little shake was weird, Kit thought, reaching
Sdewaysinto the air to retrieve hismanua from its othergpace pocket. The last thing we need right now
isto find that we're sitting on some kind of volcanic plug. But if we are, it's better to know abott it.

He opened the manua and paged through it to the marked section that dedt with Rashah's physica
structure and characterigtics. Kit flipped through to the page that showed mapping referencesfor their
present location, then zoomed in on the massive outcropping of rock that concealed the cavern. The
schematic on the page shifted to show awire-frame diagram of the cavern's structure. Kit put out afinger
and drew it down the schematic: The image obeyed his gesture and the wire frame changed scaeto
show the structure of the underlying stone. He studied it carefully, and let out a breath. Okay, at least
theré's no lavaor anything like that moving around down there. | fed better.

"...but why can't I?" Memeki was saying. "Why wouldn' it beright to change the way thingsare? The
Great One has been telling everyone what wasright for-ior forever-and nothing's any better! Maybeit's
timeto try something different! To stand up and decide something different for ourselves, and not wait to
betold.”

But you might get it wrong!
"Maybe we will. But that's no reason not to do anything. Maybe someone else got it wrong, too, did the

wrong thing along time ago. If they did, why shouldn't we fix it? And whether they did or not, what's
important isto make it right now. No matter what that takes."

And without waiting for anyoneto tell you it's right, Ponch said, very dowly. Just ook to see what went
wrong, what needsfixing, and thenfix it? All by yoursdf?

Therewasavery long pause. "'l think s0."

A shiver, ajingle of dog-licensetags. It sounds scary.



Kit looked over the underground schematic for amoment more before getting ready to put it away.
Interesting, he thought, seeing that there appeared to be severa minor interconnecting caverns undernesth
the large one. The stone's structure seemed alot more intricate than he'd thought from Ronan's
description-

Hefdt another tremor, stronger thistime. Okay, just what isthat? Kit thought, glancing down one last
time at the schematic. And then he was shocked to see that one of those smaller caverns somehow
looked longer than it had amoment ago.

He went cold with fear. / should have looked at this before! Kit thought, scrambling to hisfeet ashe
dared at the manud. / knew / should have! "Lifesigns, quick!" he said to the manual.

The display shifted focus, and various colored sparks of light gppeared init, some of them haloed to
show that they werein a"mitigating” field, which meant one or another of the pup tents. Three Earth-
humans, one Earth dog, one Welakhit humanoid, one Y adiv femde- Kit blinked at the fog of life signs
as

sociated with Memeki. But of far more concern were the eight, nine, ten other life sgnsdown therein
one of those narrow caverns, and getting closer-

Kit plunged out of his pup tent, shouting, "Incoming!" He adso realy wanted to shout, "Ronan, how the
heck did you missthigl"-but it would have been awaste of time. He felt another rumble underfoot asthe
others burst out of their own pup tents, as Ponch and Memeki looked up in alarm.

"What isit?'
"What'sgoing on?"

"They're digging up from underneath!" Kit said. "It's solid rock undernegth there; how are they ableto do
thet?"

Ronan looked completely stricken, but for the moment al he did was point the Spear of Light at the spot
on the floor where, dowly, with anoise like a series of muffled gunshots, athin crack had begun stitching
itsway across the cavern floor, and the stone to elther side of it was humping up in fragmenting dabs.

Dairine looked a Roshaun. Roshaun nodded. "How many?' she said to Kit.
Kit glanced down at the manud. "Nine," he said, "no, ten that | can see.”

"Someone's started paying atention,” Dairine said, frowning. She reached into the air beside her and
came out with what Kit could only think of asalightning bolt, writhing and jumping in her hand and
looking positively eager to be flung a something. "What do you think?'

Roshaun looked over at her, then at Kit. "Once we have stopped thisincursion,” he said, 'l can make
sure that no more are able to use that route.”

Underfoot, that rumbling got louder. "Okay," Kit said. "Try not to mess up the mochteroofs
"Leavethat with me" Filif sad.

And then everything started happening at once. The crack burst open, scattering shattered stone and
rock dustin al directions, and Y ddiv warriors sarted clambering up out of it. Thefirst two vanishedina
burst of fire from Ronan's spear, but within a second two more had come up. Dairine came up behind
Ronan and threw the blinding bolt she was holding. The second pair of Y adiv vanished. Then camethree



more, only one from the spot where the first two had appeared, for the crack kept on stretching and
widening across the cavern, making room for more and more of the Yadiv to enter. A secondary crack
gplit away from the main, still-forming crevasse, toward the mochteroofs, and first one, then asecond
mochteroof started to pitch down intoit. But Filif was dready reaching out frondsto them, and in aglow
of dark green light, dl the mochteroofs together floated up and away from the widening crevassein the
floor. Kit leveled his own wesgpon and took out one of the next pair of Y adiv warriors, Ronan destroyed
its companion. Only afew more, Kit thought. Only afew-

But it wasn't only afew. Eadly another five or sx came clambering up dong the length of the crevasse.
They were waiting out of range, Kit thought, and glanced around the cavern in the beginnings of apanic.

Now what? How are we going to get al this stuff out of here, and Memeki-

And that was another problem, for the next few Y adiv to come up from under immediately charged at
Memeki with claws open. Ponch legped out from beside her, snarling. Oh no! Kit thought, and dashed
over toward the two of them with his persond force shield turned up higher than held ever had it before,
saying the words necessary to fling it well out to either sde of him, far enough to cover Ponch and
Memeki until he could get to them. He could fed the power flowing out of him and into the shidd in
tremendous amounts. But as he got close enough to Ponch and the terrified Memeki to sedl the shield
completely around them, and the Y adiv warriors began throwing themsdves up against the shidld, Kit
started to wonder whether, even with the augmented energy, he and the others were going to be able to
hold their own. The Y adiv have been augmented too, Kit thought. That's how they were able to tunnel
up through the stone- He concentrated on keeping the warriors away from the crouching handmaiden.
"Ronan!” Kit yelled.

Blast after blast from the Spear of Light picked off Yadiv after Yaldiv, but there ways seemed to be
more. Any time Ronan flagged, Dairine was there with her pocket thunderbolt. But the Y adiv kept
coming, and more and more of them were piling themsaves againg Kit's shield, scrabbling at it like mad
things, apparently willing to sacrifice themsavesfor the chance that one of their number might be ableto
get through. The Great One's decided it doesn't have to do anything but

use these things to wear us down, Kit thought. But something's made it wake up al of a sudden. What?
We haveto find out.

"Roshaun?’ Kit shouted, watching Dairine blast severd more Y addiv to nothing. "Thisisn't getting us
anywhere. Might be smart not to wait!"

"I hear you," Roshaun said. He was standing there, as often, with alittle light in hishand, his
implementation of the manual. Now he gazed into it and began to speak, and it began to glow more
brightly. "Thisis an argasth-type implementation,” he said in the Speech, "requiring amedian-level
transposition of -"

Down at the far end of the crevasse, something went BANG!, the abnormally loud sound of a
worldgating in an enclosed space where the air was more than usualy well sedled in. Then came another
loud report, and another, the sound of some kind of energy weapon. Kit's heart frozeasa Yadiv fell
over, and behind it, through the dust and smoke kicked up by the fighting, he could faintly see ahuman
shape glance around her and swing the long, lean shape of awizardly accelerator up to her shoulder. Kit
swallowed hard. Of al the times Nita could have turned up, this was both the best and the worst. She
darted firing.

"Roshaun?' Kit shouted.

A moment more! the silent answer came back as Roshaun kept reciting the spell. "-from the heliospasm



into the following coordinate sets-"

More weaponsfire spat from the far end of the crevasse, some kind of plasmablast, every blast perfectly
targeted and every one knocking another Yadiv

down. Kit stared over that way, distracted as he wondered whether Nita somehow had two weapons
going at once. No, of course, it's Sker'ret-and then the claws scrabbling at his shield suddenly seemed
sgnificantly closer, asthe shield bowed in toward Kit alittle. He gulped, and concentrated on pouring
more power into it, while more Y ddiv warriors than ever came bailing up out of the crevasse, flinging
themsdves at Kit's shidd. Kit did everything he could to ignore what was going on outside the shield
now, atask made easier by the fact that there was nothing to see but the bodies and claws and tearing
mandibles of Yddiv warriors. "Roshaun?"

There was no answer-and then, between one breath and the next, it was asif astar had falen into the
crevasse. The blinding light struck like fiery arrows through every space around Kit that was not filled
with Yddiv. Ther rattling, scratchy roaring was now replaced by ahigh keening whine asthey dropped
away from the shield, knocked or blasted off it and down into the light. In the depths of the crevasse, Kit
could hear the rumbling and rattling of shattering sone suddenly dwindle to nothing, swallowed up by a
duggish, heavy boiling sound asablast of heat blew up from below. Kit said the few wordsin the
Speech to retune the shield for heat aswell as physical impact, and put a hand out to the shaking
Memeki.

Ponch got under that hand aswell, nuzzling it. Did we win?
"I'll let you know inaminute,” Kit said. Therewere no more Yddiv cries. Sowly, in the silence, the hot

light vanished, replaced by alow golden-red glow that, in turn, faded to a sullen red, cooling along with
the newly melted stone that now filled the former crevasse.

Kit turned his back on the magma. Its heat was till intense, but not so much so that the shield was
needed anymore, so he dissolved it.

"Neets" Dairine went tearing across the cavern. Beside Kit, Memeki lifted hersdf up alittle to watch her
go. Ponch legped up and shook himsdlf, headed after Dairine.

Acrossthe cavern, Dairine tackled Nitain a hug that nearly knocked her over. Nita, grinning, hugged her
back while struggling for balance. "Neetd" Kit shouted as he went after Ponch, doing his best to not look
like he was ready to break into arun. "Finaly! Where were you?' He paused. "Wher€e's Sker'ret?
Who's"

That other figure, who had transited in with Nitaand had been facing the other way, now turned around,
waving ahand in front of her face to fan away some of the rock dust ill floating in the air.

Kit's mouth dropped open. "What are- Why are- Since when are you supposed to be here?

Hissgter smiled her sunniest and most infuriating smile at him. "Since | got hold of the manud," Carmela
sad.

Kit'sheart smply froze.

"But thisisal just too much for you right now, isntit?' Carmelasaid. "Never mind, I'll gotak to
someone I'm much moreinterested in. Oh, Ronan..." And she headed away.

Not even if the Lone Power Itsdlf had waked into the cavern right then could Kit have done anything



whatever but stand there in shock. Oh no, Kit thought. No, no, no, thisisworse than bad, so much
worse. What did | do to deserve this?

He turned back to Nita. To his complete astonishment, she was till hugging Dairine. "'l was so worried
about you."

"l was worrying, too. What about Dad?"’
"He's okay."
"Uh, Nesets" Kit said.

She glanced over at him, smiling. "Oh, and your pop and mama," Nitasaid, "they're okay, too, my dad
seys”

"That wasn't what | was worried about.”
Nitagave him alook. "Y ou weren't?'
Helooked over at Carmela. "Neets, what happened with her?!

Nita's expression was both bemused and appreciative. " She showed up on Rirhath B and blew six kinds
of crap out of abunch of dieninvaders,” Nitasaid. "We didn't get too much further into the details: There
wasn't time." She paused and looked at Memeki.

Her expression appeared shocked, but somehow not in away Kit had expected. It was dmogt asif she
was seeing something she'd haf expected. Shelet go of Dairine at last, and pushed her hair back on one
Sde asshelooked at the Yadiv.

"ThisisMemeki," Kit said.
Nitaand Memeki exchanged aglance. "Yes," Nitasaid dowly, "sheis"

Okay, thisis getting weird, Kit thought, but | should be used to that by now. "We can't stay here long,”
Kit said. "More of these guys are probably coming; we should find somewhere elseto be"

"Okay," Nitasaid, "but before anything else happens, | redly need something to drink. Has she stolen dll
my sodasyet?'

Dairine looked innocent. "Shewould have," Kit said, "except | stole some first and stuck them in my pup
tent."

Nita punched him gratefully in the shoulder. "I knew | could count on you," she said, and headed that
way.

Kit watched her go, then turned and let out along, frustrated bresath as he saw Carmela prattling away to
Ronan. Thisisgoing to take forever to sort out, he thought as Ponch came trotting back toward him. Not
that we've got that much forever left. "You dl right?" he said to Ponch.

I'mfine! It's o great that Nita's back!
"No argument,” Kit said.

And Carmelal | wondered when she'd get here. | missed her! And everybody €lse was here, so she
needed to be here, too.



Kit rolled hiseyes. Y eah, right." He turned to Memeki. "Memeki, how are you feding?'

Memeki appeared to befinding it hard to speak. Ponch nosed her. She was alittle nervous at first, he
said, but | knew you'd save us.

| wish I'd been that certain, Kit thought. Memeki was watching Filif lower the mochteroofs back into
place, and Kit saw, to his satisfaction, that at least her

trembling had stopped. "1 was afraid,” she said. "But you protected me as you said you would.” She
sounded troubled. "Y et why did the warriorstry to kill me? Has nay scent changed? | am one of the
Favored; no warrior should dare to touch me."

"I don't know," Kit said. He patted her carapace. "Well try to find out. Meanwhile, | think we're going to
have to get out of here pretty quick. Ponch, stay with her and take care of her, okay?"

I will.

He headed over to where Roshaun and Dairine were talking to Nita. "Roshaun,” Kit said, "that wasa
Sweet one.”

Roshaun looked startled. "' Sweet?"
Kit laughed. "Anidiom," he said. "What you did, whatever that was, it wasterrific!”

"| did alocation-to-location metter transfer,” Roshaun said. "It was... surprisingly effective.” And he
amiled.

"Y ou find avolcano on this planet somewhere?’

"Oh, no. I borrowed some stellar metal from the system primary: iron, mostly.” Kit's eyeswent wide. "It's
anovd technique," Roshaun said, and glanced over at Dairine.

Kit raised his eyebrows. The thought that Dairine had been not only practicing fast-deployment routines
for pulling white-hot atmospheric iron out of stars, but also coaching someonedseinit, fresked him out
dightly. But then Roshaun's good with stars. Maybe | shouldn't 't worry.

In the meantime, there were two other things Kt

was going to have to handlein ahurry, and it took him severa momentsto figure out which of them he
didiked more. He sighed and went over to where Ronan was taking down his pup-tent interface. "Are
you okay?' he said.

Ronan nodded, the usua curt gesture.

"Then do you mind telling mewhat just happened here?' Kit said. "I thought you said the Champion
could cover for us!"

"| thought he could, too,” Ronan said. "But he'son it again, reinforcing the safeguards that dipped.”

"And how long's he going to be able to hold them in place thistime?' Kit said. "If they dipped once,
they'relikdy to doit again. It'sthe Pullulus, isn't it? It's affecting even him now."

Ronan nodded. "Or his presenceingdetime, indde me. Hedidn't fed it happening at first, and now he's
getting worried.”



"He's getting worried!" Kit rubbed hisface. " So when we get out of here, ishe going to be any useto
us?' Kit said. "And what about you? What-" The temptation to say, "What good are you without him?"
was consderable, but Kit restrained himsdf. "What's it going to take to get him back into shape?”’

"Getting rid of the Pulluluswould do it," Ronan said, grim. "And while there is one other way, it'd
probably take another sixty or seventy yearsto finesse, so maybe we'd better concentrate on taking care
of Memeki."

"That's another problem,” Kit said. "They sure wanted to take care of her." He looked at the few frag

mentsof Yadiv warrior that had not been completely vaporized or blasted to other kinds of nothing
during the attack. " Someone's redlized that she'simportant. But not important enough that It came Itsdlf.”

It'still not herein acompletely embodied avatar, the Champion said. That, | would fed immediatdly. It
remains partly unaware... for the moment.

Kit held his bregth at the sound of the Champion's voice speaking through Ronan. It seemed to have lost
alot of the power he normaly heard init. "I guesswe should be grateful,” Kit said. "But | don't think it's
gonnalast. Anyway, have the others al take their pup tents down pronto. We won't stay here a second
longer than we haveto.”

Heturned, then, and let out along, annoyed breath. This couldn't be put off any longer. Off by the former
crevasse, Filif and Roshaun were checking over the mochteroofs, and Ponch had run over to them and
the dender figure who now stood by Filif and wasfluffing up hisfronds. "Just look a you!" said Carmela
"Y ouworeyour hat al theway herel”

"It has become a persondity thing," said Filif, reaching up with one frond to adjust his Mets baseball cap.
Kit had to smile dightly, as Filif's sense of which part of the cap should face forward tended to change
from hour to hour.

Carmelaglanced down at Ponch, who was jumping up and down beside her, trying to get her atention.
She got down to give him ahug, and started getting her face serioudy washed as aresult.

In the middle of this, Ponch glanced over at Kit and
gave him areproachful look. / can't find any more biscuits, he said.
"That would be because you and Memeki ate every one you could find!" Kit said.

Ponch snorted and went back to durping Carmelasface. "And in the meantime,” Kit said, "I really need
Ponch to be concentrating on helping us al get out of here to somewhere safer. Soif you can please stop
fussng over him-"

Carmdaglanced up. "Now, here | am having some quality smooch-time with my favorite doggie,” she
sad, "and you're just standing thereruining it. Bear with mewhile | ask one of these nice peoplefor a
spell or something to destroy you with." She glanced around. "Filif! Would you destroy Kit for me,
please? Y ou're such ahoney. Thanks." And she went back to scratching Ponch behind the ears.

"Melaaaaal" Kit said as Filif came up behind Kit.

"If I wereyou," Filif's nearest fronds said very quietly in Kit'sear, tickling it, "I'd bend in thiswind, and
not break yourself trying to stand againgt it." To Carmela, he said, "Destroy him how, exactly?'

"Médted lead?' Carmelasaid. "Boiling oil? Forget it, those are too retro. Disintegration's big thisyear..."



Filif stood there looking innocently at the celling with al his berries as Carmela tarted to hit her stride.
Kit just shook his head and turned away.

Off by the mochteroofs, Memeki stood watching Carmela and Ponch and the rest of them. Therewas no
making anything of aY ddiv's expressons, but Kit got a sense from Memeki of something much like
wigful

ness, like akid who stands off to one side of the playground, knowing he's about to be picked last for a
game, asusud. Kit swallowed: Held been there. But there was something else going on besides that
sadness-a strange and growing hope that something different was about to happen. Off acrossthe
cavern, as she was taking down her pup tent, Kit saw Nita pause, looking at Memeki, too. She glanced
a Kit.

She'sterrified, Nitasaid silently. And not just for hersalf. But something seisgoing on, too. You fed it?

He nodded as he came up beside Memeki and patted her carapace again. "WEell be ready to go pretty
soon,” he said, "but you don't have to be by yoursdf.”

"Kit," Memeki said. Kit's mouth dropped open, for it wasthefirst time she'd actudly used anamefor
any of them. "Y ou need not take me anywhere else,” she said. "I must go back to the City, for | seel am
putting you dl in danger. Particularly Ponch.”

Kit looked at her thoughtfully, as Ponch, who had left Carmelato follow him, stood up on hishind legs
and put hisforepaws on her. Well stay with you, he said. Well take care of you.

Thewash of fear that Kit caught from Ponch was astonishing: It made him wince. "'l see how you do
that," Memeki said. "Y ou carefor each other. It is so strange. Somehow, though you come from so far
away, you are like me. How, | can't say." And then she, too, sat down on the ground, a strange, jerky
motion. She twitched. "But there are other reasons. | must return to the grubbery. My time-" She broke
off, went slent, like someone distracted by a spasm of pain.

Ronan came up behind Kit and stood there for amoment, just adark presence that said nothing. Kit
glanced a him.

"Ponchisright,” hesaid. "If she'sgoing back to the City, we can't just leave her there and tiptoe away,
not after what happened here! Weve got to stay with her and keep her safe”

"That's not going to attract any attention, I'll bet,” Ronan said. "When someone asks, just what are we
supposed to be doing hanging around her?!

"Weére her guards,” Kit said. "The One sent us." Hisgrin was alittle grim. "Though what we mean by that
won't be what they mean by it, it'still true. And if anyone gives ustroubl€’-he shrugged-"we play it by

Ronan shook his head. "I hopethisworks," he said.
Kit did, too. He looked around. "Are we packed up?

Nitajoined them. "All you need to do is take down your pup tent, and well be ready to run,” she said.
"What timeisit outsde?"

Kit looked at hiswatch. "About an hour till dawn. Sowell go in haf an hour?' He looked around at the
others. Roshaun bowed agreement; Filif rustled "yes."



Helooked over & Carmela, who was leaning against one of the mochteroofs, fiddling with her curling
iron. Kit let out another exasperated breath. "Fil," he said, "can you retailor Sker'ret's mochteroof for
Carmela? And better put some training whedsonit.”

" take your meaning; I'm working on that right

now," Filif said. "Fifteen minutes more will see thework done.”
Kit nodded. Neets, he said silently, weredlly need to talk.
You'reright, she said. We do. But she waslooking at Memeki.
Ponch looked up at Kit. And about the biscuits...

Kit 9ghed. "Okay, so | hid abox," hesad. "Comeon."

Sitting cross-legged on the floor of the cavern, Nitadrank her soda and watched Filif working over the
last remaining mochteroof, while Carmelawalked around it, kibitzing and apparently offering design tips.
Off to one side, Dairine and Roshaun were sitting down and conferring about something. Kit and Ponch
had vanished inside Kit's pup tent. By the scarred-over crevasse, Memeki crouched, every now and then
shivering alittle. And in that shiver, Nita suddenly felt that both their biggest problem and its solution were
buried.

She closed her eyes and breathed out, breathed in. The messages that were coming to her-whether as

hunches or visions or half-heard whispers-were getting so intense, in this past day or so, that she didn't
have to be adeep to have them. Is this going to be a permanent thing? she wondered. Or isthisjust the
peridexic effect working? When dl thisisover, isit back to business as usua?

Don't ask me, said the silent voice in the back of her brain. Nothing about this business has been usual.

She smiled dightly, opened her eyes again. Crouched down on the gritty stonein front of her, Spot
looked up at her with two small, staked, glowing eyes. " So how're you holding up, smdl stuff?' she said.
"Y ou fed better snce Dairine took you back home?"

"Much better," Spot said. His voice was clearer than Nita had heard it for some time. Nonetheless, there
was ahestant quality to it.

"Y ou don't sound too sure." She reached out and stroked his case between the eyes.

"Theres fill much stored datato assmilate,” Spot said. "And it will take along time. But in the short
term, | can say that | seem to be morethan | was. If | can just work out what to do with it."

Nitalaughed, just once, abrief and rueful sound. "That goesfor both of us.”

"But at least you've come back from Earth with what we need,” Spot said. " The word that hasto be
heard."

