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Dos Basin

Authors note:
Of all the people I've met in my travels on Kassidor, Desa
has always been one of my favorites. Certainly not because
she's the most perfect example of Kassidorian beauty or the
slickest spokeswoman for their point of view. She's too cute
to be really beautiful and too forthright to make a good
spokesman. Maybe it's because of those things she's been a
favorite of mine. I've often wondered how such a smart girl
got herself into such scrapes, but she's always been a person
internally torn, and sometimes a little gung-ho. Maybe that is
also part of what makes her interesting.
As near as we can convert it to Earth dates, Desa was
born around Aug. 18, of 1861. She was born relatively poor to
a woman who seemed to have been working as a waterfront
hooker in the earliest childhood Desa can remember. Desa
had always cursed her mother for her healthy libido that was
sometimes the reason for predicaments she found herself in.
Last I knew she was still getting some gigs as a sound
tech and teaching off and on when she went to the city and
still living off the land most of the time in the same garden in
Yoonbarla Vale where she's been since the end of the 55th.
One must remember that she spends far more time tending
her garden and laughing with friends at the local pub than she
does having adventures like these. She's figured a few things

out along the way, it's just too bad she had to figure some
things out the hard way.

The Further Adventures of Desa
There were more adventures in Desa's life than falling in
love with a spaceman. Here in one volume are three of them.
Book I.

The Captive House
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While she was away for a decade and a half studying and
researching for a text she was writing, the person she left in
charge of her beloved home sells it to an unsuspecting dupe
and vanishes.
Book II.

The Pass

121

She would follow an amazing hunk like Rendrak
anywhere, even thru the treacherous and deadly pass across
the Kinsheeta waste. Little did she know he was relying on
her to get them thru.
Book III. The Perfect Song

386

She had been working and studying all her life for this.
Then she meets someone who wants to make her a star, but
did she really know what fame could do?
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Authors Note:
The first adventurous incident in Desa's life that she could
relate in detail took place in March of 2023 on Earth. She was
161 years old in Earth years at the time, but had still never
met a person who had experienced old age. She grew up in a
land that was settled by people who never knew age. At this
time in her life, she was still considered something of a
youngster, and she might have still felt she had something to
prove.
She is just returning from her first experience with distant
travel and another culture. She had not known how being in a
different culture could convert a person to that culture.
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The Captive House
She had been away for a decade and a half, all the way to
the distant Kassikan, researching a text. She was very glad to
be back in her own land again, most of all she was glad to
return at last to her grand and beloved home.
1. A Sailor Comes Home
2. The Rudest Awakening
3. Homeless
4. Just a Few Things
5. Looking for Help
6. At Koz United
7. Confronting Taivaroo
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12. The House Endures
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The City of Dos
4

1. A Sailor Comes Home
The ship was large, broad and deep, showing that it came
from the deep water of the Dorcaikin Toz, the great sea of the
Highland Elves, three thousand miles upstream and two and a
half miles higher in altitude. It had cabins below decks and no
nests on the masts. It was decorated in the garish colors and
lines of the rollicking sailors of the Daggareth Arm and not
the earth tones and subtle curves of the ships of this area. Its
twin hulls towered over the low and graceful ships native to
these slow river and canal waters and attracted some attention
because few ships of the lake make it all the way down to the
urban centers of Dos in any one year.
At the rail a girl stood looking at the passing countryside.
She was a large and sturdy girl, though her style didn't look it.
Her long and thick, wavy, reddish hair and her general size
spoke of the Troll in her ancestry. A small straight nose, sharp
little chin and ears hidden under her hair hinted of the Elf.
She was dressed in the garb of a seafarer from the north, a
bright royal-blue shirt without buttons, fastened only by a belt
about her firm waist. Her figure was just full enough to stay
within while she stood there, but at times when she moved
her cute points would be revealed. Below the waist she wore
short shorts that were tight on these cute curves. All in all she
was an attractive girl but not unusually so.
The country she was passing thru was familiar to her after
all these years. Her journey home from Kassidor Yakhan had
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seemed like a lifetime of sailing. There were two years on the
southern half of the Dorcaikin Toz where the water is tall and
the ride is rough. There was another year and a half on
various canals and rivers. The banks of this one, the Isanjaia,
had been a monotony for the past year. It was still lined with
the small farms that filled most of the basin, most of the
Highlands also where the land permitted. The plots were very
small now. Near a small city there are plots this small for a
mile or two, then the city, then another mile or two of small
plots like this, then what people in this basin call farms.
But now the plots had been this small for a week. Clumps
of buildings that would have been called a city farther
upstream were within sight of each other. The imposing
cluster of much larger towers in the grey distance ahead was
Normain Dru, the northwestern most of the twenty four major
urban centers that are collectively called Dos. She would
finally leave this ship there and journey the remaining
distance on smaller vessels.
It was hard leaving the ship. She had tended sail, tugged
lockwinches and hefted rollerracks so long she felt like an
old-time sailor. She had come to know Fomeer, the captain
and owner of this vessel, personally; and had advanced to a
position of some responsibility since they left the Yakhan.
She had grown strong with the exercise and brown with the
sun of open water in the Highlands.
After unloading the cargo there was a long and way-tootearful good-by in a small yaag den under the Normain Dru
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waterfront. As Noonsleep approached most of the crew went
elsewhere in search of friendly adventure, leaving only Desa
and Fomeer.
"It's down to just us now," he sighed. "I wish I could see
you to your door, but I've been in this town before, it is like
all the cities around the Yakhan combined, but without the
Yakhan itself. Your home could be more than a few steps
from here."
"It'll take all of tomorrow getting there," she answered. "I
live deep in the University district near Lake Knoye if that
means anything to you."
"No doubt I have a chart that shows it, but right now it
means nothing. If it's that long maybe you should wait til after
Noonsleep. I'd be delighted to take it with you, my treat
because of a job well done and a fine woman doing it."
She thought for only a few seconds. They hadn't been
desperate lovers during the voyage, but they had joined
bodies in pleasure occasionally. She had never spent a whole
sleep in his cabin but the thought wasn't unpleasant. He was
small and wiry, barely her own height and weight but hard as
wood. His beard was trimmed to a tiny line and his skin
already glistened with the heat of Noon.
They didn't go back to the ship but instead headed away
from the waterfront and down the hill she would have to
climb to get home. The yaag had given them enough interest
in food to have a small feast for supper, then they took some
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fairly plush accommodations a few blocks out of the cargo
area.
They had fun, but not so much fun that she didn't get any
rest. When her eyes opened again she saw Fomeer was
already awake and just watching her. "I wish I'd noticed you
more as a woman and less as a deckhand before this."
"What's so different about this Noonsleep?"
"Maybe knowing it's too late to get to know you better.
Maybe I always thought there was time to get around to it.
Somehow we never seem to say what needs to get said until
it's too late."
"What needs to be said?" she asked.
"Thank you for sharing my bed this sleep, I always meant
to make time for more of you. I really liked having you
aboard. A lot of people come and go on this ship, I never get
to know any of them very well. There's a certain kind of
closeness that develops among those that stay aboard for
awhile, something more than just friendship. I can respect
you, you were good crew, but there's more than that. Like it
or not we've shared a lot. I know you could be more than just
a friend, more than just crew."
"Are you saying you could fall in love with me?" This
was a little late to say that. She was glad she was good crew,
she wanted to earn her way and not be ashamed of it, but she
was working her way for transportation. At long last the
endless voyage was over and she could stop working her way
farther.
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"Hell no, I can fall in love two maybe three times in every
port," he answered. "I'm talking about what I call a shipmate.
You stay on the water a few more years, especially the big
water where it's just you, your mates and your boat for weeks
in a row and you'll know what shipmate means. That's what
you could be. And a sweet lover besides, that's nice too, but
we could each have a cabin with a current passion and they
could never come between us as shipmates. Do you have any
idea what I'm talking about?"
"I think so," she said, and did. The comradery of
teamwork, it strikes a chord in the human soul.
"Does it mean anything to you?"
"It means a lot to me actually," she said. "I feel the same
longing and the same melancholy at losing it."
"Then why give it up?"
She sat up and stretched. She wasn't taking a lot of what
he said very deeply. She knew damn well there had been
sexier babes on the boat that kept him from noticing her
qualities until it was too late. She didn't fault him, it was not
the first or last time that would happen and not the last time
she'd hear these same excuses. "The same thing can happen to
anyone anywhere. It isn't the ship and the river that brings it
on, it is the shared experiences. It is the thrill of
accomplishing something as a team. However, I was part of
this team to accomplish the goal of reaching Dos. I have a
home here and for over a decade I've missed it. I needed to go
to the Kassikan, but all the time I was there and in the Yakhan
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around it, I knew I needed to come back here. I have people
here who already were to me what you seek. I have a life here
that fits me. It's not to say that no other life could fit, but it is
what I already am."
"You never talked of that."
"Honestly, we've had a few quick and polite little boinks
before this, during which it was as you said, we didn't get to
know all the details of each other's lives. Before I left the
Yakhan I bored everyone with tales of the wonders and
pleasures of Dos. I didn't want to bore you too."
"I've always liked it here, every time I've been. I wouldn't
be working this lake lugger around the sandbars of the
Isanjaia for the cargo alone. It's very comfortable here."
"Yeah, that's exactly what it is to me."
She got up, washed and dressed and got her pack together.
They had breakfast together, at a patio buffet fragrant with the
bright scent of the trellised bluemoon vines that shaded it,
then got misty-eyed again when they parted. He went back up
to the Isanjaia waterfront, she climbed down thru the center
of Normain Dru toward a back canal that could take her into
the interior of the city.
It was still early in Afternoonday when she boarded a
canal glider for the sixty five mile ride to lake Knoye and her
home. How different Dos is from the Yakhan, she thought, as
the gleaming whitestone apartment blocks glided by on the
archwood-shaded avenues that lined this canal. Kassidor
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Yakhan is an immensely crowded city. Most housing is
grown, not built, there is little room along the avenues for
shade trees, there they are shaded by the fronds of the homes.
There are few parks or open spaces in the Yakhan, in Dos
they abound. Dos is a city of many centers, the Yakhan has
several centers larger than any of Dos, but the main center of
the city where the Kassikan is located is larger by far. The dot
of high city that is a center in Dos, is any slice of a linear city
that stretches for many miles along any main canal in the
heart of the Yakhan. Canals that are twice as wide as the one
she sailed here and five times as busy.
That city was an urban universe where many live their
eternal lives without ever catching sight of natural soil, where
you can walk for many hours with only occasional glimpses
of natural sky. The Yakhan is a city of hectic pace. Steam
driven needleboats dart thru the canals. The average person
has a boost habit as well as a recreational habit. Many work
two days a week at a permanent career. Metal clinks in every
pouch.
Dos is a slow city and a roomy city. It mixes plots and
centers all thru the twenty five hundred square mile area that
is called Dos. There is room for wide shady streets, about
forty lakes, more if you count ponds, and large houses. There
is time to work one day a week, money enough to enjoy the
other two but not to scatter around in pursuit of luxury.
Hardly ever is a steam launch seen, this canal glider hugged
the shore and was drawn by a train of three kedas. Abundant
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water power drove the factories and entertainment facilities
so there was less demand for brute muscle jobs than in the
Yakhan.
The people were different. One's monetary status was of
little concern here, beauty in all things was important. Being
harried, pushed or frazzled was unthinkably gauche. The
successful Dosian had time for everything and everyone,
could laugh at misfortune with a 'we'll get thru it' attitude.
The Yakhanians were uptight, pushy and abrupt in
comparison.
The differences showed in their art. Music in the Yakhan
could be fast, complex and arrhythmic. Here in Dos is was
gentle, harmonic, deceptively simple but above all, beautiful.
Only in the main centers of Dos was the architecture as
soaring and overgrown as the Yakhan. Most building in Dos
was small in scale and sensuously ornate in decoration,
borrowing heavily from the Wood Elf tradition. Well-dressed
stone was admired.
The canal ran along the shore of lake Kyshan, one of the
major lakes, made where the Isanjaia was dammed at NarcePelong. At times only the towpath separated the canal from
the lake. A brisk breeze was up and hundreds of sailing
kayaks raced across the water, their sails as bright as the
laughter of the people who played on them.
Dos is built where the Isanjaia and Khomein rivers
approach each other and cut thru the central massif into the
lower basin. The rivers dropped seventeen hundred and
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eighteen hundred feet on their way thru the city, providing the
water power. They were confined to a valley only twenty
miles wide at its narrowest point. In this valley the land was
rolling and the rivers were easily dammed to produce the
lakes. Nearly forty five million inhabitants filled the valley,
barely more than half the number that crowded into the same
area of the Yakhan.
The glider didn't go thru the interminable locks at NarcePelong. She hopped a streetcar for the ride thru that center,
had lunch and got on a large sail ferry to travel down the
length of Lake Korbine. Thru early afterlunch she sailed that
lake, thru late afterlunch the upper reaches of lake Toomin-ree
on another pontoon sailing ferry. Another streetcar took her
across Kavailee. She bought Duskmeal on the shore of lake
Vail and sailed across it on another ferry as the last light of
dusk gave out. Dusk is noticeably longer in the thicker air of
Dos than in the equatorial highland of the Kassikan. Another
canal glider took her thru the Poonrets as Dusksleep began.
She reached lake Knoye when most people were home and in
bed. The largest center of Dos, many square miles of high
city, covers a good portion of this lake's western shore and
there were ferries across thru wake and sleep. She lugged her
heavy duffle onto another that took her across the lake to the
university district. From here it was a half hour walk across
campus and a little way up Diyneech Canal to her house.
Normally this is an easy walk but with the heavy pack after
seventeen hours of traveling the long way across urban Dos,
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it was grueling.
It was deep into Dusksleep when she arrived. The canal in
front of the house was quiet, as was the street. From across
the canal she heard the click of a keda's claws and the muffled
rumble of rubber-rimmed carriage wheels in the close and
quiet dark. The weather was very warm, this was week
K'shitn, deep summer.
Her house is a great structure she is proud to own, a
dwelling called a suite house. This style came about when the
culture began to accept the fact that the age of a family
member no longer mattered. After four decades everyone is
essentially the same age as far as the requirements of the
body are concerned. The affluent built these homes with two,
four or even more master suites with a common kitchen and
entertaining area. They were originally inhabited mainly by
blood relatives, but as there was so much mixing today, that
was no longer statistically significant by the early 50's. Blood
relatives lived in castles with a clear master, these homes
usually had one owner who collected rent from the others and
common areas that were operated at the owners discretion in
most cases.
Her house was built of fine-crafted limestone bricks about
one by two by four feet in size. It had four main suites, two
on each floor facing Diyneech canal and street. Above the
second floor, where the stone ended, and the three foot
overhang of the roof, there was an opening to a loft above the
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second floor that had mats, curtains, some mattresses and
another nice bathroom with separate soap and rinse tubs.
Each suite was about twenty four feet wide, had a twelve
foot long front window with three foot wide balcony with a
crystal railing. There was an eight foot square curtained
waterbed in each suite. Hers was done with royal blue satin
drapes over the bed. There were shelves and back cushions in
the bed of each suite. Most had a grouping of cushions on
each side of the window, near enough to the bed for
conversation. The tub would seat four or lay two, but not full
out. She had souped up the heater on her tub. Behind that was
more closet space than she had ever filled, and she filled
some of it with all her old books and notes. She had packed
that away under the floor while she was gone. That way
Pahneen could rent out her space to pay her for the trouble of
running the house while Desa was away. Each suite had its
own toilet area with a foot-driven power wash. In the third
floor bathroom both toilets were also so equipped.
Hers was the first floor on the right, overlooking the little
alley that lead into the block. She picked that suite because in
the back of the dressing area it had its own door to the lower
court.
The kitchens were behind the left side of the house. There
were many rooms in that wing, a main dining hall adjacent to
the courtyard, two cooking kitchens and a cleaning kitchen.
In addition the kitchens lead to the cellars which were under
both front suites and the entry hall. The plot of ground it was
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on was eighty by eighty feet and the house covered almost all
of it. The front steps went down to the canal-street's
cobblestones, one could jump from the kitchen roof to the
roof of the next house back from the canal.
The house was dark and quiet. Would Pahneen still be
here? If not, had she left someone reputable in charge? The
place didn't look abandoned, there was a towel hanging out of
a third floor window, the space where Kendon used to stay.
The larorlie was trimmed and harvested over the porches and
the plantings along the foundation were reasonably clean. The
main door was open on such a dark as this but the grill was
closed. The porch lantern was out and looked like it had been
for years.
She felt a little awkward coming back at such an hour. Of
course when you've been away over a decade, almost a
decade and a half, it isn't easy to plan your arrival to the hour.
Still, she stood looking and listening awhile. The lumins were
different here, sweet and melodic, less assertive. Yakhan's
lumins called 'Come fuck me' while Dos lumins called 'You
may join me for a pleasant romantic interlude.' She enjoyed
the dark sound of home, the smells of a late summer dark, the
canal, the archwoods, a lingering hint of karga strips burned
at someone's Duskmeal, rord smoke and slow whispers from
the third floor of the next house, the rustle of millikeets in the
leaves above.
The Yakhan was an experience and one she was glad she
had, but this was home. Of all the places she had ever lived,
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this house was her favorite. It was so large and comfortable.
The location was great, near enough to the university to be
stimulating and on a canal clean enough to swim in. The
neighbors were casual enough to allow them to swim nude
and even make love in the canal without rude comments or
noises.
If she wasn't so tired she might have stayed out there til
Nightday began, but had she tried it, she might have been
found sleeping on the bankstone. She tried the grill, it was
unlocked, so she went inside. Large arches opened to each of
the main rooms from the central hallway. Both rooms had
their curtains open, and were obviously in use, one had three
people on the bed. The smell of spilled yaag and stale rord
smoke told her there had been some serious partying going on
in here only hours ago. On the other side the bed curtains
were closed but several items of clothing were on the rack.
She didn't bother with the guest cubbies on the back landing
but went straight to the second floor. One was Pahneen's. It
was in use but she couldn't see who was in it because there
was a curtain in the doorway. The other had always been her
music and drawing room and appeared to still have the same
use, though there was a sculptor in the house now it appeared.
She went to the third floor where there had always been a
large irregular dormitory filled with a shifting tide of
students, party-animals, drug fetchers, kitcheneers and other
assorted hanger's on and hanger's out.
The space over the stairway landing was vacant and
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smelled clean enough. Someone in the part of the room with
the towel hanging out woke and greeted her sleepily. She
didn't know him and he didn't know her. He seemed to think
she was one of the people from the party downstairs because
he mumbled something about how she might as well go
straight thru til Nightday if it was just breaking up now. He
was sleeping again before she could answer.
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2. The Rudest Awakening
It seemed to still be the style that few woke early for
Nightday. Actually, people in her house seldom woke early
for any day. She was almost rested by the time there was
enough noise to wake her. Actually it was three guys and a
girl looking in at her that woke her.
"Do you know her?" she heard one guy ask.
"No, not me," the girl answered.
"I wonder who invited her?" another guy asked.
"I'm Desa," she told them as she lifted her head from the
mat of this crash space. "Pahneen knows me."
"Pahneen?" the short, dark-hair guy asked.
"The girl I left in charge of this house." She was sitting up
by now, beginning to get a bad feeling about this.
"YOU left in charge?" the girl asked.
"This is Taivaroo's house," the nondescript blond guy with
the smelly tee shirt said.
"You just wandered into the wrong place last sleep," the
girl said. "No harm done."
"Yeah, where were you looking for?" the grunge asked.
"422 Diyneech Canal Way, University Prospect East,"
Desa could recite her address perfectly.
"That's here, what are you trying to do?" the short guy
asked.
"I'm trying to convince myself this is a bad dream and
actually wake up." They looked puzzled, so after a short
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pause she continued. "I lived here a decade and a half ago. I
owned this house ten decades before I went off to the Yakhan
and left it in the care of a girl named Pahneen who I thought
was a good friend. I think you are telling me she wasn't such a
good friend."
"I've never heard of her," the girl said. The others all
agreed.
"Who is Taivaroo?" Desa asked.
"First floor on the left as you come in," smelly shirt said.
That was the room with the party.
"And who lives on the right?" Desa asked. That had been
her room.
"We do," the tall quiet guy said, placing his hand on the
girl's shoulder. "I'm Kendure, this is Mareet."
"And how long have you lived here?" Desa asked.
"Oh, four or five years," Mareet answered.
"Who lives above you?"
"Pendromt."
"Is that right!" Desa answered. "That must be his work in
the studio?"
"Sure is," smelly shirt said. "You know him?"
"Since he was a whelpling." It wasn't easy to put together
a crowd in the university district without her knowing
someone in it.
She really didn't feel like carrying on this conversation.
She really just wanted to run down and see this Taivaroo and
berate him about trying to steal her house. This was her pride
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and joy, a house she had scrimped twelve decades to save up
for. She also wanted to bury her head back down in her fur
wrap and sob her eyes out. She wanted to find Pahneen and
put a large bag of streetria eggs in her bedding. She wanted to
go back out the door, do a ten hour reset, come back in and
have Pahneen say, 'Welcome home, I've been expecting you
any day, I just got your room cleaned out.'
Such was not to be. By the time sleep really cleared out of
her head she knew she had a real problem and she knew she
was going to have to deal with it. At least Kendure and
Mareet were nice enough to invite her to breakfast, in her
own house! She repaid them by being lousy company. All she
wanted to talk about was how she was going to get her house
back. If she did it was a cinch the present cook would no
longer be employed here even if she had to do the cooking
herself. His cooking wasn't worthy of the upper Isanjaia,
much less central Dos. She didn't talk about that. She was
sure there were some people she knew still in the
neighborhood. The fact that there were a lot of transients this
close to both the University and the music industry made this
neighborhood an easy one to pull off a stunt like this.
Taivaroo slept later than everyone else. Judging by the
traffic on the lantern-lit streets, it was Nightday lunch before
he finally revived. He was a little on the effete side, very
slender, blond, with waist-length hair, dainty, nervous
gestures but very penetrating eyes. He kept one of the girls
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with him while they talked and held her the whole time. She
never said a word and he never introduced her. At least he
knew Pahneen.
"Yeah, I bought the place from her."
"Right," she paused to stay calm. "I'm sure she didn't
mention me?"
"No not once. All she said was that she had been here for
a long time..." That was true, Pahneen had been a tenant when
Desa bought the place, "...and wanted to move on."
"And she never told you she was only caretaking?"
"Of course not. How could I buy it then? She had a
survey."
"With who?" Desa asked, hoping for a lead to track her
down.
"Tarbos-Ylactair-Bensh." He pronounced their names
carefully in spite of the fact that they were the bargainbasement of survey registries.
"And you bought it?"
"I like the house, why should I quibble about who the
survey is with?"
"This property has had a survey on file with Koz United
for five centuries, thru three rebuildings and a subdivision."
"Leaving the question of whether I believe any of this
aside, how was I to know that?"
"We could go down to their office and look."
"And then what? Do you think Pahneen has kept my
hundred and twenty coppers in a box waiting for me to find
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this out?"
"An aluminum and twenty? Didn't you think something
was shady when she asked that? What do you think this house
is worth? What do you think I paid? It was an aluminum more
than that and I put a lot into it in the decades I had it."
"I thought it was a good price, I didn't quibble."
"What about the neighbors? What about Mintraka, didn't
he say anything about me?"
"I never met any Mintraka?"
"The very next house. He's a very well known industrial
contract interpreter."
"The next house is owned by the University maintenance
department now, two crews live there."
She made little progress with him. She could understand
his point in a way. It was remotely possible he didn't know he
was buying into a fraud. There was probably a lot he didn't
want to know, but he might not even be conscious of it. He
wouldn't think he should give up his hundred and twenty
coppers for nothing. About all she got out of him was that he
would let her continue to camp on the third floor until she
could make other arrangements.
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3. Homeless
The first other arrangement she wanted to make was to go
to Koz United and see if her survey was still there. It took a
little over an hour to see someone but eventually her turn
came. She saw a clerk named Kovon who was tall and husky
with light curly hair and sparkling blue eyes.
"Welcome to town, pretty sailor girl," he said. "Have you
decided to settle here already?"
"I'm back in town, I should have a survey on file for 422
Diyneech Canal Way. My name is Desa, Desagar formally."
"I see," he said, "I can check?"
"Please."
It took some time to research the archives. She imagined
being an archivist back there and doing some research with
him. She wouldn't be surprised if that was what added to the
time. "Yes, we have it," he said as he burst back into the
room.
"Is it still valid?"
"Absolutely, is there some problem?"
She would have to tell them. She didn't know if she
should try to talk to one of the owners or confide in this clerk.
It was the fact that he was pretty sexy that pushed her to
confide in him. "A bad problem," she said. "I went on a long
trip and left the house in the care of one of my tenants,
someone I thought I could trust. It seems she cheated up
another survey and then sold the place."
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"Oh no, that IS a terrible problem. I would think it is a
grand home too. There are some fine places in that area."
"There are," she said, "And I always thought this was one
of the best. Is there some way you could help me get it back?"
"Well; I should think so. If there's another survey it's a
cheater since we have no record of a transfer."
"It's with Torboz-Ylactair-Bensh."
"They aren't the most reputable. They aren't thorough, it's
easy to cheat one up over there."
"Can you do something?"
"We can probably get them to rescind it. We have to look
into it a little. You'll have to sign a notice of infringement and
we'll have to make sure you had nothing to do with starting
the other survey. I want to believe you because you're such a
cute girl, but that's just the kind of girl that can pull off the
greatest swindles."
"Like the tenant I trusted with the house?"
"Right, that's why we have to be thorough."
"I know, that's why I kept the survey here when I bought
the place."
He brought her a form to fill out. She knew she gave him
a good look when she leaned over it to do so. She gave him a
good feel of her on his arm when he held her hand for the
thumb print, but nothing more came of it. Had she not been
concerned about the house she might have asked him point
blank if he would like some of her, but as it was she let it
pass.
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"You should try to locate this Pahneen character," he said.
"I have no idea where to start."
"Didn't you know her? Don't you know where she might
like to go? What she might like to do with the money she
stole?"
"I thought she might like to stay around here. I thought
she would be thrilled to run the house for me. She lived there
for ages and never wished she was anyplace else."
"There's a detective Teshain that we often use, you could
talk to her."
"I'm broke," Desa admitted.
"She's reasonable. Let me write her address on your
copy." He did that. "We'll check into this, give us a couple
weeks and then get back in touch."
"I should ask for you?"
"Yes, I'll probably be the one to follow this up."
"See you then, and thanks." She squeezed his hand and he
smiled, but then looked for the next client.
Money really was a problem. She hadn't struck it rich in
Kassidor Yakhan, in fact she found the prices higher than the
pay. It was hard to get by there for one used to working at
Dos speed. She earned just enough to live and not to live as
she wanted. She earned her way home as crew and what few
coins she brought with her were just about gone.
She had a few skills she could use in the city. She made
knotcraft fashions, she sang, and she worked at the university
as junior instructor and tutor. The goal of her trip to the
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Yakhan had been to research Yandrille history in the
Kassikan, the great university and techno-industrial spinoffs
that built the Yakhan. She had done that and started a text on
it. Her notes and references were two thirds of the weight she
had shipped back as freight to Dos. It might languish in a
warehouse for too long. Check back in a couple weeks.
If she could get the text out it might be of some worth. If
she could get an advance on it she might be able to eat
without doing factory work to get by. She might even be able
to send a detective after Pahneen. But why? She wondered.
She would have spent it all, she would be broke again and
waiting for someone else to cheat. She could warn her next
victims, that was about all.
What if she had passed her on the lake, a distant sail
headed north while she was headed south? What chance did
even a professional have in the crowds of the Yakhan.
Pahneen need only take a lakerunner north to Ebmemboz or
Chardovia, set up a new life and she will never be found.
Only the worldly of the Yakhan can find Dos on a globe.
It was late in Nightday, well after supper, when she got up
into the upper floors of the history buildings. Far above the
classrooms and the libraries were the office and residential
floors. At the lowest level of the residential floors thin crystal
bridges bring walkways across. The highest levels of the
residential floors were the plushest, thick merlot-colored
carpets cover the floor. The walls were heavily carved panels
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of dark wood and the windows were large beautiful pictureglass in intricate shapes. Silent lanterns lit the halls and the
names of the residents were inlaid in mirror on the doors. At a
large, thick door only a few floors from the top she called thru
the speaking tube.
This was the home of one of the most respected
professors in the history department. Not quite a regent, but a
very influential man. She pronounced his name, Kalotie, into
the tube with familiarity for she knew him well. She had
moved from this address to the house she wanted back. The
wounds of that parting had long healed. Before she left for the
Yakhan they had become friends again.
There was a second before he recognized her in her
nautical garb but then he exclaimed, "Desa! It's great to see
you're back," he said as he invited her inside. "You're looking
better than ever, travel must agree with you."
"I tended sail all the way from the Yakhan."
"The prices there must have been rough."
"Yeah, and the sail is why you see more curve to me than
when I used to lounge around here reading and moaning
sappy love songs."
He still looked exactly as she remembered, very tall with
thick brown hair neatly trimmed with a narrow tail to the
middle of broad shoulders, no beard but a flowing moustache.
He was impeccably dressed in a maroon robe, soft slippers
and fine jeweled bracelets set with tiny but beautifully tuned
chimes.
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He got out a light yaag, something that wouldn't take
them too far offshore, then lead her to a cozy seat before a
fire in a small sitting room between his office and
bedchamber. This had always been her favorite seat in this
house. She always felt snug here, safe. It was very ornate and
rich all around but small enough that she didn't feel overawed
by the naked display of wealth some other rooms reeked of.
Of course, now that she had been to the Yakhan the others
seemed rather quaint and provincial, while this just felt
intimate and secure.
They stayed up later than she wanted while she told him
the whole story, the trip, the text, the trip back, the house, the
reason she needed money. He sat and held her the whole time.
She wound up crying on him for over an hour. He took it all
in and said his 'there, there's'. She felt comforted, he had
always been so capable. Taivaroo was helpless now that she