Nitagave Spot alook. "l have?' Shefound this news reassuring coming from Spot, and she needed the
reassurance.

Hewiggled hiseyes at her and trundled back off in Dairine's direction. "Getting alot more vocd, that
weeféla" sad thevoice from behind her.

Nita cocked an eye up at Ronan, and took another drink of soda. / wonder if it's contagious, she thought,
catching aglimpse out of the corner of her eye of Kit coming out of his pup tent again. Ponch followed



him out, and Kit started to roll up the access and pull it down out of the air.
Acrossthe cavern, Carmelas mochteroof skinned

over with the smulacrum of aY ddiv's golden-green inner shell, but Nitawas distracted from this by the
unusudly edgy feding practicdly radiating from Ronan. "How're you holding up?' she said after a
moment.

She somehow wasn't surprised to see that he wouldn't quite look at her. "Possibly better than some of
LBIll

"Who?' Shewas conscious of Kit's gazein their direction-not hostile, not even trying to look like he was
particularly interested. But she knew better.

"Not him," Ronan said, annoyed.
"Oh. Y our partner-"

Ronan nodded. "It's okay... HEsworking to make sure our next moveis covered,” he said. "But thisisn't
easy for him. He thought he'd have enough power accessible to make a difference when things started to
get rough. And suddenly he doesn't seem to have access to anything like enough.”

Nita shook her head. "What can we do?'
"Nothing," Ronan said, sounding blesk.
Nita glanced up a him. "Except maybe hope the problem's working both ways."

Ronan stared at her in confusion. "I took aquick look just now at the manual to see what's been
happening sincel left," Nitasaid. "When you guys got hauled in front of the King-avatar, he seemed to
be afew words short of aspell. Like the avatar was running on auto.”

"Don't count on that lasting long enough to do us any good,” Ronan said.

"It may dready have done dl the good it needsto,” Nitasaid softly, glancing & Memeki. "But think
about

it. Why shouldn't the Pullulus be having some effect on the Lone Power, too? Or at least Its presencein
Its avatars?'

Ronan looked astounded. "But the Pullulusis the L one Power's own wegpon. Y ou'd think 1t'd make sure
It couldn't be affected.”

"But the Lone One's power is ill the same asthe power behind wizardry, isnt it?" Nitasaid. "Just
perverted. It fill hasto obey wizardry'sruleswhile It's physicaly present in the universe. And therules
say that the structure of space affects the way wizardry works... and vice versa™ She thought a moment.
"What if It waswilling to risk having less power for the moment, just so long as It got the other result It
was playing for?' Nitaglanced over at Memeki. "Didiracting everybody from knowing that she was about

to happen.”

Ronan was quiet for amoment. "Hope youreright,” he said, "because that's al the advantage we've got.
Assoon as It redlizes that some of us haven't been distracted... or that she has happened, which she
hasnt, entirdly..."

Nitashook her head. "Onething at atime," she said. "But you didn't exactly answer my question.”



Ronan gave Nita one of those looks that was meant to frighten her off the subject. She frowned at him.
"Don't even bother," she said.

The grim look briefly dissolved into one of those dark, wry smiles. "Never did much good with you, did
it?" hesad.

"Nope," Nitasaid. She got up and stretched, almost

too tired to bother getting as annoyed a him as she could have. "L ook, Ronan, any chance you could
stop being so defensive for afew seconds? Do you serioudy think 1'm asking how you are asaway of
secretly suggesting you're going to screw up in someweird way? | was asking about how you're fedling.
But since you can't get that through your head, just work on getting ever so briefly conscious about your
own ahilities. Think about what you pulled off on your Ordedl! And then back in Ireland, on the Fields of
Tethra"

"That wasthen," Ronan said, sounding uneasy. "Thisisnow."

"Spareme," Nitasaid. "Anybody who can ‘take in the Sea on hisfirst time out, and afterward cope with

handling that thing"-she glanced at the Spear of Light-"has no business wandering around |ooking morose
and fishing for compliments™ Then she had to grin alittle bit hersdf. "Which is probably why the Powers

have now sent you the greatest chdlenge of your life"

Ronan suddenly looked shocked, and glanced around him with asudden guilty look of someonewho's
just been found out. "What? What do you-"

Nitalooked sidewise to where Carmela, having finished up with another session of fussing over Ponch,
was heading toward them. "She'sdl yours," Nitasaid, and turned away.

Behind her, Ronan didn't move for amoment or so. Then he collgpsed the Spear back into its ballpoint
pen disguise and tucked it away inside hisjacket. A wee bit freaked, he said silently. More than awee
hit. Not at all

cool, or cam, or ableto deal, no matter how it looks from outside. Isthat what you wanted to hear?

Nitalooked over her shoulder just long enough to flash him avery smal smile. No. But the truth's worth
hearing, anyway. Then she headed over to Memeki.

For amoment she paused just out of reach of Memeki's claws. The mirror-shade eyeslooked at Nita
thoughtfully.

"Y ou do not haveto be afraid of me," Memeki said. "I am nothing to fear."

Nitashook her head. "I had alittle scare when wefirst got here," she said. "It wasn't your fault.” Then she
put out ahand and laid it on that shining caragpace. Memeki shivered alittle under her touch. "And asfor
you being nothing to be afraid of-not for us, maybe. But someone eseis scared.”

Nita had to hold hersdf very 4ill as she said that, for the touch had told her something about the reasons
for that fear. Insde Memeki, Nitaclearly felt agrowing power, acore of something like hegt or light-like
aheart quietly beating, getting stronger. But dso insde Memeki wereamyriad of tinier glittering points of
power, and these were of adarker fire. They scorched the testing mind, crudl as sparks spun up from a
firein tent on burning.

"I know now who's afraid,” Memeki said. "It'sthe creature that speaks through the King. It's my enemy...
and my other sdf.”



Nitaswallowed as she felt the sudden surge of power insdethevoice. "Andit'sinsgde me” Memeki said.
"I never redly knew that until now."

Nita hestated amoment, then nodded. "It'sinsdeadll of us, alittle."

"But not in the same way,” Memeki said. "Y ou understand. In you...it'sfar less. Insde me-It hasme
outnumbered. And unless something happens very soon, It will put an end to me.”

"Not if you don't let It," Nitasaid.

Memeki combed that palp down again, that uncertain gesture. "There is no way to sop what's coming!"”
shesad, distressed. "Y ou must know! Y ou can fed them dl."

"Theeggs" Nitasad. "Yes"

"They won't be eggsfor long,” Memeki said. "Soon they'll hatch, each one of them with its spark of the
Great One, the Darkness. They'll belong to It. And when they hatch, they will turn to their mother for
food."

Nitashivered, suddenly glimpsing a scene Memeki had seen again and again in the grubbery of the city-
hive: thelittle closed-in cells where the handmaidens, the Favored, were kept and ministered to until their
time came... until the eggs hatched inside them, and the grubs within turned outward and began to feast
on the flesh that had sheltered them.

"It will happen very soon,” Memeki said. "A sunrise more, perhapstwo, and I'll be taken to the
incubatory ingde the grubbery, there to wait my time. When Ponch found me | was spending my last
hoursin freedom, walking, and working and waking again, fearing what was about to happen-and not
knowing how to speek of it, not daring to. Knowing that everything was about to be log, everything from
the time the strange voice spoke to me..." She pulled her claws closeto hersdlf.

"But you are the one who knows the way," Memeki said then, looking up again. "Y ou know how it will
be. Y ou had amother..."

Nitaheld dill in pure shock. After amoment she said, "We dl had mothers. Well, maybe not Filif, and as
for Spot, he-"

"But only your mother did what al our mothersdo,” Memeki said. " Surely you understand! | can hear it
in you when you touch me."

Nitawent abruptly blind with memory. The moments that followed were full of towering darkness and the
sound of rushing waters, and awoman's voice saying, in the face of the Lone Power Itsdf, ™Y ou can do
what you like with me, but not with my daughter!"

Nitawasn't sure how long she stood therein that remembered darkness. When she could see her
surroundings again, she was leaning againgt Memeki's shell with both hands, and her eyes were stinging.
She blinked hard, working to get control of hersdlf. Strangely, the fedl of those swarming, furiouslittle
sparks of dark fire was helping her alot. Not again, Nitathought. Not thistime. And not this mom!

"Shedied," Nitasaid, sraightening up. "Yes. Shedied.”

"So you understand how it must be for us, for dl the Yadat... how it will befor me." Memeki shivered
again, and Nita noticed that those shivers were getting more frequent. "It's the greatest honor that a

Y adah can achieve. | was caled to the King. | became hisvessd. Inside me, the eggs grew. Now
they're dmost ready. The Great Oné's children will comeforth..."



"And kill you," Nitawhispered.

"Of coursethey will. Thisisthe holy Sacrifice; thisis Motherhood. What kind of mother would not die
for her children?"

Once again the memory of darkness came down on Nita, the darknessinside her mother's
cancer-stricken body, and the worse one, much later, on the night Nita went up to her room after the
funeral, shut the door, and sat in the dark, completely dead inside. But the shock afew moments ago had
left Nitaless susceptible to this second one... and she wasn't going to let the pain distract her from the
business at hand, especialy when it was so plain that the whole Y adiv specieswas being jerked around
inaway tha Nitafound so persond. Suddenly everything seemed reflected in everything dse-the
mirror-eye looking back at her, and the koi'swords: Within every dewdrop, aworld of struggle. And this
wasit, sheredized. The struggles were the same; the answers were the same. Thiswas the key.

"What kind of mother wouldn't die for her kids? Lots of kinds!" Nitasaid. Her own anger surprised her,
and at the sound of it, Memeki started back. "Would, sure, but have to? Most placesit's optional, not
mandatory! Not for you, though. Someone's picked out the kind of motherhood that'll hurt the most, the
kind you can never enjoy, and talked you into thinking it'sdl you've got!"

Shock practically radiated from Memeki. "But thisisthisis"
"Theway it'saways been done?' Nitasaid. "No, it's not\ There's another story, isn't there?' And as she
sdit,

sheknew it was true, the same way she'd known when to throw hersalf out of the line of fire back at the
Crossings. But nothing about this businessis usud, she thought, and felt the peridexic effect's amusement

in response.

Memeki's shock became even more pronounced. She waved her clawsin distress. "How do you know
that?' shecried. "Y ou were not- He didn't-" She threw a glance toward Ponch.

Shetold him, Nitathought. And that's how | know now. Thiswas part of the information that was
blocked in the manuals. But when she told Ponch hersdlf, the peridexic effect got accessto the
information! "It doesn't matter right now," Nitasaid. "Listen to me, Memeki! Once upon atime, mothers
heredidn't have to do that kind of thing, did they?"

"No! They-" Memeki quieted alittle. "No," she said.
"Because there weren't S0 many eggs?'
Memeki hesitated. "Maybe. | don't know."

"But these daysthere are so many,” Nitasaid. "Too many. And they have no other way to be born. They
haveto kill you." She was getting angrier every mo ment. It was another of the Lone Power'sfavorite
gam hits-perverting the way Lifeworked just to spiteit. "There might be moreto it than that. Never mind
that right now. Once, things were different. But now you're caled to the King-" Nitathought about that
for amoment. " 'Cdled.' They make you go to him?"

Memeki put up her clawsagainin distress. "It isan honor-"
"Yeah, sure” Nitasad. "What if you don't want the honor?"

"The warriors make mest of you," Memeki whispered.



"So you have no choice," Nitasaid.

Memeki was slent. Nita put ahand out to her and felt again the burning storm of angry lifeinside her, al
the new little avatars of the Lone Onewaiting for ther first act in life, which would be to murder
someone. Away behind her, she could hear Ponch whimpering, and Kit was picking up on hisdistress.
Neets-

/ know.
We're just about ready.

Giveusaminute. "Memeki," Nitasad, "the only reason you're here with us now is because somehow
you fdt different from al the other Yddiv, dl the other Yadat."

"That'strue," Memeki said.

"And you said you heard a voice spesking to you?'

"The voicethat said | could be more," Memeki said, "that al my people could be more."
"Memeki," Nitasad, "did you give the voice an answer?'

And insde Memeki, Nitacould fed dl those little sparks of dark fire suddenly blaze up in shock. From
the other core of power working inside her, the smal, dim-beating one, there was not the dightest sign of
reaction: like someone holding absolutdly il lest some shy, trembling thing bolt away.

Memeki wasslent.

Neets, weredly need to get out of here. Ponch thinks he smells something starting to happen.
Jdust aminute more! "Memeki!" Nitasad.

Memeki looked at Nita. "No," shesaid. "l never knew what to say."

Nitaswallowed. "Memeki," she said, "before, you never had achoice in anything. Now you have one,
your very own choice. Give the voice an answer."

Almost too softly to be heard, "But what answer?' Memeki said. "What do | do}™

Nitathought of Deliain her dream: the claw pushing the hair back, the way Memeki groomed her pap,
that nervous gesture. Come on, give me ahint: What am | supposed to he doing to make everything turn
out al right? Y ou're supposed to know what They want, the one who's supposed to have dl the
answers.

Her mouth had gone as dry as any desert, but Nitamanaged to open it, and said, very softly, "I can't tell
you."

"But you haveto! You know!"

/ know theright answer. At least, | know aright answer. And it would he so easy to tell her. But if | did...
She couldn't even swallow, she was so scared, for Nitawas sure that giving Memeki any answer would
completely screw everything up. It's not what Tom or Carl would do. And if I'm being a Senior, it'snot
what | should do either.

"Tell me!" Memei pleaded.



"Memeki, if | tell youwhat to say," Nitasaid, "it's not your choice.”
Behind her, Nitacould hear Ponch starting to growl. She forced hersdlf to ignore him.

"And you haveto choose" Nitasaid. "If you don't, well have come here dl thisway for nothing. Except
todie”

"That isahard saying!" Memeki said. She sounded hurt and indignant, like someone under unfair
pressure.

"Unfortunately, it'saso atrueone,” Nitasaid. "Wizardstell the truth. Sometimesit'sdl weve got: One
way or another, the words wind up doing the job."

"l need time! Timeto think, to decide-"

"Thereisnotime" Nitasad. "And thiskind of choicewon't need time. It'sdonein aflash, in abreath. All
you haveto do isbewilling to finaly makeit, instead of putting it off!"

Memeki turned away from her.

Nita broke out in acold sweat. Oh, please don't let me have messed up! she thought. // I've ruined this
somehow, if the whole universeis going to go dark because | just said the wrong thing-

"Nita," Ronan said. "Now."

Her head came right around at the sound of sheer command in his voice-and the unexpected
desperation.

"They'recoming," he said, and thistime it wasjust Ronan. "He can't hide us anymore. His power's going,
and there's another grest |ot of them coming. Five times as many aslast time, maybe more. Something's
waking up inthe City."

Nita swalowed. His power's going? she thought.

How long isoursgoing to last? "L ook," she said, "maybe we can help Him. Pass Him some power, or
operate His shield routine independently. Can you feed Spot the cloaking spell Hewas using? At least
we can buy ourselves sometime.”

Ronan frowned, aconcentrating look. "I haveit," said Spot from across the room. "Working..."
"Everybody into the mocbteroofd" Filif said.

There was awholesale scramble for them. "Ponch,” Kit said, "if Y ou-Know-Who can fed our trangits
now, you're going to have to walk us out of here: It doesn't seem to be ableto fed you. 'Méela, here, get
in"

Nita stood for amoment more with her hand against Memeki's cargpace. Memeki swung herself around
toward Nita, looked at her, and once again Nitawas briefly dazzled by the reflections. mirror-shade
eyes, dewdrops, and, suddenly, another eye looking out at her from one of the reflections-

Nitarecoiled in terror asthe myriad sparks of dark fire insde Memeki buzzed and jostled against one
another with sudden rage. Nitajerked her hand away. "WEell get you back to the grubbery,” she said,
and turned and ran for her mochteroof.

"Ponch, wheresthe leash?' Kit said.



/ haveit here.
"Grest. Fl-"

"I thought we might wind up needing thiskind of trangt: | left an open receptor for theleashindl the
mochteroof spells. Tell me the words for your end of the spell. | can chain them together.”

Hethinks of everything, Nita thought as she got to her mochteroof and put her hands up againgt it. HE's a
better Senior than any of us. Whered we be without him? She melted straight through the virtua
cargpace, into the dim green ingdes of it. Light outside went monochrome, restating itself as heat and
cool rather than light and darkness; the cavern around them blazed like day. Nitafound the spell-handles
ingdethat would let her wear the mochteroof in automatic mode, like atight-fitting suit, and spoke the
words in the Speech to activate each one. "Don't worry about spoken conversation,” Filif said. "Itll stay
in-circuit; only wizardswill be ableto hear it."

Nitanodded. "It'sin novice mode; al you haveto do iswalk," she heard Kit saying to Carmela, who was
ingde one of the mochteroofs now. "Walk the way you usudly do... Uh, maybe not that way, but just-"

"Thank you so much," Carmelasaid sweetly, "but it's not like thisisthe entertainment sysem and | need a
little kid to program it for me or anything.”

Nitacould just hear Kit gritting histeeth. "Ponch,” he said. "Y ou ready?
Always.

"Let'sgo!”

They dl stepped forward, vanishing-

-and came out together in some anonymous City tunndl, strung out dong it: Kit and Ponch firgt, with Nita,
Carmela, Ronan, and Memeki close behind them, and Roshaun and Filif and Dairine, with Spot, bringing

up therear. Insgde the City, everything wasterribly quiet-a heavy, hot, unechoing silencelikebeingina
closed room.

Nitastood gtill with the othersfor amoment, listening, and looking around at the strange papery walls
with their endless messages: The Commorancy isdl, the Outsde isthe Enemy, the different isthe
dangerous. But clearer than any of the writings was the message that shefelt dl around her, thousands of
point-sources of darkness, inert for the moment but ready to awaken: the avatar-presence of the Lone
Power in every single Yadiv, owning every soul in the City, each one ready and eager to do Itswill.
They're bad news, she could just hear Darryl saying. Deadly. And | think if you hang around where they
are, somebody's going to get killed.

Nitawas trembling with nerves and sheer weariness. Stronger far now than theindividua Y adiv avatars
inits pressure againgt her mind was the sense of one presence that was no longer running on automatic.
Nitacould senseit right through the walls, a core of burning darkness which was definitely the parent of
the sparks of dark fireingde Memeki. It'snot going to wait for mattersto take their course, Nita
thought.

She glanced behind her. Through the shell of Filif's mochteroof she could see the dark green light of a
locator spell. 1t's as Ponch thought, Filif said, his eye-berries glowing faintly through the mochteroof'?,
illuson-field as helooked at the others. Our cavernisfull of warriors again; they've broken in through a



new tunnel. Easily ahundred of them.

"At least we're not there,” Kit said. "And they may waste alittle more time thinking we are, and looking
for us." He glanced back at Memeki. "So, to the grubbery?”

Nitaturned to Memeki. The Y ddah rubbed her foreclaws together, shivering.
"Yes" shesad. "If I'm not there when the others wake, they will raisethedarm.”

It'sraised dready! Nitawanted to say, but she restrained hersdlf. Give her the time to realize the truth.
Until it's plain there's no more time left. " Ponch, you know theway?' Nitasaid.

Of course. He sounded faintly offended. We're not very closg; if they were waiting for us, | wanted a
chance to know about it and go somewhere el se. But we're not very far, either.

"Let'sgo,” Kit sad.

Ponch led them down through that tunnel and paused at the end of it; the passage they werein grew
broader, and two narrower ones led off left and right. He chose the right-hand one, and Kit followed
him.

One after another, cautious, they went after. Nitawas listening with al of her for the sound of other claws
on the floor of the tunnel but heard nothing. Next to her, Carmelawho had been watching Ronan as she
walked-staggered into the right-hand wall and rebounded. Ronan rolled his eyes and looked away.

""Mela," Nitasaid under her breath, "you need to stop concentrating on someone el se's hottitude and get
serious, okay? We are not in a safe place here.”

"Y eah, okay," Carmeamuttered. But she shot Nita

ady look. "Seethat? Hung up on my little brother as you unfortunately are, | got you to admit it. Heis
utterly hot."

"l am not-" Nitaexhaed in exasperation. "Forget it. Asfor Ronan-yeah, he has his moments.”
"Without adoubt,” Carmdasaid. "And how many of his moments have you had?'

Nitagave Carmelaan evil look asthey turned a corner. "It's possible to be too nosy," she said, "even
around people as perfect asKit and me."

Carméalooked thoughtful. " 'Perfect,” she said experimentdly. " 'Kit." Then she shook her head.
"Sorry, Neets, one of those wordsisin the wrong sentence...”

Nitagrinned. "Asfor Ronan, better enjoy him while you can. After thisis over theré's no guarantee helll
be with usthat much longer..."

Nita checked behind them. There was no Sign of pursuit, not even any sign of workers. But dl the same,
Nitathought, and reached down to her charm bracelet, making sure her accelerator was recharged,
loaded, and ready to go.

And just in case the more techie kinds of spell are thefirst to fail-Nitareached into her otherspace
pocket and pulled out her old standby, yet another in a series of peeled rowan wands soaked in full
moonlight. Nitashoved it into the belt of her jeans and sighed. Just the touch of it brought back the fed of
her backyard on an early autumn evening as she sat against the trunk of her buddy Liused the rowan tree,
discussing the finer points of how most artigtically to begin dropping your leavesin thefal...



Nitamoved alittle faster to catch up with Kit and Ponch and Carmela. The three of them were up near
an intersection, pausing while Ponch picked yet another turn, moving right and up adight inclineinto a
wide and till-empty corridor. Kit was saying, "-don't get how this can possibly have happened. Y ou're
too old' And you haven't had anything that looks like an Ordedl.”

Carmelalooked down at Kit asif from agreat height. "Oh, yeah? Well, you haven't had you for alittle
brother al these years. It'sfelt pretty orded-ish to me!”

"I don't mean that kind of ordeal! Wizardry doesn't just get passed out on street cornersto just anybody
who comesaong!"

"Ohyeah, likel need this experienceto learn that,” Carmeasaid. ™Y ou should hear yourself go on and
on about it. Suffer suffer, pain pain, responsbility responsbility.” She waved her handsin exaggerated
distress, and the mochteroof's claws waved around every which way. "Not like you're not having insane
and crazy fun, secretly, every minute of the dayl"

They came to the next intersection. Ponch paused there amoment, then crowded back againgt Kit.
Somebody's down there, Ponch said. Some workers, | think. Wait amoment, they're going by-

Ponch peered around the corner. "I can't believe this" Kit muttered, just briefly turning his head to ook
back toward Carmela. Y ou're one of usand you're till clueless! It could only happen to me. Would you
just please open the manua and read that first page again, the one with the little block of text onit, you
know the one-"

Carmelareached behind her. " Anything to shut you up.”