had Kalotie on her side.
He agreed to give her an advance on her text before he
even saw it. He also invited her to stay with him until the
problem with her house was solved. "I have the guest room,"
he said, "but the side of the bed you used is open once again,
if you don't mind?"
They hadn't been together since before she moved out but
it had been disagreements over their careers that had come
between them more than any cooling of their attraction. "I
don't mind," she said. "It would be very comforting to be here
after what's happened. I won't bother you with that text any
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more, I'll speak only of sailing," she said, for they had split
because of academic competition.
"Speak of whatever you wish," he said. "Or speak of
nothing at all." His hands came over her, she chose to speak
of nothing at all.
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4. Just a Few Things
Desa woke before Kalotie and went out to watch the dawn
of week Venurat from Kalotie's tiny tower balcony on this end
of the bedroom wing. To the east she could see the green hills
beyond the city and the great sun Kortrax gnawing its way
out of distant Uberon mountain. To the west the crystal
towers of Dos Central were even more beautiful than she
remembered.
"You're up early," Kalotie said, stepping out onto the
balcony with her.
"You've helped me a lot, but I'm still not very relaxed,"
she said. Besides the sun, the view to the east held a glimpse
of the roof of her captive house a half mile away.
"I know." He put his arm around her. That was doubly
nice because even though she had a robe wrapped tightly
around her, dawn was still pretty cool. But nothing like the
crisp, bright cold of dawn in the Yakhan, miles higher in the
atmosphere. "We'll get you back there," he said, "even though
I don't think any detective is going to find even a trace of
Pahneen. I'm sure she crossed an outbound dock the day she
got the money."
"That would make the most sense," Desa agreed. Finding
her would only be about vengeance, it could never help at all.
"Even if she didn't leave town," Kalotie added, "a person
who would do such a thing would never have retained enough
money to reimburse Taivaroo."
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"Probably not. I'm just not sure he's all that innocent
either. The deal he made with her was just too suspicious. He
doesn't seem naive enough to believe a deal like that could be
honest."
"That's something that's just about impossible to prove."
She knew that. That wasn't something that needed proof
however. As far as she was concerned the survey at Koz
United was proof the house was hers. She couldn't help
feeling that he was at fault somehow. Of course she would
naturally have quite a lot of animosity to someone in his
position and was not going to be objective.
There was a dining hall high in this tower where Kalotie
treated her to a fine breakfast of toasty-flaky spice-nut cakes,
and water sausage, the best meal she'd had since she left the
Yakhan. They talked mainly about her text. He wanted to see
it even in its half-finished condition, so she would have to go
down to Alaisis Freight and see if it had come in yet. It was
very unlikely but worth a try. The certificate for it was still in
her pack so she'd have to go back to the house for that
anyway.
One of the first things she did when she got back to the
house was look for all the things she'd left behind. Mareet
was home in what had been her suite, so she went in to talk to
her. "You're just about alone in here today."
"Kendure works on Morningdays, I don't know where
Taivaroo went and both his girls are gone to market."
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"I'm really not here to see him anyway," Desa said, "I left
some stuff in the storage compartment under the bed."
"You mean the drawers? There was nothing in them when
we got here."
No she wouldn't have expected so. Her clothing would fit
Pahneen fine except in the chest and she didn't mind tight.
"No, under the drawers," Desa told her.
"I didn't know there was one?" Mareet said.
That was encouraging. The drawers were nearly at floor
level so it didn't look like there would be a space there, but
there was between the floor joists. "Can we take a look?"
"Sure, if you know how to get at it."
"I put it in." She didn't mean she just put the stuff into the
compartment, she actually drilled and peddled the threadsaw
that cut the hole in the floor. With all the people that came
thru here, you never knew what might walk away.
Desa pulled the big middle drawer out, lifted it, and
pulled it the rest of the way out and rolled it over to the wall.
She lay down and removed the loose runners, swinging them
out and laying them an the floor beside her. All the while
Mareet was saying, "I had no clue," and "you do seem to
know your way around here, you must have been at least a
tenant here before us." Desa grunted minimal responses.
To her joy, everything seemed to be there. There were the
two bags of clothes, smelling pretty stale but otherwise
undamaged. The boxes containing all her old papers were
there and mostly intact, nimorts had eaten a few holes in the
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corners of some of the cheap vedn-paper she used to use, but
nothing was actually lost. Most important, her old Yandrille
was there. Now that she knew how old it actually was she had
a better idea of its real worth, half as much as this house in
the right hands. She was now certain it was made in the Old
Lands in the 34th, it was probably twenty centuries old.
She always knew it was old, now she knew better how
old. The design was much older, antlered yandrilles from the
14th century were on display in museums at the Kassikan.
This one was from the Borgoth period, not to be confused
with the Borgoth tribe of the Knidola highlands, it was the
late Troubled Times in the Old Lands, no one had seen an Orc
for centuries by then. Those legends were hardly used to scare
children any more when the frame of this yandrille was made.
The Borgoths of that era were a family that made their fortune
damming up the old barrier islands that had existed before the
breakout and opening shipping canals. Their success named
that whole era among the old money of the Old Lands. That
family never knew of the tribe, the tribe was centuries in the
future when this yandrille was originally made. This yandrille
had probably found its way into the Dos basin with the Last
Elven Nation when they settled the Dos basin in the 41st and
42nd. That nation was more of a tribe than a nation and had
ceased to be anything more than a social gathering by the end
of the 42nd. The tunnels were also centuries in the future of
that time, the settlers had to take their caravans over the
mountains back then.
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The yandrille itself wasn't much for making music these
days. It was manually actuated with chord keys that moved
inter-locking antlers that fretted the strings. There were only
sixteen strings, but at least they were real metal. Metal was
relatively plentiful in the 35th. There was no pickup, the sound
was mechanically generated by bridging the strings over a
drum head. The only timbral control was moving and
damping the drumhead. It worked after a fashion and the
sound it made was very folk. She had learned to play on it,
and had actually used it in performance. The person who sold
it to her was a musician and not a collector, so she had
acquired it at a price that reflected its musical, not historical
value. Of course it had been rebuilt so many times that its
historical value was greatly reduced. None of the wooden
parts could have been original. She had replaced the head
twice since she'd had it. The antler set was not the original
and probably did not even finger the same chord set this had
originally been manufactured for.
Mareet was somewhat impressed by the ancient yandrille,
even more impressed by the fact that Desa knew it was there,
and most impressed by the way she could play it. "You
certainly play that like it's yours. And this proves you've
certainly been in this house before."
She was actually doing an acoustic version of a whisper
ballad by Oiningon and waited for the end of the verse before
answering. It had been awhile since she'd had a chance to
play and hated to put it down. "Like I told Taivaroo, I have a
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survey proving that I own it on file with Koz United for ten
decades. These hands built this compartment and several
other improvements. I don't think it will take me long to find
a few neighbors who know me and know I own this house."
"You used to stay in this room didn't you?"
"That's right."
"Who was in the other one," she pointed across the front
hall.
"Lots of different people. If you're wondering what will
happen when I get the place back, I would let you stay there. I
don't think Taivaroo will be staying."
"But what about him? Where will he go? And how will
you get him to agree?"
"I don't know yet, but there's people working on it
already."
"What are you going to do with this stuff now that you
dug it out?" Mareet asked. "After what's happened I wouldn't
blame you for not trusting us with it."
"I need this anyway," she said about the yandrille she was
still holding the tuning head of, "and some of these clothes if
they're still any good. I can't very well hang around the
university in these old sailor's duds." She had been wearing
the loose open shirt and legless pants worn by sailors from
the lake for so long it seemed natural until she noticed how
much more attention she got. "And I trust you anyway. I'm
sure you're not going to run off with a few old notes." She
rummaged around in them to see that they were still there
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before putting the runners and drawer back.
"So you're with the University?" Mareet asked. "What do
you do there?"
"A few lectures, but mostly student question sessions and
tutorials. I do test monitoring and grading, lab setups, a lot of
behind the scenes stuff. Library work. Whatever they're
paying for actually. I need this to photograph it for a textbook
I'm working on."
"Wow, you're an academic career woman," Mareet said.
"Bookworm more like," Desa said, "with a call to music
on the side."
"Much more noble than my life," she said.
"What's your life?" Desa asked.
"Kept sex toy," she answered. "Not a bad deal in some
ways, but boring during the day. He's on a two day career you
know."
"Like a Yakhanian," Desa said.
"He says he needs it to afford me," she said.
Desa wanted to giggle, Mareet would have difficulty
competing in a serious sex-toy market. He must have other
reasons for keeping her and she might have used the term
sarcastically. She didn't mean to pry into their lives, but she
spent nearly another hour there listening to Mareet's boredom
at being a housekeeper and noticing that she did nothing with
the time she was granted. Desa would have liked to have
some of that time.
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It was an hour later when she went up to look for
Pendromt. He was in the studio sitting and staring morosely
at what looked to be a detailed model of Parduuntar, one of
the southernmost centers of Dos. It took up the big worktable
in the middle of the room. There was a girl in the room with
him, a youngster halfway to three but already healthy of
figure and wearing only a short and colorful skirt like is done
in the tropics. She was on the windowsill in the sun. No doubt
she was entertaining those passing by below but it was still
chilly and her skin was in goose bumps as she sat there. She
was the first to notice Desa, Pendromt looked up when she
said "hi."
He didn't remember her at first and gave her a blank look.
It had been at least three decades since they had seen each
other, but within a second he must have remembered and his
face brightened. "Desa, is that you? What are you doing
here?"
"It's me," she said, "and I should wonder what you're
doing here, moving into my house while I'm away."
"Your house? I thought it was Taivaroo's."
"I guess he does too, but the person who sold it to him
was caretaking for me."
"Good grief, poor Taivaroo, how's he going to get his
money back?"
"He's of the opinion it's my problem."
"No, he wouldn't be like that."
"He thinks I'm making it all up."
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"You aren't just joking me are you?"
"Oh no, I have a survey and I'm sure I'll round up quite a
few people who know it's mine."
"It's too bad I hadn't come over here then." He had never
wanted to invest the time in coming to her place when he had
a pad set up in his studio attic. That was on campus, so he
rarely went anywhere. "I had no idea this was your house. He
never would have gotten away with it. I'm sure he thinks he
got it right though, he's not the type to get into shady deals."
"I don't know him," Desa said. "I thought I knew
Pahneen, the girl I left in charge. It appears I'm not too good a
judge of character."
"Who is?" he asked. "You can know someone for a
century and any day a new chemical can come along and
-spat; who's that."
"That's true, not as true here as up in the Yakhan."
"It that where you've been?"
"Yes, and half the population's addicted to the black slap
up there. If you don't nurse a habit or two people think you're
a bit stuffy."
"I want to hear all about it, but let me introduce you to my
daughter Taron."
"Your daughter? I seems like just the other day I was
introducing you to adulthood and now you have a child who's
nearly grown."
"It's been what, forty two decades since you had that little
shop in the back of Kulendrome."
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Taron knew of the Kulendrome, a tony avenue of apparel
design and sales. Most of the clothing sold on that mile of
fancy shops was actually made in the shops down the back
side of the dam. Taron was wowed by the style of knotcraft
but Desa had been away from it for decades. Taron stayed in
the sunlight of the windowsill as they spoke. She was trying
to get as much tan as possible without having to take a pill
and in the sun the air was almost warm enough for nudity.
They all talked of her trip to the Yakhan and what was
new in Dos this past decade. There was a service that would
provide street lighting, every Dusk and Nightday for an iron a
year, that's lantern, pole, fuel, maintenance and all. A lot of
the neighbors were signing up.
A big shipment of music had come in from Zhlindu so
there was a fad of that again. The immediate symptom was
that Taron was hooked on it and got some out. It wasn't new
to Desa, Zhlindu had been blasting away with their, shop-airpowered, heavy-metal yandrille strings for at least fourteen
centuries. Every now and then when things get too sedate
someone unleashes a little of it here. She had never been to
the city itself, she would need to go almost back to the
Yakhan, then further southeast than it was to Dos. It was on a
brooding mountain above a great deep, making its own
weather. She had seen plenty of pictures.
They talked of what he was trying to do for a movie
company. It was a disaster film about the dam giving way at
Eb neera and wiping out the lower centers. This was what his
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representation of Parduuntar was for. He was depressed over
how unrealistic it looked.
She got invited to stay for lunch, they had it on her patio
in the back above the kitchen. Sunlight got down here on
Morningday, that was something else she liked about the
house. This dining patio was actually one and a half stories
above ground level, but because of the slope of the ground it
was actually two on this side and the utility cellar under the
kitchen was walk-out on the little alley this porch overlooked.
"Actually Desa," Pendomt said, "I think we could find
room for her with us don't you?" he asked Taron.
"You're bigger than you look," Taron said, "but even so,
there's plenty of room in our bed."
Desa wondered exactly what was going on here. There's
not much hint that Taron is anything more than a normal
daughter to him. It is true, there is only one bed in this room.
Even if they weren't into each other, Taron was certainly old
enough to have boyfriends over for bed and four would make
even this bed pretty crowded. "I've got a place to stay until
this is settled," she said. "Back on campus. I need to get that
stuff over there," she waved her arm towards the baggage she
had lugged up to his room, "and maybe pick up some more
stuff before the whole day slips by me."
"You'd at least be in your house if you were here,"
Pendromt said. "I think that would look more like you really
think you own it."
"Oh I know I own it," Desa said, "And I think I can make
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more people understand that from over there. You can help
me make Taivaroo understand that."
"I can only tell him that I don't think you are making this
up and that I believe you because I've known you. I can't tell
him I saw you living here as your house."
"I know," she said. "If you lie for me I lose my only
strength."
Kortrax was already halfway up the sky by the time she
got started back to Kalotie's and it was already obvious this
week was going to be a hot one. It was a good thing she
hadn't waited til Afternoonday to lug this stuff back to
campus.
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5. Looking for Help
Afternoonday of week Venurat Desa went around the
whole neighborhood looking for people she had known. The
neighborhood was pretty volatile and she had never known
everyone. When she first arrived it had been an area of some
wealth. Most of the residents had been career people with
small clans and domestic help. What remained of these
people had been there when she moved in. Kolam and Rictor
were such a couple, two houses away on the side opposite the
university. They were openly hostile. "It serves you right,"
Rictor said, looking down at her from the door and never
inviting her in. "It was you university people that brought the
group homes, loud parties and naked lust in the canals." She
had heard this line before. She thought she was a pioneering
crusader when she broke into this area. She did not know how
much of the university's fringe would follow and how
quickly. Few could imagine the neighborhood's panic to sell
during the decades this had taken place and on paper she lost
almost an aluminum.
But at one time or another during the day, she did dig up
three neighbors who were on her side. The first one she met,
Tlingma, had lived in the attic of the house behind hers since
time began. Since these houses were built anyway. He knew
the owners of the house since then. He knew Desa, the owner
before her and the owner before that. He knew the details of
all those transactions but had not been invited to the last one.
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Koriil was a girl who lived with him now and then. Desa
had known her but they had never been close. Koriil claimed
that she had always been in such awe of Desa that she didn't
want to bother her. "I'm surprised to find out how human you
are," was the first thing she actually said to Desa.
"Human, most people around here think I'm vermin it
seems."
"No, you're the mistress of the next mansion and on the
faculty besides."
It was true that Tligma and Koriil were not major
personalities about town. Tligma is the cook in the house
where he lives and for that he earns room and board. Koriil
had never done anything more lucrative than work at a retail
counter. To top it off, they were both addicted to Norrot and
that took any money they made. She took them to lunch at a
courtyard overlooking the canal and wasted more money and
time than she really should have.
Most people she met thru the hours of Afternoonday were
tenants who had been here much less than a decade. Everyone
she specifically looked for had moved while she was away in
the Yakhan. The third neighbor who remembered her was
Kotreedee, a resident of the house just to the right of hers. He
was a perpetual student who made his living at factory day
work. He was a good looking and pleasant person well suited
to an evening's light intimacy when she was between affairs,
such as this Dusksleep. He knew she had owned that house
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for decades and was more than willing to help her. He wanted
to go throw Taivaroo's belongings on the street right then and
there.
"I'm really hoping it doesn't come to that," she said. "If we
did that he's likely to haunt me for years and I really don't
want to have to live under that."
"Then why don't we haunt him?"
"That might be the thing to do."
"Is that why you're here?" he asked.
"That was a good enough excuse for this social call wasn't
it?"
They were cuddled up in his compartment overlooking
the canal. Kortrax had left the sky an hour earlier and the soft
light of dusk was starting to deepen. A single girl swam
slowly across the canal where it was wider, a hundred yards
west toward the lake. Another couple in a kayak glided by.
His room was very small, just a large bed at the bay
window and a little bit of floor near the door. There were
cushions against the wall and shelves all the way to the high
ceiling against that wall. He had a good yaag supply and they
had already finished a bottle of starflower. It had been a long
time since she had indulged in one of the light but powerful
golden blues that Dos distillers were so good at. She loved the
feeling it gave, the way it improved the view, the way it
merged their minds but especially the way they were able to
enjoy each other's body without having to complete their
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passion too soon.
"What are you going to do about him," Kootreedee asked
when they finished gasping from their coitus but she still lay
on him enjoying the warmth.
"I'm hoping I can persuade him to move out without
things getting ugly."
"A noble thought," he replied, "but I don't think it's going
to work."
"Maybe not. I am saying I would appreciate it if the
neighborhood became less hospitable to him."
"I'm sure it will. I know quite a few people, everyone in
this house and quite a few more. None of them are close to
Taivaroo, he's not the most sociable person around. He throws
some killer parties but he doesn't invite the neighbors."
"But I'd rather you didn't go out of the way to harass him
yet, just let him know he stole the house."
"If you say so, but how about a little snipe here and there
if I see him in the street?"
"Just to let him know he's not getting away with it," she
said.
"Fine, I think I know what you mean, a little persuasion
but nothing ugly."
He reached into his cabinet and got out another bottle,
something not quite as smooth but at least as powerful. She
watched the bottle for hours, never remembered the name. It
was good that they had finished all realistic conversation
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because there wouldn't be much after this.
They went out for the Dusk, it did turn out to be rather
amorphous, at least in retrospect. It was a lot of fun, they took
in some great music, even more lively than what she did with
Shenon Maina. The lights were great, the people were cuddly
and they got pretty wasted. The Dusksleep with a foursome
was a little more boisterous than she commonly indulged in,
but nothing that left a mark.
She was on the way from all that, a little late for Nightday
lunch but in the cook's court off the quadrangle near the
center of the university complex. This court was built on the
roofs of the three main athletic arenas so it was a few floors
above the lawns but the towers of several departments
surrounded it, so that it looked more sunken than elevated.
The top walk around this quadrangle was twenty floors
above.
There were lots of stone tables all over the quadrangle,
rows of moonflower and iceflame trees and many booths
manned by itinerant cooks. Several of the main streets on the
campus met at this quadrangle so it was always crowded and
active.
It was lit for the Nightday with gleaming crystal lanterns
on high poles that reflected their light down. They were high
enough above the crowd that their roar could not be heard but
the quadrangle was light enough to appear friendly. Many of
the cooks had awnings and lanterns of their own. She saw that
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Emaba was still cooking in front of the history building.
She decided to get some of what was left over from lunch
if it wasn't too cold. She could go in and see what was left in
the history dining hall also, her old faculty card would
probably still work. She found Emaba still had a few embers
glowing under a kettle of thin and trendy zhlindu rolls so she
took three, she'd get lunch after all. She was just looking for a
place to sit with them before she dropped them when a
loiterer watching the crowd accosted her. "Aren't you Desa."
She had half a roll in her mouth, sort of use it or lose it as
it slipped out of her hand. She managed to mumf out, "Those
are my first two syllables."
"Desagar, of History?"
She waited to get that half of the first roll swallowed. It
was still pretty hot and too much of a mouthful. "Yes, why?"
He made some room on the bench he was occupying, and
not to seem antisocial, she sat there. The guy wasn't the most
attractive, he was built OK, but greasy, especially in his lank
and thin black hair. She doubted his intent was sexual
anyway, she wasn't renowned in the history department for
her sexual prowess, certainly not enough that he would look
her up by name. Of course that's if the general public still
didn't know about the sleep she just spent with Kotreedee and
friends. Sometimes rumors can move outrageously fast. "I
heard of your problem from Arnobim who heard it from
Kalotie."
"What problem?"
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"They say your house was stolen."
"That's true," she admitted, "but that's not something you
can steal back like dinnerware." That would be something she
would expect from someone like this.
"Well maybe I can help you."
"I would appreciate that," she said, hoping he didn't notice
that she was saying it nervously. "What can you do?"
"First, let me introduce myself, I am Delroon. Have you
heard of me?"
Delroon was the closest thing to a professional rabblerouser there was at Dos University. He was always protesting
something, the latest issue was the teaching of the Scientific
Kortraxian religion. Before that he had taken on the physics
magazine's editorial policy. Before that he had attempted to
get the university to provide a free clinic to repair the brains
of the retarded. "Yes, of course I've heard of you. I should
have recognized you." She might have recognized him if the
news photographs weren't taken a week closer to a shower
than he was now.
His methods of rabble rousing were pretty standard,
inflammatory rhetoric and plenty of free intoxicants for
anyone who would picket with him. The intoxicants were no
doubt laced with rage-inducing psychoactants. He would get
them to march in the streets or follow people around. In some
cases they could occupy sites with public access, preventing
business from being done. They were often as aggressive as
the Instinct allowed.
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The occupation of the physics magazine had been
enormously controversial, more so than the magazine's
methods of choosing contributors, especially when some of
the printing equipment was found damaged when the
occupation was over.
She told him, "I don't see what you can do to help me, this
isn't really a social issue."
"Sure it is."
"But it really only effects me," she said.
"No it doesn't. This involves one of the fundamental rules
of society. It hurts everyone if we can't keep our possessions.
Even in clans some people have more ownership than others.
What would happen if people just occupied whatever they
want?" He asked rhetorically, "Who would build anything if
they couldn't reap some personal benefit."
He had often seemed to take the opposite view concerning
the University. "I know that?" she questioned, wondering if
he had come around in his views. "But what can you do about
it?"
"I think it's obvious."
"Lead a protest march against Taivaroo?"
"Of course."
"And where will you get the people? I don't think you can
find a couple hundred people who think a dispute over one
house is enough to go picketing over."
"Why not?" he asked, sounding so much like he did when
orating on the steps of the physics building two decades ago.
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"Do you support the idea of making all ownership common,
abolishing the concept of private ownership?"
"Of course not." She was wolfing her way thru the second
of the rolls now and really didn't want to bring up how the
people she knew had argued that with him.
"Then you must do something about it. If YOU don't
stand up for what is right, what you believe in, then you are
helping those who want to do away with private property and
allow anyone to take anything they happen to want at any
time."
It was rather interesting to hear him say that. In his
dealings with the university administration he sometimes
came rather close to supporting the opposite view. One of his
pet phrases was the university belonged to everyone. She
decided not to bring that up right now, not wanting to get into
a complicated and nonsensical argument about what property
should be private and what should be public. "But that's me,
it's only my house we're talking about." She took the last bite
of the second thin roll, they were good and did hit the spot.
The one roll she had left was easy enough to hold that she
could now stop and talk.
"It could just as well be theirs."
"But it isn't." he waited for her to swallow, "people always
assume it's not going to happen to them. This just isn't a
general cause, it's a private problem."
"I can make it a general issue."
"I doubt it."
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"Even if I couldn't, you don't really think people march
for the issues do you?"
"I'd have to be truly passionate about an issue to get out in
the street carrying signs and chanting about it."
"Nah. Oh there are a few, but most of them are there for
the excitement, the comradery and the free yaag."
"So you just use them?"
"They use me don't they? It can cost ten irons to put on a
good demonstration or occupation."
"An of course you would want me to pay that bill."
"It IS your house," he replied.
"What about the larger issue you just talked about?"
"That's why you don't have to pay them wages."
"And do you expect a wage for putting this all together?"
she asked.
"Hey, I'm not like that. I believe in what I do and there are
a lot more who do too. It is unfortunate that so many people
are just like you say, they think it happens to the other guy.
It's also unfortunate that so many people just go along with
what happens at this university. They think the administration
owns it, they look the other way at one little dishonesty after
another. That might be understandable if there were other
universities in this city we could go to, but this is realistically
the only one. This is the only large scale research university
in the whole basin, including the lowlands, they have a
responsibility."
"But the administration DOES own the place, specifically
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KiilonRoy. It's exactly the same issue as with my house but
now you are taking the other side." She felt he had forced her
to say something by his latest comments. "If this university
wasn't one of the finest in all the worlds, one of the groups of
miffed professors would have built a viable competitor by
now."
"So you are one of the people who doesn't like what I do?
You'd rather I let them get away with anything they want?"
"You probably know I am actually a member of the
faculty. I am one of them. I disagree with some of them from
time to time and am vocal about it. But I do it with all due
respect and without personal animosity. Disagreement is
admissible, what I didn't like is when places your people
occupied got torn up. I'd rather lose my house than see it
destroyed, it is a magnificent suitehouse from the early 45th,
very fine stonework, crystal railings and an overhung castle
roof on a whole street of homes like it."
"Your home will not be harmed, a home that substantial is
not easily damaged anyway. The damage in the pressroom
wasn't supposed to happen, but sometimes people get rowdy
at events like that. Besides, a lot of them weren't students
anyway. These things seem to attract a lot of grubs from
across the lake."
"No doubt the free yaag has something to do with it."
"Probably it does. At least we don't give out free food, if
we did you would see even more burn-outs over here."
"Actually," she said, "I disagree on that, but that's a whole
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different issue." She knew they were attracted first by a free
supply of whatever they were addicted to, then by other
psychoactants, free food was third. This wasn't opinion, this
was researched fact.
"Oh, right." He seemed disappointed that he couldn't get
her to argue about that. He went on with, "I assure you the
house would not be destroyed. I don't think an occupation is
appropriate for this, at least not for the first effort. Just a little
demonstration out front ought to do it."
"I don't think it will be necessary. Koz United has a
survey and they're behind me, so are some of the people here.
I know some of the neighbors and one of the tenants. With all
that I should get enough pressure on him."
"A little street action couldn't hurt," he said.
"Yes it could. Even if no damage was done, my neighbors
don't want a riot. Some of them already declined to help me
because they think I brought too many rowdies to the area."
"So? What do you care?"
"I care, I want to live there with them. I don't want a riot
or a demonstration or an occupation or an eviction. Maybe
later if this drags on for a year or two and it doesn't look like
any progress is being made. Right now I'd like to try and get
this done peacefully. The transfer will be smooth, no voices
will be raised, it will be handled professionally and we won't
have any drama. If you really want to help with drama, go
find Pahneen, the girl I left in charge, and demonstrate on
her."
54

"Sure," like now he was getting somewhere with her.
"Where is she?"
"That's the hard part of the task."
"If you know where she is and it's anywhere in the Dos
valley I'd be glad to do it, but I can't very well mount a protest
on someone I can't find."
"Isn't that always the case?"
With that she moved off. She could eat the last roll on her
feet. Delroon didn't try to follow. He made some remark
about ingrates but didn't move from his position on the patio.
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6. At Koz United
Two weeks passed, it was now week Iyosaign. She took
the time to get her text and notes organized for Kalotie to
look at, then went with him to see a few other people in the
department who were specialists in music history. Their
reaction was generally favorable although a few of them
didn't like the idea that she was drawing conclusions on how
yandrille technology had influenced the form of popular
music. She wasn't about to back off from that however, since
that was her whole reason for writing the book, the technical
research was her supporting data. She didn't really care for
the idea that conclusions should only be drawn by the very
few at the very top of their profession, but she refrained from
getting into a direct argument about it. She didn't edit the
work because of it either.
They liked the idea that the research was over and it could
only take a year or two to get the whole thing complete. The
fact that her calligraphy was good enough to go right to press
with was another big plus, although she did have to promise
to take good care and lay it all out in the final copy. They
often had to be content with people asking for support when
they had little more than an idea.
She was back into her routine at the University already.
She met quite a few people she used to know. A decade and a
half is not all that long actually, out of the more than forty
that she had lived so far. She got a bit done on the book. She
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had quite a few parts she had written well enough to cut and
paste in. She was invited to a meeting with the history
teaching committee where she was told that they would
welcome her taking on a few classes if she was interested, a
copper a year for each weekly lecture she would like to give.
That was in addition to any of the tutoring work she would
like to continue. With a class, a tutoring student or two and
the book going on, she would be pretty busy.
They gave her a little cubicle of a room in the history
building just above the library. It was a nice convenient
location but so small and deep in the building that it had no
window. She certainly couldn't live there, though some people
lived in similar rooms. It was large enough to hold a few
books, a drawing table and two chairs, no bigger than the
assistant's office she had used in the past, but all hers. She
stored most of her stuff on the shelves that ran up to the high
ceiling, and made it cosy with a few posters and a
luminescent cave plant.
She interviewed a few prospective students. It wasn't easy
to find ones she could help. There were a few that were just
beginning that she knew she could get along with. She was
able to put them together into an introductory survey of music
history class to earn that course copper she was offered. She
took a couple hours to jot down some notes for them, at least
the topics for each week. Dos Kassikan ran sixteen week
semesters and she could fill eleven off the top of her head.
She would let the students drive the remaining weeks, what
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they would like in greater depth maybe?
There were some more advanced students that she had to
send on to other professors and there were quite a few who
were interested in her theories about technology influencing
the direction of music, but they were all sated after one
session. She should have scheduled a ten penny lecture on it,
and actually did a few years later once the book was out.
On Nightday of Iyosaign she took a walk down to Koz
United. Their office is in a large crystal elevator building in
East Knoye, a commercial center on this side of the lake
about a mile and a half south of the quadrangle. They have a
plush waiting room full of huge sofas, plants and a small
fishbowl. Kovon came out there to speak with her instead of
asking her to come to the counter. He looked better than ever
and she couldn't resist sitting close. He did put his arm
loosely around her and let his hand stay on her shoulder."We
have some positive developments," he said.
She wanted to lean back on him, cuddle up and have her
nipples teased but remembered this was business. "That's
great, what are they?"
"Between what we found out and the influence of some
guy named Kalotie at the university, we got their survey
withdrawn. I have a copy of the withdrawal notice for you,
we sent one to Taivaroo by messenger."
"That's great!" she used the opportunity to kiss him full on
the lips. His response was somewhat disappointing but not
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hopeless.
"Easy," he said when she let him up, "it wasn't all my
doing. When I first looked into it I found trouble for you. It
looked like you had opened the survey with Tarboz-YlactairBensh yourself during Voratainin of 543251 by signing our
document over to them. The very next week 'you' came back
with Pahneen and transferred the survey to her. The very next
week after that, Pahneen came back and transferred it to
Taivaroo."
"I did neither of what she says. I was already on a ship by
then, but I was hardly past the plots in the north of the Dos
valley. What a kick in the face! She was planning this right
from the start."
"We know you didn't do it. When I told him I work for
Koz United and we had no record of the verification they let
me see the document. It was obvious the signature and
thumbprint hadn't been verified since it didn't take an expert
to see the signature wasn't yours and the thumbprint was a
copy. I decided it was worth getting Teshain interested in it
and she was able to piece the whole scheme together in a
week. The transactions were all handled by the same clerk, a
girl named Blaithor." Desa knew her, she and Pahneen went
back to before Desa bought the house. Kovon went on,
"Expert analysis showed that she was also the person who
signed your copy of the Koz United document over to them.
Naturally that was why she never confirmed the transaction
with our office. Chemical analysis could confirm that the
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thumbprint was copied photographically with a cheap black
& white photo-mural spray. I didn't bother, I can see it's a
photographic copy of the sign-in print, not a fresh take of the
same person. Blaithor left the company as soon as this was all
over. Teshain checked around a little and thinks Pahneen and
Blaithor probably left town. The most interesting
development of all, before this all started, Blaithor had been
close with Taivaroo."
"Pahneen sure lost no time contemplating the deed," Desa
said. "She must have started planning it the moment I decided
to take the trip. Either Taivaroo made up his mind very
quickly about the place or Pahneen started negotiating the
transaction before I even left!"
"The only question I see," Kovon paused til she was with
him, "is the level of Taivaroo's involvement in the caper, was
he duped by Pahneen and Blaithor or was he a willing
participant?"
"I wish I knew that myself," she said, "but I don't see how
he can be totally innocent."
"I don't think we have enough evidence to know for sure.
They could have known he was looking for a house and
swindled him. Anyone who would swindle an employer
would swindle a lover just as quickly. It does make more
sense than him thinking he would ever keep a house he
purchased under such a ruse."
"Unless he never gave her that much money," She said.
"Then he wouldn't be so much at risk. He would still earn
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what he made in rent."
"Then the girls would have been stupid to do something
like that." He said.
She didn't see how? Even if they got forty coppers, they
were away with it. If they were going away anyway, why not
pull a fast one and leave with a nice pouch of pocket money?
She didn't chase it however, it was differing opinions of what
was smart and stupid. "You said Kalotie had something to do
with it."
"Right, he sent a message to Payzhotz, the current owner
of this company, to bring it to his attention. Payzhotz was
furious that some two-bit trio of filing clerks could come
along and synthesize a survey on property that's been on our
ledger since the city was young. Payzhotz personally went to
Ylactair and demanded that their survey be withdrawn,
threatening to publicize the incident and call every survey
they own into question. They couldn't stand up to anything
like that so they published the withdrawal and destroyed the
original."
"So now he has no survey?" Desa asked.
"Right."
"But he still has the house," Desa pointed out.
"Unfortunately that is also true."
"So I still have to do something about that?"
Kovon sat up and took his hand off her shoulder. "We
could go down and have a talk with him tomorrow, that might
do some good."
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"I would like that, I hope it will help." She turned to him
and touched his chest when she said that, hoping he would
return the favor.
All he did was hold her hand politely. "We think of it as
partly our problem too. After all, one of the reasons people
buy our service is so there will be some record of who's
property is where other than just their neighbor's say-so."
"I'm glad to have any help I can get with this." She
resisted the urge to press the back of his hand to her chest. He
probably got that all the time and from much more fully
curved women than she.
"Good. Meet me here tomorrow, early, right after
breakfast. I'll get Teshain here and we'll go have a talk with
Taivaroo." He got up from the seat they shared. "Meanwhile I
have to get back on duty. We're making progress, see you
tomorrow."
She could only wave. She wanted to say 'wait, what about
lunch, what about darkmeal?' she wanted to forget business
with him for awhile, but didn't get the chance. She wanted his
fine back and shoulders push their way back into his office,
driven by his compact little ass.
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7. Confronting Taivaroo
On Morningday of Knmonaweep, the next to last week
this year, Kovon the surveyor and Teshain the detective went
with her to see Taivaroo. On the rather long walk down there
Desa decided it was all or nothing with Kovon and did
everything but trip him and get under him before he fell. She
gushed about how grateful she was and pressed herself deep
into his elbow. She did her best to find some way of making
personal conversation but he remained all business. Teshain
noticed but didn't say anything and Desa wondered if she was
trying to move in on her partner. But Desa had also noticed he
was all business with Teshain also. Either that, or there was
no way she was going to generate any interest. Desa generally
had no problem in telling guys of her desires but for some
reason Kovon's aloofness had inhibited her. Long before they
were close to the house she reluctantly gave up and admitted
to herself that she wasn't turning him on at all.
They arrived at the house while Taivaroo was still asleep
and waited in the front hall. Pendromt came down while they
were waiting and joined them, then Mareet came and joined
them also and all the wooden benches that lined the
downstairs front hallway were filled. The hallway curtain was
open so they knew when Taivaroo woke up. Desa let him
know they wanted to see him but would wait until he was
ready. He didn't reply but sent one of the girls to close the
curtain. She was naked with her hair over her face, the one
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called Cheeza.
Teshain went to the back of the house where there was a
tiny courtyard shielded from the canal by the main house and
the alley by the kitchens and the upper patio. "He might be
able to get thru a side door and out this way," she said. "He
could climb to a neighboring house."
Desa followed her thru the door and gasped. The garden
was in ruins. The huge moonflower tree was still there but the
benches under it were rotted and broken, the pool was just a
spot of dried mud and all the other flowers were destroyed,
piles of rubbish cowered in the corners by the foundation
stones.
Teshain noticed her reaction. "This was not in this
condition when you left the house."
"This used to be one of my favorite places. It was cool
and quiet here in the depth of summer. It used to be a garden
of beauty, I treasured the fragrances that grew here in the
shade. The pool was full of clear water, boatflowers and
shimmering fish. Both benches were in perfect condition and
there was a glass table and cupstand between them."
"Maybe they just abandoned it for the winter?"
"This looks like years of damage, a decade's damage at
least. This looks like I was the last one to even sweep up out
here." There were several piles of garbage, a broken tape,
shards of a broken bottle, some rotting rags, one of them
horribly stained. She wept quietly, managed to continue. "We
never abandoned this for the winter. The pool never froze and
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the iceblossoms we had right there hardly ever came out. I'm
from up by Yyleendah decades ago, a mountain climate
compared to this." This was fourteen hundred feet lower than
her childhood home. "We got sun here Afternoondays even in
winter and it was still nice in early Afternoonday most weeks.
We'd use the upper patio too for Noonmeal right thru the year,
most weeks anyway."
"The rest of the place seems to be in good condition,"
Teshain said.
"I'm glad of that, but I haven't checked all the plumbing."
She knew the house. "There are seven toilets in this house, six
tubs, four showers and nine sinks. I wonder how many still
work?"
"We didn't check, but there is no smell like there is in a
house with serious plumbing problems."
"I guess it could be worse. The interior is fairly clean, as
clean as I had it in most ways. There's more clothes clutter
and less paper clutter than when I was here." They sat
together on what was left of the ruined bench. While there
was a minute's pause, she decided to ask about Kovon. "What
is my problem with Kovon, I can't seem to get him to talk
about anything but business."
"You're after a bone ride?"
"I'm thinking about it," Desa admitted, "I was hoping for
more than just a score. I like his looks but I'd like to know a
little more about him."
"He doesn't like aggressive women," Teshain replied, "I
65

know that much."
"I see, what does one do around him then?"
"Just let him make his choice, just be there at the right
time and place without pushing it."
"If he's that arrogant," Desa said, "maybe he's not worth
it."
"Maybe not, I haven't seen much evidence of a charming
or fun loving personality from him, I haven't seen his woody.
I have no evidence but I wonder if he is not interested in
women. About the best I can say is he can be pleasant and
professional."
"I see." Desa asked no more. Clearly Teshain had been
spurned by him also and she was attractive (no, downright
beautiful) and sharp. Some of her assessment might be sour
grapes, but there was probably a lot of truth in it also.
Taivaroo kept them waiting a long time. They began to
wonder if he had slithered down the drain or bored thru the
wall into the next house. Eventually one of the girls went to
the kitchen. She said he would meet with them over brunch in
a quarter hour. It turned out to be more like a half.
The indoor dining hall was between the kitchen and the
back court. It was well used but in a state of good repair.
There was room for twenty at this table so the eight of them
fit at the end opposite the stairs.
Kovon began the discussion, first he introduced himself,
then got right to the point as the kitchen man set a big bowl of
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sausage-trap vedn cakes in sticky syrup on the table. "I think
Desa has already told you that this house was sold dishonestly
and that Desa is the rightful owner." He put his hand on her
shoulder as he said that. She tried not to purr too obviously.
"This is the real survey on the property, this one (he showed
the one from T-Y-B) is nothing more than paper, cheated into
existence by a clerk at the agency named Blaithor who you
used to know. That agency has since issued this retraction of
that survey and destroyed the original."
Taivaroo shoveled in plenty of the sausage cake as Kovon
talked. They had to wait for him to finish chewing. "I never
knew Blaithor worked at that survey shop!" Taivaroo
protested, "until I got down there to sign for it. No wonder
she split as soon as I bought the place."
"We have no evidence that you knew anything about it
before that day," Teshain said, "but still, it seems rather
strange that you never talked about how she made a living.
You apparently were close friends for the better part of a
decade."
"We were, she told me she was a design reviewer for
Simla Fashions. I even visited her there."
Teshain made a note of that. "She became a clerk at T-Y-B
only a year before this transaction took place," she admitted.
"We aren't here to accuse you of being in the conspiracy,"
Kovon said, "All we are here to do is get Desa back into her
home."
"And what about me?" Taivaroo said, spraying sausage67

cake particles like a broken plumbing fitting. "I'm as much a
victim in this as she is." He waited til he finished his
mouthful to continue. "As far as I'm concerned this is my
rightful home. Am I supposed to give it up just because she
got swindled?" he pointed at Desa. "It seems to me she gave
the place away by leaving it in the care of some
untrustworthy wench."
"You got more than your use out of this house," Desa told
him. "What you would have paid in rent and what you've
collected in rent must have repaid you by now."
"How much am I collecting from you?" he asked Mareet
around another mouth full. His girls were both eating in
silence, only looking up occasionally.
"An iron a week," she said.
Desa almost choked, that was almost four times as much
as she used to charge. More than a copper per year from the
main rooms alone, more than aluminum since he'd been here.
"So you've made more than you paid, nobody is putting you
out?"
They waited for him to finish again. "Yes you are, I mean
you're trying to. I'll tell you right now you aren't going to
succeed. I came here with aluminum and twenty in my pouch,
you would be sending me away with nothing. How do I know
you weren't in kahoots with Pahneen to fleece someone while
you were away and pull this fancy social stunt to get the place
back."
"You can't seriously believe anyone would attempt
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something so stupid," Desa said.
"Is that any more stupid than what you say you did?"
She had to admit he had a point there. "As it turns out, no,
but at the time I thought I could trust her."
"Did I hear you say you aren't going to cooperate in this
matter?" Teshain asked.
"If cooperate means pack up my things and walk away
with no hard feelings, that's right. I understand Desa's
problem and I'm willing to make some compromise." He
stuffed his mouth full again after that.
"Such as?" Kovon asked. They all sat and waited while he
chewed.
"Well ordinarily this house would not be up for sale, and
if it was, I now understand it is worth much more than
Pahneen thought. However I would be willing to return it to
Desa for the original price with the stipulation that I get to
stay here rent free for as long as I wish."
"If you could convince me you were totally innocent and
ignorant of what Pahneen and Blaithor were doing I would
be willing to let you stay. As for refunding your money, I'm
not the one who stole it, find the ones who did."
"How am I to prove what I knew and didn't know?"
"A reading is the only way I know of," Desa said.
"I'm not willing to let you voyeur thru my whole mind
over this."
"Then I'm not willing to share my home with a man who
may have willfully cheated me out of it."
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"If this WAS your home, it isn't any more, not once you
handed it over to a thief. Just because I'm not such a hot shot
when it comes to paper work doesn't mean I'm going to give
it away."
"As we mentioned earlier, you got your money out of it."
"Not all of it, and so what if I did? You wouldn't buy a
house and run it and then walk away when you got a quarter
of your money back would you."
"You have more than that," Desa said.
"There are expenses you know. To me you look like the
thief. It's all well and good that you guys have the survey," he
said to Kovon and Teshain, "but you know what else she's
doing? She's trying to cause trouble with my neighbors and
she's had some rabble from the school come by here eyeing
the place up."
"I never sent anyone from the university down here,"
Desa said, "but there are some who are concerned."
"We can make life tough for you," Kovon said.
"That's not the way I want to do it," Desa said. "I want to
get thru to you rationally and not have things get ugly."
"There was a guy distributing leaflets just last Nightday,"
Taivaroo said. "That's getting ugly in my book."
"What leaflets? I didn't send him. I did talk to some of my
neighbors and they do remember me, I'll admit to that."
"Leaflets full of your propaganda. There's still a few on
the bottom of the canal where the kind who read that
excrement throw them when they are finished or find out they
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don't have the vocabulary."
"I know nothing about that," Desa said, though she had a
good idea Delroon was involved.
"We don't seem to be getting anywhere here," Kovon said.
"I think it is very clear Desa shouldn't feel any responsibility
to refund your money after you've had a decade and a half use
of her house. I think she is making a compromise by not
asking you back rent…"
"And damages," Desa added.
"Damages," Taivaroo gasped, "I take very good care of
my property."
"Not the back courtyard," she said.
"I think that is all in the past now," Kovon continued. "We
are pretty much even right now. Let me ask you Desa, how
long would you let Taivaroo stay here while he searches for
another place to live?"
She was angered by how arrogant he was about being in
possession of it, maybe she was a little harsh but her mouth
shot, "A few weeks if he causes no trouble."
Taivaroo drew a breath, and put down his tableware,
pushing back from the table just a couple of inches. "I'm
going to make this very clear, I'm not going anywhere til I get
my money back. If I hear one more request that I do, I'll ask
four aluminums on the open market. If I hear any more lip
about that, I'm going to sell it to anyone but Desa. I am not at
fault here. All I did was jump on a good deal when I saw it. I
don't think it is up to me to search every surveyor in the city
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to see if they have a duplicate. I'm not a great believer in
paperwork anyway and I'm not about to be done out of my
home by a bunch of paper pushers who could have gotten out
of bed early this very dawn and drawn that paperwork for all I
know. Desa I'm very sorry for what happened to you, but now
you know; you should have sold the place before you left
instead of leaving it with someone you only thought you
could trust. Before you tried to cheat me in return, I was
willing to let you stay here. After you pulled this stunt I'm
not. Now this discussion is over until I see an aluminum and
twenty." With that he got up. "This property is still mine and
I'll thank you to vacate the room and let me get on with my
business."
"You aren't turning me out of my own property," Desa
said and stayed put.
He glowered at her for a long minute. Nobody said a thing
the whole time and nobody moved, not even the girls with
him. Suddenly he turned and left the room, muttering
something. None of them spoke for a few more long seconds
until both girls had also gone up to the front of the house.
Eventually Pendromt asked, "What can she do now?"
Teshain answered with another question, "What does
Taivaroo do, what is important to him?"
Mareet answered. "I think sex is the only thing that's
really important to him and I don't think you're going to get
between him and either Cheeza or teFin, they're the same
way."
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"What does he do for a living?" Teshain asked.
"He keys a calculator for a moneylending company,"
Mareet answered.
"Good," Teshain said, "Do you know his company?"
"Not the name of the company, but the name of the guy he
gives his reports to is Kunoss."
Teshain wrote that down while asking, "What about the
girls, do they have careers?"
"No, Cheeza does factory work when she has to, once
every few weeks. teFin whores now and then, four or five
regulars a year and plies the taps when she needs some cash."
"What do they do for entertainment?"
"Each other," Mareet said. "They aren't into going out, but
they have people over for parties quite often."
"Anyone in particular?"
"I know a few names," Mareet listed them and Teshain
wrote them down. "I don't know anything about any of them
other than they know Taivaroo. They don't seem to be
important people, more likely just other sex fiends. Some of
them are some of teFin's regulars."
"Doesn't sound like anything in that we can use."
Kovon got up, "I have to be going, I have another
appointment today. If the rest of you figure out anything,
Teshain will let me know." With that he walked out of Desa's
mind once and for all.
Teshain continued, "Are these parties any time in
particular?"
73