"Thefirst pagel” Kit said. "The onethat says, 'In Lifesname, and for Life's sake, | assert that | will use
the Art whichislts gift-"

"-in compliance with FCC regulation part 15, section 209(c), which states that any unwanted RF
emissons from an intentiona radiator shal not exceed the leve of the-"

Openmouthed, Kit stared at Carmea. "What?"

"Right here" Carmeasaid, pushing what she held up againgt the sde of her mochteroof. "Thefirst
pege-"

What Carmelawas bracing against the side of her mochteroof (or Kit to see was a paper booklet, in
which the lettering neither moved around nor changed, but held amost bizarrely ill.

"l said | found themanual," Carmdasad.
Kit stared at the paper booklet.

"For the TV," Carmdasaid, with the dow distinct ddlivery of someone spesking in akindly way to the
mentaly disadvantaged.

Nitatook her hands off the spell-controls for her mochteroof and put them over her mouth in a desperate
attempt to keep hersdlf from bursting out laughing.

Very dowly, Kit looked up at hissgter.
"Have | ever told you how wonderful you are?' he said.

"Not latdy," Carmdasaid, dapping the TV manud shut and stuffing it out of sight. "And boy, had you



better start making up for lost time, because | am fedling real unappreciated right now. | show up and
shoot the

butts off eight million hostile diensto find out where you are so | can give you ahand, and what do | get
from you? Bupkis!" She glanced back at Nita. "That's my new word for thisweek," she said.

Nitatook her hands away from her mouth and concentrated on looking completely unconcerned.
"Whered you hear it?' she said.

"TheTV.It'sdien, | think."

Kit, meanwhile, was grinning in a helplessway and looking up. "Oh, thank you," he said-and not, Nita
thought, to Carmela. "Thank you so much.”

"A littlebit late," Carmeasaid, "but better than never. Sincere-sounding, anyway." Then abruptly she
looked at Kit and said, "Wait aminute. ‘One of us?' And she laughed. "Y ou thought | was talking about
awizard'smanua? | don't need awizard's manud. I'm just finetheway | am. Y ou can check that with
the Power thingies"

"thingies?' Kit said.

They're gone, Ponch said. Come on.

"How closearewe?" Dairine said from the end of theline. "I think | hear some action behind us."
Just afew minutes walk, Ponch said. Up alevel, and then aleft turn.

They followed Ponch up thelong ramp to the next level of the city, where anumber of corridors came
together in asmal, central concourse or crossroads, under an arched-over papery dome. Down one of
the other corridors, Nita could see shadowy figures moving: Workers, she thought. Nonetheless, she was
walking more softly now, and she noticed that the others

were, too. They al know that, sooner or later, were going to wind up walking into atrap. And, indeed,
the one subject none of them had so far discussed was one that in more normal times would have been
one of thefirst to come up: How are we getting out of here?

They paused again. Ponch looked around him and chose their way, one of the left-hand passages. The
relative dimness of aside corridor shut down around them as they went. But thisis more serious than any
of us getting out, Nitathought. Thisisawhole universe'sworth of trouble, solved or messed upin one
shot... and they al know it. It was arelief to know they redlized it. And astrange feding swelled up in
Nita prideindl of them.

They stopped outside an arched doorway. On thewadll to either sde of it waswritten, inthe Yaldiv
charactery, grubbery 14.

Memeki dipped past Nita, went to the doorway. Insde, in the dimness, nothing moved. Nita could dimly
see acentrd pit areathat heaved gently with many, many smal, caterpillarish forms.... every one of them
aive, ingde, with one of those angry, evil little dark- fire sparks. On the far sde of the room, past the
main pit, were many smdler archways, each big enough to take asingle entering Y ddiv. Many of those
were walled up. Nita had aready seen from Memeki's mind what happened here, as each Favored

Y ddah cameto her time, entered, and wasimmured. The newly emerged grubswould be tenderly
carried out by the ministering handmaidens, fed and tended... and the empty shell that was all that was left
of their mother



would be given to aworker to dump into the oily swvamp.

Sowly, farther down the corridors, other Y adiv began to appear: workers mostly, heading toward the
door of the Commorancy to make their way out into the world for the day'swork. Insde her
mochteroof, Nitaturned to Memeki and waited.

Memeki stood quiet. All of them were looking at her now, but she seemed obliviousto this. Nitawaited.
Come on, she thought, come on! Just say yes! That'sal it needs. Just say-

"l will not," Memeki said.
They dl stared at her.

She stood there with her claws together, in a position that was neither the Y ddah's fearful "averting”
gesture or the warrior's threat. There was something strangely serene about it, and she looked over at
Ponch and bowed. "I will not go in," shesaid. "'l am no longer of the City. | anthe Hes"

And from the dim sllence of the grubbery, the warriors came boiling out.

Once again everything started to happen at once. Nita.saw Dairine and Filif and Roshaun drop, inside
their mochteroofs, come up with strange shapes furred with the power-glow of working wizardries, and
dart firing at the surrounding warriors. To her own astonishment, Nitawas horrified. "No! Look out,
youll hurt Memeki, if you-"

Then thefiring stopped. That, too, horrified Nita, because it wasn't due to anything sheldd said. From
around al of them, the mochbteroofs abruptly vanished.

There they stood, suddenly unshdlled-five humans, one humanoid king, one talking tree, one dog, one
computer-being, and a'Y aldiv-and harsh claws seized them from every side, snatching away everything
they had been holding, including the suddenly reveded Spear of Light from the shocked and swearing
Ronan. The breath went right out of Nita, not so much from the horror of two giant bugs each grabbing
one of her arms, but because of something much more innately awful. Ever snce Nitahad begun to
practicethe Art, the rule had been, "A spell dwaysworks." But suddenly it didn't.

The warriors began to hustle them al away from the grubbery. There was a certain amount of noise.
When Spot was pried out of her arms, Dairine had joined Ronan in struggling hard and yelling words that
would have given their dad a heart attack if hed heard them; and Roshaun was accompanying her in
Welakhit idiom that from the sound of it was nearly as bad. Carmela, to Nita's surprise and relief, was
angry, but not terrified; asthey were dragged along, she flicked Nitaa glance and waggled her eyebrows
acouple of times, then glanced toward her curling iron's holster, and shrugged. It was empty.

Damn, Nitathought. She glanced at Kit and Filif, who were being dragged adong nearby. AsNitawas
pulled even with Kit, she met hiseye, tried to pass athought to him, but was astonished to find that even
inthismoment of crisis, she couldn't hear him think. He just looked at her and shook his head.

Asthey passed various astonished-looking workers and handmai dens and were hauled downward into
the heart of the City, in the back of Nitals mind she could fed the peridexis struggling as desperately asa
bird clutched in someonesfist. What's happened? she said to it, getting less scared and more angry. Why
isn't anything working?

The Lone One's now fully occupying Its avatar here, the peridexis said. And It'slocaly damped down
every secondary wizardly function. The peridexisstone wasfaint and terrified, like that of acresture
watching itsaf begin to bleed to death.



Nitawas astonished. But that would affect It, too-

No. The only powersfully functioning here right now are those that have possessed wizardry or the
power he- hind it from their very beginnings.

"Ohno," Nitabresathed. Y et she dtill found it impossible to believe. In her mind she felt around for the
memory of asdf-defense spell shed come across while reading the manual, had memorized, and had
then sworn (as required) that shed never use unless she thought she wasin danger of her life. Nita
opened her mouth, started to reciteit...

... and couldn't find the words. Or, rather, she knew what they were, but as she whispered thefirst one, it
didn't make sense. It was just anonsense word. The universe didn't get quiet to lisgentoit. She said the
second word, and the third, and they were nonsense, no power to them, nothing magicd at al...

Around her, Nita saw the others struggling as she

had done, trying to get agrip on wizardly wesapons or say words that would act as such, but the words
al sounded made up and did nothing.

Nitastarted to despair... then found, to her surprise, thet the feding didn't last. Shed beeninasmilar
Stuation not so long ago, a place and time in which no solution seemed possible. While there, sheld
learned that, sometimes, if you just kept doing whatever you could, something would changein your
favor. And I'm not dead yet, she thought. Neither are the others. If | can't think of something, one of
them might.

Down and down the warriors carried them, deeper into the depths of the City. Nitaknew in agenera
way where they were headed, from the precis she'd been looking at earlier; they were closeto the
KingYddiv'sgreat cavernous hall. But more to the point, she could fed that dull glow of evil power and
scornful rage at the Commorancy's heart getting stronger every moment as they got closer. The Lone
Oné'sjust about ready for us, she thought. So we've got only afew minutesto think of something.

| have no help for you, the peridexic effect said miserably.

Nitablinked. Wait aminute. If al the second-level uses of wizardry aren 't working for us now, then how
am | ill hearing you?

/ fill exigt, the peridexic effect said. / am smply of no use.

| wouldn't bet oniit! Nitasaid astheir Yadiv escort hauled them around another long curve and pushed
them into awide spherical chamber. Itsfar door was

guarded by another warrior, possibly the biggest one Nita had seen yet. For the moment, you're keeping
me sane. She gulped, because the memory of that horrible moment of disbelief in Tom and Carl's
backyard now rose up in front of her as something she definitely never wanted to experience again.

Y ou're proof that wizardry's been redl, even if it's not working right now. So just hang in there, because
right now | need you!

Thewarriors turned the group loose inside the chamber and went to block the door behind them. Theten
of them all clustered together in the center of the room, the humanoids rubbing their various bruises.
Muittering under her breath, Dairine picked up Spot, who'd been unceremonioudy dumped on the floor,
and stood looking around her with aferocious scowl. Ronan threw afuriouslook at the warrior holding
the Spear, and eyed Dairine with a sort of disgruntled admiration. "What isit with these Cdlahan
women?"' he said to Kit as he tried to flex one strained shoulder back into working order.



Kit shook hishead. "Y ou okay?' he said to Dairine.
"Y eah. But Spot's not. He's gone mute, and his eyes and legs are gone.”
"Pop hisscreen,” Kit said. " Seeif you get any manua functions. Roshaun?'

Roshaun opened one cupped hand, the gesture he usually used to bring up thelittle matrix of light that
was hisimplementation of the manual. But nothing happened. He shook his head at Kit.

"I?
Filif rustled dl hisbranches, No.

Nita swallowed. She reached for her otherspace pocket... and couldn't find it. She pulled the rowan
wand out of the belt of her jeans, and found it nothing but a peded white stick. Shelifted her charm
bracelet, shook it-

But now it was just abracelet, and the charmsjingled harmlesdy. A lightning bolt, acirclewith the
number 26, alittle fish, afew other symbols.

Dairine had been tapping a Spot's keyboard. Now she was scowling harder than ever. "No manuad,” she
sad. "He's ill in there, he can communicate through the software, but that's al. No access to the manua
functions. And he can't hear his homeworld, or any of his people.” Shelet out an unhappy breath, closed
Spot up again, and went back to hugging him. "We're cut off."

Kit had dso been feding in the air for his pocket; he couldn't find his, ether. "Okay," he said, "were
supposed to become useless, now, because we think we're marooned, completely isolated, and totally
powerless. Forgive meif | don't fed like cooperating. What can we do?' He looked around at them. No
one volunteered any thoughts.

The warrior who had been blocking the door before them now moved away from it, and another figure
camethrough.

It was the Arch-votary inits patterned shell. Sowly, it approached, those massive clawsraised. Nitaheld
her ground, and saw that the others were doing the same, though Ponch, sticking closeto Kit'sside,
growled

softly, and the fur over his shoulders and down his back was bristling.

The Arch-votary stopped, looming up before them. "Evil ones,” it said, "enemies of the Great One, come
and bejudged.”

Roshaun lifted his head and gave the Arch-votary an inexpressibly haughty look. "Killed, perhaps,” he
said. "But your dark Master has neither authority nor right to judge us. Therefore stand away, lackey,
and keep slent in the presence of your betters.”

And Roshaun swept straight past the Arch-votary, right on through that doorway into the centra cavern,
leaving the angry and befuddled Y ddiv saring after him. Dairine went straight past it, too, throwing it a
dirty and dismissivelook, and followed Roshaun. Carmelaand Ronan and Filif went after her. After a
moment's hesitation, Memeki followed Filif through the doorway, and Ponch, with a glance back at Kit,
trotted after her, growling.

Kit and Nitathrew each other a glance and headed after Ponch. "Roshaun realy comesinto hisownin
stuationslikethis" Kit said under his bregth, glancing over his shoulder asthe Arch-votary and the



warriorsfollowed themin.

"You'vegot apoint,” Nitamuttered back, "but if it'sal the sameto you, | don't want to bein any more
gtuationslikethis™

"If we don't get redl lucky in the next few minutes," Kit said, "you can relax, because we won't be."
They passed through the door, their guards following.

The lower bowl of that huge dliptical cavern was empty except for the warriors who blocked the many
other entrances. It was along walk for the group across that strangely soft, papery surface, and after the
first look at the huge swollen shape of the King, Nita started to fed her confidence ebbing away, fegling
more likeill-founded bravado every moment. The massive, bloated bag of body that lay there on the dais
at onefocus of thedliptica bowl, with handmaidens congtantly bringing food to itslittle chewing jaws and
going away again, felt to Nitaasif it was absolutely heaving with millions of those sparks of angry fire,
endlesdy being spun off like stars of adark galaxy from that core of evil at their center, the Lone One's
presencein the King. And it was strong, stronger than sheld thought. She could fed it sucking at her will
asthey got closer, asif it wastrying to empty al the thoughts out of her brain, every sensethat shewas
herself, that she was anything but adave, to do what she wastold, to obey orders.

She shook her head. There was something she was supposed to be doing, but she couldn't think what.
Something jabbed her inthe sde. "Neetd"

Her eyeswent wide. Nitaredized that she'd been walking toward the dais without even being aware of
it. She glanced sdeways, and saw Kit looking & her in concern, but ready to elbow her again if
necessary. "Y ou there?!

"Y eah, thanks."
"Count ingde your head, or sng yourself asong or something.”

Nitamade aface. Y ou wouldn't want to hear me sing,” she said. " Dair's the school-choir department.”
But she started reciting a series of primes, and tried not to walk in rhythm.

She managed to keep hersdlf from vaguing out again, but asthey got closer and closer to the dais, a
graightforward horror of the King itsaf started to set in. Theidea of giant bugs had been aproblem for
her when she wasllittle, afear mostly exorcised now, but not entirely. Nita had pretty much cometo
termswith the claws and shells and fangs of the Yddiv, but thiswas different. The flabby, palid,
distended bag of the King's body, swollen, gross, heaving, beating with little veins, made her shudder at
the very sight of it-and the closer she got to it, the farther away Nita desperately wanted to be. / don't
want to scream, she thought, but if anybody makes me go up to it, makes metouch it- / redly don't want
to scream; it'll just set Dairine off.

"What agigantic ugly sack of crap,” Dairine sad, in atone of completely clinica interest. "Truly
disgusting. And would you look at the wiggly bits! I'll bet it thinks they're so wonderful that everyone
ought to bow down to them. Pathetic, isn't it? Don't freeze up, Memeki, it's not worth your time."

Nitagulped again, but at the same time felt strangely reassured; she was certain the remark hadn't been
entirdy directed at Memeki. She gave Kit aglance and saw him rall his eyesin amusement, even here,
even now. A shadow on her left made her look that way: Filif wasthere, rustling againgt her, saying
nothing, but al those little berry-eyes|ooked surprisngly serene.

Asthey got closeto the dais, the warriors behind reached out clawsto stop them. The King's flesh-



buried little eyes peered down at them, black, unreflecting, empty... though not nearly empty enough: Nita
could fed the darkness behind them, looking out at them all with crud recognition.

Raoshaun held his head up. "Bright star that was," he said, "dark star that fdls, in your downward arc with
defiance we greet you. Do your poor worst!"

A few moments silence passed, and then the King spoke. The voice that came out of it was ashock to
Nita, a perfectly human sound, though she had no ideahow Filif or Ponch or Memeki might be hearingit.
"That will not take much doing,” said the Lone Power through Itstool, "for the evil power which the
Enemy gave you is how yours no more." Nitawasn't sure how that inhuman face could smile, but
somehow it seemed to be managingit.

TheKing tried to hitch itself forward alittle; Nitawinced a the long water-bed ripple that this sent up its
body. Then the Lone Onelooked at Memeki through the King. "Here, then, isour little heretic, doomed
to die so soon, doing my will as she must, no matter how she desiresto do otherwise." It paused.
"Though she might till diein my good graces, and so achieve as much sdvation as she ever will."

It bent I1ts gaze on her. "Handmaiden, Favored of the Great One," It said softly, "give up thisvain dream
of oneness, of being one's own saf! Don't you redizethisisal an evil plot by the One's enemies? They
would drive you away from your own kind, from the

right way to think, the right way to be. Come back within the mind that bore you; come back and be one
again with those who will dways honor what you have done as amother of your people, adaughter of
the Great One, honored by the King."

Nitacould fed the power the King was bringing to bear on Memeki. Even she began dowly to fed that it
waswrong of any being to resist such honor, that Memeki should forget al about them, save hersdlf, bow
down before the King.

Beware! said the peridexissvoicein her head. Don't let Its shadowy little truth overwhelm the greater
one.

Nitablinked, shook her head dightly asif to clear it. Thanks, she said, and the King'sinfluence receded.
But thisisjust Itsusua game, isn't it? The Lone Onewould redly loveit if It could not only stop Memeki
from being the Hesper, but aso bresk her will before she died.

Memeki now stood swaying on her many legs, her eyesreflecting nothing but the King as she leaned
more and more toward him. "For am | not the One who set your people free from the tyranny of the
mighty and evil Force from Outside?' the King was saying. "Do you not owe dl your loydty to the One
who stole the tyrant's power despite everything it could do, and so made your world free?”

Memeki swayed, swayed, dowly grew ill... then looked up. "Free?’ shesaid. "Yes. Y ou made usfree.”
She was shivering again, and she crouched down asiif once again fegling the pangs of the eggs beginning
to moveingde her. "Freetokill. And freeto die”

"But what other freedom isthere," the King said,

more softly till, "in this concentration camp of auniverse, where al things must hgppen according to the
evil Other'sinflexible rules, on threat of some awful eterna punishment? Far better to tell it, 'Not your
will, but mineV-and turn your back on the Other's unkept promise that groveling to It will bring you joy.
Death comes no matter what the Other does, and so only Death's servants, my servants, aretruly free!
Freeto take what they want, to kill what they want, no consequences, no punishment, no limits!"



"Except when the freedom is one you don't chooseto grant,” Memeki said, more loudly thistime. She
was shaking hersdf dl over, struggling to stand straight again. ™Y ou hold out hope with one claw and take
it away with the other! | may be weak and doomed soon to die, but | will dieasan/, not just one more
nameless scrap of shell to be thrown out into the sucking mud! No matter how littleatimeit lagts, | will
be what al these are"-and she looked around at Kit and Ponch and Nitaand the others-"selves unto
themselves, and beings that matter to each other! Such alife, even abreath'sworth of it, is better than
anything you've ever given me!"

Memeki was trembling again, but with passion, with determination, desperate and doomed. Shetook a
step toward the dais, and another, her claws lifted not in that old gesture of submission, but in one more
likeawarrior'sthreat. "1 will be what the Voice said | was, the Hesper, | will be the Aeon of Light, the
Power that made a different choice from yours. | will be the Star that did not fall, no matter how littlea
timethelight lastdl™

The possessed King tapped afretful foreclaw on the dais, dmost like someone drumming hisfingers. It
looked past Memeki a Kit and Nita and the others. "Wéll, they have spoiled you beyond tempting,” It
sad, sounding aggrieved. "What ashame. But thisisno greet loss, for inavery littlewhile | will
nonetheless get a couple of hundred more avatars out of you. Oh, yes," It said, as once again Memeki's
legs started to give way under her. Dairine and Roshaun reached out to support her on one side, and Kit
and Ronan on the other. Ponch shouldered in between them and started licking Memeki'sface. "'l have
hastened your time considerably; you can fed them preparing to come forth. This should be educationa
for these friends you're so enamored of "

The King waved away the handmaidens servicing him; they scuttled away into the shadows behind the
dais. "And after that, you will have an honor guard to accompany you on your road into the dark from
which thereisno return. But, no, of course, | forget.”" It looked around at Nitaand Kit and the others.
"Obedient to the Other's brainwashing, you have al deluded yoursalvesinto thinking that the darknessis
actudly light. Timeheart." It chuckled. "Little consolation that place will beto you, even if you manageto
reach it; for thereyou'l St outside of time, waiting for the sufferings of everyone you've ever known to
end. And | need not do anything further to bring that fate about, for the Pullulus has already doomed all
your worlds."

It turned Its head just enough to look over at Carmela, who was standing there with her hands on her

hips, looking scornful. "And to your ignorance you've now added folly,” the King said, "for you've gone
S0 far asto bring with you someone who doesn't even have any of the Other's vile power. Whatever
possessed you to do something so foolishly arrogant, so sheerly useless}” Then It laughed. "Well, |
supposethat in the long run, probably / did. Y ou, dien thing, come over here"

To Nitas absolute horror, Carmela's arms suddenly flopped away from her body, jerking like the arms of
apuppet on strings. Carmelawobbled, her balance lost, and her face went dack with shock as she took
astep toward those nastily working jaws. Then she scowled, dug in her hedls, and stopped again.

"Oh, resstance,” the King said. "How amusing. But you have no more power against me than that. Now
come here.”

Carmela struggled, but it was no use. Nitawatched with horror as she put onefoot in front of the other,
clumsy, stiff-and with each step shewas ableto resist less, and her face went till and empty. "No!" Kit
ydled, and started forward, but the warriors who had been lingering nearby now grabbed him roughly
from behind. They did the same with Nitaand Roshaun and Ronan when they tried to move.

"Thishasdl been just agamefor you, hasn't it?' the King said. "But you see now how wrong you were.



Maybe it would be amusing to do to you what we do to the handmaidens. Wall you upin an
incubatorium, without food or water, and see how long it takes before you beg to be fed what the grubs
arefed. Or perhaps

even feed you to the grubs. There are dways some whose first med isn't big enough.”

Therewas no sign of struggle left in Carmela, none at adl; Nitagot just aglimpse of the blank look of her
eyes as she stepped closer and closer to the King, asif degpwalking, helpless. Kit threw himsdf againin
the King's direction, but the warriors held him fast. "No!" he shouted. "Do it to meif you want, not her!"

TheKing'sregard did in Kit'sdirection. "Wewill do it to you soon enough, | think," It said. "But first we
will let her bleed alittle. Just anip here... anip there.” It lazily stretched out Its claws. "She will fed every
moment of it, but not be able to move amuscle. It should be alearning experience for one so spirited.”