"Dusksleep, Nightday," Mareet answered.
"I'll check this out. There may be something we can do to
get to him. If he works for a reputable company we can get to
him that way."
"Meanwhile we have to be careful he doesn't do any
damage to the house," Desa worried.
"I don't think he will," Mareet said.
"I don't either," Pendromt told her. "He's kind of an
arrogant jerk but he doesn't seem destructive."
"We ought to do something about this Pahneen," Mareet
said.
"She could be anywhere in the world by now," Teshain
said. "Even if she rode a few weeks out of the city and bought
a farm we'll never find her. If she already spent the money,
there is no good it can do unless someone wants to haunt her."
"It just doesn't seem like she should be able to get away
with this," Mareet said.
"She already has," Teshain said. "All that's left is to try
and undo the damage."
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8. The Hall of Concerts
There had been little progress during week Kenduul.
Teshain had tracked down Taivaroo's employer, they were
looking for influence there, that was about it. Pendromt
reported the mood in the house as dark and teFin had lectured
Taivaroo at some volume and length at one point. Desa had
not gone to the house either that week or this. She was a bit at
a loss as to a next move. In her talk with Pendromt he
suggested moving in with him and gathering support among
the tenants. She would consider it as soon as she found the
courage to have a frank talk about his daughter.
Two weeks after the confrontation with Taivaroo was
week Hareenduul, the first week of year 543433. On
Nigthday of this week a great party was always held in the
Hall of Concerts right on the lake shore. Lots of people Desa
used to know would be there, many that meant a lot to her. It
was time she let them know she was sort-of home, it had been
almost half a year now since she left Fomeer at Normain Dru.
The party started not too long after breakfast and was to last
all day, being the closest thing to a HarvestHenge held at the
university.
It was the beginning of mid winter and the Nightdays are
quite cool so she wore a long and warm one piece fuzz-yarn
desert suit that she had made for herself at the height of her
prowess at knotcraft. It was soft and fuzzy, fit like skin and
had dark maroon edges that blended into lavender pink.
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Kalotie had seen it decades ago, but he liked it all over again.
"You'll be the most beautiful woman there," he said, "How I
wish I could keep you to myself."
"You know that's not true. You'll have a whole court-full
of lovlies around you that will make me look like a frump."
She looked in Kalotie's tall mirror with the heavy carved
frame and wondered if that was really true. She thought she
looked like a strapping farm girl of two and a half decades in
a way. She was too tall and showed the line of a little more
muscle than some felt stylish in a woman. Her skin was
rougher than perfection. She had the look of being not quite
full grown in spite of being forty one decades. She decided
that her faults were minor, she looked as good as she ever
had. Good enough that she should find someone to pay
attention to her today.
The Hall of Concerts has a building all to itself on the
lake shore. The largest single room in the whole university
complex was a graceful structure built of crystal and white
marble, surrounded by columns five stories high. There was a
wide base of steps that concealed a maze of utility and service
chambers beneath. The whole thing was in a large park of
lawns and gardens that were lit for Nightday with thousands
of tiny white lanterns, making the grounds look like the stars
had come down from the sky to party with them.
The first old friend she ran into was Telsar. She knew him
from decades ago, from the very first time she ever recorded a
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tape. He was the recording tech in Jotal's house when she was
living with Isandra, the guy who first taught her to play. He'd
stayed at the house thru two different bands. Over the years
she'd regaled him with tales of woe regarding three different
lovers, one of whom was Kalotie. Thru all of it he was a rock,
always competent, always understanding. They hadn't been
intimate much, all that time he'd been securely mated to
Chorison. Besides that, he was half a head shorter and thirty
pounds lighter than Desa and that made him feel awkward in
bed with her on the few times they had gotten together.
Today they strolled thru the perimeter hall under the
balcony for a long time, thru a cup of a fine green and a lot of
stories of people he knew from her performing days and what
they were doing now. Many of them she hadn't seen in more
like ten decades than two. They spent a lot of time catching
up on what had happened with each other.
For some hours she stayed near that yaag tap and got
involved in a lively discussion, some might even say
argument, with a group comprised mainly of students, who
were thrashing out all the big issues of the universe such as
how it began and whether people will evolve into a metacreature and if so, would it be a God? Some agreed that the
Choral that was to perform after lunch would make it all
perfectly clear. She was already getting pretty floaty from the
fine green yaag that was being dispensed from this cask on an
elegantly sculpted stand among the statuary.
Kalotie came by with Jendruzoon from the university's
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treasury. She was a little too stoned to be talking to people in
the upper levels of the administration right now but she did
her best to listen. "Kalotie told me you had some trouble with
your house," Jendruzoon said, "So when your detective
contacted me last Afternoonday about the Kunoss Energy
Fund I naturally put in a good word for you, or should I say
bad word for your adversary."
"What's the Kunoss Energy Fund?" Desa asked.
"The person who swindled you apparently does some
kind of analysis for them. At least he did. I talked to Kunoss
this Morningday and he didn't seem that surprised that this
Taivoo or whatever his name is, is in trouble. I wouldn't be
surprised if something comes of it."
"Well thanks," Desa said, "It sounds like Taivaroo's been
in trouble before?"
"He didn't actually say that," Jenduzon said, "but
apparently he spends more time pestering woman at the office
than working. Kunoss says his reports are a mess and he's
slow besides."
"Maybe Kunoss will tell him it's time to straighten up and
settling the house problem will be one more thing he can do,"
Kalotie said.
"I don't see why Kunoss would really care," Desa said.
"His reputation depends on the reputations of people
working for him. We certainly can't trust our investments to
companies whose decisions are based on reports done by
people with no ethics," Jendruzoon told her. "That's exactly
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what I told Kunoss."
"I see, thank you," she said. She did her best to appear
properly grateful but he was standing in a position where
bodily contact would be awkward.
"Besides that," Kalotie said, "Taivaroo might get the hint
that he can make his life very difficult on his present course.
I've talked with a few other people around here about it
already. So far I haven't run into anyone else who can do
anything about it right now, but eventually something like this
is going to have a big effect on his life."
"I hope he figures that out," Desa said. "I also hope he
doesn't use the same tactics on me."
"Don't worry Desa," Jendruzoon chuckled, "We already
know all the dirt on you."
She almost laughed too, but she could see in his eye that
he really did. She looked at Kalotie but his eyes slid away.
She was a little miffed. It wasn't like she didn't have ability
too, and it hadn't been an act, she had really loved Kalotie at
the time. Then she realized it was just the yaag that was
worrying her. She wasn't the first or the last and they were
still smiling. To prove the point a buxom, golden-haired girl
in tropical attire came by to offer Jendruzoon a bottle of
something treated along with her flesh, by pressing herself
affectionately against him. It was amazing that she could
stand being dressed like that in this weather, but it did keep
her nibs tight and when you have such an outstanding pair,
you probably do what you can to make the most of it.
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"Maybe we'll go down and talk to Taivaroo this coming
Morningday," Kalotie said. "Meanwhile I have to see some
people backstage, checking costumes and such for later. Want
to come along?"
"You know better than that," Desa said. Kalotie had
always known how to turn the best of times into boring work.
When he went back there to check costumes he would do just
that, inspecting for historical accuracy and such and not
getting involved with the flesh inside them. Jendruzoon also
drifted off with the golden girl, undoubtably to partake of her
fleshly pleasures in one of the dozens of private lounges
scattered around on the floors above, under the balcony of the
hall. Desa went out to the wide portico that faced the lake to
clear out a little. Her spirits were lifted by the news that more
progress was being made on the house. She even allowed
herself to think that the trip they made on Morningday might
be a success.
Nightday was in full swing and the lake was dotted with
lantern-lit boats. The towers of Dos Central on the far shore
twinkled like ribbons of stars. Above them Kunae, the three
century star, cast its ruddy glow upon the waters. The huge
torches that topped the pillars of this portico gave off enough
heat that it was almost pleasant to sit on the railing with her
back against the pillar. It was just as she closed her eyes that
she heard a familiar voice in her ear with greetings and felt a
familiar hand cup her breast.
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Vienor was the last guy she was really 'with' before she
went to the Yakhan. They had met only half a decade before
she left, they were still in the initial infatuation stage in fact.
He was big and physical, a tradesman in one of the campus
building crews. They had shared some pretty wild passion
before she left, something she remembered with pleasure as
she drew his face to hers.
"I'm glad to see you're back," he said when their lips
parted. Their arms were still around each other, their legs
were braided, leaning against the rail.
"It's good to be back," she said. "This is my first real
chance to celebrate being back."
"How's the party in there?"
"Haven't you been in?"
"No," he said. "I'm not really faculty, I work for an
independent contractor actually and you're the only person
here I'm close to."
"Nonsense. You don't have to be formally invited to these
things. At least a quarter of the people here have no
connection to the university other than a friend who was once
a student. It's not all that stuffy either and not everyone is
dressed up."
"You certainly are, that is the most beautiful piece of
clothing I've ever seen. And it's so sexy. It looks like it would
be a harness but it's so soft."
"It's all in what kind of yarn you tie."
"I'd rather be out here with you," he said as he coaxed her
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nipples out thru holes in the tie that had taken a lot of skill to
position correctly.
She smiled and kissed him again while his other hand slid
up the bottom. "What have you been doing while I was
away?" she asked, using the yaag to allow her to enjoy the
eroticism without being overcome by it.
"It's been a long time, I've been in and out of two loves
since then. I'm not working with Shavu any more. I learned to
read my own prints and have my own crew but I'm not staff
any more like I said. I bought a flat up in East Knoye on the
fifteenth floor. Look at the legs those stairs have given me,"
he gripped his thigh.
"No elevators there?" she gripped it too, those stairs were
real.
"How would I afford an elevator building? I like the view
and the privacy but the sixth floor is the closest one with a
connection to anything. I only have to do nine at once that
way."
"I'm thinking like a Yakhanian in some ways," she said.
"There's an elevator in almost every building there." That got
them onto the subject of Kassidor Yakhan and she told him
about that while they petted. There was no one else out here
with them at the time and she went right ahead and got all she
could get out of him, even a little clitoral from his finger right
there on that rail as she talked about how people in the
Yakhan would sneak little things like exactly that whenever
they could. And how everyone liked to have a few people
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called 'lunchies' in their lives. You even see the term in
magazines, on billboards and in popular songs.
Afterward they walked for awhile along the lake, a little
less erotically, but still arm in arm and pressing their hips
together. She found it very pleasant but she could see that his
ardor of two decades ago was gone. By the time they came
back to the hall, Narrulla; the greater moon, was rising over
the buildings of Dos Central. It would be rising near
lunchtime this year. Sure enough the mid-Nightday feast was
spread. The tables lining the far walls would groan from now
til the verge of Dawnsleep. Desa found it easy to convince
Yeinor to come inside when the aroma of those tables reached
his nose.
There was also more yaag.
During the feast she sat near Panroomine, another shortterm lover and what you might call one of her first students.
He was actually Kalotie's student but she helped him so much
he seemed like her own. He was a quiet and gentle giant with
a great mane of yellow-orange hair and beard soft as newborn
keda-down. He had a permanent mate now it seemed, a girl
named Kiisorn who was as hard and sharp as he was soft and
gentle. It was a shame to see him get lead around like that,
but Desa didn't say anything for fear of the woman's tongue.
Although she had said only the pleasantries, Desa thought she
was one of those who have a ratchet-cock crossbow in their
mouths. Desa and Panroomine exchanged looks over the table
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when Kiisorn looked elsewhere. They told her that she didn't
need to voice her sympathy. Looks that might have even said
he wanted to be rescued. That she could not do because he
needed someone to lead him around or he would drift like
plankton thru life.
During the feast Yeinor found plenty of people he knew
well enough to socialize with, especially when the yaag was
flowing like it was. They wandered apart and soon after that
one of Kalotie's friends introduced her to someone she was
supposed to interview as a possible student, Kostya was his
name. He was of medium height with light brown, wavy hair,
large dark blue eyes and a mischievous little crinkle in his
smile. Just from looking at him she knew she would be glad
to have him as a student. Kalotie's friend disappeared as soon
as names were exchanged.
They spent a few seconds just looking at each other, there
was something more than long lost brother and sister at work
here. "I hope you're looking for something I can help you
with," was all she could think of to say. She was conscious
that they were too close for a prospective teacher
interviewing a prospective student, and was glad they were.
They had their hands on each other's hips.
"I know you can help me with what I'm looking for today.
We can talk about our studies any time."
She laughed, "At least we think alike."
He grinned and put his arm around her waist, "Shall we
walk awhile as a way of getting acquainted? It is not too cold
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yet tonight for you is it?"
"I have a bit of Troll in me, so I'm sure it's not."
He was a folk musician much like she had been except
that he liked to tour far and wide. He had never been outside
the Dos basin, but he had seen a lot more of it than she and
told her of many small wonders that she never knew of.
He wanted to learn of folk music styles and traditions
from all parts of the basin and how they evolved. With him
this would be much more of a joint study for he knew much
more of the present in the various regions of the basin. They
were lucky that they were tracking the history of the Dos
basin. It had hardly been settled til modern times because of
onions.
The fact that their knowledge would compliment each
other suited him just fine, learning together was exciting for
him as for her. The fact that she was a musician thrilled him
so much he'd already signed her up to join their tours when
they needed to go on location to study a region. By the time
the performance started they were back inside sitting
entwined in a lounge chair just under the balcony edge.
The show started just after the tables were cleared. It was
a rather famous permanent chorus that was loosely associated
with the university. With them was a whole orchestra of
ancient acoustic yandrilles, skin and wood chipponggas, unamplified whistles and horns. It dated from the days when the
young culture of the lake grew in isolation. In honor of the
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season and the party they did a few excerpts from the
Harvesthenge for an hour to warm up. The Harvesthenge is a
monumental piece of music written by a culture from the
Yondure basin so ancient that there was no written record, not
even fossils. There is only four hours and forty eight minutes
of music in standard time. It is said they believed that music
IS god.
They followed that up with some more modern selections
and slipped some gentle pneumatic instrumentation into the
sound. They sang for two more hours, some would come and
go, they moved around the stage, sometimes with intricate
choreography. The lanterns they used on the stage invoked
the lands of the deeps with layers of clouds and sun the color
of a hot rock. She was pulled deep into their music and let her
body pretty much make its own decisions about how deeply it
would get entwined with Kostya's. By the time it was over
she was lying back in his arms and he was caressing and
kneading and pointing her. She enjoyed nothing more than
this, but as the show ended it started to attract attention.
"Maybe you know of somewhere we could slip away?"
"There's rooms just upstairs," Desa said and lead him to
the nearest stairway. They had to hurry, a lot of other people
had just been waiting for the end of the show and the stairs
were crowded. Jendruzoon was there, still with the endowed
one, and they were caught in the waiting line.
"Good, you found her," he told Kostya. "This is one of the
students I wanted to introduce you to," he told Desa.
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"Garvile did," Kostya said, "but thanks."
"Have you talked yet?" he asked Desa. "Is it going to be a
good fit?"
"We talked quite a bit," Desa said, "it'll be research as
much as study, I'll write it up over the next week. It'll take too
long now and this line's starting to move so we can check out
the fit."
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9. A Mob is Born
There were quite a few rooms, three hallways in the shape
of a 'u,' but the bottom of the u had the bathrooms and
showers also. They found a clean room that was open, used it
for more like two hours than one. They were left alone in the
shower and he had another in him, wow. This was her first
four-orgasm party since she moved out of the Shenon Maina
house.
By the time they got back downstairs people were milling
around the tables again and a lost-sleep meal was in progress.
There was some lantern fuel in the yaag somewhere, she
could tell because people were boisterous and rowdy. Yeinor
had found a lot of it and was leading people in a bawdy song.
After a few more bites of re-toasted inglethor strips, they also
found that keg, though they didn't know it at the time.
It seemed that most of the people here, were people she
knew and Yeinor brought the story about the house out, and
she had two cups of it by then, and she wound up into a real
tirade. Maybe it was because of the way she orated, maybe it
was because they knew her and not Taivaroo, but before she
realized what was happening, everyone drinking here was
ranting about it with wide throat.
"How can we let him get away with that?" Yeinor asked
the rowdy crowd. "He knows he has it dishonestly and he still
says he won't move? I say we gotta go pack him up and move
him out is what I say." He was pretty hammered.
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"I think that detective and Kalotie are getting to him thru
his career," Desa said. "He works for Kunoss Energy Fund."
"We gotta do something more than that," Yeinor said. He
was getting pretty loud about it and a lot of people were
paying attention. This was about when her stomach told her
that this was the keg with the alcohol in it.
"Sure, we can't let him get away with that," someone
echoed.
She heard someone else yell, "Let's go protest 'em!"
"You guys are starting to sound uncivilized," someone
even farther back yelled.
Yeinor said, "With an uncivilized attitude like he has I
don't see why we have to be civilized about it?"
"Are you saying we go put this Taivaroo out on the
street?" Kostya asked.
"Yeah," Yienor said, "We'll oust him. The Instinct will let
us move his stuff out, he'll have to come out after it and we'll
lock him out. You have possession."
These words brought several other people into the
discussion who had just been attracted by the noise and didn't
know what was going on. The only other thing they had in
common was proximity to this keg. Desa tried to explain that
this was all being taken care of, but found that speaking
clearly was harder than she expected. This alcohol was just
topping it off, she had been drinking yaag all day, probably
couldn't count the cups, faster and faster as it got later. She
was perhaps too experienced with yaag since she bought this
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house and had fallen hard back into old habits as soon as she
got off the boat. She was just noticing she had way too much
alcohol also, enough to get a case of sea legs.
Yienor seemed to be more experienced with the effects of
lantern fuel than he had been a decade and a half ago. He
didn't let the fact that his words were sloppy and his thoughts
were out of order stop him from launching into his own
explanation for the new arrivals in a voice that would have
done a Lumpral Religionist proud. "…So now we're going
down there to roust that house thief! He's occupied her house
on Diyneech canal and doesn't want to give it up. We aren't
going to let him get away with that are we?"
There was a round of hoots from the crowd.
"If we let him get away with that your house could be
next couldn't it?" one of his friends added.
She realized how blithered she was and knew the others
must be just as fuzzy if not more so. The fact that what they
were talking about doing was the next thing to bodily force
didn't cause her as much anxiety at first as the fact that a
crowd of a hundred people out of their minds on yaag and
alcohol could do just about anything in a mood like this. They
weren't people any more, they were surrendering their
individual will to the mob, becoming a single animal of great
power but little intelligence.
Just when she thought the situation couldn't get any
worse, she saw Delroon shouldering his way thru the crowd,
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washed and groomed as smooth as a rich man's lap-pet this
time. Once he got going there would be no chance of
diverting their course, she had to calm them down before he
started ranting. "Wait! Wait! Wait!" Desa yelled. It was
difficult to make herself heard at this point. "Don't let's go
down there like this. I don't want no damn riot at my house!"
In spite of the fact that she had just had a clear thought, it still
wasn't easy to utter clear speech.
"You want to let him keep it?" Yienor said, loud enough
that at least the first few rows could hear him.
"No, but I don't want to WRECK it either."
"We aren't going to wreck it, just move the bum out of it."
"Please, not this way. How about if just a few of us go,
just us," Desa grabbed Kostya's and Yeinor's arms and held
them to her. We should be enough. We can go to Taivaroo and
tell him there's a whole riot waiting here if he doesn't want to
reason with us."
"Why bother waiting around?" someone asked.
"So we don't wreck the place!" She shouted.
Delroon was next to her by this time, he was patient and
waited for her to wind down, she was afraid she might vomit
if she said anything more. He held up his hand and waited
until the noise died down. "We aren't talking about wrecking
the place are we?" he said gently but in a voice that carried.
There were a few 'no's and such from them, mostly the
response was a further level of quiet, quiet enough to hear
coughs.
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"All we want is to protect our property from thieves
right?"
There was a roar.
"All we're talking about is a little peaceful demonstration
isn't it?"
There was an even louder roar. To a mob, 'peaceful' is
anything the Instinct will allow. The Instinct effects only the
humans in the mob, Desa was well aware that the mob itself
is not effected by the Instinct. Desa could clearly hear the
cries of 'oust him' and 'pack him on the street' from many
throats. No doubt Delroon could hear them too but chose to
ignore them.
"They aren't listening to you, you're just saying those
things for my benefit," Desa said, really wishing she wasn't at
the center of this after partying all day. Too many people were
watching, she thought she even saw a camera.
One of mankind's oldest cliches made her feel even sicker.
"Trust me, I know what I'm doing," he said and turned back to
the audience. "Now the case has been well made," he barked,
"The problem has been laid before you. Do we continue to be
a society of individual ownership or do we let anyone take
anything they want any time they want?"
There was a loud and general "NO."
"DO we protect what is ours?"
A louder, "yes."
"I don't need this!" Desa yelled at him.
"Yes you do," Delroon yelled, "We all do, we have to
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stand up for our rights! We can't be afraid to protect what is
ours."
At this point she understood, understood the two primal
needs at work here. Delroon needed this, the lust for power,
the lust to be in control of a mob. He needed this far more
than she did. The second need was the mob. The mob needed
this to exist at all, it was a creature made of creatures,
drunken creatures with the need to belong to something more
powerful than themselves, the in-born need to be part of a
group and a team, to accomplish something no single person
can. Beyond that, the grouping has a dark side, the primitive
human need to release responsibility to the group. These
otherwise intelligent creatures become cells in a being called
a mob.
The noise brought even more people around, many of
whom she didn't even know. At this point Desa wasn't even
the issue at all and she knew it. It was the excitement of the
oratory, the mood, the drugs, maybe even the hidden tension
in the performance. The rhetoric got louder and more urgent
and before long Delroon was getting them roused to go down
and evict Taivaroo.
Now that she knew Delroon was high on the power, she
knew she wasn't going to get anywhere trying to reason with
him. He was already yelling about signs and the warehouse
where he kept the materials to make them. She tried to talk to
her friends," Help me stop this," she pleaded with Yeinor.
"Why? He's right, you shouldn't be afraid to stand up for
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your rights."
"But this is mob action," she told Kostya.
"Working together is what keeps our species from
degenerating into wild animals that either fight or fuck when
they see another member of their own species," Yeinor said.
"Without cooperation we wouldn't even have lighters so we'd
have to eat our food raw."
"But this is too much like violence," she told him.
"Nobody's going to get hurt, we still have the Instinct,"
Kostya said nervously. She could see that he was smart
enough to know the Instinct effected the humans but not the
mob itself. She could see that he worried about that.
"But you were just talking about throwing him into the
street?" She asked Yeinor.
"Just his stuff," he answered, "the Instinct won't stop us
from packing him out of your house, then he'll just have to
follow along."
"Stuff will get broke, someone will get into a pulling
match over something and someone will get hurt." She gave
up in disgust, "I'm not going to be part of it," she said and ran
off.
"Let me come with you," Kostya said, running after her,
"I think you're right, this is not the way to do this. Those
people are berserk in here."
"I know it," she said. She saw that he was coming with
her, Yeinor was not. Others were calling her. Only Kostya
could hear her, "none of them can listen to reason now. I'm
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going to warn Taivaroo."
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10. A Mob is Coming
It was now late in Nightday, going on Dawnsleep, the
coldest part of the week. Dos has a quite variable climate.
Like the Yakhan there is a weekly cycle. Dos is a couple
miles lower in altitude than the Yakhan, so the weekly
variation isn't as great, but it is still very much a part of weekto-week life. In addition Dos is far enough south that there is
a significant seasonal variation on top of that. This is the
coldest part of the week in the first week of what one could
call mid-winter. Considering that, the fact that it was still
above freezing was good. Two or three times per decade there
will be an inch of snow somewhere in the Dos urban area.
When they left the building several other people came
after them a block or so. Several called for Desa to wait but
the situation was careening out of control already and she
wanted no part of it. She wished she could cut thru the fog in
her brain and think clearly but there was too much buzz for
that. Maybe it was unrealistic to think there was some way to
get Taivaroo out without some kind of action. He wasn't being
at all cooperative about it. Maybe she thought there was a
chance he might be innocent. Maybe she just had such a
disgust for Delroon's methods and the look that came over
him when he conjured the mob into being.
It would take the mob some time to get to the house. They
would have to go by Delroon's warehouse and they would
probably follow the canal and that curved around a long way
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to the north. She knew a shorter route. Kostya was right
beside her, running as well as she.
She cut into an alley back into a big block with a burn-out
residential district. The area is a tangled mess of temporary
camps and abandoned buildings, stacked streetcar coaches
and even the cabin from an old freighter. These alleys reeked
from poorly maintained digesters.
"I hope your house isn't near here."
"It's almost a mile from here, but even further if they
follow the canal. That swings around almost to the Korgy
pond lock before it comes down here."
They stopped running as soon as they were out of that
neighborhood, but Desa continued to lead the way at a brisk
walk. That was all she could do with her lungs and legs on
fire. She'd stopped paying attention to the threats from her
stomach by now.
Because they hadn't taken any warm clothes, they held
each other as they walked and were just glad to get indoors by
the time they got to the house. They went right to Taivaroo's
room and found one of the girls there, Desa wasn't sure which
one, probably teFin.
The girl remembered who Desa was and went right for
her with a voice loaded with sarcasm. "You here to gloat or
what? You had to bring a spectator too?"
"We came one more time to reason with Taivaroo about
this house."
"Reason, your detective friend wasn't being very
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reasonable when she went to Taivaroo's boss. Your friends at
the university weren't very reasonable when they threatened
to isolate his company as long as Taivaroo still worked there."
"Financial institutions can't survive without people of
integrity."
"Is there any integrity in what you've done?" teFin spit.
"We can't let people go around claiming whatever they
want," Kostya said. "As a civilization we have to abide by
some agreements on that.
teFin looked at him, "Didn't she ever tell you how it
happened? Taivaroo didn't steal this house, the girl she left it
with did. She got away clean and fresh as a dawnflower. It's
Taivaroo that's caught in the theirops den."
Taivaroo came into the room. He looked terrible, like he
was diseased. His eyes were red and wet, his head was down
and he shuffled along. When he saw her he was transformed,
his head came up and there was such fire in his eyes she
thought he would actually strike her. He charged and was
caught on the Instinct. His paralyzed arms vibrated with rage
and he screamed, "You sneaky, lying, thieving bitch! I hope
you masturbate to death over what you've done here. I hope
your dreams torment you for the rest of your life. You and
your shit-lipped cronies have cost me my career! I hope
you're proud of the fact that you've just ruined my life
because you can't admit that you made a mistake and picked a
thief as caretaker of the place. Well you still can't have your
precious house, I'm staying here til Kortrax freezes."
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Kostya had put his arms around her when Taivaroo came
at her. "It's going to get much worse for you than it has so
far," Kostya said.
"Her friends are already harassing me night and day.
There's one upstairs I'm ready to throw out of here for all his
lip. The clods across the alley make rude comments about my
survey, I don't see what more can happen."
The girl spoke up. "You're hurting a lot of innocent people
besides us. You've caused trouble for the kitcheer over there.
pShondrake doesn't like his people causing trouble for his
neighbors."
"It sounds like you're making trouble for him," Desa said.
"Do you think we won't try to defend ourselves? Do you
think we won't find ways to make trouble for you in return?
We've really done nothing to you so far but after this don't
expect us to be so soft-hearted."
"There's a lot more trouble than that," Desa told them.
"There's over a hundred people on their way down here right
now ready to riot over this."
"Get them, I'll still not move. I know some people too you
know."
"Not the whole university. Can't we have some peace
here? Does this have to keep getting worse and worse and
worse until the whole neighborhood is hostile? Isn't losing
your career enough?"
"He was willing to compromise at one time," teFin said.
"But YOU weren't!" Taivaroo screamed in her face.
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A sleepy Mareet came across from her room. "I think it
was Kovon who wasn't. At least you two were starting to
argue when he cut you off. Maybe if you'd have kept at it
something would have come of it."
"I'm not ready to pay him for my own house," Desa said,
"and sorry we woke you up," to Mareet, who waved it off.
"And I'm not going to walk away from my own house
with nothing," Taivaroo said.
They stood and glowered at each other for long seconds.
teFin had something to say but kept her silence.
"Why don't we try and talk a little more calmly about it?"
Mareet said. She looked to Desa, "Do you think you could
ever admit it was Pahneen who committed the crime and not
Taivaroo?"
"How can he be totally innocent when he got the place for
half price and with a questionable survey authored by a
former girlfriend from a slink-in-the-dark company that
usually does stolen plotters cabins?"
"I can admit I wasn't the most astute property investor of
all time. I understand now how someone I thought was my
friend and guide was actually duping me."
"As I was duped," Desa admitted. Desa thought she was
making pretty good sense for such a late part of a day that had
been filled with such copious drinking.
"Let's go take a seat and calm down a little," Mareet said.
"You guys could work this out if you weren't both so
emotionally attached to this pile of sticks and stones."
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"Come in here," teFin indicated their room, "Kendure
needs to sleep."
"Not that he can with all this yelling going on," Mareet
said.
"Nobody's going to sleep when that riot gets here,"
Kostya said.
"But are you going to call it off if I leave?" Taivaroo said.
"I can't," Desa said. "I already told you I tried to call it off
and it didn't do any good. They're a mob and who knows what
can stop a mob."
"So what can we do except wait them out?" teFin asked
"I don't know?" Desa answered.
"So let's go in here and discuss it," teFin said, "Not stand
here and wake the whole house any sooner than need be."
Desa was surprised that teFin had that much consideration
for the other inhabitants of the place. They went into
Taivaroo's room and all sat on the bed. He had other cushions,
but they were covered with clothing and old news and fan
magazines. Cheeza was there and was awake. She was much
plainer than the striking teFin and might be quite a bit less
intelligent besides. So far Desa had never seen anything more
from her than a blank stare. Desa and Taivaroo's eyes still
stabbed each other.
"You aren't going to get anything settled that way,"
Mareet said.
"Yeah, I thought you said you came down here to try to
reason," teFin said.
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"Yeah," Desa said. "I don't want that riot."
"So start reasoning," Taivaroo said, "Say something
reasonable.
She took a deep breath and tried to collect her thoughts.
There was no doubt that there was a lot of yaag and lantern
fuel sloshing around inside her and it was making it harder
for her to be completely lucid. She wanted to ask to come
back Morningday but was afraid to give them more time to
get some defense started against her. It was closer to
Morningday than Nightday for most people already. "I'm
sorry about your career," she said to start, "I didn't know they
were going to go ahead and use it against you before we had
another chance to talk. I wanted a chance to tell you that
could happen. I'm also sorry about the riot, this isn't the way I
wanted to settle this." She knew how drunken that sounded as
she said it and still couldn't help it.
"It's a little late for sorry," teFin said.
"Maybe we can do something about it if we can reach an
understanding. There's a lot of financial analysts out there, we
can get you new employment if we get this settled."
"You must know I've had my troubles already, you had a
detective on me. If it hadn't been for that nobody would have
listened to your academic friends, they might have been
persuaded to listen to me."
"Maybe that wasn't the right career for you in the first
place?"
"That's not the issue. It took me great effort to get up
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above the factory grunts and you ruined all of that."
"Let's not make it any worse."
"So if I leave now I give up my career and my home, a
home I believed all along I was buying fairly."
"But in fact it wasn't fair. You got it at half price because
the person who sold it to you didn't own it."
"If I may offer a solution," Mareet said, "I think I am
detached enough to see a solution that is as fair as we can be
to both of you considering that the real villain has escaped."
She paused and waited to see if anyone was listening to her.
"By all means let's hear it," teFin said. Desa and Taivaroo
at least held their tongues.
"Earlier you said you would return the house to Desa if
she refunded your money and allowed you to stay on rent
free."
"I didn't steal his money," Desa said.
"Hold on. You said you would be willing to let him stay
on once the house was returned to you."
"For a time," Desa said.
"Right, well I think we need a compromise. If you want
peace I think you're going to have to compromise," she told
Desa.
"I'll listen," Desa said. "Let's hear your plan."
"I think you should share the house. You only paid for
half of it anyway," she told Taivaroo.
"And he got at least half of what he paid back in rent,"
Desa said.
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"You didn't ever take into account what it's cost him to
run the place," Mareet said. "I've never had a complaint about
how the kitchens were stocked. The hallway lanterns are
always full and except for the back court and the cellars the
place is reasonably well kept. He may have made something
as our landlord but he certainly hasn't grown rich from the
profits."
Desa hadn't realized he supplied food for the kitchens as
part of the rent. She had never done that. If there were as
many people hanging around here as they were in her time he
would have lost money. There were usually at least a dozen
people in this house on any given sleep. "So OK, he paid for
half the house, but even that he got from a thief."
"A thief who stole from you. Do you think there is any
arrangement you two could make to share the place? It is
certainly big enough for both of you."
Desa wanted to reject that out of hand. It had been his
girlfriend who had made up the fake paperwork. He had been
arrogant and defiant right from the start. She didn't see how
she could ever live at peace with that. The best it could be is
he was completely duped and thought he and his former
girlfriend were taking advantage of a naive seller. That still
made him a pretty devious character.
"I'll have a hard time establishing a warm and trusting
relationship with her after all this has happened," Taivaroo
said.
Desa seconded that thought, "So will I."
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"While we're in the spirit of compromise," Kostya said,
"why don't we say Pahneen stole half the house from Desa
and sold it to Taivaroo?"
"Do you think I should give him aluminum and twenty to
get my home back?" Desa asked.
"If he has to give up his half, pay him the aluminum and
twenty Pahneen stole from him," Mareet said. "If he is to buy
you out, he should pay you the remainder of a fair price."
"That means he would owe me another aluminum and
forty something on today's market," Desa said.
"If I still had my career I could pay that off in a few
decades," Taivaroo said, "but working off the boards, it will
take me half a century."
"Would you buy him out for an aluminum and twenty?"
he asked Desa.
"I don't have it. I've lined up enough teaching work to
earn one or two, maybe three coppers this coming year. It
took me two decades and recording royalties to save up for
the down payment on this house. I had a note for the last third
of it that took another decade to pay off."
"I think you could borrow aluminum," Kostya said, "It
looked to me like you know people that can pop aluminum
from their pouch with their left hand."
"I don't want to be bought out," Taivaroo said, "What
would money mean to me now? I worked for many decades,
not just two, to get where I was when Nightday began. Now
you'll send me back to the plots or the mills."
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"You could have listened to reason when this all started,"
Desa said.
"Where was there reason?" Taivaroo asked. "You turned
up here one Nightday looking like a stray piece of ass, and
just ordered me to pack. Try, just once TRY to imagine how
you would have felt in the situation. What if you bought the
place, lived here a decade and a half, had a real blowout and
one of the guys left over the next day, who you don't even
know, gets up all hung over and says the house really belongs
to him."
She made an honest effort to imagine it. She also
remembered that when she bought the house she made an
exhaustive effort to be sure the deal was good. She
interviewed neighbors, she cross-checked the survey, she
checked the prices. She made the rounds of the neighbors
with the previous owner and held an open house while the old
owner was still around. He had done none of those things that
should be done when an honest housing purchase is made.
She also took a moment to think about the difference
between Dos and the Yakhan. She had come home from the
Yakhan, found her house occupied and immediately set about
trying to take it back. That was Yakhanian behavior, selfish,
abrupt, uncaring. The Dos way would have been to take more
time to understand the situation, think of how it might really
seem from the other side and mistrust hasty feelings and hot
answers.
There really was a lot of truth in calling Pahneen the thief.
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Reliable people that she knew who also knew Taivaroo,
thought he would not have participated in the thievery. It was
true that he did little to help his situation, but it is Dosian to
take the bad with the good and accept them for what they are.
She looked straight at Taivaroo. She was steady of vision
now, he didn't keep wheeling around her after her head
stopped turning like he did a few minutes ago.
He looked back at her a long time, long enough that the
silence became uncomfortable. "I will," he finally said. "It
won't be easy but I'll find a way to do it."
"I feel like I'm already bending over backwards and
crawling in vermin to let you stay here, much less let you stay
here rent free. And I'm certainly not going to pay for your
food from now til the end of time."
"Hold it," teFin said. "It sounds like you've made the
major agreement that you'll find a way to live together and
share this house. Lets be sure about that before we start
haggling over the details."
"We don't know if we can til we see if we can agree on the
details," Desa said.
teFin continued, more or less taking over the argument for
Taivaroo, "We pay you nothing, we stay here. This is as much
our house as it is yours, we must have a guarantee of that."
This time Desa took a long time to reply.
"That sounds reasonable to me," Kostya whispered in her
ear. "If you want to get out of this peacefully."
She took his word for it. That was what she needed,
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advice from someone who's emotions weren't so tied up in it.
There was a lot of her soul tied up in this house, maybe more
than there should be, since it had clouded her judgement so.
"You have my word on it. You have these witnesses and you'll
come to find out that my word is good. But that is about all
you'll get. This can be your home, it can be your home
forever and let me say that it is my fervent hope that we can
somehow put this behind us and learn to live together as
friends. Let me also hope you'll not conflict with me on how
the place is run. I ran it four times as long as you and things
will be somewhat different now that I'm back."
"What change are you going to make?" Taivaroo asked.
"For one thing I charge a lot less rent but I don't stock the
kitchen for everyone. There were many more people around
when I was here in the past and I think there will be more in
the future. It would get to be a big conflict on who's friends
were eating here and who had to pay what. I also want that
courtyard back the way it was and I've been told the cellars
are also a mess."
"Fine," teFin said, "do whatever you want with the
courtyard, we'll stay out of it."
"I'm not saying you have to stay out of it, just don't
destroy it. What did you do, pen lentosaurs out there?"
"We just let the tenants have their way with it," Taivaroo
said. "It was of no use to us."
teFin asked, "What are your plans for the kitchen, if the
rent doesn't cover supplies, who buys them? Who provides
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for the kitcheneers?"
"The way it used to be, the kitcheneers I had living here
got a free place to stay and got free food if they cooked it. In
all practicality, they were only used for feasts and whoever
was putting on the feast paid for it and paid them more than
just what they ate in most cases."
"What about day-to-day use?" teFin asked.
"It was fend for yourself, but to be honest someone put
something on at least once a week and often all three day
meals were done around this time of year and mid summer."
"I don't like that," Mareet said. "The best thing about this
house is the way we have meals on the table every day. It's
almost like a clan house but without the domination and
common business. I think it makes a very warm atmosphere."
"But do you want to pay for thirty five people?" Desa
asked.
"Maybe we have to break out big feasts separate but lets
not lose our family atmosphere," Mareet said.
"And you don't mind paying three times as much?"
"Not at all. If you figure it out, it comes out cheaper
because we buy bigger quantities and we eat leftovers. If
you're like me when I have to make a meal for myself, I don't,
I go find a cook, so I spend a lot more."
"Some of us are not here for meals. I might be four meals
in a row over on campus."
"That's good for us because then we won't be supporting
you off the rent."
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She thought, that meant Taivaroo did not contribute to the
food budget. That meant that they wouldn't expect her to
contribute to it either if she was also an owner. "So we eat
free?" she asked Taivaroo.
"It is a benefit of providing the home. I do a lot of work
organizing and..." he had noticed teFin looking at him.
"Actually when I had a career, I was away and that work fell
to teFin."
Desa looked over to Cheeza. She had retreated to the head
of the bed and was looking at them with big eyes. Desa
understood for the first time that there was a hollow in there
that went well beyond 'not very talkative.' She wondered how
she could do any factory work. She looked back to Taivaroo,
teFin and Mareet, kept Kostya's hand in hers "I would wish
my participation in this kitchen to be, I'll pay for some feasts,
the house is invited and people I know from outside. I'll bring
home supplies commensurate with the amount I eat here. I
may share some recipes with the cook also."
"Fine, teFin said. "Piddly little details compared to
finding another place to live." She looked to Cheeza. "It's
O.K. honey, we can stay here."
Cheeza's head nodded.
"It was tpsii and lantern fuel that did this to her," she
explained to Desa. She gets too confused now, loses
perspective a lot. Taivaroo was very distraught earlier,
Nightday was not a good scene all day."
"You didn't...?" Desa asked.
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"I could hear it perfectly well also," Mareet said. "I'm sure
Kootreedee could hear it."
Taivaroo raised his hands like claws. "It had taken so
long, decades, I worked on that career long before I got this
house, that career got me this house. I took classes, I kissed
ass, I kept it in my pants again and again to get there, and
then this," he jumped, his arm lashed out, went limp and fell.
She drew back, had she not reacted, he would have thrown
his hand to her face before the paralysis set in. "This spawn of
a Kassikan lab whispers in some big-wig's ear, one she
probably fucked her way up to in the first place, and a week
later, Taivaroo is back on poverty row again. Just a word, was
it a fuck, or just a blow job?"
"Some things in my life predate my involvement in this
house and a faculty key is one of them." She had it on her, she
held it up. They could see the date, 542243. "The percentage
of the faculty that engage in casual sexual relations is as high
as the percentage of the general population, that is to say, just
about all. If we all sleep with each other anyway, favors or
not, I don't see why that even matters? I mean, you must have
some kind of sexual hang-up to even bring it up?"
"You have cost me so much."
"It can be undone," she said. "We needed to get your
attention."
"Trust me, you had his undivided attention from the time
that survey guy came up here," teFin said. "We thought you
were just a burnt-out party bitch until then."
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"I assure you I am not," Desa said.
"But you do look pretty blasted tonight, and not from just
yaag," teFin said pointedly.
"It's that lantern fuel again, snuck in the yaag."
"Yeah, well."
"You'll see," she said, but feeling pretty bad about it right
now. She let her voice trail off and in the silence that followed
they could hear noise. They had not stopped at the warehouse
long to make signs, probably just long enough for the mob to
say 'fuck that' and continue marching straight here.
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11. A Mob is Here
Everyone else heard it and fell silent. Cheeza crawled
under her quilt with a single whimper. There was a general
background rumble and over it the strident voice of Delroon.
It sounded like he called at every house for Taivaroo. That
was going to sit very, very poorly with many in this
neighborhood. It was noticeably closer to Dawn than
Darkmeal by now.
It wasn't til he got to the one next to hers that he got an
answer, it was Kootreedee, probably yelling out his dormer
window. "He's the thief of the house next door."
There was wild screaming after that and a chanting began
right outside the door. "Thief, thief, Taivaroo, repeating over
and over. (It rhymes in Kassidorian.)
"Let them yell," Taivaroo said, "They'll tire of it after
awhile."
"There are those among them who want to throw your
belongings into the street," Desa cried, "we better not let them
do that. And I don't want them out there, I want this to be a
respected house..."
"Like it was," Taivaroo added.
"Right," she said. She already felt that Taivaroo was more
on her team than the mob outside. As of now it was their
house that they were protecting from an attacking mob. She
was amazed that she could change sides so fast. But it was all
about the house. Now I'm in the house, defending against
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outside attack.
"I'm going out there," she said. "Their goal is to get me
back my house, I'll tell them I have it."
Desa took a deep breath and tried to collect her thoughts
once more. She had seen Delroon in action with the mob,
maybe she should use some of the same methods, but how?
She had to think of something to say to them that would get
thru to them in their present mood. She knew what she
wanted to say, but was still unsure of how to say it while she
unbolted the heavy front door and stepped out on the porch.
There was a great cheer when she appeared in the
doorway. That was a good sign, they were ready for her
message and would welcome it. She began to speak, as loudly
as she could but it was still a tiny peeping against this crowd.
"We have won!" she began and raised her hands in the air.
"Thank you so much, we have won and I have my house
back. Your show of solidarity has preserved the concept of
ownership. My house is mine once again, your houses are
safe. You can all go home and rest assured no thief can come
and occupy your home."
There was a great cheer but Delroon came to the door
while a celebration was starting. "Hold it, hold it," he
bellowed. "Where is Taivaroo. We need to see that the thief is
gone."
"The thief is gone," Desa bellowed. She'd had some vocal
training, for singing instead of oratory, but there was
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something in common. "The thief is long gone. The thief has
been gone for over a decade because the thief is named
Pahneen!"
There was some muttering and the cheering died down a
little. "Where is Taivaroo?" Delroon asked.
"Here is Taivaroo," he said, and came out on the step.
'Real bad move,' she thought, 'just not the thing to do right
now.' She was going to say he was out looking for Pahneen,
and agonize about that lie, but she never got to tell it.
There was an ugly noise but Desa went immediately to
him and put her arm around his waist and drew him to her.
She realized she would only have done this if she had
impermeable skin and an antimatter envelope just an hour
ago. "Yes, here is Taivaroo, my partner Taivaroo, the other
victim of Pahneen! Pahneen stole from him as she stole from
me."
She heard quite a few people asking what they were doing
here in that case. A few asked it out loud of her.
"You came here to preserve the idea that people can have
a home and possessions of their own, that what we work for
cannot be taken from us as soon as our backs are turned. That
has been done. In all likelihood this action has reinforced that
idea in all of us.
"But are you not also here to vent the fumes of lantern
fuel?" Desa continued. "And aren't you also here to feed an
ego who gets high on the roar of the crowd? You're here
following someone who cares not one bit about the causes he
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preaches, someone who cynically gives free drugs to anyone
who would follow him for any cause no one believes in. You
here following someone who has occupied buildings in the
cause of making private property into public, ARE YOU
NOT?" There was some noise after that, but not one of the
great shouts that Delroon could stir up. "I thank you for your
concern, I'm sorry that you came all this way. Good
Dawnsleep to all of you."
There was some muttering, people started leaving. Some
made derogatory remarks about sending them on a useless
quest. She heard some say they were all crazy. Delroon tried
to stop them, tried to get them all back together, but enough
had seen the truth in what Desa said. The Dawnsleep air and
the long walk had burned off a lot of the alcohol and mobs are
very fragile creatures. Once a few of their parts start to
dissipate, they usually die soon after.
Yienor came up the step to see her. "Is any of this true?"
he asked.
"Yes, Pahneen was the thief, I'm very sorry I didn't fully
understand that until now. This is Taivaroo, we have started
an agreement to share the house since we are both victims of
Pahneen. We haven't worked out the details yet and it might
not be easy, but I'm going to try."
"As we will," teFin said.
"Then you aren't needed any more," Yeinor called to
Delroon. "It's over, go on home, stop bothering the
stragglers."
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"Is this how I get rewarded," Delroon asked, striding
aggressively toward her. "I get your house back for you, then
get called names and then get told to shove off?"
"You weren't asked to do this," Desa told him. "I asked
you not to, twice, but you were too drunk on the power to
listen. You're a mob rider Delroon. I fear people like you
more than the thieves. Thieves take some of our material
objects but you take our souls. To you and your mobs we
could lose our selves, we become cells in a berserk animal,
sacrificing our lives for the aggregate."
Delroon began some kind of a response to that but Desa
didn't listen.
Taking only Yienor from those that came with the mob,
she lead them within the doors. "Let's go inside and work out
enough of the details to get us to dawn."
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12. The House Endures
Desa came to think of herself as the owner and Taivaroo
as the house manager over the decades that followed. She
lived with that arrangement longer than she had lived in all
previous arrangements combined. She lived in the room with
the courtyard door and the courtyard was thought of as hers.
Mareet and Kendure stayed on and moved into the suite being
used as the studio, Pendromt had to do his work in his own
room, but his daughter was gone within the decade anyway.
teFin became an important person in her life, not quite a
friend because they came from such different directions, but
someone who made her think and see how different some
people's lives can be. Taivaroo got a new job as an inventory
manager. It didn't pay quite as well but there was no
temptation to cheat and the women working there were often
as horny as he was so he was happy again. Cheeza was burnt.
She could sit and do an assembly or sew or something like
that, but she couldn't really 'get it'. They took her to scientists
who said they could implant something, but there wasn't
much there to recover. They asked if she'd done any
shonggot. Desa'd heard of that in the Yakhan, it was a very
effective mind eraser.
Once she adapted to a few changes, her trip to the Yakhan
and its aftermath became a more minor event in the long span
of years that she lived in this house. She came to think of it as
more of how Pahneen left than Taivaroo got there, she came
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to think of it more like Pahneen sold her room to Taivaroo.
She would always be ashamed of how negatively she had
reacted at first, but they all forgave her as people from Dos
will.
Of events that happened at that time, Kostya turned out to
be the most important of all. They were a sorta-mostly,
except-now-and-then couple for most of the next two thirds
of a century. They had loads of fun touring the basin with a
retro-techno-folk music/yaag tribe called Yiheeng. They put
on festivals for plotters and slept under their wagons in the
fields.
While she did this, she sent a song to Pahneen, describing
exactly what she'd done and how she'd forever be on the run.
She couldn't go find her and haunt her personally, but she
could write one of those I-wish-I-could-get-this-stupid-littlesong-out-of-my-head songs, 'house thief Pahneen, running
from her deeds, wondering who knows, knowing that it
shows.' she just looped that by fifths and they all did it in a
round with some jamming on the instruments until they were
sure there was no one present in the audience who would ever
forget it in their life.
But this house and her career as a faculty member of the
Kassikan with a published textbook was always her main life.
Her feasts became quasi-famous and they had some backstreet music going on in the courtyard now and then. She
became Professor Desa to Taivaroo and his girls. Pendromt
probably lives there still, and is still known as a
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cinematographic pioneer. Only one of the suites became
'transient', in that it ever changed again. Mareet and Kendure
stayed a couple more decades, then another faculty member
moved in for a few more, then various members of Yiheeng
used it as temp space, but by that time it was overflow from
the third floor. Later the third floor was mostly rented to
students and Taivaroo and his cook were making a living
keeping them housed and fed. The students would tiptoe to
her chambers then and call haltingly, but usually find
themselves welcome.
The tours with Yiheeng were just some camping vacations
from city life, now that she had someone back here she really
could trust with the house. That is, until Kostya met her
mother.
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Authors Note:
Desa has never faced as physically difficult a situation as
she had to endure in the years 552411 and 552412 when she
made the journey from the Dos basin to the Zhlindu basin
thru the Kinsheeta waste. On Earth, this happens during May,
June and July of 2212. She is 350 Earth years of age at the
time, about a century and a half by her own calendar. By this
time none are considered to be a youth any more, so her
judgment should be as good as it's ever going to get.
The great wastelands of Kassidor are at altitudes above
breathable air. That boundary is generally put at about
thirteen thousand seven hundred feet barometric, though there
are large segments of Kassidor's population that would find
the air at sea level way too thin. Crossing this pass involves
going to over thirteen thousand feet, twenty two thousand feet
higher than her original home. There is little if any water in
these wastes and what little there is, is hotly contested.

122

Book II.
The Pass
Between the great basins of Dos and Zhlindu lies the desolate
highlands of Kinsheeta. Up here the temperatures pass 140°
during Afternoonday, -40° during Dawnsleep. Over most of
the Kinsheeta the air is too thin to sustain human life, but
there is a narrow and difficult passage thru that wasteland that
a human can get thru. There are many dangerous forms of
life that can live there, even the most dangerous life form of
all, feral humans.
1. At First Dark
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3. At the Source of the Echestain
4. Sun Sear
5. The Howling Desert
6. Frozen Moonlight
7. Possibilities
8. Point of No Return
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14. Return to Bim-Geegaith
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1. At First Dark
The wind blew her tangled brown curls in front of her, the
chill of the high ground already giving it teeth. She held the
crossbow at her side and scanned the darkening prairie for
anything that could threaten her tiny family playing in the
meadow below. All was still and quiet so far, the only motion,
the thin stalks of dried wind-flower carpeting the prairie for
miles around, blowing in the fitful gusts.
It was finally happening, two decades of preparation,
planning, waiting and re-checking were over. They were on
their way, this was the first dark they would spend on their
own, beyond the last town, beyond everything but the last
brushy margins of the forest in the Kinsheeta foothills.
The furthest wisps of the mighty Echestain River carved a
little dell below her, making a lush meadow here on these sear
plains up on the flank of the Kinsheeta. In that meadow her
lover Rendrak and her sister/child Valla played flying ring
while their keda, TwoFourDown grazed languidly on the far
side of their expedition's wagon.
She reminisced on how she got herself into this. It was
really over two decades now, two hundred fourteen years, she
thought, since she'd last been in Dos. She'd been on a tour
with Yiheeng, five years out of Dos at the time. They made it
all the way to a big city on the upper Echestain called
Talthaic. It was a busy river city of about eight million, given
126

to brick plazas and good stews. Big locks on the Echestain
and Kiheengy powered lots of factory jobs.
They were having a great time at their third festival
around that town on a hot and sunny Afternoonday when out
of the crowd walked a woman she hadn't seen in over a
century, her mother, Envitta. So after the show she and
Kostya wound up over at her place where she had a cute little
toddler named Valla.
Her mother hadn't changed a bit, except for maybe a little
more enhancement to her figure. She had no more idea who
Valla's father was than Desa's. It was a cinch they couldn't be
the same guy, few men could keep Envitta's attention for
more than a few couplings.
The visit stretched a bit, the tour broke up with a plan to
meet back in Dos at her house in ten years for Nightday of
week Kveshnat. Kostya didn't mind hanging in Talthaic for a
year-long visit, after all, as close as they had become in the
past fifty decades, any family of hers was family of his.
Kostya and Envitta got along well, so well that Desa got
left with Valla for a couple weeks when she took him
downtown for a tour of the clubs. They had been together for
a day a couple times before, so Desa wasn't that worried
about it at first. Valla was nearing a half decade and out of
diapers. Downtown Talthaic was actually thirty miles from
their house down the Echestain, and took most of a day to get
to, on coach or busboat, so staying a couple weeks made
some sense.
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By the time those 'couple weeks' had stretched into the
third year, a guy came into the library where she was working
who took her breath away. He was one of those they can't use
in a movie because the audience will think it's a drawing. No
one could be built like that, have a thick bush of hair and
beard like that, and that color, equal parts blond, brunette and
redhead, be dressed like a high class forest scout and walked
with the silence of a stalking theirops. He was mainly Nordic,
maybe some Highland Elf and a touch of Dwarf. The Dwarf
to put the tinge of red in his hair and beard, which were long
and thick and sometimes braided. The Highland Elf put the
kindly twinkle and distant gaze in his eye.
She almost fainted when he came to her, looking for maps
of the upper Echestain and the Kinsheeta. She was earning
what she could as a library assistant at a little agricultural
academy way out here on the north shoot of Talthaic, but they
did have a very good surveying program and a map collection
to go with it. Students often did projects up that way.
Trying not to be too obvious, she did all she could to help
him. Her heart beat fast the whole time, she hoped her sweat
wasn't smelling and whenever he brushed up on her, she got
wet. She found he was here to research a pass thru the
Kinsheeta, for he longed to reach the great shaftwood forests
of Wescarp on the far side of that waste. 'You've been so
helpful,' he said when closing time approached, 'would you
allow me to take you to Duskmeal?'
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So two decades later, here she was, following Rendrak on
a most-likely suicidal quest to cross the Kinsheeta. The great
expanse of the Kinsheeta narrows to a single mountain range
here in the far south, 'only' five hundred fifty miles separated
them from the forests of Wescarp. There in the land of
Wescarp the mountains were tall and lumber was cut for the
factories of the Zhlindu basin, the basin to the east of the
Kinsheeta. There is a pass thru the narrow point, and they
were entering that pass where they camped here this dark.
Valla had grown big and sturdy now that she was two and
a half. The Troll in her was obvious in her hips, shoulders and
eyebrow. What other race their mother shared her genes with,
who knows, someone light and thin-skinned of a deep
somewhere. Valla didn't have that as bad as Desa was born
with, but Desa had her skin fixed as soon as she could afford
it and was tawny-creamy in comparison to Valla today. Desa
had also changed something else that her mother gave her.
The smooth, sleek hair that streamed behind Valla as she ran
had been exchanged for dense curls and red highlights when
she first bought her party house in the university district of
Dos, the one she had to sell by mail.
But now this folly was coming due. Her tiny family
playing below was a nice domestic scene so far. Their first
dark on the trail begins and all is well, so far. Desa was the
most nervous of them, and had volunteered for first watch.
She had a crossbow and she knew how to use it. Even Valla
had become proficient with it during the year at their base
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camp.
None were as proficient as Rendrak at anything. In all
manner of athletic, strength or skill performance he was
always off the chart. He could hit targets four hundred feet
away and shoot an arrow every four and a third seconds. His
arms and shoulders were as big as her thighs. He could lift as
much from the ground as TwoFourDown. She would not fear
much if he was between it and her.
But this time, it was all for keeps. It was not something
they were talking about and practicing any more. No more
preen and pretense, this was do or die. Oh not this dark, they
were not at the point of no return. The point of no return was
Bim-Geegaith, the second waterhole, many weeks away. As
of now there was certainly no reason to turn back, other than
the sheer folly of what they were trying to do.
She was likely leaving all chance of ever getting back to
Dos again. From Talthaic it is a two year journey, in the same
basin with familiar foods, entertainment, and social customs.
From Wescarp, it takes fourteen to twenty years if one doesn't
stop for any length of time. The route passes thru the lands of
the lake, plus the Kyeb and Zhlindu basins where there are
different foods and music, different ways of ordering a meal,
different things expected at the inns and different ways of
rigging a ship. Because the pass leads them almost due north,
they would be only a hundred miles further from Dos on the
other side, but she would not come thru the pass again.
Finding it is impossible from the Wescarp side, it is one of
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hundreds of passages that end only in asphyxiation. From this
side it is the tiniest upper reach of the Echestain, easy to find.
Staying in Talthaic to raise Valla was more of a delay on
this tour than Desa really wanted to undergo, but Rendrak
wanted to attempt the pass and for no reason she could
understand, was so eager to have Desa come with him that he
agreed to wait til Valla was old enough to accompany them or
stay on her own. Valla had grown up for this expedition, had
spent most of her life in training for it, she had never wavered
in her intention to go.
Desa had sold her interest in her home in Dos to the
partner in that ownership while preparing for this journey.
She only got a sixth of its total value and even that was
difficult by mail. She'd wasted a copper on eyemail during the
struggle and almost decided to take four years to go there and
back. Valla was just two at the time and not really any work
any more. She cried for that house, but she knew she would
never be back to it. If she had gone to Dos to deal with it, she
knew she would never come back. She might have sent them
a few coins and a 'you guys go on ahead, write when you get
there, maybe I'll catch a ship' but knew she would never have
done it.
While Rendrak was present and would have her, she could
never leave him. So instead of going back to Dos, she stayed
in Talthaic and sold her interest for what she could get,
working with Taivaroo and Pendromt by mail. From her
house in Dos she had Pendromt get together a crate of goods
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shipped as cargo to a city in Wescarp called Hazorpean, the
closest place to the far end of the pass they could get
commercial shipping. That had cost her another copper on the
Talthaic eye. If she made it, she would be there years before
it, though it had left ten years ago. That crate included mostly
books, her teaching notes, a few copies of her text, an ancient
antler-pitched yandrille and what was left of her other
personal possessions, some cookware and clothing, a wind-up
tape player. Much of that modest wealth left over from
shipping her stuff to distant Hazorpean, was eye-mailed to
Talthaic and went to the supplies and gear they were taking
with them. What fortune she had left from the Talthaic house
had been assigned to commercial banks and transmitted to
Hazorpean also. The same for Rendrak, though even more of
his wealth had gone into funding this expedition.
The house in Talthaic mainly paid for TwoFourDown and
the last of the supplies. They had camped their way up the last
three hundred miles of prairie along the Echestain the
previous year.
TwoFourDown was the keda they were taking with them.
Choosing a keda for the journey is not like choosing a cart or
boots or even your food supply. The main difficulty is that the
keda has to approve. Attempting to sell a keda to a new owner
it doesn't want to go with is impossible, you have to sell the
home and sneak out. In many cases the keda will then go
stray. Desa had always been friendly with kedas, but not
really a manager of them. As long as the keda wanted to
132

cooperate, Desa could harness them up, groom them a bit and
be friends with them. TwoFourDown had agreed to come
with her and they took him to the staging camp outside the
last village out this way where they'd stayed the last winter.
If their intent had been to use this pass as a short-cut to
Wescarp to get them there faster, it had been silly because
they inserted the time for Valla to grow up. It was already
more than two decades since they met. If they had taken
commercial transportation when they started planning this
trip, they would have been in Wescarp a decade and forty
years by now. Valla would have spent her toddlerhood on a
boat and remember it distantly. She would have felt like a
native of Wescarp already. They would have gone thru Dos
where she could have got at least a quarter of her home's
value for her share of it, maybe even a third. She could have
packed up her own things for shipment and they would have
seen the great and exotic cities of Kyeb and Zhlindu on the
way.
The expedition thru this pass had taken on a life of its
own for Rendrak. It wasn't about getting to Wescarp, it was
about getting thru the pass. The best data he has comes from
the suntower, a chart made in ancient times that looks like a
photograph had been made of the Kinsheeta from far above.
Much higher than any high altitude balloon surveys that have
been done into the wastes in modern times.
They had also found four textual accounts of getting thru
and three other ground-based maps. None of them went the
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whole distance but the ancient chart or pseudo-photo. They
had a very good map of the Wescarp end but the pass is
marked as dead-end on that map. Desa found that much more
troubling than Rendrak did. It is only one of the textual
accounts that records the maximum altitude as 13,781. None
of the other explorers had an altimeter with them.
But for now there seemed to be little to fear as they
camped in the area where the Echestain was just a narrow
brook babbling around the edge of their campsite in the
deepening purple. She heard Rendrak say he couldn't see and
then head back to the campfire, she heard Valla groan and
follow.
The air was very still but there was a drift that brought the
sound of their conversation over to her, most of it anyway.
"Wanna go under the wagon for a quick one while Desa isn't
here?" she heard Valla ask him.
The first few words of Rendrak's answer she didn't catch,
"get to be a habit," she did.
"I have a habit," she heard Valla say, "I've been getting it
almost every day since I was two. I don't know what I'm
going to do out here. I need you."
"Valla, stop, this isn't going to work. Desa's right up there
where she can watch the whole campsite. I know we don't
have to sneak, but she feels like your mother, I feel like your
father. When Desa and I met you were barely out of diapers."
"Times change," Valla said. "I can do a lot more with that
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opening now."
"I know, I know, you wield it well."
Desa thought it more important that she weigh in on this
matter than look for carnivorous threats that didn't seem to be
rampant on these plains. They were barely out of the plains
their base camp was in. Valla couldn't hear Desa's approach
over her own wheedling til she was fairly close. "Oh hi,
you're back," Valla said when she noticed.
"Yes Valla I'm back, I heard your whining all the way up
to that rock up there."
"Ma," Valla broke into quick-talk, "you know what I mean
I'm not trying to get between you but you know how you are
when you need your trap sprung. When I was a little kid I
didn't understand. Now I do, now you please understand me."
"You never knew our mother, but I grew up with her, you
just have her genes, same as I do. You can't help being horny.
Exercise makes us horny, looking at a fence post makes us
horny, brushing against someone at market makes us horny. I
never thought I had the slightest chance of stopping you from
having sex so why make it an issue between us? I understand
your point, his is the only dick out here and we didn't bring
you a dildo."
"We can easily make one," Rendrak said. "I'll fell a small
tree when it get's light and cut off as many feet of it as she'd
like."
"Rendrak, you filth pig. I don't know why we said we'd go
thru this pass with you? Ma, he's going to pork us both to
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death with sticks out here." Valla could be pretty waterfront
for a child not quite two and a half decades who grew up an
hour from the river by streetcar. Valla had never known
Envitta so she'd inherited a lot of her favorite expressions
genetically. Envitta had never known who either of their
fathers were. She had some guesses, some either-or's in both
cases, but in both cases they were chosen for their look,
casually, and never knew Envitta was fertile. Both would
never know they had daughters risking their lives to follow a
hero and a dream up beyond the source of the Echestain.
Even their mother would never know that her daughters had
gone thru the pass. She might someday find out, she might
never know if they made it, she would probably never be
back to enquire. Kostya probably wonders why she never
made it back for the band meeting. They probably still had it
at her house, they might still hold them there.
If Envitta did come back and enquire about her house and
daughters some day, it would serve her right. Kostya and in
some sense, Yiheeng, had been the constant in her life for the
best part of a century. Her own mother stepped in and used
her enhanced sexuality to addle her own daughter's partner's
brain and run off with him, leaving said daughter with a slutborn infant child to care for. That was lowlife. She still hurt
from that day, even though she would have left Kostya to
follow Rendrak if he was trekking to Mordor in the wars of
magic.
Her genitals, the ones her mother willed to her thru the
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magic of natural genetics, must follow this man anywhere he
would allow, and she had no choice but to go along. If her
mother was to return to Talthaic someday with the intention
of seeing her daughters and checking up on how they'd done,
oh well. If she looked hard enough she could find the trail
lead thru the Kinsheeta to the basin of Zhlindu because they
had sent their money there. She hoped Envitta would feel
some of what she'd felt over Kostya from this.
"I'm sorry Valla," Rendrak said, "I was only teasing. I'll
make you one any size you want."
"I want you, just now and then, like now. A quickie or a
three way so we can all sleep cozy together. I know a big
mountain man like you has it in you."
Rendrak looked to Desa. "I think you should," she said,
even though he was from the deeps, not the mountains. "It'll
stretch out the second one." She pressed the back of his hand
to her chest when she said that.
"Do you think I have..."
"I think it was Iyosaign, the last one before the camp
when we were still at the house. I was in the loft, I heard
you."
"Ma!"
"What should I have done, break it up? I gave you your
privacy."
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2. Responsibility
He marveled once again at the smoothness of the curve of
her hip as they lay there. Under the quilt in the dark of
Dawnsleep he couldn't see her, but his hand could still feel
her curve and the smoothness of her skin. He really admired
the miracle that was woman, not really understanding how
such a common piece of biology could be so exciting. Why
was a specifically shaped package of raw meat so special? He
knew the words, hormones, genetic templates, but he didn't
know how it could feel the way it did.
Even though he marveled at their construction, Rendrak
had always taken women for granted. He had never been
refused in any century of his life, had always had the ones he
wanted and always used them as he wanted and wandered to
the next whenever he noticed a new blouse swaying by. He
had to admit, the feelings of the woman had never troubled
him much, he had just never had to learn that skill.
This woman had been his for longer than any he could
remember, and he could remember almost all he'd had more
than once or twice in 54th and 55th, he remembered several
hundred girls. Such a small fraction, but many nonetheless,
had perfectly smooth hips like Desa's. Few had breasts as
plain as Desa's but few had breasts as friendly or as natural as
Desa's either.
He had probably never owed so much to a woman as he
did to Desa. She had accepted his dreams, strengthened his
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character, helped him train, inspired him to make his dreams
real. This was his dream, what they were in now, an
expedition, as a family no less. A family he had been part of
almost from the beginning. His hand crept up around her, she
pulled his hand and cupped it around her with only a small
purring sound.
He wondered how wise it was of her to trust him, not just
with her life but with that of her child? It was true Valla was
actually her sister, but she felt more like their daughter in
every way but that one incident. "I'm sorry about that whole
thing," he said, knowing he had to apologize for that, in his
mind also apologizing for any shortcoming that may be
revealed in his ability to get them thru this.
"Valla?" she asked, her voice muffled by the quilt.
"Yes. She's not really my daughter, and she was ready."
"She's worse than her mother. Every day since she was
two is what I believe. Are you going to do her every day?"
Desa asked, pulling the quilt down so they could talk.
"Of course not. Where would that leave you?"
"Empty," she said.
"I am capable of two a day, you know that," he said.
"Yes, but I do feel she is more like our daughter than
variety."
"That's why she can do without. If it was a normal case of
two sisters and I was with..."
"But of course, that would be different. Even if you had
just met us recently it would be different. Even if we'd met
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when she was two and it started up just then, I would feel
differently. Yeah she's only two and a half but she's big for her
age and certainly active. But we more-or-less raised her as
mommy and daddy, that's why it bothers me."
She was right. Rendrak had shared Desa's home bed since
Valla was two thirds of the way thru her first decade. Valla's
bed had been across the stair landing. "So I'll make her a
dildo," Rendrak said. He lowered his voice, "I pray missing
sex is the worst any of us will have to face on this journey."
"This cold, I hope Valla's OK?"
"She's got two quilts."
"So do we," Desa said, "and we've gained only a single
mile in altitude this first week. We have more than another
mile to go."
"The three of us may have to sleep together for warmth.
Will that bother you?"
"No it won't, not as much as the cold if we don't, not as
much as the worry if Valla sleeps alone."
"Do you need to be in the middle?"
"Oh stop," she said, and pulled her head back in again.
"You can be in the middle and we can have sweaty threeways for the warmth if you want. Maybe I'm being unfair for
not treating her as a grown sister, but she's not grown yet,
she's still got twenty three years to go."
"When she completes the trip thru this pass, she will have
done something few women have."
"Then so will I."
140