Carmela stepped closer, and closer. Another step or two would bring her within range of those cruel
claws;, they were stretching toward her, one of them would be close enough with the next step to brush
her cheek- "NO!" Nitascreamed, struggling in the grip of the clawsthat held her.

"But wait. What might thisbethat | percaive there?' said the King's soft, oily voice. "A weapon of some
kind? And how cunningly hidden under that body-covering. But though you might have been clever about
hiding it, it makes no differenceif the mind that hid it is hel pless to hide its own thoughts. Bring it out."

Carmdastopped, and dowly reached insde the light vest she was wearing, bringing out the curling iron.
Very softly the King said, ""Perhaps blood would be the wrong approach after al. What ddiciousirony

if onewho lives by such aweapon should die by it, and be unable even to-"

Theterrible blagt of firein that dim place blinded everybody and knocked them staggering. The force of
the explosion shoved Nitainto the warrior that was holding her; she found her footing again just before it
let go of her and went down, crashing to the floor with ahorrible, thin, shrilling scream. An awful
singed-hair stink of burning bug came billowing out from the dais through waves of greasy black smoke,
and it was some seconds before this cleared enough for Nitato see that the King's entire front half had
been blown away. Itsrear half was now asmoking, bubbling, sagging bag of grossness, the sight of
which made Nitasmply bend over double and retch, mutely grateful that the soda sheld drunk was now
too far dong in her system to come back up. When she straightened up again, she saw through the
smoke that Carmelawas standing in front of the King's smoking remainswith the curling iron in her hand.

"Oops," Carmelasad... and, very dowly, smiled.

Nita stared around them in utter astonishment. Around them, al the other warriors and even the Arch-
votary were making that same terrible shrill cry, wavering, desperate, asthey fel to the ground and went
slent. From the depths of the City to its heights, faintly at first and then more loudly, Nitastarted to hear
that shrilling spreading dl through the vast place. Ronan instantly whirled and snatched the Spear of Light
out of the claws of the collapsed warrior who'd held it.

Kit ran over to Carmela. When he got to her, he

threw hisarms around her and buried hisface againgt her. Y ou dummy,” he said, "you incredibleidiot,
you stupid-"

"Hey, | loveyou, too," Carmeasaid, hugging him back as Nita hurried over.

"Mela" shesad, "it was controlling you! How did you-



"It wasnt,” Carmelasaid. "It made mejerk alittle that first time, but after that | was just playing aong.
Maybe it's no good with our kind of brain or something?”"

Nitadidn't think that waslikely, but she looked about hafway back at the King, making aface. It was
very dead, and the smell seemed to be getting worse rather than better. "Okay," she said. "But what
about Memeki ?'

They turned toward her. Memeki was hunched on the floor, and her limbs, which had before been flailing
asif in distress, were now unnervingly sill. Nitawent over to her, knelt down by her. "Memeki?'

No answer.
"It's garting to happen to her, isn't it," Kit said.

Nitafelt sureit was. She reached sideways, feding around for her otherspace pocket, and till couldn't
fed it.

Huh? she thought. What's the matter? she said to the peridexis. The King's dead, the Lone One should
be-

"Uh," Darinesad, very quietly. "Neets"

Nitalooked up, looked around, unable to see what Dairine's problem was. Then she looked back at the
das.

The charred remnants of the King il lay there, smoking. But within them, dowly drawing upward

instead of drifting outward, was a deeper darkness, gathering together and shaping itsalf into anew form:
humanoid enough, but taller than any human, and with afar deegper darkness in the eyes gazing down a
them as the shape grew more ominoudy distinct. Solidifying, clothing itself in along tunic and booted
breeches somewhat like Roshaun's, the young and darkly handsome figure of the L one Power glanced
down and around It, and casudly kicked Itsway out of the ruin of the King's body like someone kicking
hisway out of apair of shucked-off jeans.

The Lone One stepped down from the dai's and surveyed the smoking remains of the King. Then It
turned around and looked at them. " 'Oops?' It said.

The voice was deep, urbane, and dry. It could dmost have been pleasant had Nita not known perfectly
well that the pleasantness was never more than adisguise or atrap. What worried her most at the
moment wasthat al Its attention was bent on Carmela. It left the dais and stalked toward them.
llloopsl?l

Carmela had sense enough to be unnerved. She took ahasty step backward, then another, asthe Lone
Power approached. "Sorry," she said.

"| rather doubt it," the Lone One said, "but that will change. Isit possible that you don't know you've
made things worse for yoursdf, not better? Then again, you're new at this. Wdll, in the short timeleft to
you, here's one lesson for you to learn.”

It smiled, and Carmela shrank back. Then her eyes abruptly went wide. A little shriek burst out of her.
She spun and, hastily, overhand, threw the curling iron

away hard. A mere six feet or so away from her, in midair, it blew up.



Everyone jumped back. Nita gulped, and was briefly relieved that Carmela had spent so much of this
school year on the pitcher's mound for the school softball team.

"So much for science,” the Lone One said. "Though | must confessthat why you weren't more
susceptible to control isanissuefor curiosty.”

"Might be that someone here was able to keep you from noticing,” Ronan said. Leaning on the Spear of
Light, he glowered at the Lone One from under those dark brows of his.

"That ssems unlikdy," the Lone Power said. "He's got precious little power Ieft in him right now, and he
can't draw on the pitiful scrap of power that's got left.” It glanced dismissively at the Spear, which now
samply looked like aspear and nothing else; its flame was gone, and not even the twisting fires that
normdly lived inits blade were there anymore. "But even more unlikely isthe possibility that she was able
to keep theinformation to hersalf...so for the moment well file the matter under ‘interesting but
unimportant.”

It turned around and looked briefly at the King'sremains. "What ashame,” the Lone One said. "I'd just
gotten thisone broken in. But I'll soon grow another. Meantime, | have other business here.”

"What are you going to do with us?' Kit said.

"Probably nothing,” It said.

"Oh, surd" Dairine said.

"No," the Lone One said, "serioudy. Why should | exert myself? Not one of you has enough power to

turn lemonsinto lemonade. And that's not going to change.” It Srolled over toward the softly growling
Ponch. "Not even he can get out of here; his abilities, not that | care to try to understand them, are
derived from wizardry aswell. Youreal completely stuck.”

It turned Its back on Ponch and wandered over to Memeki. "I admit,” It said, "normally just killing you
would be my initid impulse. But I'm thinking it would be more fun just to let you al wander around on this
planet for the rest of your natura lives, which probably wouldn't be long: There's not much to eat or drink
here that your metabolisms are built to handle. But you'd live quite long enough to suffer from some of the
thingsthat are going to happen asaresult of your falure.

The Lone One cameto ahdt by Memeki's Side, gazing down at her. "And asfor the attempted Aeon of
Light' here," It said, kicking Memeki idly with one booted toe, "the Unfdlen One and al therest of the
fancy terminology-well, she's a spent force. She waited afew seconds too long to make up her mind.
When | sealed wizardry away, shelost access to the power that would have allowed her to enact her
transformation. So, starting in afew minutes, when the grubs hatch and she beginsto die, her
embodiment will officidly havefailed... and after that, | won't ever have to worry about the
much-waited-for Hesper again, in thisor any universe. Y ou did know that if an emergent Power'sfirgt
embodiment fails, both the being ingde time and the being outside in timel essness cease to exist?”

Nitaglanced over at Kit and the others, miserable. "Oh, good, you knew," the Lone One said, pleased.
"That will make your failure hurt lotsworse. If a Power hasn't actualy been on hand at the creation of a
physica universe, theinitial successful embodiment istherisk it hasto taketo insert itsdlf into one. If the
Hesper had been smart and stayed outside of so-called redlity, in timelessness, I'd have left it completely
aone. But onceit decided to meddle in what's going on insgde physicdlity, it had to passthistest firdt,
which dways eventually attracts my attention, though thistime it took alittle more tracking down than
usual. I've been expecting this move ever since my so-caled redemption. The One didn't wait nearly as



long as| thought It would. Its mistake."

The Lone One looked down at Memeki, amused, and turned away. " So, no more Hesper. She's about
to do what dl good mothers on Rashah do-die." It smiled a Nitaand Dairine. "Her children will goonto
dtart useful and productive careersas my daves. And I'll have at least afew aeons more peace and quiet
until the Powers decideto try another stunt like this."

"I doubt it will be anything likethat long," Filif said, giving the Lone One alook of massive disapprova
out of every berry-eye.

"Oh, I think it will," the Lone One said. "The Powers That Be used up agreat dedl of energy setting up
thisproject... and They hate to waste. Now, of course, | used up afair amount, too, because | needed to
digract dl you littlewizardly busybodies from noticing what | suspected was happening somewhere or
other.

It didn't entirely work-after al, here you are. But all the same, you've done me afavor. Without al of you
bringing Rashah to my attention, who knows whether 1'd have been derted to this problem right under
my nosein timeto do something about it?' It smiled again. " So the other Powers have outsmarted
Themsdlves... and it'll be along time before they fed liketrying thisagain.” It gave Filif an amused look.
"Lifeon your planet will be so much mulch by then. Actudly, it'll be mulch alot sooner, because even
though | don't mind dl of you living out your little antlike livesin misery on Rashah, your worlds are going
to pay up front for your meddling. Certainly you didn't expect otherwise!™

"So you'rejust going to let the Pullulus destroy everything," Ronan said bleskly.

"Don't bedlly," the Lone One said, sitting down on the daisand crossing Itslegs. "If | did that, what
would be left to play with? There are billions of years worth of suffering left in your universeyet. Oh, I'm
finished with the Pullulus now. When | withdraw my attention from it, it'll run down in ahurry. Whileit
didn't completely do what | wanted it to, it did disrupt or even destroy agood number of civilizationsin
the populated gdaxies. The other Powerswill waste far more energy trying to save the maximum number
of dl thosetrillions of endangered livesthan | ever spent destroying them. So I've won this round on two
counts.”

Itssmile got nastier. "And while They're trying to pick up the pieces e sewherein the universe, | can
amuse mysdf with raisng another King for the Com

morancy, and watching al of you run around trying to survive on Rashah. It redly isanicelittleworld.
Hundreds of thousands of Y aldiv, every one of them devoted to my service, and every one convinced
that dl other lifeistheir enemy, and that only | can offer them salvation. | haven't had such apromising
speciesto work with for along time. Possibly not even sinceyours.” 1t gave Nitaand the other three
Earth-humans alook of ironic appreciation. "Once |'ve got enough of them, and I've given them the right
technology, they should be able to overrun asignificant portion of this universe. But present pleasures
fird." It glanced a Roshaun. "One early order of businesswill beto push the Pullulusin tightly enough
around your solar system to flare up "Wellakh's star. Y our people always do react more hystericaly to
firethantoice"

Nita saw Roshaun go pae, but he kept hisface stern. He plainly wasn't going to give the Lone Onethe
satisfaction of seeing him expresshisfear.

"And | can use the same technique on your people, | suppose,” It said, looking back at Filif. "'Kindler of
Wildfires,' they cal me? They won't have seen anything like this. The sunside of your planet will be one
big charcod briquette when I'm done. Y our little friends,” and It frowned at Dairine, "have unfortunately
made themsalves energy-independent... but well see how much good that does them when one or two



rogue planets collide with theirsfrom either side. It'll bejust like dropping an egg on concrete. All that
tinkly shattering silicon." It glanced over at Kit and Nitaand Ronan. "And then, of course, Earth. The
Pullulusis

doing such alovely job there aready, | won't have to do asingle thing but watch. It's closing in on your
heliopause dready, and peopl€e's tempers are getting frayed. Every government on the planet with any
weapons worth noticing is already at DEFCON Two, and it's only amatter of hours before the big show
begins. A fallen skyscraper or two will be nothing compared to what's coming up... and you'll know, for
the rest of your short lives, that it wasdl your fault.”

It stretched Its arms above Its head and grinned. Nita gul ped.
Kit, though, gave It ablaselook. "Nice gloat," he said.

The Lone One gave him alook. "You'retoo kind," It said. "But I'm just telling you the truth, which you
pretend so to vaue. And, Kit..." It tsk-tsk-tsked at him. "Denia, even disguised as humor, suitsyou so
badly. Don't you understand? Y ou're not getting out thistime. Y ou don't have ascrap of wizardry left to
you. And did it occur to you that you might have been alittle too secretive about getting here? There's
not awizard anywhere in this universe who ether knows where you've gone or is going to be ableto do
anything about it. Sincethisis now ano-wizardry zone, manua functionswon't be able to find you. And
don't think I'm forgetting your multilegged friend a the Crossings,” It said, looking over at Nita. "He's got
his clawsfull, too, every one of them.”

It sat down onthe dais, crossing Itslegs and swinging them alittle. " So, for the extremely foreseegble
future, here you Stay. It takes quite alot of power to exclude wizardry from any space, but with my
energy

investment withdrawn from ninety-nine percent of the Pullulus now, | have someto spare. I'm perfectly
happy to useit making surethat the 'Great Art' is permanently disabled here. And in the meantime-"

Onthefloor before the dais, Memeki began heaving rhythmically.

The Lone Power laced Its fingers behind Its head and leaned back. "No," It said, "therésno rush at all.
Nature isgoing to teke itsinevitable course, and well al get to watch this particular zero hollow itsalf

Nitastood there frozen with horror as she watched the heaving wrack Memeki more and more terribly.
That awful wave of desperation sheld felt in the Crossings rose up to possess her again, and thistime it
stuck. Thisisit, then, she thought. Despite dl our work, regardless of everything wedid, it'sal over.

Behind her, someone moved. Ronan pushed past Nitato stand in front of her and Memeki. "All right,” he
said, pausing to lean on the Spear again, "I don't know about everybody else here, but | for onethink it's
time somebody put some manners on you."

The Lone Power burst out laughing at him. "Oh please!” It said. "Just ook at you! Y ou and the
Toothpick of Virtue. That can't hurt me now: It's absolutely no good for anything without someone who
both knows how to useit, and has the strength! Which, as we've seen, you don't.”

"You'reright," Ronan said. "I don't. But someone else does."
"Y ou know, you missed your caling,” the Lone Power said. "Why aren't you in stand-up comedy?

Y ou're just another cage for another spent force! My esteemed 'little brother' might be wearing fewer
feathersthistime, but you're an even worse embodiment for him than hislast one.” It turned Its back on



Ronan and walked away, chuckling and shaking Its head. "Y ou've only once let him have accessto his
full power, and never again since. Talk about a hopel ess mismatch! But since he had to commit fully to
embodying insde you, he's stuck there whether helikesit or not. If hetried to leave you, it'd kill you.
And, being a Power of Light"-the Lone One turned, and the sneer in Itsvoice was so full of scorn that
the words amost burned in Nita's ears-"held never take that chance."

"No," Ronan said softly. "Hewouldn't.”
"So you seethat for al your big words-"
"But | would!"

Nita's head snapped around.

Ronan leaned back and threw the Spear.

Forged in wizardry by one of the Powers That Be, with another Power as old as wizardry itself bound
into the starstedl of the blade, the Spear of Light roared out of Ronan's hand toward the Lone One. The
Lone Power casudly flung up ahand dive with black lightning to deflect it. But the Spear went nowhere
near It. Instead, it swung far around the Lone One's back, roared past him, and headed back.

The breath went out of Nita. "Ronan!"

Hedidn't move, except to look just dightly Ssdeways at Nita: that dark, wry, ironic expression of his,
mocking himself now as much as the One whom he was attacking in the least expected way. In that |ast
SeC

and, Ronan threw hisarms wide-agrandstanding gesture, acasualy defiant flash of black againgt thedim
hesat of the hive-and the Spear of Light struck him in the chest, and he went down.

"No!" screamed the Lone Power, and the whole City shook. Nita stood there wide-eyed and gasping, as
gricken asif shed been the one hit by the Spear. She plunged toward where Ronan lay, bleeding blood
and fire. But abreath |ater, awave of force blasting away from the light that pooled around him struck
Nitaand knocked her and al the othersflat... even the Lone Power. In that shock wave, the fallen
bodies of the Arch-votary and its warriors were scattered across the floor of the central chamber like so
many toys, and, with the rebound of the shock wave, ahuge form of light gathered itself up around
Ronan, swirling, streaming upward. Across the floor, the shape that had been human moments before
and had been blasted into a puddle of darkness by that fury of light now began straining upward to
reformitsaf, ablinding blacknessthrowing itsaf out in ahundred directionsin writhing, raging tendrilsand
tentacles of shadow.

Nita scrambled to her knees, craning her neck to take in the tremendous form towering over them, armed
inlight, armored in fire. Once again she understood why, long ago, thefirst thing such an apparition had
to say to the people who saw it was "Fear not." No sane and mortal creature could look on the One's
Champion in full manifestation without being afraid that mere fragile redity might start to shred around so
terrible a Power for good. The Champion towered up

into the heightsin what looked to Nitalike human form. But in this manifestation, the Defender was not
terribly concerned about details such as gender or ornament. Light flared behind It like wings, licking
upward likefire, as It stood there burning like astatue cast in lightning, laughing uproarioudly.

Free! the Champion cried. Once again, Brother, you've underestimated the tenacity of the One's other
weapons. Thisonein particular! I'm surprised you ever let him in here, but then this splinter of you



serioudy believed that the first work | did with Ronan waswhat | cameto himfor! It laughed again,
delighted. And though there's only onething | can do, now-thanksto him, it'sthe only thing that needsto
be done. Y ou've done everything else for us; you yourself triggered the whole cycle of eventsyou most
desired to avoid!

The Champion lifted one arm and pointed what It held at the furioudy writhing, growing shape of
blackness building before It. A sword like asplinter of sun's core lifted over the Lone One, reedy to
grike. So asyou interrupted my work once before, now | interrupt yours. And what wastrying to
happen, now has one last chance.

That unbearable shard of light reared high, struck down. Another blast of power hit Nita so hard that she
staggered, but not because of the impact of any physica force. The words came rushing back right
through her as the Speech once again meant something. Her charm bracelet blazed; the rowan wand in
her belt burned moonfire chill. She glanced around, saw the

others scrambling up from where the shock wave had thrown them, regaining their power and their
Wespons.

The light around them grew less bright. Nitalooked up in shock and saw that the dark shape of the Lone
One lay writhing on the floor like anest of shadowy snakes. But the burning form of the Champion was
fading, dipping away out of the physica world. / can't stay any longer inddetime, It said in the depths of
Nita's mind, and the others. This embodiment ended too soon: | have no more power to spend. Now
hurry! It's up to you.

Thelight vanished: The Champion was gone. At least It's broken the Lone One's blockage, Nitathought.
But the Lone Onewas till there. And were Its dark tentacles getting darker again? She glanced at the
gtill- heaving Memeki, who was trying to get to her feet. Filif and Roshaun and Dairine hurried over to
her, getting down to support her, pushing her up. But Nita headed straight past them to Ronan, flinging
hersaf down on her knees beside him. The Spear stood upright in him, burning. Nitareached to pull it
out of him, then hesitated asits blade went up in agrest flame of furious white fire. Why? Though maybe
it'strying to protect him, maybeif | pulled it out hed-

Kit was suddenly there, knedling across from Nita, staring down a Ronan, the light of the Spear glinting
in hiseyes. A moment later, Nita became aware of a darkness overshadowing her. Shelooked up. It
was Memeki, with Roshaun and Dairine and Carmelaand Filif al around her, hel ping keep her on her
feet.

Memeki's claws trembled as she reached down to Ronan, toward the Spear.
"Memeki, no, don't! He might-"

With agreat effort, Ronan opened hiseyes. "This" he said. "Thisisyour"-he took an incredibly deep
breath. "-made for you. Now you can-"

Hiseyesclosed again, his head fell to one side.

The ground began to shake. This cannot happen! said aterrible voicein al their bones, asthe Lone
Power started to rise again, the serpentine arms reaching out of that pool of darkness now getting more
solid, as It exerted every last ounce of force It had |€eft to try to force Itsway back into full physicdlity. /
will not permit-

But Memeki ignored It. She looked down at Ronan, where helay sillent and bleeding. Then she looked
around her at Nita, and Kit, and Roshaun, and Dairine, and Filif, and, finally, at Ponch.



"Yes" shesaid to him. "My answer isyour answer. My answer isyes.”
And she reached out and seized the Spear in her claws.

Nita braced herself. But instead of what she expected-a cataclysmic shaking, some great scream of rage
or triumph-there fell around them instead a profound stillness, into which al sound swirled down and was
swallowed away. In silence, the universe bent close to hear what was going to happen next. In silence,
Memeki reared up and yanked the Spear out of Ronan's body. In silence, its fire whipped out of itina
vortex of

terrific force and swirled around her, burning, hiding her away.

The City was dready dark, but now it grew darker still. At first Nitawas afraid that the Lone Onewas
doing something. The darkness around them degpened, but that light at the center of everything swirled
out, spiraling away from what had been its center. All that remained within the core of the light wasa
shell, glowing, trangparent as the mochteroofs, and insde it aswarm of dark sparks of fire. They swirled
and burned and then, al at once, burned fiercely bright, too bright to look at, like the myriad sparks of a
fireworks display-

They went out. Around them, the glow of the shell that had been Memeki went out like a blown-out
candle flame. Memeki was gone.

But the light itself was not. It fountained up into the heights of the central space of the City, and then
down again, sheeting and splashing out, illuminating that whole place and flooding outward, striking the
papery walls, pouring through them. At first Nita thought the walls were vanishing, but then sheredized
that they were Smply becoming as transparent as glass under the influence of the power that now imbued
them. All around, in every direction, hundreds and thousands of Y adiv became visiblein the degpest
sructures of the nest. Tens and hundreds more began to pour into the central chamber through its many
doors. All the mirrory eyes|ooked up and inward at the blaze of light as it spun downward and outward
from the heights,

defining anew shape, aradiant and tremendous form shelled and sheened in light; and the beauty of it,
even in the strange aien shape, was nearly unbearable. Nitawanted nothing more than to stand there
daring &t it, waiting to see what other, more momentous shape it would take when her human senses
finaly cameto gripswithit.

The chamber wasfull of Yadiv now, thousands of them packed into this space. They and the thousands
of others e sawhere in the now-crystalline structure of the City gazed inward or upward at the rainbow-
streaming shape above them, dl their myriad eyes swimming with alight that seemed to comein more
colorsthan physica existence normaly alowed-a spectrum as much of possibility as of mereradiance.
Thelight no longer just lay on the surface of those eyes, but sank into them, dwelled in them. Some of the
Yadiv out there were handmaidens, some of them bearing eggs ingde them as Memeki had done; and as
Nitasaw the brilliant sparks held within the huge shape of the Hesper flare up, so did the sparks within
the handmai dens below, flaring into ferocious brilliance, burning clean, dying down again to swirls of
rainbow glitter, dark no more-

Her heart went up in ablaze of triumph. But thisiswhat had to happen. And now al the Y adiv born and
unborn will be her avatars, al the Hesper's children and not the Lone One's!