"There is no question that you are adult," Rendrak said.
"So are you saying if she makes this she should be
considered an adult?"
"She will make it," Rendrak said, "We can't allow
ourselves to perish out here."
"We did not kid ourselves about the dangers I hope?"
Desa asked. He could see in her eyes the worry that drove it.
"They are as real as I tried to impress upon you," he said,
no doubt she could see from his eyes that he really meant it.
"Then there is some chance that none of us will make it,"
Desa said. It pained him that she knew, pained him that she
knew she had put hers and her sister's life in his hands. It
pained him that she might know how thin his heroic disguise
might be. It pained him even more that on this journey she
might find out. "That is something of what it means to be an
adventure instead of a holiday," she continued. "We're not
going on a tourist trip here, this looks like an expedition to
me."
"Do you think we should have had a larger party?" he
asked.
"Is that how you want to spend what is probably the last
Dawnsleep we have to ourselves, second guessing two
decades of planning? I know you can get into a deepening
spiral of doubt doing this, especially with no yaag along. I
think that will be your biggest problem out here, especially
the first few weeks."
"I don't think I'll have time to worry about that," was out
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of his mouth while his heart wished they could go back and
get a nice cask to bring along. The cloying strength of that
craving almost made him gasp. Why did she have to remind
him of it? He clutched her in his longing.
This was what she wanted. Desa was always so 'up for it',
whatever it was, a game of mish, sex, an expedition thru the
Kinsheeta pass, whatever. Her smarts and common sense
were what really hooked him. She had been very helpful in
figuring out what was realistic and what was not about his
plans. There was no doubt in his mind that without her
organization and enthusiasm his investigation of the pass
would have forever been nothing but idle conversation and
something to drink to.
She wrapped herself in him. Whether she was into this
because she feared him falling for Valla, just for the warmth
or just for the exercise, he didn't know or care. "You'll have a
hard time remaining rational in the grip of withdrawal," she
said but already had her leg over him, her curls tickling his
belly.
He needed to clutch her smooth cheeks to his loins just to
take his mind off the thirst for a jug that had burned thru him
seconds ago. "Please try and help if you can," he said, but
then abandoned himself to their bodies.
Their camp faced east, Narrulla was starting to climb
down from the sky. If they were deep, the sky he stared into
would already be lightening from the approach of Kortrax.
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Up here the air was so thin that there was little announcement
of his pending arrival. There was probably little more than
four hours, but only a slight shading toward purple showed in
the sky.
TwoFourDown was the only one of them stirring, and that
was only in one eye. The cold was still sharp, he drew his
head back into the sleeping bag. He and Desa were now
pressed to each other back to back. It was too cold for Valla to
be by herself even with an extra quilt. The three of them
would have to pile together if they didn't have shelter any
Nightday after this.
He thought it might also help to be inside the wagon.
They would have to unload everything, or at least a lot of it.
Or they could sleep all cramped to one side. The wagon had a
canvas top over it. That would help hold a bit of heat. Maybe
they could pile things so that they could sleep on top of them?
He would have to look into that. If he wasn't sleeping, maybe
he should go do that now. That would be dumb, it was way
too cold and dark. Besides, lying here with Desa he was
helping her stay warm. She still seemed to be sleeping
peacefully.
So far it was actually going very well. They had traveled
the light of week Chezhervizhod, making good progress
along the tiny trickle the Echestain had become. They had a
comfortable campsite, he'd shot a couple lenta cubs so they
had a nice camp-roast for Nightday. Thru the day of dark they
sat and talked, Valla opened up at some length at how excited
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she was to be making this trip. She felt it would be like a
great saga of old.
He tried to warn her it would just be hot and dusty and
thirsty and cold. The dried trail rations they hadn't had to tap
yet were going to get boring. The loneliness. There were no
cheering crowds here, no one to 'ooo' and 'ahh' at the
achievement. There were no boys to impress here.
Rendrak had never denied that Valla had been active since
only a few years after her second decade. He wasn't sure how
successful she was. She was a big girl for her age, not bulky
but solid. She was already as tall as Desa and Desa is taller
than she looks. None would call her a thongga however, she
had a nice curvaceous shape to her, nice little cupcakes and a
dimpled smile that could be quite captivating. Rendrak was
confident she had the ability to satisfy her daily habit. No
doubt it had been more than ten years now since she was able
to satisfy her habit with grown men if necessary. He was very
sorry that she would not be able to satisfy her habit out here.
He felt what it was like to be unable to satisfy a habit. He
knew he was going to have to avoid showing that. He would
have to try and appear cheerful and enthusiastic when he
really felt as desolate inside as the bleak plain that extended
to the west. But, even if he cracked a tooth, he was not going
to turn them back because of his craving for a cup.
As he lay here awaiting the first dawn of their journey, he
knew how right Desa was about taking commercial
transportation to Wescarp. On the first dawn out of Talthaic,
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he probably would have woke between two women, one of
whom might have been Desa. Now he would already be
established in Wescarp, and maybe most important, he
wouldn't be forever so in debt to this woman.
But if they had done that, what would he have ever done
with his life? He had spent too many hours waiting for dawn
immersed in self doubts, that's what he had done with his life.
This was his one chance to prove he was something more
than an ornament, something more than a pretty pole for
women to exercise on. On this journey he could prove, at
least to himself, that his magnificent body did have a
function.
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3. At the Source of the Echestain
What was left of the tiny trickle had a hard time finding
its way around every sand dune and boulder. They were up
out of it, treading the low dunes beside it. Every few hundred
yards it would be back their way and they would see it had
shrunk to an even tinier trickle. TwoFourDown was cleaning
up any scrap of ribbonleaf they found out this far. There were
a few along the rivulet now and then. It was getting late, but
the air was so crisp that Kortrax was still mid-day distinct
with nice solid purple curlicues, though he was within a
diameter of the horizon. She knew the dusk would be short in
this thin air. Even at Talthaic the air conducts three hours of
twilight, but over four in Dos.
They came to the top of a small rise. They could see the
great peaks that guarded the narrowing pass ahead, far above
even this meager atmosphere. Before them was an oasis in the
desert sand. A blue pool of water rimmed with small trees in a
field of ribbonleaves.
"It's good we made this waterhole before dark," Rendrak
said. "The last semi-permanent trickle of the Echestain comes
from here. It's five weeks to the next permanent water." He
was holding the map out to Desa when Valla came clopping
up.
"It would use less energy if you kept control of your feet
instead of just dropping them," Desa said.
"That's my jack brake," she said. "I feel like a big old
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cargo wagon after eight more hours with this sea chest on my
back." She hiked her pack up a little. "You better shoot
something down there," she called to Rendrak, "A girl needs
meat after a hike like this."
"Your bellowing and wheezing has probably driven all the
game off already, all that it didn't drive underground."
"Good, we'll wheeze here while you go scout ahead with
that crossbow."
They had to call TwoFourDown to wait. He almost
argued, but saw how Rendrak was off with the crossbow and
must have figured he was checking that it was safe. No doubt
the keda had as big thirst after this hike as any of them.
They were now approaching their third dark on the trail,
the light of week Kadezak was done. They would need to take
on enough water for the whole middle of summer, something
they certainly couldn't do without TwoFourDown and the
wagon. Until now the big cask was left empty. Following the
little stream they could get water as they needed it, from here,
it was only what they brought with them.
Valla had TwoFourDown's chin up and was scratching it
out good. When they plow the fields grazing on ribbonleaves,
the bottom of their chin picks up the most dead leaves, bugs,
other debris, and is the part of its body a keda most likes to
have groomed. TwoFourDown was no exception. He was a
pretty affectionate keda, mild mannered and without many
airs, clean, but as strong-willed as any she had known. So far
he was taking to the expedition like it was his idea. He was a
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quick and nimble thing for his nineteen hundred pounds. If he
had a drawback it was his penchant for practical jokes. He
could tie knots in surprisingly small string, that was his big
trick. He would tie things together on you like the outhouse
door back at the camp. He could undo his harness, something
he would do when you weren't looking. Keda laughter is their
eyes bobbing around like five heads of puff-seed in a stiff
breeze. He could also sneak up on you. You think he's miles
away, you could be in a field gazing into the distance when
you suddenly get a nudge on the back of the head and scream
and find those bobbing eyes up above the whole head rocking
up and down (the keda equivalent of laughing so hard you
have to bend over and hold your belly).
Desa came over and leaned on him on the other side from
Valla. His manes on this side flattened, meaning she smelled
pretty bad after hiking all thru the hot Afternoonday. It was
flattened on Valla's side also, so she didn't stink any worse.
He also liked the fuzz on the top of his head fluffed up, she
did that for him. He wasn't really even puffing much, at least
not thru his first nostrils. They have a pair on the front of each
shoulder, TwoFourDown was an eight, a keda of the original
line. He wasn't a pre-human keda, there's a certain aloofness
and hard edge to those keda's older than the human species.
He wasn't one of those, he was a big strong cuddly baby with
an adventurous and fun loving spirit.
His fifth eye turned and looked into hers, the deep maroon
iris expanding a bit, the draw-string lid coming down, the
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eyelashes pointing toward her a bit. He traced a horizontal
eight, an infinity sign, one-eye for 'I love you' in keda. She
bobbed her head likewise in return, it was actually two-eye
but she knew he understood. She hugged him around his huge
neck. She wondered if he knew how much they needed him?
She wondered if it made him feel good to be needed? It was
hard to really tell what went on in the creature's mind. She
knew it had a brain that weighed more than hers, with five
hemispheres instead of two. There was enough neural tissue
of similar enough function to support as much intellect as she
had or more.
Rendrak was already out of sight in the brush around the
water hole. It was only these couple minutes, but they heard
him shout and run toward the water. "He must have got
something," Desa said.
"I hope," Valla said.
Desa motioned to TwoFourDown that he could now
proceed to the water and he almost bolted, using the step
called a twine, where each foot steps right in the print the foot
two legs ahead stepped, letting their body move sinuously and
using every other leg every other time. With this gate they
could maintain ten miles per hour thru the light of the week.
He cared not for the light little cart behind him.
Rendrak had reached the water. He held up a pretty brown
and yellow striped animal, something from the coriax-axio
line, probably what was called an aialarda, though she'd never
seen one in the flesh before. Anything in that family was
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delicious and it was large enough that they could all gorge
themselves.
Valla let out a huge whoop and jumped right in the air
with her pack on, after twelve hours of walking since
Noonsleep thru the heat of Afternoonday, something that was
finally beginning to abate. Desa didn't jump up with her pack
on. She would get to the feast soon enough. It was still light
enough that she could see how clear the water was. No leese
or sheelunge could hide in it. She knew there were spiker
bushes in the waters of the Zhlindu basin floor, but they didn't
intend to go that far. She knew of no spiker bushes or any of
their relatives in the waters of the upper Dos basin.
She'd let TwoFourDown drink his fill and then have him
bring the wagon to a good camp site. Before that, she was
going in the water. It was the prettiest and cleanest blue water
she could remember seeing. She tossed her clothes and pack
on the wagon and plunged in a few feet from TwoFourDown.
She thought she was going to have a heart attack. She
could not believe this water was liquid. She wasn't even sure
it was water by the time she had been in contact with it for a
full second. It had to be liquid oxygen or nitrogen. It got deep
surprisingly fast. Maybe even too deep; her feet barely found
the bottom, she had to use her arms to turn around and paddle
toward the shore. Breathing was impossible, her chest could
not respond, it had just all contracted towards her heart. Her
arms were feeling like lead, her legs were paralyzed. She had
to really strain just to move. As she got more of herself free of
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the water she moved faster but until she got her chest out she
couldn't breath. Her legs were almost all one big cramp
already.
Rendrak was way too far to get to her, he could only just
watch. "I guess you didn't read the part about this waterhole
being fed by glacial springs"
"Uh Uh Uh, No. Uh, Wooo; Uh." and so forth. She ran
back into the few rays of Kortrax that still reached down here,
trying to shake and sling the liquid nitrogen from her skin.
"I take it the water's cold," Valla said.
"I thought I was going to die in there," she said, shivering
in the sunshine, slowly turning to dry all sides.
Now she knew the air temperature was really only 72°,
but Kortrax had still felt warm because of the layers of dried
sweat and sand. Now that it was all rinsed off, she wanted
something on and went back to the wagon as soon as she was
even close to dry.
Valla was over with Rendrak learning the fine points of
gutting out something from the mountain scamp family. She
was paying attention, good. She was good at kitchen skills
and this would broaden her knowledge.
The aialarda was as tasty as it was pretty and there was
enough to feed them that dusk and all thru Nightday. There
were plenty of dead sticks around to make a nice fire and they
sat next to it taking turns cleaning the aialarda hide. They
have short round heads with strong jaws and sharp teeth and
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muscular supple bodies. This one had twenty short legs and a
short stub of a tail. It had nineteen eyes altogether, but a
dozen of them were tiny things almost buried in its fur. The
seven that had developed were in two rows of three plus one
great big one behind them. All the mountain scamps bear
their eyes close to the head on very short stalks and have
random numbers of developed and vestigial eyes.
Like all the celluloid animals, there is a lobe in the brain
for each eye. She helped Valla dissect it and observe this.
They found that most of the lobes in its brain were evenly
developed, whether or not the eye was, and speculated that it
might be doing something else like safety analysis or mating
behavior. It wasn't something they could investigate in
greater detail with one dead specimen and a hunting knife.
"I would imagine the brain of a keda is something like
this?" Valla asked.
"Each lobe has folds, there is more understructure and
cerebellum-like ganglions in each hip. A keda brain actually
weighs more than a human brain."
"Are there like five people in the same body in a keda?
Does each eye have its own soul?"
"There might be the tiniest bit of that, like we say we have
a right hand and a left hand, a good side and a bad side, a
rational side and an emotional side. They might have some of
that but in five different ways. We just don't know how deep
they can think. My gut feeling is that TwoFourDown can
think as deeply as you could when you were one decade in
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age."
"I've just gotten bigger and learned a few more facts since
then. He's had time to learn a lot more facts since then. How
old do you think he is?" Valla asked. She got up and went a
few paces down the beach to bury the last scraps of the
carcass. In a day and a half the three of them had managed to
eat just about all of it that was worth eating. "You know it's
cold away from the fire."
"I can tell." Desa said.
"No, I mean it's really cold." She quickly kicked the sand
over it, cleaned what she could of her hands on the sand. Desa
wanted to clean her hands. They met at the water, there was a
tough little layer of ice they had to punch thru. "Like I said,
it's really cold."
Desa took her hands right back to the fire. "That water is
almost frozen anyway."
"What makes it so cold?" Valla asked.
"It's fed from an aquifer that's fed from the glaciers on
those mountains in the distance," Rendrak answered. He
pointed southeast in their general direction, but they were not
visible when the only light was the distant stars of dark.
Kunae and Cynd were up but Narrulla was still covered by
the bulk of Kassidor. "An underground river of icewater flows
beneath this pass and comes to the surface at a few water
holes in the depths of this great rift. If it wasn't for that, we
could never get thru here because this pass would be as dry as
the rest of the Kinsheeta."
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"How deep in Nightday do you think it is?" Valla asked,
not really of anyone in particular. The three of them had
settled close by the fire. Valla had assumed the middle
position, but as the child, not as in herding Rendrak away
from Desa.
"When Narrulla rose, we were just over halfway thru
Nightday."
"I wish TwoFourDown would let me sleep with him in his
scrape. Some kedas do."
"He's not that affectionate. He's pretty friendly except for
that. I think he only forbids it because he's afraid he'll crush
one of us in his sleep."
"You think he can think?" Valla asked.
"Yeah," Desa said, "I do. Like I said, he is like you were
at a decade. There is certainly someone in there. He may
weigh his decisions from five points of view instead of only
two, but that creature certainly has a self, considers its actions
and weighs the alternative and has motives of its own thrown
in."
"What do you mean?" Valla asked.
"You can see it in every fiber of his being, TwoFourDown is excited about what we're doing. He understands that
we are going far into the wilderness on a great adventure and
he's excited about it and enthusiastically doing his part."
"Yeah," Rendrak said. "I've known a few keda's before
and TwoFourDown is as gung-ho as I've ever seen a keda be
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about something. He thinks we're just his navigators on this."
"I'm worried about the point where the path we want to
take and the path he wants to take split. What will happen
then?"
"If it comes to that, and the country is so desolate we have
no other choice," Rendrak said, "I would cook him, with tears
certainly, but I would cook him so we could go on."
"I won't eat of him," Desa said, "No more than you or
Valla. He's as 'not my species' as a being could be," she said,
"But in his mind I see a civilizing instinct, a concern for
fairness and I know no one will argue with me that he has a
pretty sick/stupid sense of humor."
"He's a damn keda, what do you expect?" Rendrak said.
"They're all like that to some degree, his only advantage is he
can tie knots where they make the humans look as silly as
possible."
"How many kedas have you known?" Valla asked.
"As well as TwoFourDown," Desa added.
"I have known no keda as well as TwoFourDown
personally, but I have known a hundred people who have
known kedas better than we have known TwoFourDown,
people who have inherited kedas from their family. They are
just what they are, big fuzzy's, varying in eagerness,
orneryness and cuddlyness. TwoFourDown is very eager, not
at all ornery and medium cuddly."
"Very scientific," Valla said. "I think there's someone in
there and those traits are just ways in which we humans
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measure kedas in our own heads."
TwoFourDown was asleep thru all this. A keda's claws are
actually best at digging. They can get all but the last two legs
involved in moving dirt and are actually a species that lived
in underground warrens out of fear of the theirops until they
invented the crossbow about five thousand centuries ago. In
this ground he dug himself a hole to sleep in, where the
bottom would be forty degrees warmer than the air, in about
twenty minutes.
In soft soil like this a keda scrapes down into the ground
and straight back from the opening, not leaving a safe place
for a human to sleep. In a well-rooted embankment a keda
could scrape out a nice flat chamber where a group of humans
could lie among the legs of the sleeping keda curled in a
semicircle around them. There was no well rooted soil around
here, just the short and shallow roots of this brush, barely
enough to let him scrape out a place for himself. Only his
snout and an extended eye reached out of the scrape
It was when Nightday was over, the fire was dying and
the cold was starting to get very serious that Desa had to say,
"Because of the temperature, we all need to sleep together
inside the wagon."
"How decorous must I be?" was Valla's first question,
looking to Desa.
"I told Rendrak my views," Desa said, "As I've told you."
"What did she tell you?" Valla asked Rendrak.
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"That it bothers her because we are functionally your
parents and that she wishes she could accept a sweaty threeway to keep warm," Rendrak said.
Valla was taken a bit aback, as was Desa. She hadn't
thought she was really saying that, but she had, hadn't she? 'If
they had met a few years ago' and comments like that really
meant just that didn't they? Valla looked long into Desa's
eyes, "You have told me you really are my sister, so we could
do it. It's all right for sisters, we're not doing each other."
"Don't you think I should have a say?" Rendrak said.
"Why?" Valla asked, "Wouldn't you rather have both? I
remember some pretty bawdy stories you used to tell your
friends when you thought I was too young to understand."
"You were," Rendrak said.
"But I wasn't too young to remember," she grinned.
"When I first understood sucking cock, I suddenly got about
ten jokes and all the kids in class wondered what was wrong
with me. I had to tell them all. That one about the maggotlayers knocked the teacher off his chair."
"That was so sick," Desa said.
"Much sicker than a simple three-way," Valla said.
"Yeah, yeah," Desa said. "I imagine you wore out that
dildo already."
"Oh stop."
She would have to talk more deeply with Rendrak, she
thought, or was she really going to have to talk more deeply
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with herself? What did she really think of it? There was no
question that she got the deeper and more fulfilling climax,
but would she continue to compete with her kid sister to see
who got off better from her man? Where was her head really
at here?
This was something she had not thought of facing here in
this pass. She could lose the affection of Mr. Perfect to her
kid sister, to their daughter as she usually saw it. Maybe it
was time to stop thinking of Valla as their daughter and start
thinking of her as what she had become, her sister, her barely
kid sister. How much longer would her century and a half
more experience win over Valla's vigor?
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4. Sun Sear
It was the second week since the source of the river, the
second week with no water in sight but what they carried with
them. There was water here from time to time because they
were traveling thru a dry wash, but there was no telling how
many years passed between rainstorms in this area. Down in
the bottom of the wash there were a few spreads of ribbonleaf
here and there and a lot of sap nubs and delicate little
weekleaves.
The distant mountains they could see from Echestain pool
were now behind them. The land to east and west was
relatively flat gravel now with long, low outcrops of splintery
rock. They followed the Talthaic fault system, now a wide
valley without the outcrops, those along the fault ground to
rubble a million centuries ago. The fault system caused a
wide depression in the land, a few miles to either side it was
actually a few thousand feet higher, but the local lumpiness
hid that.
TwoFourDown was still stepping along gamely, but
clearly drooping in the heat as much as they were. This was
the hottest they had encountered so far, the sand was too hot
to touch with bare skin and TwoFourDown was up on his toes
so nothing but his claws touched it. It was probably time they
called it Noonsleep. She asked Rendrak how far he intended
to go.
"There are caves another hour on," he answered. "If we
159

don't get to them, we'll be in some danger."
"What will we do on week five? There is no cave
anywhere near Noonsleep?"
"If we travel fairly deep into dark of week four, we can
make the waterhole of Bim-Geegaith by the following
Noonsleep."
"Cool ourselves with water instead of Earth?" Desa said.
"If we can do it," he said, "The alternative is
TwoFourDown will have to let us in his scrape."
"If he goes much farther, he may not be able to dig one."
"He won't need to, it's less than four more miles. If he
could read the map I would send him on ahead."
"How are you doing?" Desa asked Valla.
"Doing," she gasped, "I need another water skin."
"Lucky we have it."
She stumbled along to the wagon and refilled her water
skin from the hundred gallon tank they had with them. She
was holding up physically as well as any of them. Valla was
robust and in condition. She had trained nearly as hard as she
and Rendrak in the previous year. No doubt she had been
getting it every day and no doubt not from children. She was
five seven and pressed the surface of Kassidor with a hundred
forty five reasonably lean pounds. No man would feel she
was the large child that Desa saw in her. A guy looking for
some lunch hour exercise might not have engaged her in
enough conversation to know that her lunch hour was from a
secondary school, not the drapery or ceiling cloth shops that
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were on the same street. While they were at the camp there
was a village nearby that she could visit. Desa had never been
under any illusions about what she might do there.
From a distance one can see Desa is in finer tone than
that, just sleek enough to hide the training she put herself thru
to be ready for this journey. The last year at base camp had
been pretty grueling as Desa strove to match Rendrak in
endurance and accuracy at least. She was able to challenge
but never beat him in each. She could lift a third of the weight
he could and was even more proud of that.
But now she was being taxed and sorely. Another four
miles in this heat. The first two weeks they had been able to
get out of the direct sun on the east side of the defile. Now
there was no defile to speak of. A wash thirty feet wide and
between one and four feet deep. Enough life so you knew
there was sometimes water here. It was at least a hundred
degrees by now and high noon was still six hours away. At
high noon they would be facing directly into the sun, in
general, and as the country flattened out, in detail. They
followed the wash, the land it wound thru was too broken to
traverse with wheels, but the dry wash was relatively easy
going.
If only there was some shade. The walls had been higher,
there had been some trees the week before. They had been a
little lower in altitude, though they weren't gaining much,
they were still plodding upstream. It was the season also, they
were now in Garbivlast, getting close to mid summer. What
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would mid summer be like? At some point the pass was a
narrow defile, they would find shade there, but that was still
hundreds of miles away.
No doubt they had misunderstood their challenges by far
and would succumb to the heat next week before they began
to get seriously low on water. She kept herself going by
imagining how cool a cave would be. It would be too cool
deep inside, but Noonsleep would be dark and cool. After the
worst of the heat ended they could go a few more miles
before dark. The land would be so open they might be able to
travel a little after dark. The heat was very dependent on the
height of the sun, the temperature lagged noon by only two or
three hours. They would have a nice leisurely wake-up after
Noonsleep.
If they made it that far.
"The caves are in the base of that little bluff over there,"
Rendrak said, consulting the text that had become their
guidebook, "not far from the wash we're following."
The bluff was twenty or thirty feet high, not uncommon
among the undulations of this plain. Even if there weren't
caves, there were a few little shaftwoods still alive along it,
no taller than the bluff, but even that would be something to
get under out of the relentless sun.
Rendrak pointed to the spot for TwoFourDown, hoping he
would understand. He looked with one listless eye at
Rendrak's finger and then followed where it was pointing. He
did plod onward.
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In the context of a year, an hour isn't very long, but it can
be very long when you're trapped inside it. There was nothing
more to talk about and no energy for speech. Just sweat,
sweat and walk. Why did we come this way? Drenched in
sweat, two weeks from bathing and exhausted, Rendrak didn't
look so much like the guy of her dreams who lured her to do
stupid things, he looked more like the guy who's dream
seemed stupid.
Two decades of familiarity had taken little of the luster
off, but the last two weeks of trekking had taken quite a bit. If
she hadn't already sold her houses, she could turn back and
find a life waiting for her back in Dos. Of course now she
couldn't turn back even if she really wanted to since she could
not carry enough water to get her back to the water hole.
TwoFourDown insisted on a drink. They had a pan they
could put water in for him, but he was happy if you poured a
water skin into his mouth. The whole skin was about his
minimum drink size. Desa took care of him, the other two
plodded on. They soon caught up, his normal pace was about
five or six mph, a jog, not something she wanted to do much
of right now.
She was sure it took them well over an hour to actually
reach the cave, but when they did, it was such relief. It wasn't
really much of a cave, just a crack in the rocks wide enough
to get all of them into. It might have gone back a hundred feet
altogether but a person could only squeeze back sixty. It was
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TwoFourDown that backed all the way into it, leaving the
three of them out in the beginning, right behind their wagon.
Even so, it was almost too cool after a while, Desa was
almost about to get her quilt, but fell into an exhausted sleep
before she could do so.
It was Valla who was up first for Afternoonday. Desa
woke to the smell of a thesh and onion broth steeping in the
sunlight. She had both their mirrors on it and it looked like it
was almost ready to boil. "Are you sure we're going to want a
hot breakfast,?" Desa asked sleepily. By now it was hot even
back here in the cave.
"I was going to bury it next and then top it with some
dried egg berries."
"I would put them on it now," Desa said. Valla was at the
mouth of the cave but in the shade, the dish and the mirrors in
the sun. She had to go out there to relieve herself and thought
it must be about a hundred and forty. She didn't dawdle and
lay against the rock in front of TwoFourDown when she got
back.
His first eye came up. Kedas are adapted to a weekly
sleep cycle so Noonsleep was just idle time for him. He was
just waiting around in the shade for the heat to pass. No doubt
he could tell from her demeanor that it had not passed yet. He
waved the eye side to side as he lowered it. A sign of peace
and affection.
She wondered just what this animal was getting out of this
journey? He was enduring as much hardship as any of them,
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he had no idea where they were going and why, and if they
were even sane. But if anything, he seemed grateful for the
adventure and eager to face the challenge. She wondered if
kedas were like humans in that they were prey to boredom. If
they had everything they needed did they need to find
something to do? Was this the adventure of a lifetime to him?
Was it going to give him stories to tell for the next thousand
centuries? There had been kedas found that could be dated to
that age. For them, all of human existence, three or four
hundred centuries, is just 'lately'. How bored could one get in
that time?
Rendrak stirred, said 'hi' and stumbled sleepily out toward
the end of the cave. When he got to the mouth his hand came
up over his eyes and he staggered backward. He stood in the
shade and let the stream go out beside the cave in the sun. At
least he was on the far side of the wagon from Valla. He, like
she and Valla, was nude. They hadn't had anything but their
packs and a suncloth on since Morningday lunch.
No doubt spores of weekleaves would thrive next week
on the water he let. He turned back toward her and said, "I
think it's going to be more than a few hours before we move
out of here. I don't think it's going to be comfortable until
almost dark, so we're going to have to move before it's really
comfortable."
"You're right," she sighed.
Valla came in with the bowl of steeple, "This is softened
up enough don't you think?"
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Desa put her finger in it as well as looking at it. She
would have let the berries fill out a little more, but as they
usually ate them dried, this was quite a feast. "Sure," she said,
"You could let it cool a little. I wouldn't be too surprised if
TwoFourDown would suck it down in a single slurp if you get
it too close to him. Let me get something out for him."
"You don't have to cool it much for me," Rendrak said,
"You can just give me that and start a bowl for yourself..."
"That's for all of us," Valla said.
"We can chew some gunjy nuts with it," Desa said from
over at the wagon where she was filling TwoFourDown's
water dish.
"I think I'll start a bowl for me if you're going to be like
that," he said.
"I'll make more," Valla said, "But let us all have some of
this, we're hungry too you know," Valla told him. She had the
bowl over in the sand about halfway from the entrance to
TwoFourDown's nose.
Desa saw his manes ruffle as she put his water tray and a
small sack of rough vedn in front of him. She hoped he was
ruffling over what she gave him and not Valla's sunshine
breakfast soup. "Sharing this bowl isn't half as intimate as last
Dawnsleep was."
"You have to admit," Valla said, "We did stay warm."
"Yes, yes, yes," Desa said. "I haven't said a word. A
couple sentences when we set out about how this feels a bit
incestuous. What more have I done?"
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"You brought up Dawnsleep," Valla said. She was getting
another bowl of thesh and onions set up. This time she did as
Desa suggested and put the egg berries in right at the start.
"Was I possessive?" Desa asked Rendrak.
"You can wear me out all by yourself," Rendrak said, "but
you haven't tried. You haven't been too possessive," Rendrak
said, "If anything you've been very careful to make sure your
sister gets her share."
"So am I too sensitive about it?" Valla asked.
"Defensive," Desa said.
"You shouldn't worry about it," Rendrak said, "Either of
you. You will always be my stepdaughter," Rendrak said to
Valla. "Yeah, I feel a little incestuous about this, even though
I know biologically it's not. I know all the rest of it, and I
think I've done the best I can to overcome those feelings."
"So you two are just servicing my craving?" Valla asked,
"You aren't getting anything out of it?"
"Of course we are," Desa said, "It's just that there is a
down side, a drawback. When we get thru and there are other
people around, and we don't need to huddle together to
survive the cold of dark, I probably won't elect to continue
this."
"And you know, right from the start, I never would have
asked, and never did ask," she turned to Rendrak, "except that
once," then back to Desa, "until we were in this pass and I
just didn't have any choice. Do you think I don't think of you
two as my parents? Do you think I don't love you for that
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also?" She paused, requiring an answer.
"Valla, you've been a joy to us all thru your childhood and
you've become as least as much a joy as a grown sister. We're
stuck in a situation here that our hindbrains weren't evolved
for."
"And I don't understand that," Rendrak said. "I should
think when people were primitive, it would be more like
this."
"When people were primitive they would endure anything
not to have to go off by themselves in small bands like this."
Desa said, "They always wanted half a dozen or more."
"So you always thought we should have been part of a
larger expedition didn't you?"
"You tried, I watched you, I even tried to talk it up too,"
she said. "There just wasn't anyone else interested, whether
either of us did or did not want to have a larger expedition.
This is it, this is all we have. No one else was going this way.
We are all we have. We can't rely on anyone else, we can't
call for more help. This is all there is."
Valla said, "And I think we are all we need." They looked
to her. That was so unlike people of her age. Hers is the age
when a human soul first discovers the importance of
popularity. At that time in her life, she is willing to limit her
society to three, four if you count TwoFourDown, whom they
could not really communicate with on the 'meaning of life'
scale.
"I agree," Rendrak said. "I think a larger expedition would
168