Nitalooked over at Kit. Off to one side, beside him, Ponch had been standing very ill, watching this
like adark and shining statue of adog. But suddenly histall

started to wag, and then he started barking, and jumping up and down. The barking got louder and



louder, a sound of sheer triumph.

Therainbow light shivered and trembled to the sound of Ponch's barking. Burning, glinting, like mirrorsin
the sun, the eyes of the great shelled shape above them looked down at Ponch, and at the wizardswho
stood or crouched to look up at Her; and at the one wizard who lay till, even the blood pooled beside
him reflecting rainbows now. / am here, It said: / am here a last.

The tremendous voice shivered in dl their bones, asthe Lone Power's voice had. It wasimpossibly
ancient, impossibly powerful... and it was Memeki's.

For afew seconds, no one said anything. Then, "Elder sster,” Kit said, awestruck, "greeting and honor."
To Nitas astonishment, that great shape bowed to them.

My first work's done, thanks to you, the Hesper said. I've driven the Lone Power away from here,
possibly forever. And | have written anew history inthe Y adiv's bodies: They will find waysto live that
mean their lives need not begin in death aswell asend init. So this poor world that my other saf maimed
so badly will now be hedled. And after it, in time, so will many other worlds, one by one.

"It'sgoing to takealong time," Dairine said.

It will take forever, the Hesper said. But | have forever now. The past, and the future, the ability to bein
time... you gaveit to me,

Her regard dwelled on them al for amoment. / can
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only stay alittle more of your timein thisform, the Hesper said. So new a connection between the
physica redmsand eternity won't hold for long in this ephemerd place; | must depart. But because you
and your worlds have endured such danger for my sake, I've donewhat | can to repay the debt. For a
very littlewhile, | have driven our Enemy out of time. While Itsbrief exilelasts, It can do no new evil. But
what It hasdready setintrain, | can't now halt. | must withdraw into timelessness now and recoup my
strength, or risk being unable to embody again for along while.

Roshaun bowed to her. "Crowned one," he said, "you owe us no debts. In the paths of errantry, well
meet again.”

The Hesper was dready fading. Ponch started barking again. Don't go away! Don't go-

Those rainbow-mirror eyes rested briefly on Ponch, and Nita thought she saw affection there. Make

haste to your world, the Hesper said, looking from Ponch to Kit and Nitaand Dairine. Make haste! They
will need you there.

The light faded, dipped away, asif sunset was happening indoors. Findly they al stood or kneltin
twilight, surrounded by many curious Y ddiv who peered down at them and held up their clawsin anew
gesiure.

"Welcome," they said. "Friends of the Daughter of the true Great One, friends of the Queen of Light; dai
gtiho, and well met on thejourney!"

Nitaand Kit stared at each other. "Too much strange,” Nitasaid, "just too much!™ She rubbed her eyes.
"Hi, guys, good to see you, too. Please bear with



usfor amoment.” Sheturned her attention back to Ronan. Til, quick, give us somelight!”

All Filif ' berries blazed with wizard-light as Nita reached sdewaysinto her otherspace pocket, found it
whereit belonged, pulled out her manua, and dumped it on the floor. Its pagesriffled wildly as she pulled
the rowan wand out of her belt and shook it down once like someone shaking athermometer: White
moonfire ran down it. She looked down at Ronan, put ahand on his chest next to the place where the
Spear had gone in-then froze.

Shelooked up at Kit. "Is he breathing?' she whispered.
Kit looked at her, and very quietly said, "No."

Nitals earsroared with her panic. All she could hear herself thinking was Oh no, oh no, not this, not now!
Andisit my fault?

Theideashook her. "The greatest challenge of your life," sheld said to him. Why did | say that? Except
somehow | knew it wastrue. All thiswhile sheld been treating the peridexic effect asif it was something
cute, rather than what it was, the manua suddenly inside her head, making what she said truer than usud.
And now she could hear her voice saying to Carmea, "Enjoy him while you can. He won't be here for
long." No, oh no, please don't let it be that | made this happen-

Everything insgde her sarted to go cold, and the coldness, akind of distant, freezing calm, was exactly
what was needed. Nitalooked down at Ronan, lying there bleeding nothing but blood now, and he
seemed asremote to her as something showing on TV while

she was paying attention to something elsein front of her. "Okay," she said. "I know what to do-"

Kit waslooking at her with a shocked sort of expression: Nita assumed it had something to do with her
voice, which even to her sounded like it belonged to somebody e se. "What? A hedling spdl?’

Nita shook her head. "No timefor that now," she said, glancing down at her manud; its pages stopped
riffling. "We have to get back to Earth asfast aswe can.”

"But the Pullulud If it's getting closer to Earth, wizardry might not be working right-"

"Seeif the manud tdlls you anything about that,” Nita said. The page shed wanted in her manud,
containing the spell sheld prepared days earlier, lay there waiting in front of her. "But we haveto take the
chance. Y ou heard the Hesper! We need to head back now."

"But if you don't heal him-" Kit looked past Nitaat her manual, peering down at the details of the spell.

She shook her head again, shoving the rowan wand back into her belt for the moment. "Stasis," she said.
"After thelittle chat we had with Darryl, | thought I'd better have one ready.”

"Send meacopy!" Kit sad, flipping his manual open.

"Did that dready," Nitasaid. She glanced around them. "Dair, Roshaun, Fil, when thisisfinished we need
to trangt back to the Crossings and home from there. A straight-in gating might derange this spell,

epecidly if something is going wrong with wizardry back home."
"I will contact Sker'ret,” Roshaun said, "and make sure they're ready for us."

"l will st up thetrangt spell,” Filif said. "Will you need further assstance with that one?"



"Shouldn't," Nitasad. "Kit?"

He nodded, and together they started to recite in the Speech. The old reassuring fade-out of sound
started to set in around them as the words of the Speech seized on the fabric of the universe and started
to bend it into anew shape, one that would absolutely freeze time for Ronan. 1t was aparticularly "hard”
dass itsemphasis on completey stopping al activity in aliving being, right down to the motions of
electrons around their atoms nucle.

Okay, Nitathought to the peridexis. If you've got extra power for me, let's haveit.

Nitals whole mind went up aflare of sheer power that rushed out through her and into the spell with
tremendous force, scorching her asit passed. Now Nita started to understand why wizards were so
rarely dlowed to channd power of thisintensity: The"power limit" was asafety vave. Do thistoo often
and it would scar the conduits of mind and spirit through which it flowed, leaving the wizard too senstive
to bear wizardry's flow. Even lesser wizardries, afterward, would fed asif your own blood was burning
you. Not my problem right now, Nita thought. Right now there's exactly one thing to concentrate on-

Thefirst long passage of the spell was done. Nita paused, taking along bresth as she got ready for the
second passage. Even the smplest and most temporary stasis spell wouldn't operate until you correctly
described the physical object it was meant to freeze, and this one was neither smple nor particularly
temporary. The lockdown was aways the worst part of thework. But if | can't handle this now, I'll never
be able to.

She caught Kit's eye: He nodded. Ronan's namein the Speech was dready laid into the spell. Nita
looked across the burning pattern the spell made in her mind, expecting to see the redlity of what was
going on with Ronan, probably aswirl of pain and shock.

But there wasn't any pain, and the emotiond context she sensed was very far indeed from shock. It was
utterly serene. And off in the distance, getting more distant by the moment, Nita caught Sight of agrowing
glow of light.

Oh, no, you don't! she shouted inwardly. Not that way! Y ou don't get to do that right now! Kit!
| can't get at him! Hewon't listen, he's not-
Typicd, Nitasad, furious. Ronan!

She poured more power into the spell. Don't let me down now, she said silently to the peridexis. Now's
when | need it! Come on, let me have whatever you've got.

The new access of power burst through her with terrific force, legping away from her across the spell
diagram and past her and Kit to the dwindling figure that stood silhouetted againgt the faraway light. Nita

hung on, though the scorching at the back of her mind got worse and worse. No-you-don't/

Theform walking away from them began to dow... and second by second, moved more dowly till. Nita
closed her eyes and concentrated on being smply something for the power to pour through into the
wizardry. Her brain felt like it was shaking itself gpart, but Nita hung on, hung on. Not-another-step!

Not- another-

In the distance, between one step and the next, Ronan froze.

Gasping, Nita opened her eyes again and looked at Kit across the spell diagram. He was il reading
from hismanud, finishing the last few phrasesthat would lock the stasis down. All around, the others



were staring at her.
Shelooked around at them dl. "What?'

Kit said the last couple of words of the spell, added the shorthand version of the words of the wizard's
knot, and then dapped his manua shut and dropped it in front of him, next to Ronan'sinert and
unbreathing form. "Y ou were kind of on firethere,” Kit said.

Nitarubbed her eyes. "Tdl meabout it," she said. "l redly need an aspirin.”
"No, I meanonfireonfire" Kit said. "A lot of light..."

"l was?' Shefound it hard to care. At least the spdll had worked.

"Y eah. And who e se were you taking to?"

"Oh." Shelaughed. "My invisblefriend."

Dairine looked horrified. "Oh, jeez, not Bobo!"

Nitalaughed again. These days she couldn't remember the invisible friend sheld blamed for everything
that went wrong around her when she was five or six, but her mom and dad had told her endless Stories
about "Bobo's' escapades. "Uh, no," shesaid. "Just wizardry."

Kit stared at her. "Wizardry talks?' he said. "Isthis something new?'

Nitaclosed her manua and chucked it into her otherspace pocket. "Y eah,” she said. "It took me by
surprise, too." Shelooked down at Ronan. He wasn't breathing, but now that was normal. If he suddenly
started breathing again, that would be ared sign of trouble. "Come on," she said, "we need to get back.
Thisshould hold for afew hours at least.”

"Quedtionis™" Dairine sad, "isthat going to be enough?"
"Let'sgofind out.”

Filif came gliding over to them with something held in hisfronds. It was a drift of what looked like smoke,
but it was shot through with glints of the dark green fire that characterized hiswizardries. Thisisaverson
of the mohility routine | useto get around on hard surfaces, he said. It will make Ronan alittle more
manageable until he's ableto get around by himsdlf.

"Great," Nitasaid. Filif shook the cloud of smoke out like someone shaking a sheet out across a bed; the
cloud thinned, drifted down over Ronan, and shrouded him like a see-through blanket. As soon asit had
draped completely down over him, Ronan levitated gently up into the air to about Nitaswaist.

"Handy," Kit said. He reached out and nudged Ronan's shoulder alittle with one hand: He moved
welightlesdy through the air. "Okay, let's get him into the trangt diagram.”

The Yddiv crowding around them made alittle space for the wizards to pass over to where Roshaun had
laid out their trandt circle. Asthey made their way over to the diagram, one Y ddiv came up to them
through the gathered crowd. To Nitas dight surprise, it wasthe Arch-votary. She could just barely see
the old patterns on its outer shell, which had burned themselves pae in the overflow from the Hesper's
transformation. "Friends of the Queen of Light," it said, "will you return?’

"If wecan," Nitasaid. "Theré'salot going on a home right now." It occurred to her then that there was
something she wanted to do right away. She rooted around in her pockets until she found her cell phone.



"But if we don't come back oursalves, well make sure somebody vists you when things quiet down.”

Kit floated Ronan into the diagram. "Can he go verticad ?' he said to Filif. "Hetakes up alot of roomin
here"

"Certainly. Il help."

While they were standing Ronan upright, Nita punched the "last dided number” button on the phone, put
it to her ear, and waited.

Nothing happened. She took the phone away from her ear and looked at it. Its dialing screen cleared and
showed her alittle message: dialed planet

UNAVAILABLE.
Nitas blood ingtantly ran cold. "Planet unavailable?" Nitasaid. "What's that supposed to mean?’

Shelooked over a Kit, then at Dairine. Kit looked pale. Dairine's eyes were worried. "If it meansthat
wizardry'sfailed completely back there-"

"I redly, redly hopethat'sal it means,” Nitasad.

"Unavailable?' Carmelamused, looking over Nitas shoulder at the phone. "I think you need to change
your service provider.”

"I think | prefer dealing with amonopoly,” Nitamuttered. She shoved the phonein her pocket, feding
hersdf garting to shake again. "Y ou guys ready?'

"Ready now," Filif sad.

Tothe Yadiv surrounding them, Kit said, "Take care of yoursaves, people, and go well. Meanwhile,
gtand clear-"

The Yddiv crowded away. Nitatook alast look around in that great dimness, which just ashort time
ago had been so bright. Thingslooked redlly bad here, too, she thought. Just keep telling yoursdlf that!

They vanished

The group came out into a Crossings that wasn't quite as frenetic as Nita had seen it last; and there
seemed to be fewer Rirhait around... but she wasn't sure whether that was agood sign or not. The group
got off the trangit pad on which they'd arrived and |ooked around.

"Whichway?' Kit said. "We should check with the Master before we head out.”

"That won't takelong,” Nitasaid, and smiled just dightly. Away down the long shining corridor she saw a
vividly purple shape pouring itsdf aong toward them, followed by about thirty other Rirhait.

"You're back!" Sker'ret shouted at them, long before he got anywhere near them. The urgency of his
manner was SO much unlike Sker'ret's usud diffidence that Nita couldn't do anything but get down on one
knee and grab him as he came up with them. Then she wheezed alittle, because being hugged by
someone with twenty or more pairs of legs can leave you alittle short of air. "Oh, Mover without usand
within," Sker'ret said, "I didn't know if we were going to see you again! | mean, when.

Nitajust hugged him, then let him go. "Weweren't redl sure about that ourselves” Kit said, "so don't
Sweet it."



"The celling looks better,” Carmela said, looking up.

"It'smostly back up whereit belongs,” Sker'ret said. "There's still some of it we need to regrow, but
welve got other thingsto think about right now."

"Iswizardry working properly here?' Roshaun said.
"For the moment," Sker'ret said. "Though the manud functionswent very strange there for alittle while.”

"'Strange' has taken on many new meanings over the past sunround or s0," Filif said, pushing his basebdl
cap around so that the front went frontways for achange. "We should be grateful that we've lived to see
it do so. What about the Pullulus?’

"ltsdengity in our neighborhood increased very no

noticeably a couple of hours ago,” Sker'ret said. "Our star's not endangered yet, but the increase
continues." He sounded nervous. "The odd thing isthat Rirhath B seemsto be affected much more
severely than any system for hundreds of light-years around.”

"Somebody's paying off agrudge,” Kit said, "and it'sgoing to take alot of power to defuseit.”

"So | thought,” Sker'ret said. "All the wizards we have who're il functiondl are assembling to defend this
facility and our gar; and help is coming from the nearest inhabited sysems where the Pullulusisn't any
longer athreat. Theloca intervention forceis assembling on one of our outer satellites, to distract
attention away from the Crossings proper-because we're going to be using that to evacuate the planet.”

Nitaswallowed hard, wishing there was away to do something smilar for Earth. And you will know it
wasdl your fault, said that crud voicein the back of her mind. "Okay," she said. "WEell clear out of here
and let you get onwith it.”

"| checked your local news not long ago,” Sker'ret said. ™Y our world's wizards are doing something
smilar-those who're dill viable. Not many, the manud says.”

"Thanks," Nitasaid. "At least our planet's ftill there. WEII get going. But Sker', are you sureyou're dl
right here? What about your ancestor?”'

His eyeswreathed in barely concealed distress. "Still missng. There are many placesyet to search. As
for therest of it, I'm not sure any of usare going to qudify for 'al right' any time soon. But we've all just
got to cope.”

"What isthe status of the Pullulus beyond your local area?' Roshaun said.

"|ts expansion has either dowed or stopped completely in most places,” Sker'ret said. "Whatever you did
seemsto have worked."

"Bdieveme, it wasn't anything we did,” Dairine said. "Or not directly.”

Sker'ret pointed a couple of skeptical eyesat her. "l wouldn't betoo sure,” he said. "Never
underestimate how connected things are; 'All is done for each.’ But | suspect we've all got better thingsto
do than gtart tallying up our scoresjust yet." He looked past Nitaand Kit to where Ronan hung in the
cloud of Filif'slevitation field. "So come on over to this gate cluster and I'll reprogram as many asyou
need. Roshaun, Filif, what are your plans?’

"| think | should return home," Filif said. "My people have few enough wizards that they will need al the



onesthey have. The Pullulusis holding steedy there, but theré's no telling whether it might not soon
increase.”

Raoshaun was once more holding in one hand the fierce little core of light that was his manua. He looked
up fromit with adightly relieved expresson. "So far," he said, ""nothing untoward seemsto be goingonin
or near Wellakh's system. In fact, the Pullulus seemsto be receding.” Helooked over at Dairine. "l will
therefore return with you and have alook at your star before making my way home, just to be sure the
repairswe did are holding."

Dairine looked at Roshaun and opened her mouth
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asif about to say something, then closed it again and nodded. Nita found thisweird enough that she
would have liked to get acloser look at her sister, but Dairine had turned away to put Spot down.

Shelet out along bresth and turned to Filif. "Fil," she said, and hugged him. Hisfrondstickled her back.
"When you know that everything's safe at home, come on back and let us know. My dad likes having
you inthe garden.”

"When | know," Filif said. He was as uncertain of the near future as Nitawas, but he wasn't going to
show it. He paused to look at Ronan. "Take care of him," Filif said. "He stood strong: He does not
deservetofal.”

"WEell do what we can," Nitasaid.

The others crowded in close to say their goodbyes. Finally Filif scood away from them. "Cousins," he
sad, "you're needed a home... and so am I. Till thejourney brings ustogether again, dai stihol”

"Dal," they dl said, and Filif made hisway to the gate that Sker'ret had programmed for him. He glided
out onto the pad, al hisberries aight, and a second later he flicked out of view.

Nitalet out a breath. Will we see him again? she wondered. And more to the point... will he seeus
agan?

"Theresone main area of activity on your world's satellite right now," Sker'ret said. "Should | drop you
there?’

Kit stepped over to the console pad at which Sker'ret was working and looked over histop few sets of
shoulders at the coordinates. "We know the spot,” he said, and glanced over at Nita. "Let'sgo." He put

an arm around Sker'ret, grabbed afistful of eyes and wobbled them around allittle. " Sker™

"Coudn," Sker'ret said. He looked up at the others. "Go do what needs to be done for your own world.
Oneway or another, well meet again.”

They dl headed onto the same pad from which Filif had departed, and Roshaun and Dairine guided
Ronan aong behind them. At the control pad, looking very uncertain, very done, even while surrounded
by al hispeople, Sker'ret raised asingle foreleg to them.

Oneway or another, Nitathought as she looked at him. He hit acontrol on his console. Which doesn't
necessarily mean whilewere il dive.



The Crossings disappeared from view.

Thereisno "dark side" of the Moon. In the course of its monthlong day, al of it eventually seesthe Sun.
But on the side of the Moon that the Earth never sees, just ashade below the spot where the [unar
equator and its central meridian cross, thereisacrater called Daedalus, and many of Earth'swizards
know it well.

Almost dead center in the far Side, the threekilometerhigh rim of the crater risesinto the black and starry
night. Normally Daeda us is where amoon- walker goes when he or she needs peace and quiet for some
reason-in this case, "quiet” meaning complete isolation from the radio noise that Earth spills out into
space. It'snot abig crater-barely sixty mileswide.

Itsfloor issurprisingly flat and smooth for any feature on the far sde of the Moon. But in the crater's
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broad center stand three small mounds, each about three mileswide, arranged in atriangle pointing
southeast. At the top of the southernmost mound isatiny crater, barely ahaf mile wide. There are many
namesfor it, but most wizardscdl it the "Dimple.”

Nitaand Kit and the others came out just above where the smaler bowl of the Dimple dropped away

before them, and paused, looking around. It was dark, the Sun well down behind the western horizon,
and Earth, of course, was nowhere to be seen. Nitadid amoment's calculation in her head. The Moon
had just gone new when they'd left. Now, as seen from the Earth, it would be just past first quarter. In

"redl time," weve been gone ten days, dmost eleven-

Just the thought started to make her fed shaky again, but she had no time for that right now. The Dimple
below them was absolutely crammed full of wizards, faintly illuminated by hundreds of sparksor globes
of wizard-light. Behind Nita, Roshaun and Dairine and Spot made their own lights, while Carmelalooked
around her in astonishment.

"Don't go more than six feet from us" Kit said to her, as Ponch went running and haf bouncing off down
the dope, scattering gray-white dust in al directions. "That's where our air stops.”

"Doesn't seem to be stopping him,” Carmela said.

"Ponch plays by hisown rules" Kit said, looking down into the crater as Nitadid. "So unless you can
Creste your own universes, either stay close or get vacuum-dried.”

"Kit, it'snot aproblem,” Dairine said. "L ook..."

He glanced up as Nitadid. Over the entire crater afaint dome of wizardry was shivering. " Somebody
down there roofed the whole thing over with an auto- maintaining life-support wizardry," Dairine said.
"We can |et the personal shields go as soon as we pass the boundary. Probably somebody didn't care to
have to swest the smadl stuff while there were bigger thingsto be doing.”

"Makes sense” Kit said. "Comeon."

They al stepped through the brief shiver of the spdll's outer boundary and onto the downward g ope of
the crater. "Big crowd,” Kit said. But the look on Kit's face reflected the worry that Nitawas feding.
Hed noticed that though there might be hundreds and hundreds of wizards down there, there wasn't even
one who looked adult.



"They'vedl logt it, haven't they?" Kit said. "Every singleone.”

Nita nodded, her mouth fedling dry again. It got drier when she looked up. Out in space, where there
should have been nothing but avast expanse of bright, unblinking stars, there was a huge blot of
darkness, asif someone had spilled ink. At the edges of that huge, irregular patch, the stars twinkled and
went faint.

Nitashivered dl over. She had seen thisin dreams, flegtingly, even before they got back from their trip to
Aladu-this darkness gradudly and inexorably drawing acrossthe stars. / was hoping it wasjust a
nightmare, she thought. / should have known better. " So there's

gtill nobody to dedl with thisbut us" she said. "Question is, who'sin charge?"

Kit shook hishead. "Not sureit'sthe right question to be asking,” he said. "Buit let's get on down there
and see”

However, someone had seen them appear at the crater's rim and was aready heading up toward them.
Nitalooked down, seeing thelittle blue cropped top and the cargo pants, and that long, long dark hair
that shed admired so much, and immediately recognized Tran Hung Nguyet as she bounced upd ope.

" You guys!" Nguyet said, shaking her head in astonishment as she came up to them. ™Y ou dropped right
out of the manuasfor along time. We thought wed lost you.”

"Were you waiting for us?* Nitasaid.

Nguyet shook her head. "A little too busy for that," she said. "Buit | felt the power pop out al of a
sudden.” She glanced over at Dairine, who was putting Spot down so that he could put hislegs out and
make hisown way. "Isit him? Hefed salot different from before. Which is good, because we need dl
the power we can get right now." Shelooked up at Ronan, hanging therein stasis. "What happened to
him}"

"The Spear of Light," Kit said.

Nguyet looked stunned. "And he's till here} ™

"| think he got somekind of specid dispensation,” Dairine said.

"Boy, hemust have," Nguyet said. "Come on, we can use you. Almost al of usare back in-system

now-the ones who were away hunting asolution for the Pullulus as awhole got word through the manua's
that its power supply had been ‘withdrawn.’ Then al of a sudden that changed to 'abrogated.” She gave
them alook that was peculiarly admiring. "Y ou got lucky again, didn't you?' Nguyet said.

"I don't know if 'lucky' ishow I'd put it,” Nita muttered.

"W, that's how my brother keeps putting it,” said Nguyet. "Y ou should take it up with him, because he
keeps going on about how your part of theworld is ruining everybody's Satistical averages. Though just
what Mister Number Cruncher means by that, | have no idea. If wedl live through this, maybe one of
you can stay awake long enough for him to explain what he'stalking about." Sherolled her eyes. "Better
bring some caffeine, or astay-awake spdl.”

Dairine looked bemused. "What satistica averages?”
Nguyet shook her head. "Thiswould not be my department,” she said. ™Y ou want to know about



skateboarding or westher wizardries, I'll tell you everything you want to know. Math is Tuyet's problem.
Meanwhile, let's get down there."

They dl headed downd ope together. "Whereis Tuyet?' Nitasaid.

"He's down there helping coordinate the group,” said Nguyet. " There are maybe three thousand of us."
She shook her head. "Not as many as | wish we had... mostly human, and afew of the heavy hittersfrom
the Affiliate species. Anyone Senior who's ill functioning, and everybody dse with any specid sKills, is
down

on Earth. They'redl busy keeping things from blowing up. Literaly."

It was surprising how grim such adelicately pretty face could look, and Nitafdt increasingly uneasy as
they made their way down to the fringes of the huge crowd. Wizards of every height and shape and color
were there, and of every age between eight or nine and maybe sixteen. There were severd dolphinsand
small whales hanging in force-field-confined water jackets, and afew cats scattered about. Thoughiit dl
looked disorganized, Nita could see alot of the most central group standing around the huge spell
diagram in the middle of the crater. Its characters and arcs were rippling with the subdued fire of a
wizardry on "hold," completely implemented except for the Starting command and the attachment of
power Sources.

Dairine and Roshaun and Carmelatook amoment to guide Ronan off to one side of the crowd and put

him carefully down. Then they made their way back to where Nitaand Kit and Nguyet were examining

the spell. "Complicated," Dairine said as they came up to the edge of the spell and everyone could get a
good look at it. "A repulsor?’

"That'sright,” Nguyet said, as Tuyet came bouncing along to join them. " Seemed like the smartest thing to
do wasto concentrate on pushing the Pullulus as far out into space aswe could. Increasing its distance
minimizesits effects, and we may be able to buy ourselves enough timefor it to lose power and die off,
theway it'sdoing alot of other places.”

Nitawasn't sure how effective thiswas going to be,

bearing in mind what the Lone One had said to them before the Hesper had embodied. ™Y ou try anything
alittle more proactive?' Kit said.

Nguyet looked frusirated. "Are you kidding? Three or four times. We tried a couple of long-range
transports, but you might aswell try bailing aleaky boat with asieve. More of the Pullulusjust flowed
right back into the same space. Then wetried just frying it, awholesale denaturing of the dark matter out
to about the orbit of Mars-"

Tuyet shook hishead. "We didn't have anything like enough power. Leave even agrain of that stuff and it
sarts regenerating itself. And the kids who tried to channd that much power are just one big menta
bruise. Seems like even though the Powers That Be can hand us nearly infinite power, the very biggest
spells il have to be handled in groups to keep people from burning themsalves out. They can change the
rules, | guess, but not the way our brainswork."

"Listen," Nitasaid, "do you have anybody ese down here who's sensing the peridexis directly?!

Nguyet looked at her. "The what?'

"Oh, great,” Nitasaid. "l guessit'sjust me, then."

"If | had the dightest ideawhat you were talking about, 1'd be happier,” Tuyet said. "Anyway, check the



manua and seeif anybody e se here haswhat you need. Then find a place to plug your namein so you
can feed the pdll power, because we have to get it running. The main body of the Pullulusis aready just
outside Marss orbit, and we redlly don't want to let it get any closer. The mass of it isaready starting to
screw up the Sun.”

Nitaglanced back at Roshaun. He had been standing and gazing, not at the spell, but at the ground. Now
he looked up and nodded. "I thought that waswhat | wasfedling when | arrived,” hesaid. "Y ou areright,
and the effect isincreasing every moment.”

"That'sright,” Nguyet said, "you're one of the team who settled it down before when it started to act up.
Can you do anything about it now?"

" cantry," Roshaun said.

"We cantry," Dairine said, somewhat more forcefully than usud.
"Greet," Nguyet said.

"Okay, pay up,” said avoice from behind her.

Nguyet turned. "What?'

Darryl McAlligter was standing behind her, with something folded and glowing in hishands. ™Y ou owe
me aquarter,” hesad.

"l oweyou asmack inthe head,” Nguyet said, "if you start bothering me with smal tuff right now!"
Nonethel ess, she fished around in her pocket and handed Darryl acoin.

He gtared at it. "What's this?"

"That's awhole two hundred dong, and right now you should count yoursdlf lucky that our money doesn't
come any smaller. Now tell me you've got the appendix for that spell ready!”

"Had it five minutes ago,” Darryl said, flashing Kit the briefest grin. He opened the WizPod he was
carrying, pushed it into Nguyet's hands, and turned to the others. "I had afedling you'd be back around

"Should you be making money off that kind of thing?" Kit sad.

"It wasn't aFeding,” Darryl said. "Just afeding." He glanced at Ronan and bit hislip. "Sometimes | don't
like being right, though."

"It'sokay," Nitasaid. "It could have been alot worse... and what you told us helped. How're you
doing?'

"They're keeping me busy,” Darryl said. "1'm not as good as some people at writing new spellsfrom
scratch, but I'm getting good at taking them apart and putting them back together in new waysif they're
not working."

"Troubleshooting,” Kit said as they moonwalked around the spell, carefully avoiding stepping or bouncing
on the many other kidswho were knedling around the rim of the diagram and adding, or checking, their
names in the Speech.

"Y eah. And this one's needed it, because we've been artificialy increasing the spell's output.”



Nita had aready noticed the two large circles enclosed within the main one, each smaler circle bumped
up againg the outside of the diagram. "Nguyet goesin one," she said. "Tuyet goesin the other. And then
they take the power that everybody el se putsinto the pool, and bounce it back and forth."

"You got it. Took usafew timesto get it right when someone came up with theidea."
"'Someone?' Kit said, looking a Darryl with good-natured skepticism.

"Oh, okay, it wasme," Darryl said.

"I'm beginning to think you were worth the trouble,” Kit said, sounding impressed.

"It'stheway alaser works," Nitasaid. "But with al these separate power sources, it must get
complicated.”

"It did," Darryl said. "It does. Which iswhy | gotta go give them ahand with the final setup.”
"Got any 'fedings?' Kit sad.

Darryl looked a him, and that small sharp face that was dmost aways smiling now lost itssmile. He
shook his head. "We're on our own," he said. "Later."

"Dal," Kit said. Darryl headed off.

Thewizards milling around the edges of the spell were now moving in closer to it. Kit knelt down and
tucked his name into one of the open receptor sites; Nita did the same. Across the diagram, she saw
amdl, trim Tuyet in hislong jacket stepping into the diagram and carefully picking hisway among the
various statements and routines to stand in the farther of the two inner circles. Just in front of them,
Nguyet was making for the other circle as Nitastraightened up. "Nguyet,” she said, "aren't there some
other pairs of twins up here? Y ou could increase the power feed to this even more-"

"Won't work," Nguyet said. "We've got three pairs of identical twins, but if identicalstry to bounce a
spell back and forth between them, it just cancels out. Only two-egg twins are far enough out of phase to
keep the spdll from canceling and close enough to make it augment. Y ou ready?"

Nita nodded, and Nguyet headed off for her circle. Nitaglanced down to her left dong the outer arc,
past

Kit, and saw Dairine and Roshaun kneeling about a hundred yards down, with Spot crouching just
outsdethe circle, between them. A movement behind her caught her attention, and Nitalooked over her
shoulder to see Carmela sitting down cross-legged alittle ways behind them. "I'll Sit thisone out,” she
sad, looking out across the spdll diagram with an intrigued expression.

Kit glanced a Nitawith aresgned look. Take my advice, Nitasaid sllently. // any of uswak away from
this... at your earliest convenience, get her another curling iron!

He smiled dightly. Yeah. And, Neets-if we don't walk away from this-

Normally shewould have said something reassuring right away. But she was desperately tired, and very
nervous ... and the darkness above them continued to grow. There's dways Time heart, she said.

Y eah.

Kit turned to look at Ponch, who was now Sitting beside him, looking out dertly over the spell. Big guy,
he said slently, you need to promise me something.



Okay!
If something bad happensto us, you need to get Carmelaout of here.
Sure. And you, too-

/ don't know about that, Kit said. But make sure you get Carmelaout, hear me? Take her home, and
then get Mama and Pop, and Nita's dad, and take them away from Earth. Take them somewhere safe.

Ponch blinked. But why?
Look, explaining's going to take too long. Just promise me!
Ponch gtarted to look upset. Nitablinked hard at the distressin hisface and in histhought. All right, but-

"Okay," Nguyet said to al the wizards gathered around the circle. She didn't need to raise her voice:
Anyone whose name was written into that spell could hear her as clearly asif she were standing next to
them. "Let'sdo thisjust like the last time, but |et's have this one work. Start with the knot, end with the
knot... now!"

All the voices beginning to recite the spell-either from the manud in front of each wizard's eyes or from
the larger diagram in front of them-made a sllencethat swiftly drowned out dl thelesser sounds
associated with so big agroup. All the many voices started to sound like one gigantic one, and the
universe leaned in to listen, not once but athousand times, three thousand times, and more. Nitaread
along with everybody else asfar as she needed to, but her attention was on the line of light that ran from
where shed put her hands down on either side of her manual, out into the spell itself. Next to her, she
could seethelight of donated energy running into the spell from Kit. Responding to the growing silence,
Nitacould fed the peridexis moving at the back of her mind, growing, pouring energy out into her for her
use, and ready to give as much as she asked of it. But remember, if you ask it for too much, it'll give you
too much, and you'll burn yoursdlf to acrisp...

Nitawatched Nguyet over at her Sde of the circle, and Tuyet at the other. Both of them stood till as

statues, their hands held out toward each other. There was no other physical sign of what was going on

with them, but Nita could fed the power that she and dl the other wizards were pouring into the spell as
they spoke, and could fed each haf of the twychild taking that power, sending it dong to the other one,
standing briefly empty to receive what the other sent; then sending it back again, and again.

The power grew. The wizards finished speaking the spell, which was, after dl, afairly smplething,
describing how one wanted something to be farther away. Three thousand voices and minds, or more,
said the last words of the wizard's knot together, and fell sllent. But between those two out in the middle
of the spell diagram, the power kept going back and forth. Nguyet's and Tuyet's outlines began to
shimmer asif Nitawere seeing them through a haze of heet. The sense of something actively dangerous
going on started to build insgde Nita, so that she very much wanted to get up and back away. But there
was howhere to back away to, and, anyway, everybody else, no matter how aarmed they looked, was
holding very till. She shot aglance at Kit, who was Stting there with hisfists clenched, tense but
unmoving. Behind him, Ponch had begun to whimper softly.

Back and forth between the twychild the power went, back and forth. Between Nguyet and Tuyet, the
air had begun to burst out in small sparks of power, wizardly energy looking for somewhereto discharge
itself but not finding any way to escape. The power trapped in the air ingde the spell-circle built and
built,



until Nital's hair started to stand on end and her skin prickled with it. They can't possibly holditin
anymore! shethought. It'sgoing to blow! They can't possibly-

Insdethe circle, the reflected and re-reflected power just kept building and building; the sparklesand
flares of its attempted discharge got brighter and brighter, spreading away from the corridor between the
twychild and right through the circle, beating right up againgt the boundaries of it likewaves againg a
sormwall. The power climbed theinvisblewalls, held in by them and raving againgt them; it arched up
and over until it completely filled the spell's dome. Inside the dome, the fog of concentrated,
concentrating power thickened, the discharge flashes filling every cubic foot of air until Tuyet and Nguyet
couldn't be seen at al. Whether she could see them or not, Nita concentrated on not even twitching, not
doing anything that might distract the wizardsingdethecircle.

And then the spdll boundary directly above them vanished.

Everything ingde the dome went furioudly, blindingly white. Nothing could have prepared Nitafor the
huge flare of wizardly fire that poured up and out of Daedd us crater, up and out into space, and fled,
faster than any norma light, out past Earth's orbit-three thousand wizards worth of wizardry, multiplied
who knew how many times. Nita sensed rather than saw the wave front of the wizardry spilling out
across|oca space like the expanding surface of ablown bubble, speeding away, spreading, pushing
beforeit everything it met. A storm of the micrometeoritesthat followed

Earth around in its orbit vaporized asit impacted them; the long themsalves glowed and sheeted across
the surface of the outward-speeding sphere like flattened-out auroras.

Nitatried to rub some sight back into her eyes, craning her neck upward. The spell went blasting
outward, arainbow bubble haf the width of the sky, growing fainter asit went but not getting any less
strong; it was accelerating asit got closer to the Pullulus. All around her, the other wizards were looking
up, watching the spell get closer and closer to itstarget. A murmur of excitement started to go up among
them as some of them started to fedl what Nita did-astrange roiling out in the darkness, a sense of
something that was darkly dive reacting with fear to something threstening that was coming &t it faster
and fagter.

Nitalooked out acrossthe spell diagram, saw Nguyet and Tuyet standing therein their circles, shaking
with effort, but watching what was happening with al the others. Out in the darkness, something was
furious, something was frightened. Come on, Nita thought, come on!

She held her breath. There was along, long pause, and then the out flung boundary of the wizardry flared
asit struck the substance it had been intended for. Everyone who had been connected to that wizardry
felt the resstance of that target in their bones. But the wizardry kept going. Thelight of it flared in al their
minds asit hit the Pullulus, pushed it outward, farther outward. A second later, the wizards started to
cheer-

-and the wave front flared out, vanishing.
Nita stared up, unbelieving. No!

The Pulluluswas still there. That darkness swallowed the last of the rainbow, snuffed it out, absorbed dll
the power that had been poured intoit...

... and plunged inward through the orbit of Mars, faster than light, faster than darkness, heading for the
Earth.

Beside Nita, Kit looked up at the rapidly darkening sky in complete shock.



Ponch put his head under Kit'sarm. Wasthat it? he said. Can we go home now?

Nitawas hiding her facein her hands. Out in the spell diagram, Tuyet and Nguyet collapsed. Along with
numerous others, Kit scrambled to hisfeet and ran across the diagram, heading for Tuyet. Ponch
gdloped after them. Darryl was one of those who wound up closest to Kit and who got to Tuyet first. Kit
dipped an arm under his head, and Darryl boosted him from behind. It was shocking how light Tuyet felt,
amog asif the power he and his sster had been channeling had burned him out from inside.

"Tuyet!" Darryl sad. "Comeon, guy.”

"What about Ngu-," Tuyet said weakly.

Kit glanced over his shoulder. Others were helping Nguyet. "I think she's okay,” he said.

"No, she'snot,” Tuyet said. "I can fed it. Burned. Burned out.”

Kit shook hishead. "It didn't work," he breathed. "With dl that power, how could it not work?*
"It did work," Tuyet said, hardly above awhisper.

"It just wasn't enough.” He sounded desperatdly tired. "Look," he said. "It's coming back."

Kit absolutely didn't want to look. He could fedl perfectly well what was happening. He looked at Darryl.
"Now what?' he said.

"Now, this" said avoice from the Sde of the circle. "And perhgps thiswill be enough.”

Everybody looked over that way. Roshaun had stood up from beside Dairine and Spot. There he stood
inthat long, floppy T-shirt, his expression grim but not desperate. Around his neck, in the collar he had
worn ever since coming back from Wellakh with Dairine, that great orange-amber stone burned likefire,
Asthey watched, he dipped the collar off and held it in his hands.

Dairine got up, looking a him warily. "What're you thinking of ?* she said, sounding dightly
panic-stricken.

"Itiswhat | did earlier," Roshaun said, "tofill inthe cavern floor back on Rashah. But herethereisno
need to be so restrained.”

"Areyou nuts}" Dairine sad. "Redtraint isthe only way to treet that spell! Moving little amounts of matter
around isonething, but you can't just pull out the kind of energy you'd need to dedl with that and-"

"I have doneit before," Roshaun said. "Not with a strange star, granted. But yoursisno longer so
strange. Also, thisisyour world's best chance now. If timeisall we need to buy-"

"Yourenot doing it done!" Dairine said.

Hislook got wry. "It had not occurred to me that

I'd be able to stop you," Roshaun said. "And perhaps Spot will aso participate.”
"Naturdly," Spot said.

Kit threw alook back at Nita as he pulled off hisjacket. What are they up to now? he said.
Nita shook her head.



Kit folded the jacket up and tucked it under Tuyet's head. Roshaun had stepped alittle distance away
from the spd| diagram, and now was smply standing and looking down &t that huge gemin hishands. A
moment later he straightened up, settled the collar about his neck again, and began to spesk quietly inthe
Speech. Dairine stood up afew feet away from him with her armsfolded, her eyes half closed, asif trying
to remember something; crouching on the dusty ground between the two of them, Spot put up a number
of eyes, enough to watch them both at once, and held very ill.

The silence of alistening universe came down on al the wizards near them. Kit watched, but for along
while nothing seemed to hagppen; Roshaun and Dairine spoke in unison, more and more quietly, asif they
didn't need to hear each other speaking out loud. And, dowly, Roshaun began to stand out from his
surroundings.

At least that was the way it looked at first. For the first minute or so, Roshaun smply looked more
definite than the other wizards around him. But then it became plain that there was more light about him
than what fell on him from the various wizard-lights hovering about. Then the glow became more obvious.
The effect was strange, for it wasn't asif Roshaun himsdlf

was glowing; rather, he was merdly the vessdl for something elseinsde him that was the true source of
theincreasing light.

The light strengthened, dowly gaining adangerous quality. Roshaun waslessavessd, now, than a
crucible, ressting the power ingde him, glowing asaresult of that resstance. Kit found himsdlf
remembering the way the Champion had looked back on Rashah, like astatue of molten meta. This,
though, was different, scarier, for at al times the Champion had seemed to be in control of what was
going on. Looking at Roshaun, Kit got a clear sense of Roshaun's struggle with the terrible force inside
him, something he was holding in check only with the greatest difficulty. That force wasready every
moment to burst free, but Roshaun was spending al his energy to contain it until the moment was right.
Behind him, Dairine was beginning to burn with some of that samefire, lessviolently, but aso with alook
of less concentration. Her attention was dl on Roshaun now; Kit could tell it was, even though Dairine's
eyeswere squeezed tightly shut.

Very dowly, like someone afraid to lose his bdance, Roshaun lifted hisarms. All that hair of hiswas
beginning to stir around him now, asif in agrowing wind. His eyeswere closed, too, and alook of utter
concentration had taken possession of hisface. He brought hisarms around in front of him, put the hands
together, and within them materidized the little globe of burning light that was the way he communicated
with the Aethyrs, but for once it wasthe least bright thing about him, dim by comparison with thefire that
burned in him.

Raoshaun and Dairine both looked up at the sky. At the same moment, Spot's eyes all turned upward.
Thelittle spark of Roshaun's manual-globe went out, and light burst upward from him.

It was like being hit in the face. Kit had to turn his head. The whole lunar landscape waslit asif by the
light of day. But it wasthe light of day, the Sun's own light, borrowed, channeled, concentrated, and
amed like a spear at the inward-pressing tool of their enemy. That fire burned upward and outward and
gruck straight through the Pullulus.

It screamed. Where that beam struck, the Pullulus vanished utterly. Elsawhere, on either side of it, the
darkness shrank away and left clean space and starlight showing. The beam moved dowly through the
bulk of the Pullulus, shocking it backward and away, cutting through it like aknife.

But it's not wide enough, Kit thought, desperate. Thisisn't going to do it, either. It needs-



It was amost asif Roshaun had heard him thinking. Above them, the beam broadened out. Roshaun's
expression and stance didn't dter in the dightest, but Kit could fed the strain on him increase. Dairine
was perfectly sill, but she was sharing more vividly now in that inward burning, and down on the ground,
even Spot was beginning to glow from inside. The beam broadened. The silent screaming of the Pullulus
got louder.

Roshaun's eyes opened wide. It was alook of complete surprise and, asecond later, of regret, for
something that should have worked, really should have-

Roshaun!

The cry was soundless. One moment he was standing there, astatue of burning gold. The next moment,
the statue was a searing white, and the moment after that, therewas no statue a al: just something falling
through one-sixth gravity to bounce into the dust-a collar of yellow metal with agrest colorlessstoneiniit,
asclear asglass.

Thefirewasdl gone out of Dairine now. Spot's eyes had vanished; helay asflat against the ground asif
hewished he could bury himsdlf init. Dairine dumped to her knees. "Whereishe?' she waswhispering
as shelooked all around her, desperate. "What happened to him? Whereis he?"

And the Pullulus began crawling back into the space that had been carved free of it, once more flowing
toward the Moon.

Beside Kit, Ponch let out asingle cry that wasn't so much abark asayelp of pain. Heran over to where
Roshaun had been standing, and started frantically sniffing around the spot. He ran back to Kit, a
horrified look in his eyes. Where did he go? Ponch barked. What happened to him?

Kit shook his head; hiseyeswere stinging. "I don't know," he said softly. The one thing he was sure of
was that he couldn't bear to ook at Dairine right now, the moment after she had picked up thefalen
collar.

He turned and exchanged a glance with Nita. Then he dropped to his knees beside Ponch.

"Y ou know you're the best, right?'

Y es, Ponch said, but he sounded dreadfully uncertain and frightened.

"Good," Kit said. He roughed the dog's ears up. " So now you have to go do what you promised.”
I'm not going anywhere without you!

"Yes, you are. You have to take Carmela, and-"

No!

"You promised,” Kit said fiercely. "Ponch, I'm awizard. | promised I'd take care of the world, and that's
what | haveto do now. Y ou promised me that you'd take care of Mama and Pop and Carmela, and
Nita's dad-"

But | can't! Ronan couldn't, and then Tuyet couldn't, and now Roshaun couldn't, and if | go, you could-
Youll-

"Ponch!" Kit said. Hefdt close to tears, but he didn't dare show it. " Thisiswhat we have to do! Now
goon."



Hethrew hisarms around the dog. One last hug, he thought. They haveto let dogsinto Timeheart, they
haveto.

But what about you? What about Nita? And what about Tom and Carl and-
"Ponch!" Kit cried. "Just go!"

Ponch stood and looked at Kit. He hung his head, and histail drooped. Utterly dejected, he turned
away. He started to vanish.

And then he stopped. Half there, half not, and whally torn, Ponch sat down in the dust of the Moon and
threw his head up and howled for sheer grief and pain.

Thetearsran down Kit'sface. Thisiswhat it's like when your heart bresks, he thought. Good thing |
won't haveto fed it for long. He looked up and saw the

Pullulus closing in tighter on the clean space that Roshaun had carved out. But then he heard something
that distracted him.

It was &till more howling.

At firgt it seemed avery long way away, but then the sound cameto Kit moreimmediately. He redlized
that he was hearing it as Ponch did. Other dogs were howl ing. Kit stared al around, but there was no
onetherebut dl hisfdlow wizards, and the spell diagram-now burning low from lack of power-and
Ponch, his howling briefly diminishing into aterrible moan of pain as he got up again, anguished, to do as
Kit had told him. Desperatdly, Kit looked up into the sky and saw nothing but darkness, and asingle
pathway of seemingly lighter sky cutting through it-the dark of space with the stars till burninginiit, while
every where el se, the Pullulus pressed in dl around. Ponch looked up at that path and howled one last
time, and it seemed to Kit asif somewhere beyond him, the voices of hundreds of dogs, thousands of
dogs, hundreds of thousands, could be heard howling with him. Or through him? Kit thought. It was
impossibleto tell. The cacophony was unbearable: It drove dl thought out of the mind that listened to it.
All around them, kids were holding their ears, bending over double, trying to maintain some kind of
control. Theair, Kit thought. The life-support-the spell won't hold for yyiuch longer; wizardry's sarting to
fal-

Y et in thismoment of utter terror, somehow the spell started to seem lessimportant. For above them,

the inward-pressing darkness of the Pullulus seemed to be taking form. Shivering, Kit blinked and rubbed
his own eyes, certain they were fooling him. How could there be any blackness darker than what the
Pullulus had aready become? But there was such a blackness, and it took the form of eyes, burningin
that darkness, embodying it. Kit started to think he heard something growling softly to itself in pleasure.

Did you hear that? he said silently to Nita

Therewas no answer at first. Kit looked around for Nita and saw that she'd gone to Dairine, and was
now kneding down beside her, her arms around her little Sster, while Dairine just knelt there looking
dazed.

A little noisy, Nita said after amoment, wiping her eyes. But isit just me, or isdl thislooking sort of
strange to you?

Kit glanced around him. There was more light here than there should have been, with the Sun completely
blocked away from them, and the terrible potency of Roshaun's sunbeam gone aong with him. The
Moon had begun to look alot less moonlike, dmost more like astage; it was asif something invisble



wasilluminating it from above. The howling was beginning to die away. Even Ponch had stopped now,
and was staring up into the darkness, up into those eyes.

Very quietly, he began to growl.

"Kit?'

It was Carmelas voice, sounding thoroughly confused. He turned to see her looking at something off to
onesde. "What?' Kit said.

"Do you know any pigs?"

He Stared at her. "What?'

"Over there," Carmelasaid.

Kit looked where she was pointing. Only afew feet away from them both, apparently unnoticed by many
of the upward-gazing wizards, stood alarge white pig that looked back at Kit with an interested
expression, flicking onelarge pink ear.

Kit made hisway over to that slvery-bristled shape and looked down at it in something like outrage.
"What are you doing here?' he said.

"Y ou forgot to ask about the meaning of life," said the Transcendent Pig. "That hasto be afirgt.”

"Y eah, well, it can wait, because there's other business,” Kit said. He looked away from the Pig, back
toward Ponch.

But Ponch was not there. In his place was a huge dog-shaped shadow that towered above them. It was
looking up into that blank black darkness, its eyestrained on the darker eyesthat stared down at themin
fury from above. And it was growling, too.

Ponch? Kit thought.

The shadow-shape above him made no response. Stiff-legged, it took astep forward, its hackles
bristling. That one step took it right past the edge of the Dimple. Its second step took it right over the
edge of Daedaus, over that three-kilometer-high rim. The third step took it out into the roiling dark, and
graight off the edge of the Moon.

The Transcendent Pig stood there beside Kit, regarding the two dark shapes that now stood in the

depths of trand unar space, eyeing each other through the endless night. " And why the surprise?’ the Pig
said. "You didn't think | kept turning up before just to see you and Nita, did you? | mean, not that it
wasn't apleasure; it's ways nice to meet new people. But, asyou say, there's other business."”

And it gazed up a Ponch.

Above them dl, the darkness grew and took shape as the Pullulus pressed inward. All around them, it
beat againgt the orbit of the Moon asif against a seawal, and though for the moment it flowed no farther,
Kit could fed that, at any moment, it might. Still, though, that pierced-through lane of norma space and
garlight above them perssted... and suddenly Kit realized what he was seeing. The memory of voices
back in the cavern on Rashah descended on him, so that he might dmost have been lying in the pup tent
again; and avoice said, No power more will cometo you, and no new life, until you once more see
before you the path you refused, and set out to walk it one.



Thisismy place, Ponch said to the darkness. Go away!
Make me, the Darkness said.
/ will, Ponch said. We said we would take care of them.

Y ou can', said the being that was now wearing the Pullulus, in the shape of something huge and wolfish,
with fangs as dark and deadly asits eyes. And they can't save themsalves, or you. You dl getto die
today.

| have driven our Enemy out of time for just alittle while, Memeki had said.
Kit swallowed. / guess our timejust ran out.

Y ou'e just one more dog, the Darkness said. Y ou have no power against me, and your threats mean
nothing.

Ponch's gigantic shape merdly stood there, growling softly in histhroat.

/ will dways be here, no matter what you do, the Darkness said. / will comefor every one of your kind,
sooner or later. That'stheway thisuniverseis.

| think, Ponch said, that | have had enough of you telling me how thingswill be.

If you had, you'd be doing something about it. But you can't. | own this place, whatever you may think.
And as| will comefor dl your peopleintime... | will comefor dl of hiskind aswell. And for him/

The growling stopped.

Y ou came for Ronan, Ponch said very softly. Y ou came for Memeki. Y ou came for Roshaun. But if you
think you're coming for him today, think again. Today | choose anew way to go-and it goes through
you!

And Ponch threw himself at the throat of the Darkness beyond the M oon.

It wasa"dogfight” in the same way that the meteor that killed the dinosaurswas an "impact.” The gars
shook and the Moon quiaked with the tumult and the furor of it, and there was no telling how long it went
on. Theterrible growls and snarls of the Darkness were matched in their awfulness, and in astrange kind
of splendor, by the righteous rage of the giant doglike shape with the starlight caught inits coat. Stunned,
staggered, many of the watching wizardsfell to their knees asthe greet battle dowly began to turn; others
just

stood gazing outward into that turbulent night, trying to assmilate what they were seeing. Kit, though,

knew- for he'd heard the story beforehand. He watched as what had been foretold came to pass-the
Hound taking His old enemy by the throat and throwing him down, yelping, against the floor of heaven.

The Wolf that ate the Moon dowly stood up from that downfall, till growling. There, in the darkness
with which it had surrounded itsdlf, It dunk afew steps away, head down, tail between Itslegs, growling
more softly... and then tried to dodge around and do Its Enemy onefina harm. All a once, the Pullulus
flowed past the Moon, heading for the Earth and past it, toward the Sun, trying to envelop them both-

The Hound opened Hisjaws and leaped a His enemy onelast time.

Theflare of power that had burst up from the group wizardry before was as nothing to this. All space
went white aslightning in the flash of the terrible teeth. Kit closed his eyes and till could see nothing but



that intolerable whiteness. In it, everything vanished. There was nothing to be felt or experienced but pure
power and the eternity in which it was happening. In the face of that irresistible brilliance, the Pullulus
burned away like so much ash.

In the white timel essness, Kit stood for some while, asblind as any other wizard on the Moon. But
presently he was able to see something dark; and a wagging shape came wandering along to him, and put
its head under his hand.

"l haveto go," Ponch said. "But | wanted to thank you first!”
Kit got down beside his dog. "Thank me} For what?'

"Y ou showed me what to do,” Ponch said. "Now dogs have anew story, and anew way to be... thanks
toyou."

Kit shook hishead, burying hisface briefly againgt the glossy black of Ponch's coat. "'1'm going to miss
you," hesaid. "Y ou're not coming back, are you?"

"Not likethis," Ponch said. "I have another job now, and | have to get started. My people have been
waiting for me for along, long time. But | won't ever really go away." He looked up at Kit, and hiseyes
werefull of starlight now. "And dogswon't really seem to change that much. Some old ways of being are
good... while we work out what the new ones are.”

Kit put hisarms around Ponch and held him for along time. He had no idea how long they remained like
that, or when thelight began to fade. But gradudly it paled, like dawn in reverse, and Kit found himsdlf
knedling in moondust. He looked up and saw nothing above him but starry night, untroubled by any
darkness except the one that properly lives between the Sars.

Nitawas crouching down by him, looking closdly at Kit. "You dl right?' shesad.

Kit let out along breath and looked around him. What he had been holding was gone. "Yeah," hesad. "I
think s0."

Nitasighed, too, as she stood, looking over to where Carmelawas standing with one arm around
Dairine. "And asfor you...," she said to the Pig, which was standing on the other side of Kit.

"Tell meyou're not going to ask methat question!" said the Pig.
"l was going to ask you," Nitasaid, "whether al that waswhat | thought it was."

"If you thought that dogs now findly havetheir own verson of the One," said the Transcendent Pig, "then
the answer isyes."

Kit was shaking hishead. "'l can't believeit," he whispered. "Areyou trying to tell methat my dog- my
dog was-"

"Is. Yes, it'sthe 'spell-it-backward' joke again,” the Pig said, with some resignation. "The One just loves
those old jokes. The older, the better.” It raised its bristly eyebrows. "Making abig BANG! sound and
running off to hide behind the nearest chunk of physica existence, like some kid ringing the doorbell at
Halloween. And the puns. Don't get It started on the puns ... you'll be thereforever.” It smiled. "Literdly.
But what did you expect? Y our dog started making universes out of nothing. Thiswasn't adight tip-off?"

"And not just making them," Nitasaid. "Saving them."



"Or saving one person,” Kit said.

"It'sthe samething, I'mtold,” said the Fig; and it vanished.
Kit looked around at the thousands of astonished
Catastrophic Success

and exhausted wizards. Then helooked dong the arc of the now-dimming spell diagram, and saw Dairine
standing there, holding in her hands a collar with a stone that had gone as clear as water, and now was
shading gently toward gold; and beyond her, off in the background, Ronan's till form. "Thisisgoing to
take awhileto sort out," he said, and wiped hiseyes. "Let'sgo home."

It was, of course, not so Smple. Therewasfirst of all the matter of Ronan.

His problem was easier to solve than Nita had feared. In the company of three thousand wizards, there
were dways going to be many who were expert a healing, and some far more so than Nitawas. Within
avery short time, Darryl had introduced Nitato a spiky-haired fifteen-year-old boy in jeans and ajeans
jacket. As he hunkered down by where Ronan hovered, Nitafound herself looking at the boy curioudly,
for hewasfamiliar somehow.

"Missed the heart by about a centimeter,” he said in an Aussie accent, running his manua up and down
over Ronan's chest and looking at the visualization of the wound that appeared on the manud's pages.
"Went right past the right atrium into the lung, but below the mgjor bronchi, and cauterized the tissue on
theway in,

50 the lung didn't bleed or collapse. Missed the vena cava, too!" He sat back on hisheds. "Couldn't have
doneit better with ascalpel, but that'd be the Spear for you. Whatever he might have had in mind, it
didn't careto kill him. Or need to, I'm thinking-the traumaand shock did the job of |etting the Defender
out, not to mention hisown intentions. | don't think he lost dl that much blood.”

"Now | remember you," Nitasaid. "We met in the Crossings!”

The boy blinked at her, then he grinned. "No accidents, are there?' he said. "Call me Matt, cousin. Get
ready to pull thisstass off him, and well have himright asraininnotime."

It was alittle longer than no time, and Mait looked alittle pae by the timeit was over. But fifteen minutes
or so later, Ronan lay breathing quietly, and Matt was sitting in the moondust getting his breath back, his
own wounds closing up. Like most healing wizardries, this one had needed blood.

"But he's not conscioud!" Nitasaid.

"Hewon't befor alittle," Matt said. "His body's ftill got to dedl with the leftovers from the shock. Take
him home, stick himin bed, let him have afew hours rest. He's been through the wringer.” Matt gave
Nitaalook, and glanced at Kit, who'd cometo join them. "But so have you."

"He can bein my room," Dairine said from behind them. "I have some thingsto take care of "

Nitalooked at Dairine with some concern. Her sster was holding Spot, which was normal enough, but
0

cam and flat atone of voice was dien to her. Behind her, Carmelaglanced at Dairine, then at Nita, and
raised her eyebrows.



Nitanodded, and got up. "Sounds good. Maitt, thanks!"

"No problem. Have him get in touch with mein acouple of days. I'll want to do afollow-up,” Matt said
ashestood up. "I'minthe book." He sketched them asmdl salute, and vanished.

They looked around them, watching the crater start to empty out. Nitalooked up at that dark sky, full of
gars again, and breathed out in relief. "Come on,” she said.

They dl vanished, too.

Her backyard looked so utterly ordinary that Nita could barely believe it, the late-afternoon shadows of
spring lying over it absolutely as usud. But it was still much too clean for her to be used to asyet. She
sghed. "Weve got to go back and touch base with Sker'," she said. "See if hé'sfound his ancestor yet.”

Dairine nodded and went ahead of them, very quietly, unlocking the back door and vanishing into the
house. Carmelaglanced at Kit, then started after her.

Nita put out ahand. "Let her go," shesaid. " 'Mea, maybethisisajob for you. Want to go check on
Sker'ret?"

Carmelanodded, and roughed up the top of Kit's hair before he was able to do anything about it. "I'll go
tell Mamaand Pop that were home," she said. "And that you're ahero.”

"Spareme!" Kit said, but Carmelawas already trotting down the driveway.

Nitaand Kit headed for the back door. Just briefly, as they opened the back gate, Nita paused to look
up a the Moon. Thereit hung, just past first quarter, looking utterly innocent, asif nothing of any
importance had been happening.

"It'shard to believe," she said to Kit.
"l dill can't believeit,” Kit said. He was standing by the gate asif waiting for someoneto run past him.

"Comeon," she said softly. She checked to make sure that the wizardly screening field around their
property was dtill in place, so that the neighbors wouldn't freak when they saw abody being levitated in
through the back door.

They had gotten no farther than into the kitchen when Nitaheard the sound of someone dropping
newspapers by the easy chair. A moment later, her dad came around through the dining room and into
the kitchen. Nitaran to him and hugged him hard. "Are you okay?'

"| fed fine" he sad. "How about you?'

There were too many possible answersto that question, some of them contradictory. "It'sgoing to teke a
whileto tell you everything that happened,” Nitasaid. "But are things okay here?"

Her dad sighed. "It looksthat way," he said. "The palitica situation looked pretty bad late last night and
early thismorning, but now the news channdls say that al the people who were threatening each other
with nukes have begun to see sense and back down.” Hisex

pression got wry. "One of the commentators said, 'Often you wait for one party or the other in acrisisto
blink. But thistimethey dl blinked a once.™

Nitamanaged avery dight smile. "That would have been about thetime," her dad said, "that every dogin
town started to howl."



She put her eyebrows up at that. "Oh, yes," her dad said. "And it wasn't just here, either. Dogsdl over
the state, possibly al over the country. There are as many theories as there are news channelsthat are
bothering to carry the story. The main theory seemsto be that the government was testing some new kind
of sound wegpon... or early warning system.”

Nita shook her head. "Ponch," she said.

Her dad had been looking at Kit, who waslooking a Ronan. "' thought maybe it was something like
that," he said. "Because dl the other governments on the planet seem to have been testing the same
weapon... Tell me later. What about Ronan there?!

"He needs somewhere to rest awhile before he goeshome,” Nitasaid. "Dairine said we should put himin
her room."

Her dad nodded. "Fine. Nesets ... how is she?’

Nita shook her head. "I don't know."

Her dad sighed. "Okay," he said. "By theway, school called.”
"Ohno."

"You dl haveto be back tomorrow," he said.

Nitawas tempted to say No, please, | need one more day! But then she nodded, for it struck her that the
utter terrible normalcy of school might actualy be

something of arest, after dl this. "Okay," she said. Sheturned to Kit. "Let's get him upstairs so he doesn't
have to be floating around down here."

It took afew minutes to maneuver Ronan up the stairs and into Dairine's bed. When Nita got up to her
room, Dairine was standing and looking into the closet with avery strange expression. Asthey camein,
sheturned hadtily.

"Give usahand here, Dair?' Nitasaid, pretending not to have noticed. Within afew moments they had
Ronan settled, and Nita pulled off Filif'slevitator field, wrapped it up into asmal tight ball, and stuffed it
in her pocket.

"Did Dad tell you about school ?* Nitasaid quietly to Dairine.

"Yeah." Dairine gave Nitaalook. "And don't even ask. Yeah, I'll be there. The last thing we need right
now ismoretrouble. But I'm going out in alittle while, and | might not be back till late.”

Nita nodded.

"I'm lying on an effing Star Wars bedspread,” said adry voice behind them. "Will | ever be ableto look
mysdf intheeyeagan?’

They dl turned.

"By the fact that I'm not on Rashah," Ronan said, looking around him, "but instead apparently in suburban
hell and in contact with this dubious culturd artifact, | takeit that we won.”

Nitawent over to the bed and looked down at him. "Mostly," she said, "because of you."



"Now why do | doubt thet?' Ronan said. He started to stretch, and then scowled. " Janey mack, it feels
like somebody's been performing Riverdance on my chest.”

Nita pared a moment to wonder who or what "janey mack” was. "That would be because of the
incredibly dumb stunt you pulled,” she said.

"Wasn't so dumb, wasit?' Ronan said. "We're here."
Nitafound herself getting annoyed. "Y ou scared usto death.”

Ronan looked at her. "Oh, stop your whining,” he said. "I couldn't go anywhere, the way you were yelling
at me. Don't think | didn't hear you." He turned his head wearily to look at Kit. "What isit with these
women? Alwaysydling..."

"They do that,” Kit said, rolling hiseyes.
Nitascowled at him, joined by Dairine.
"But it hasto bealot quieter in there now," Kit said.

Ronan snorted. "And sure now don't | missHim," he said, sounding annoyed. "Typicd. If I'd known I'd
be rid of Him so soon, maybe I'd have appreciated Him more.”

"But you didn't know," Nitasaid. "Y ou thought He was going to be in there forever.”

"He knew, though. That much | gathered as He was |eaving. And He was just after gathering that the
Spear hadn't been forged for me, or for Him, al that while ago. It was aways forged for Her, for the
Hesper, even when the Smith of Fdiasfirst madeit, ten thousand

years ago. And | thought | was just a spear-carrier? So was He." And Ronan laughed, then. "He thought
it wasadtitch. Y ou should have heard Him laughing.”

"I did. I mentioned about His sense of humor,” Nitasaid, and rubbed one ear in memory of having been
bitten there by the Defender, long ago.

"You did. But the whole bloody thing was a setup. The Hesper'd never have broken loose al the way
unlessthe Lone One was there trying to stop Her. If It'd just ignored Her, none of thiswould ever have
happened.” He grinned that dark grin of his. "But wasn't that how They had it planned?’

He sighed, then, and glanced at Kit. "Wheresthe big fela?' he said.

Kit shook his head and turned away.

"It'salong story,” Nitasaid. "Y ou get some rest. We've got some thingsto do.”
"And what's that big ugly thing on your face?"

Nitaput up one hand, astonished. The zit stung her. She glared at Ronan.
"Assoon asyou're rested,” she said, "go home, you ungrateful dob!"

Ronan grinned at her asthey went out.

Nita paused just long enough to take the shower she had been desperately longing for and change her
clothes. About half an hour later, pausing only to stop in a ashop in alittle strip mall on the way, she and



Kit were standing on Tom and Carl's doorstep.

Nita pushed the doorbell. Shelooked at Kit uneasily while they waited, and waited.
Theinside door opened. Tom and Carl were standing there looking at them.

"Uh, hi," Nitasaid.

The sllence lasted afew moments. Then Tom said, "We are on errantry... and, boy, do we ever greet
you."

He held the screen door open for them. Nitatackled Tom, and the hug went on for sometime.

A few minutes |ater, they were sitting around the kitchen table. Nita shrugged out of her backpack, pulled
out the little cup for which sheld stopped at the strip mall, and put it down on the table.

Carl picked it up, looking bemused. "Why thank you," he said. "It's been months since anyone brought
me haf apint of meaworms."

"Tel Akegane-samathat | owe himone" Nitasaid.
"Her," Carl said.
"Areyou guys okay now?" Kit said.

"If 'okay' includes being tragically embarrassed,” Tom said, "yes. But we couldn't help it, any more than
any other adult wizard on the planet could." He turned to Nita. "I remember saying exactly what | said...
and | believed it." He shook hishead. "It wasterrible.”

Carl was nodding; he ran hisfingersthrough his hair. "'Imagine not doing anything but work for the TV
dation." He shuddered. "It was a nightmare. Thank the One theres moreto life. Meanwhile, let's see
your manuds.”

Nitaand Kit pulled them out and dropped them on the table. They were both back to their normal size.
"Soit'sover,” Kit said.

"Oh," Tom sad, "l very much doubt that."

Kit looked briefly panic-stricken. ™Y ou mean the Pullulus could happen again? But It said-"

Nitashook her head. "It's never going to do that again," she said. "The whole reason for the Pulluluswas
to keep anyone from helping the Hesper wake up. It'stoo late for that now, and the Lone One won't
waste so much energy again on an attack. Thiswas aone-off."

"Isthat aprecognition?' Carl said.
Nita opened her mouth, closed it again. "Uh," she said. "I don't know..."

"Well, you'd better start keeping an eye on what you say,” Tom said. "Y ou started your Ordedl with a
precognitive event, as| remember. At thetime | wondered if that was going to be something that would
developin more detail later on. Looks like | wasright; you may be changing specidties again. Better get
back to your manua studies and make sure.”

Nitashook her head. "And just when | thought things might get quiet now, stay the samefor awhile..."



Carl shook hishead, smiling dightly. "Theré's only one part of thisjob that's the samefor life" he said;
"that everything's subject to change without notice."

Tom nodded. "Anyway, I'd agree with your assessment,” he said. "The Pullulusitsaf isretreating rapidly
everywhere now. Within days, even hours, perhaps, it'll be completely gone. And in the event on the
Moon, it was burned clear out of space for something like eight light-yearsin al directions. Asfar away
asSirius”

"The Dog Star," Nitasaid softly, and smiled.
"There was a so another interesting devel opment associated with that burnout,” Carl said. "It seemsto

have duplicated itself on asmaller scdein the neighborhood of Rirhath B. They burned clean at about the
sametime we did, the manud says."

Kit managed asmadl amile. "Probably someone saying ‘thank you' for al the bluefood,” he said.
"Carmelatold us about that when she got back from checking on Sker'ret.”

"Did they track down the Magter, findly?' Tom said.

Nita nodded. "It took some doing, but once wizardry got working again in the neighborhood, Sker'ret
found him and the Crossings staff on somelittleice planet orbiting abrown dwarf in the Lesser
Magdlanic Cloud. I think the Tawalf and their masters had some idea that they might usethem as
hostages, or hold them for ransom, if the attack didn't go as planned. They were dl suffering from
exposure, but Rirhait are tough... they'll recover in afew months. Sker'ret will be the Magter for thetime
being.”

"Good," Tom said. "That place works best when awizard'srunning it." He stretched.

Carl sat back, hisarmsfolded. "Wéll, the universe is fortunate to have come through thiswith so little
damage," he said. "Not that in other times and places the Lone Power won't attack in waysthat are as
awful, localy. But that doesn't change the fact that thiswas avictory of akind we may never seeagainin
our lifetimes.”

Kit had been looking out the window into the backyard, his expression unreadable. Nitalooked at him
with some concern. "Isit true, you think, what we

heard from the Powers?' he said. "That were going to see more 'births of the Hesper, and each onélll
get stronger?'

Carl, too, had been wearing abrooding look. Now he stretched and stood up. "It seemslikedly," he said.
"But the Powers, like the One, are cagey about their scheduling. They're not going to give away anything
that will make it easier for the Lone Power to derail what They've got planned.”

He went to the window, looked out to see what Kit was looking at: Annie and Monty, the two
sheepdogs, playing out on the lawn, taking abone away from each other and running around the yard
withit. "But in the meantime, take alittle whileto fed good about what you've just done. Any victory that
can bewon inthe physica universeisjust apicture of the bigger, dower one that started happening
outside of time ages ago, and will keep happening outside of time until it'sall

over.

"And wewin?' Kit said. He sounded doubtful.



Carl put ahand on his shoulder. "Aslong aswe don't stop fighting,” he said, "we awayswin. Because
what we do, They do."

"Not the other way around?’ Nitasaid.
Tom shook his head. "It's a popular misconception.”

He stood up. "Y ou both look wrecked," he said. "Y ou should go get somerest. | understand that
tomorrow isaschool day."

"Don't remind us," Kit said.

"And over the next week or s0," Carl said, "wed gppreciateit if you went through the manual
‘overviews

of recent events and annotated them. Y our take on exactly what happened is going to be invaluable.”

Nita nodded, shouldering back into her backpack's straps. There were aready a number of things that
were bothering her. The peridexis, for one thing, had gone silent, and she was wondering whether she
was ever going to hear that voice again; the insde of her head was strangely lonely. She wished she had
better understood the reassurance it gave her dmost thefirst time it had spoken, when the shadow of the
Pullulusfirg fell over her dreams. "Thereisonly oneto whom it will answer, and that oneisnot here.” It
meant Ponch. But there've been so many other thingsit said that | till don't understand. She il
remembered the Transcendent Pig, on the Moon, looking at them all with an expression that suggested
there was till something it waswaiting for. Or did | just imagine that? Having to study your own lifeisa

pan.
They all headed for the door. Tom looked at them as he opened the inside door. ™Y ou did good,” he
sad. "But you know that."

"Yeah," Kitsad. "l just wishit didn't hurt so much.”
Carl nodded. "I know," he said. "Dai stiho... and hang in there. It'sall you can do.”

At around the same time, many light-years away, Dairine stood aone on the high platform outside the
throne room on Wellakh.

Her clothes were much different than they had been when she came here last, and she didn't care. The
only onefor whom she would have willingly changed her

clothes was not here now, though she was still wearing one thing from that outfit that she wouldn't
willingly show anyonedse.

Dairine stood there at the railing, looking out over the vast, blasted sunside plain. There was no sign of
the huge crowd of people who'd been there before. They had had the Pullulus, Dairing's manual told her,
as Earth had, but when Earth'sinfestation had been destroyed, so had theirs. Now they were probably
cleaning up theloca effectsthe same way that people were doing it on Earth. And like people on Earth,
they'd be telling one another, for along time, sad stories about the awful time the world changed, and
how nothing now was the way it had used to be.

Eventually she heard the footsteps behind her on the stone. They stopped along way from her. She
turned, then, and saw the two tal figures standing there. Behind them, the great bronze doors stood

open; inthe great hall of the royaty of Wellakh, on the floor, halfway down that long, polished way to the
throne, asingle light burned. It was the same golden-yd low color of the planet's sun; and very doneit



looked, burning there by itsdlf.

Dairine stood there amoment longer, and scrubbed at her eyes briefly. She was probably kind of dirty,
but she couldn't help it. If she'd stopped to take a shower- if she'd done anything except come straight
here-she might have talked hersdlf out of coming at al. And that would have been wrong. Sowly, she
walked to them- Roshaun's mother, Roshaun's father, standing there together, waiting for her.

She could hardly bear their faces as she got closer to them. Wellakh's sun was behind them; they stood in
the shadow of the uprising peak from which the castle was carved. Their faces were in shadow, and their
eyes. But that didn't stop Dairine from seeing their expressions ... and she wished she couldn'.

She stopped afew feet from them, and looked up into their faces. They were so calm, and that by itself
made the tears come to her eyes again. The hollow sorrow in Roshaun's mother's eyes was terrible to
see. Hisfather-Dairine looked up into that cool, set face, and redlized that his mastery of hisown
expression was not astota as he might have hoped.

"I think we know," Roshaun'sfather said, "why you are here... and why you are here dlone."

Dairinelooked up. "He did everything he could,” she said. "He did everything that was asked of him.
More than was asked of him." She gulped. "And it wasn't enough. But that never stopped him..."

Roshaun's mother stood very ill, and only nodded, the tears running down her face. "Where did it
happen?' Lady Miril said.

"Inmy solar system,” Dairine said. "We solved the root cause of the Pullulus, but after that we decided to
go back to my world..."

"We decided?' Roshaun's father said.

Dairine looked himin the eye. "He decided,” she said. "Y ou of al people should know that nobody made
his choices for him. Not you; not me." Then she reached into her pocket. "But, afterward, thiswas left.”
She brought out the collar with the Sunstone, looked

down at it, and then held it out to Roshaun'sfather. "Please,” she said, "takeit." Because having it hurts
too much-

Roshaun's father looked at the Sunstone, and shook hishead. "1 will not wesr it again,” he said. "I think
it'syours now. For look-"

She looked at it. The stone had been clear; now it had gone amuch lighter gold than it had been. "It did
that before," shesaid.

"It isasign of the mastery passing to another,” Roshaun'sfather said. "It seemsto have become attuned
to another star.”

"Ming" Darinesad. "Oursisthiscolor."

There was along pause. Roshaun's father reached out to the stone, and then pulled his hand back. "It is
dill active," he sad. "There are some routines that you should learn. He would have wanted to know that
its power was not wasted, that it was safe with one he had-" Roshaun's father broke off. "That he thought
worthy of hisattention,” he said after amoment. " Some of those usages you could be taught. With proper
Supervison..."

Dairine got aclear sense of what terrible control Roshaun's father was exercising over himsdlf. Shewas



determined to show that hers could be as great ashis; here, in particular, at thispoint in alife that had
been so much about control-and in which sheld lost so much control lately. "I'd likethat," she said, "if you
havethetime."

"Ther€ll be nothing but time now," Roshaun'sfather said. He gazed down at Dairine and reached out a

hesitant hand to touch the necklace that just showed under the collar of her shirt. There, around her neck,
whereit would stay, was the fat, round, gleaming emerald threaded on a single sentence in the Speech. It
was not until alittle earlier, when Dairine had had amoment by hersdlf, that she/d had time to read what
that sentence was. She was determined not to think about it now. Sheld just cry again. "And what we
taught him-," Roshaun'sfather said. "That we can teach you, so that you can guarantee the safety of
another world as he guaranteed his. Another star.”

"Thank you," Dairine said. She was controlling herself very tightly, for right now, more than anything, she
wanted to say to them, even to shout at them, Stop talking about him in the past tense! Asif he's- But she
couldn't say it. Part of her was certain that she was deluding herself. The thought, Y ou'rejust in denid!
was aready coming up. To say out loud what she redlly believed would merdly guarantee that other
people would think she wasin denid, too.

But | can't believeit yet. | can't say anything until I'm sure. Not until I've made that one last test.

Dairinelooked from Roshaun's father to his mother. "Our world is going to need some straightening up
after dl thistrouble," she said. "It's going to take along time to get things back to normal. But as soon as
| can come, | will."

Sheturned and looked acrossthe vast plain of the sunside. "But heloved you," Dairine said. "Whatever
€lse he would have wanted you to know, he would have wanted you to know that."

She had to go, then; shefelt her control starting to dip. Back by therailing, Spot waited for her, silent. As
she headed back, the darkness of aworldgate opened for her. Dairine stepped through, not looking
back, and vanished from Welakh.

No matter what Tom had told her to do, it took Nitaalong time to get settled enough to rest. She
walked Kit home, and talked to his parents, and reassured them as much as she could that they were
both in fairly good shape. But al Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez had to do was look at Kit to tell that there was
alot morethat could be said on the subject. It was Carmela's mentd state-thoroughly confused but il
bascally cheerful-that reassured them most.

And then everything started to catch up with Nita: She actualy began to fal adeep on the dining room
sofawhile Carmeatold them about what had happened on the Moon. Nita opened her eyes very wide
and got up. "I'm so sorry," she said. "I've gottago.” She said her good nightsto Kit's folks and headed
out into the driveway.

Hefollowed her out. They stood there together for amoment, looking at the Moon.
"I misshimdready," Kit sad. "It redly hurts”

Nitanodded. "I know," she said. "Even though he's okay... more than okay." She shook her head. "It's
not the same."

Sheyawned. "Oh, God, I'm sorry," she said. "It's not that- Y ou know | don't-"

"I know," Kit said. "Go on, go home, get some deep. We've got an early morning.”



"Yeah," Nitasaid. But Kit didn't moveto goinsde.
"Y ou've been hugging everybody elsein the place," he said after amoment.

Nitaturned around and gave Kit ahug calculated to be twice as emphatic as any she'd given anybody
else. Then she hed him alittle ways away.

"You'renot dl right," shesaid in the Speech. "I'm not al right, either. But we will be."
"Isthat aprecognition?’ Kit said.

Nitasmiled very dightly. "Yes" shesad. "Now get in there and let them know it.”
Kit nodded, punched her lightly in the arm, and went inside.

Nitawent home. Her dad was making dinner; she helped him, and was for awhile blissfully happy with
the smplicity of macaroni and cheese. Dairine arrived not long after dinner started, sat down, and was
uncharacterigticaly silent. She ate, thoroughly but unenthusiastically, and then went up to bed.

Nitasfather looked a her asthey werefinishing up. "1 guessthismeans,” he said, "that even after you
savethe universe, you can il fed let down.”

Nitanodded. "It doesn't last," she said. "It keeps needing to be saved.”

Her dad smiled at her alittle. "Take your time," he said, as he got up to take his plate into the kitchen,
"but | redlly want to hear al about it. Becauseit's worth knowing that it can be saved.”

Nitasmiled at that, stretched and yawned, then brought her own plate into the kitchen, kissed her dad
good night, and went up to bed.

Dairine had gone to deep holding the Sunstone, suspecting what the result of that would be, especidly at
atimelikethis.

The place through which she moved was one of light, and gathered around her was a huge crowd of
inhuman shapes. Modtly little and low-built, shelled in light, they moved through a gigantic construction of
fire that towered above and around them. Under them, asafloor, lay aspell diagram of incredible
complexity, seemingly mileswide, aplain over which the low, shelled creatures moved casudly whilethe
uppermost fires of a star roiled and burned benegath them.

Dairine walked out over that wide floor of wizardry, and many of the shelled shapes accompanied her.
Y ou're not supposed to be here just yet, one of them said.

Dairine glanced over a Logo. "Neither areyou," shesaid. "Youredl ill divel"

Don't mistake thisfor Timeheart, Logo said. Thisisjust an anteroom-a porta area. But you brought us
the data that made what's going to happen here possible. Causdlity therefore becomes something less
than an issue. And Logo gave Dairine amischievous |ook.

Y ou shouldn't be raising false hopes, Dairine said. Everything dies eventudly. Everything runs down. No
exceptions-

Y ou'd be surprised, Logo said. Everywhere it can, the universe breaks the rule, sometimesin the
strangest ways. That's what wizardry's about, isn't it? Finding the unexpected way to foil the force that
invented Degth. Doing what Life itself does every chanceit can. Y ou've put the toolsin our hands... and
now the possibilitiesare endless.



Dairine swallowed. Let's see how endless, she said. Show mewhat | cameto see.

They waked along time across the plane of wizardry, through the unending light. Finally, though, Dairine
came to the place she'd known would be there. It looked alot like Wellakh.

Here, though, the mighty spire of stone that reared up into the sky was not scorched barren. Here the red
things grew, cascading down it, the hanging gardens of another world. Here that spire pierced right up
into the darkness of space, not hubris or a challenge to the heavens, but a dream achieved. And all
around it stretched an endless plain that was barren no more; Wellakh was hedled of its old wound.

Dairine stood again high on that terrace above the world, 1ooking down the mountain. She leaned over
therailing as sheld done once before, seeing the beautiful red foliage of the native Wellakhit plant life
sretching away for miles under the golden sun-not agarden, an artificia thing, but anaturd redlity, never
destroyed by the terrible flare of the Wellakhit sun.

Dairine turned away from the railing and went across the terrace to the crystal-paned doors, and then

through them, into the place where Roshaun's rooms had been. The decorations were much the same as
they had been before-to her eye, rich and overdone-but the light that dwelt in every carpet or chair or
piece of artwork told her that thiswas hisidea of perfection, the place of hisdesire. And he wasn't here.

Dairine started to look around, taking her time. She went into every room in those apartments, explored
every inch, but hewas till not there. And in the last room she cametto, alittle place full of huge
clothespresses and nobly carved and decorated cabinets, Dairine found the one thing that could have
surprised her. There was adarknessin one wall: the only darkening in that whole bright place-an active
worldgate.

How interesting it was that the place of Roshaun'sdesire had aholein it

Carefully Dairine ducked and stepped through the worldgate-and found herself in her own backyard, out
among the treesright at the back of the property, where she and Roshaun had worked their second-to-
last great spell together. There was no one here, ether: nothing but silence and afaint smell of sassafras.
Out past the trees, her yard was bright with moonlight. She stepped out into it, and saw lightson in the
house, and al around her trees that seemingly reached up to the stars, and afull Moon aboveit al,
turning everything silver-so strange a color, for someone whose own world had no moon.

Behind her, Logo, silvered by that same light, looked out across the strange place, the image of a
Timeheart within a Timeheart. Now do you understand?

Y es, Dairine said softly. We dtill have unfinished business... |

She went back out through the worldgate, and back out through Roshaun's place in that virtual
Timeheart, and back out to therailing. Then Dairine stepped back out of it all, across the plane of
wizardry and back through the portals of dream to Earth's universe, to the real world, to begin the search
for the one who waslost.

Watching thisin silence from the shadows of the trees, Nita nodded s owly, then stepped back into her
own dream.

She waked out of the shadows behind the daisin the great central cavern of the Commorancy. It was
empty except for apool of darkness that dowly began to draw itsdlf up into human shapeto look at her.

Nitalaughed at it. "You lose again,” she said.



"Oh, go on, delude yoursdlf," said the Lone One, Itsarmsfolded. " So your wonderful Hesper is here
after al. Do you think that matters so far above your level of existence are going to have any effect on
your pitiful lives?'Y ou won't live to see any difference her appearance will make. Theworldswill seem to
be doing the same old thing for millenniato come. And asfor your ‘victory,' you and your universe will be
cleaning up its consegquences for centuriesto come. It sounded triumphant. Y et behind the triumph, Nita
could clearly fed therage: None of this should have happened!

"Maybe s0," Nitasaid. "But for the time being, well keep our old promise to you... because that's what

wizards do. Well keep on fighting thelittle versons of you that you've left dl over the place. And asfor
thelong term... we have anew dly: the one who's doing what you should have done. So make what you
can of what littletime you have left.”

"Little? Little! For millions of yearsyet | will rulethisuniversal”

"'Rule?" Nitasaid. "Running around kicking over everybody's sand castles doesn't mean you own the
beach. And asfor 'millions-in the bigger scheme of things, what'sthat?' She snapped her fingers,
grinning. "Do what you can with it, because until you finaly give up, well dways be here to stop you."

It smiled again, onelast time. "Wizards may dwaysbe here," the Lone Power said. "But will you?!
It vanished.

Nitashook her head. Well? she said to the peridexis. Will 1?

Let'sgofind out, it said.

The next morning, Kit got up and did dl the routine things that he did when getting ready for school. He
got showered, brushed his teeth, got dressed, went downstairs. He ate breakfast, and washed the ceredl
bowl, and put it and the spoon away.

Then he sighed, and went to Ponch's bowls, and picked them up, and cleaned them. He rinsed out the
water bowl and put it away. The dry-food bowl and wet-food bowls were empty. He washed them, too,
and put them in acupboard. And findly he went to the

back door, to the coatrack where the leash was hanging, and took it down.

The front doorbell rang. His pop was at work aready, and his mamawas gill in the bathroom, so that
when the door opened, Kit had to smile, knowing what was going to happen next. He waited there by
the back door for afew moments.

"Oh, wow!" Carmeayelled. "Y ou shouldn't have! Or no; | take it back. Y es, you should!"

Very quietly, Kit went out the back door and down the driveway, swinging the leash. At the end of the
driveway, he stopped, watching as the UPS truck that had delivered Carmelas new curling iron drove

avay.

There were no dogsin sight anywhere. Kit stood there and just felt the loss: the strange fedling of having
Ponch'sleash in his hand, but not having Ponch dancing around him and insisting that he hurry up and put
it on him. It was much like the strange empty fegling of the braided rug beside Kit's bed, which had no
dog lying on it with hisfeet gticking up in the air-the strangeness of abed where there was enough room
to stretch your feet out in the morning, because there was no dog taking up the whole lower end of it.

Kit started to walk, because there was nothing el se he could do. The only good thing about this, he



thought, the only good thing, isthat there won't be any more weird howling al hours of the day and night.
No more Hitchcock movie scenarios staged on hisfront lawn with dogs instead of birds. No more, he
thought. All gone.

Hiseyes started to fill up, asheredlized, on adifferent level, what Nita had had to dedl with earlier inthe
year. The place where the other had dways been... or for nearly aslong as you could remember... now
goneforever.

He kept walking, because that was what he did, thistime of day, with aleash in hishand. Therewasno
barking in the street. Even Tinkerbell, the dightly psychotic dog three doors down, stood quietly at his
gate and watched Kit go by without the usud threats of bodily harm.

"Da giho," hesad.
Tinkerbell just stood looking & him, then turned and trotted back behind his own house.

Kit sighed and kept on walking down the block toward the corner where he usualy would stop and let
Ponch do histhing. The only thing he was missing right now was the plastic bag hed have picked up
Ponch's doings with. There was no need for that now.

Kit stopped at the corner, looked around him, and let out a miserable sigh. What am | doing here? he
thought.

That was when the sheepdog came trotting down the sidewa k. Kit just stood there for amoment,
watching it come. It had been sitting on the lawn, weeks ago, and it wasn't a neighborhood dog: Kit's
father had asked him where it had come from, and Kit had had no idea. Hisfirst urge wasto turn away;
the sight of any dog was atouch on an open wound.

Then he stopped himsdlf. / don't care, Kit thought. / want to talk to adog, any dog, and get an answer
hack.

The sheepdog crossed the street toward him, jumped up onto the sidewalk, and paused by him, looking
up. Kit amost managed to laugh: The way itshair hung down initsface, it was amazing that it could see
anything. He hunkered down next to it and ruffled it behind the ears, though the gesture made his throat
go thick with tears. In the Speech, he said, " So listen, guy, just where did you come from?"

The sheepdog shook its fur out of its eyes and gazed up at him, itstongue hanging out. That's sort of a
funny question, it said. Y ou should know. Y ou were there, too!

And Kit's breath went right out of him-because though the sheepdog's eyes were golden and not dark,
Ponch waslooking out of them.

Now the tears he'd been fighting so hard did come, and Kit didn't care. "But | thought- | thought that
you-"

That me did, said the sheepdog. But thereés alot more of me now. I'm more herethan | ever was. I'min
every dog thereid Didn't | tell you | wasn't going to leave you? The sheepdog grinned a him. Some
parts of the old Choice were worth keeping.

Kit threw hisarms around the sheepdog. But | made another Choice, Ponch said. For dl of us. And now
we have anew story: how the Hound of Heaven defeated the Wolf that ate the Moon... but only with the
help of the Wise One who knew that what you give away, you get back a hundred times more, and who
brought the Hound to where he could learn how the sacrifice could be made. Now all debts are paid,
and we can dl be more than we were.



And suddenly the street was full of squirrels, Sitting upright on their haunches and looking expectantly at
the sheepdog.

At least mogt of thetime!

The sheepdog started wriggling wildly in Kit'sarms and washing hisface like crazy. Laughing, Kit opened
hisarms, and the sheepdog went lolloping off after the squirrels, barking his head off, tearing down the
road and out of sight. One after another, al the dogsliving up and down the street started to bark.

With the tears running down hisface, and grinning, Kit turned back toward hishouseto get histhings. As
he did, he saw someone standing &t the end of hisdriveway, watching him, asif shed known exactly
where held be.

Laughing, heran to meet her.