give us a greater chance of having someone along who wasn't
adequately prepared that we would have to carry. With us, we
know who we are, we know we can count on each other."
"Right," Valla said.
They said less as they began to pass the soup bowl
around. The second one was ready soon after they finished
the first. They spent a lot of time with breakfast, spent a lot of
time repeating the same things they'd just said a few more
times.
By the time Kortrax was halfway down the sky, they
knew they had to make some progress even though it was still
hot. TwoFourDown was game, they hitched him up and set
out again. It was hell out there, she had to soak her suncloth
at first. She wasn't as rested as she should have been, and
before long there was a stitch in her side that would keep her
company for the next eight hours.
After she wet herself down and went to fill her skin again,
she noticed their water usage was getting ahead of what it
should be. She knew she was as much to blame as anyone,
and said so when she informed them. The real worry was
TwoFourDown, he was three quarters of the total flesh on this
expedition and he had not been drinking more than they
planned for him. If he became dehydrated and they had to
increase his water, they could be in serious trouble.
"We can't wet ourselves down like I've been doing," she
said. We have at least two weeks to the next water hole."
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"We might find one in a week and a half," Rendrak said,
"It was in Eleeznor's diary."
"From the 42nd," Desa said. "When Goggolick went thru
there was no water there."
"It shows on the ancient picture,"
"That crystal was cast in the 21st," Desa said, "I think that
waterhole dried up sometime between the 43rd and the 52nd."
"I hope it's just intermittent," Rendrak said, "And we
happen to hit it full. The Echestain pool was high, I think that
bodes well."
"We can hope," she said, plodding onward. She felt like
mentioning another fact that she found troubling and he
dismissed with a casual, 'They just never wrote about it.' They
had historical records of one hundred fifty seven groups
leaving the upper Echestain for the pass. The accounts of only
four had come back to them from the other side. But the good
thing was, as the hours went on and Kortrax gradually got
lower on their left, the heat began finally to abate.
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5. The Howling Desert
A little over a week later, as dusk of Kivundeer
approached, it was TwoFourDown who decided where they
were camping for the dark. The last rays of Kortrax
illuminated a sandbank along the side of the trail. As soon as
he saw it he began gouging out a scrape. They had to get
pretty agitated before he would let them get the harness off
him. They knew better than to try and force him on. This
would be their third dark without water and the supply was
getting a little low. They were nearly silent unpacking and
getting ready for the dark.
Rendrak unfolded the map where the reflection off the
embankment gave enough light. "According to the map we
should be at this little water hole as soon as we get going
tomorrow," Rendrak said, "I might be able to run over there
and back right now, I bet it's those sapwoods you can see
down there."
"We have enough," Desa said. "We can make it thru the
dark. You know how deceptive distance is in this air, that
could be three miles from here, it will be full dark when you
return."
"Do we have enough for TwoFourDown also?" he asked.
"A gallon, he can get by on that," she said. "He'll be
sleeping most of the dark."
"Besides, it might be dry," Valla added.
She was right, it was listed as intermittent. It was merely a
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lead-in to the permanent one a dozen miles farther on. One
that even had a name, Bim-Geegaith, on one of the maps
they'd found. That was shown as being almost a pond, a few
acres in size. They would have to make that by noon or die
trying, because none of the maps said there was any cover at
all. There was no wash any more here, only the sky to tell
them the direction and an occasional barren outcrop of rock to
serve as landmarks. Other than that they traversed a
monotonous expanse of gravel, littered with boulders big
enough and close enough to vex TwoFourDown as he tried to
drag their cart over it.
Desa gave him about a quart and a half once he was dug
in. His eyes hung low and looked up at her, five in a row.
Desa bowed her sorrow to him, but wanted to save some for
later in the dark. They would have no shelter but their wagon
this dark. If there was to be a fire, they would have to burn
the wagon and that would be certain death. Without the cart
and the water it could carry, it was impossible to cross the two
hundred fifty miles of barren ground behind them. By the
time Desa got back to TwoFour-Down with some raw vedn,
he was almost asleep. His one waking eye waved a bit of
thanks and went back down to lay on his face with lid nearly
drawn.
They were actually pretty sullen as they chewed dry
grains and drank a few sips of their dwindling water supply.
This had been a grueling week, they were all sore, smelly,
cranky. If anyone had said 'Who's idea was this anyway?'
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about now they might have each gone off into the dark in a
different direction. They all knew none would see dawn again
if they did that.
Noon had been trying this week, they were able to take it
early enough, but all they had for cover was a bit of
overhanging bluff and three little sapwood shrubs, the tallest
just over eight feet in height. None of them got much sleep.
In contrast, Dusksleep wasn't so bad. She went to sleep
nude, glad to be out of the sun, but every now and then as the
temperature dropped, she had to wake up and get something
more on. That made sure her sleep was not restful enough.
When they were all awake at once and Narrulla told them
it was midway thru Nightday, they got inside the wagon.
There was just enough room to sit up now that the water jug
was light enough to take out. They passed around some more
dried fruit, tried to sip as little water as possible.
"We can't just sit here like this for eighteen hours," Valla
said.
"Too bad there isn't a little pub over there with a country
band and cheap showers," Rendrak said.
"I'd settle for a book and a candle," Desa said.
"Just the candle," Valla said. After a short pause she
asked, "Did you hear the story of the lake when you were in
the Yakhan?"
"Yeah," she said. "One out of every ten movies made up
there is of those times. Ever see 'The Last Salvadoran'?"
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"You could tell us the story."
"You're in it. Long expeditions across desert wastes
because that's all the Highlands were in those days, like this,
dry wasteland. There was a brook the size of the Echestain at
our base camp, but it ran down to nothing in a few hundred
miles."
"What about king Zharvai?" Valla asked.
"The last Salvadoran," Desa said. "That was his story.
They spiced it up somewhat for the movie, I've been told he
was never that belligerent in real life, but he did resist the
dam thruout his reign."
"Lot of good it did him, isn't his palace at the bottom of
the lake today?"
"All the Kassikan did was wait. That was back in the early
30's, all but the wizards were ephemeral then. Zharvai passed
and his nation passed, by the 34th, the dam was building under
the relentless of pressure of the Kassikan's funding of anyone
who would build it. Less than twenty centuries later the great
north arm was topped off and the city at the dam named for
the king who devoted his life to fighting it."
"And that's all there is to it?" Valla asked.
"That was just one dam," Desa said, "There are over a
hundred large dams in the whole system of lakes, but the
tunnels..."
"What was that?" Rendrak said. Rendrak was never a
history scholar anyway, so he wouldn't have been paying
attention. He opened the flap on the canvas that covered the
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cart, letting in a blast of cold air.
"What did you hear?" Valla asked. She needn't have
because as she said it, it began again and as soon as she was
silent they could all hear it. It was distant, but distinct, a low
moan or howl. It was almost clear, but a touch gravelly in
texture.
They all piled outside to see where it was coming from.
She hoped it was just TwoFourDown cooing, a noise they
sometimes made in their sleep, if his lungs had become
congested it might sound like that. When they were outside
they could immediately tell it was something much louder
and farther away. It seemed to be coming from the low ridge
to their east almost half a mile away. That would mean
something was bellowing really loudly over there.
"You don't have any idea what could be making that
noise?" she asked Rendrak, wishing she could keep a little
more of her nerves from Valla who was standing right with
them, her eyes looking in the same direction and as big as
torrock balls in this dark.
"Coriax? Coriscamp? It sounds too big to be an axio."
"Will they hurt us?" Valla asked.
"This crossbow says not," he said. "One thing we have to
watch out for is coriscamp sometimes hunt in packs, that
howling is something they might do to create a diversion."
"How do you know that?" Valla asked.
"I really don't," Rendrak admitted, "I'm just worried that
they might."
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"What could support a pack of coriscamp out here?" Desa
asked.
"We're within range of Bim-Geegaith, maybe it's a pack
out of there," he said. He was turning all around them,
surveying the countryside dimly lit by Kunae. Kunae would
be in the constellation Auriga for the next ten decades, high in
the midsummer sky. Narrulla was already rising earlier in
Nightday and was up now. He climbed to the top of the sand
bank TwoFourDown had scraped into and scanned the
horizon.
The howl came again, it was almost too distant to have
any relation to them.
"You know what else it sounds like," Valla said.
"No?" Desa asked.
"Some kind of big wooden horn, like an old castle horn."
"I'm sure there were never any castles out here," Desa
said, "not in the darkest days would anyone come this far."
"This basin wasn't even settled then," Valla said, "but
that's what it sounds like."
"And I never knew a mountain scamp could bellow,"
Desa said.
"I don't know that they can't," Rendrak said.
"We should have studied the wildlife out here more,"
Valla said, "We don't know much about it."
"I know that if it's coming at you and has teeth, shoot it,"
he replied.
"Shoot it anyway, we need the food," Valla said.
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By now it had stopped. They stayed and listened for a
while longer, but there was nothing more stirring. It had been
too far to see, probably on the far side of that ridge. It was too
cold to stay outside so they climbed back inside. The space
was about seven feet long and five feet wide. It was a four
wheel half-truck made of thin plank, roughly finished but
sturdy with oversize wheels and lengthened axles. They'd
fashioned four hoops of upland archwood sapling over it to
hold two layers of stout canvas with a layer of the thickest
quilt batting they could find between them. It was just high
enough for Rendrak to sit up in, but they lounged against their
clothing packs while Valla sat between them in the opposite
direction.
From where Rendrak was he could open the flap on the
far end a crack and look toward that ridge. He did so
occasionally. They made fitful conversation. They rejected
sex play as a diversion because they were too low on food
and water already, they couldn't spare the energy.
When Narrulla was well above ground Rendrak put on his
parka and then wrapped his quilt around himself and grabbed
the crossbow. "I won't be gone more than an hour," he said,
"Now that we have a little light."
"Narrulla will enter eclipse before Dawnsleep," she told
him, "so you don't have more than three hours."
"If I find some thing will you eat it raw?" he asked.
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"Freeze it for tomorrow when we get to that brush we can
see in the distance," Desa suggested. "If we had run out of the
dried stuff last week I probably would, but we're not down to
raw meat and bugs yet." She hoped if didn't come to that,
knew it might get to the point where she wished they still had
some raw meat or bugs.
"Toss up another bag of those gloribards while you're out
there," Valla said. "I'm not down to raw meat either but I
could wait a couple hours for breakfast if you get something."
He passed the bag in to Desa, they kissed, and she feared
for him in that cold. She tied the canvas carefully and took a
few of the dried gloribards before passing the bag to Valla.
Valla switched ends as she reached for them. "We need to
conserve our heat more now that it is just the two of us. Sorry
I stink so bad."
"No worse than any of us. Humans must have been pretty
gross as animals."
"We probably didn't try to inhabit places like this," Valla
said.
"I certainly wouldn't have," Desa said. "In prehistoric
times people hardly came out of the deeps. They could only
live as far into areas with frost as they could cart onions.
Dried onions were caravanned thousands of miles in ancient
times before fast onions were bred."
"When was that?" Valla asked.
"In the late Energy Age actually, but the Highlands were
isolated until almost into the 40th."
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"And where was the lake at that time?"
"Less than a hundred thousand square miles, only the
central and southeast arms were big at the time and there
weren't even locks connecting them because the work on the
tunnels wasn't finished."
"So the Highlands are almost as young as our basin."
"Most of the Highlands," Desa said, but the Yakhan area
was already old by then. What is now pretty much the Yakhan
Urban Universe was once an isolated society of some size
that became quite prosperous all by itself. Its prosperity is
what paid for the lake."
"What ever prompted those wizards to think so big?"
Valla asked.
"I never got to ask them," she said. "In the only actual text
I ever read about it, they said it was because the geology was
there. The potential site of the lake sat there like a promise
and a challenge to humankind. They saw it as a challenge to
do something constructive instead of destructive."
They went on and on, nothing important in their personal
lives, but tales of important transformations in the progress
of civilization. Valla was no devotee of history, it was just
something they could talk about, something to while away the
hours of Nightday without even a candle. Desa had learned a
lot of history just as the milieu that the yandrille was
developed in. Probably more than Valla would ever want to
know even on as boring a journey as this.
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Desa took to looking out. It was now cold even inside the
wagon without one's clothing and the quilt. For Dawnsleep
they would probably have their parkas on also, under their
quilts, inside this insulated wagon. She crawled like a slug in
her quilt to peak out. Lecturing on history had made the hours
fly and Narrulla was already starting to blush on the edge
with the upcoming eclipse. It wasn't halfway up the western
sky yet and already entering Kassidor's shadow. Rendrak was
still out there with something and Kunae was now lower in
the west than Narrulla. He was out there in the dark.
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6. Frozen Moonlight
It was cold, he had to admit that as soon as he stepped
away from the wagon. He tied the quilt tighter over his parka
and tucked his leggings into his boots and tied his scarf
around his face, leaving only eye-slits. He could only carry
the crossbow at ports arms with all this on him, but he could
stop clenching and shivering if he moved. He felt fine if he
stepped briskly, almost like he was in a suit of armor.
That ridge was only a half a mile, he should be able to
walk it in ten minutes. He stepped out to make it in less,
bounced right along. The air was sharp in his nose and mouth,
tight in his chest, but it was so light compared to his native
altitude.
He had lived almost all of his three centuries near the city
of Yarolin, a thousand miles down the Echestain from
Talthaic, fourteen thousand eight hundred feet deeper in the
atmosphere. This was two and a half more miles above
Talthaic. He made sure he remembered to turn and look
around, made sure he turned all the way around to look back
at their camp and make sure nothing was happening to them
while he was away.
The light of Narrulla was meager, but this ridge was
gravel, not very steep and not very irregular. He could see
anything as large as an inglethor that moved anywhere in his
line of vision. He was alone out here so far. The peak of this
ridge was so broad that he could see much further over its
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curve than he could from the wagon.
There was nothing here, it must have come from even
farther than this. As if to confirm it, he heard the mournful
sound again, a very loud groan, almost a roar. It sounded
almost as far away as it had at the camp, like it was actually
coming from the next ridge after this. He noticed it was no
louder now than it had seemed from the wagon. That might
mean it is incredibly distant, or it might mean that whatever
was calling could see him and was keeping its distance.
He figured it for a coriax. Though the mountain scamps
have very short legs to keep their center of gravity low, they
can move them with astonishing speed, so they seem to be
moving in time-lapse. He wished he had studied the wildlife
more. He put in the time on the crossbow, but not on his
quarry. He didn't know what calls they made and why. He
knew they could live at altitudes up to three miles above the
human limit, so they had almost half of the planet to
themselves.
He dared not go out of sight of the camp. He could not see
anything on the next ridge, he wondered how it could sense
him? Probably because he was tall and silhouetted against the
sky as he walked this rise. To go to the next ridge after the
coriax would be foolhardy. A single coriax could double back
and threaten his family. If there was a pair, one could be
doubling back already. He could see the camp still, the wagon
and the black opening to TwoFourDown's scrape. The rolls of
the land were so gentle that he was now almost a mile away
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from it.
The gravel was fairly uniform, he would see something as
big as a coriax, but an axio might be able to slink behind the
larger boulders without drawing attention to itself in this
light. He wouldn't want Desa and Valla to be surprised by a
thirty pound axio bursting into the camp determined to grab a
bite or two and escape.
He came back closer to camp, but where he could still see
the next ridge. He got close enough to camp that he could just
see the next ridge behind the closer one. He sat behind a tiny
shred of scrub protecting him from a tenth of the wind. He sat
there as long as he could, waiting to hear what was out there
again.
How he wished he had just a little flask here with him to
make the hours a little more entertaining. Of course yaag
would intensify any experience. The cold would get colder,
the cramps in his legs more painful, the dark darker. This
wasn't really a place to relax with a nice tall cup after all.
Still, if a cup was to present itself to him right now, there was
no chance it would freeze in this subzero air, he would get
around it too quickly.
Perhaps Desa had helped him train for this expedition to
get him loose from his addiction? But he could tell from her
demeanor that she was feeling it also. They had lived together
two decades, Desa could not fool him into believing she was
not also addicted to the vine. Maybe she was on this
expedition to get herself from its clutches? He had never
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thought about that.
He waited a very long time, longer than he thought he
could. He knew this expedition would be taxing and
withstanding the cold of dark was one of the ways. As he
started to get comfortable out here, he remembered that was a
warning sign of hypothermia. He got up, felt his extremities,
made sure they moved. He moved around and felt fit. He
made a complete inspection of the camp, only a quarter mile
away from here, then hiked briskly to the top of the ridge
ahead, scanning the ground carefully for any sign of life. The
air had real bite now, it was well over thirty hours since light,
Narrulla would be going into eclipse momentarily.
He went back to the area where he heard the howl the last
time, as far as he could get and still see the camp. He walked
along the ridge at the limit of his vision of the camp. This
should be close to where he originally heard it bellow, a little
way down the far slope of this ridge. He really didn't have
much time and didn't have very much light. Narrulla was
getting a little higher so the light was a little better.
He scoured the area for any sign of disturbance. A coriax
has many little claws, sharp and strong, meant for grasping
rock up among the glaciers where they usually stay. He knew
their tracks in this gravel would look like the path of a small
cart with toothed wheels. He saw nothing like that.
Quite a bit of the ground was so stony that he wouldn't see
anything. It was impossible to tell if the stones had been
disturbed in this light. If it was light out he could tell by the
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dust on them. As it was he knew Narulla would move into
eclipse fairly soon and he had little time left to look for sign.
He looked for any sign of larger creatures. He didn't think
a large threiropsoid would bellow like that, but he had to
admit, he didn't really know. As Valla had pointed out, they
had not studied the wildlife they would encounter out here as
well as they should have. He wondered if there was anything
kranjanoid could live out here, anything large enough to be
dangerous. The quibarta was all but eliminated from the Dos
basin, but they were still found in the Zhlindu basin. What
relative would they have that would live in the high country?
Surely there would be something up here, something with
dead stick legs and a thick hide and a brain as limited as that
of a stone.
In the Zhlindu basin there were kranjans that were of
enormous size, and hkyiitns that were large enough to be
respected. He knew nothing of what sounds they could make,
if any. He wasn't sure what kind of tracks they would make
either. If it was a stick leg, they would make small but deep
impressions in the ground. He saw nothing like that.
But then, almost at his feet, he came upon the print of
something round dragged a few feet across the sand. He
thought it would be the creature's belly til he saw the prints of
the feet. There was no mistaking what this was, even as the
silver light of Narrulla began to redden as it moved into the
planet's shadow, it was the print of a naked human foot.
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7. Possibilities
"From that, you think we will have problems at BimGeegaith?" Valla asked.
"Why would there be people watching for our approach?"
he asked in return.
"They might have been out hunting and saying hello, they
might not have had anything to do with the noise, they might
have been chasing whatever made that noise."
"I still think Desa is right, we should stay here and get all
we can from this seep. We have enough to wet us down under
shade for the noon. We can take turns staying up and
emptying the steriskins."
The water was seeping into the bottom of the hole at a
rate sufficient to fill a skin every six or eight minutes. They
had reached this intermittent water hole a little after lunch
time of Morningday, but Rendrak had already told her about
the footprint and she thought it prudent to give digging a try.
Once TwoFourDown saw what she was doing he nudged her
aside and used his four front legs to churn a bathtub sized
hole in the gravel in a little more than a minute. In a matter of
minutes it began to fill with water and Desa was the first to
hug him as a hero.
They had a tarp big enough to shade them that they hung
from the wagon. TwoFourDown then scraped off the hottest
surface layer of gravel and reached gravel that was not baked
by the sun's heat. By the time they finished their noonmeal
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they were each under a wet cloth under that shade laying on
the shaded ground.
"I'll take first shift this Noonsleep," Desa said. "I'll be sure
you stay wet."
"Guys, it's way cooler in the wagon," Valla said.
"Now," Desa said, but in a few hours it will be stifling in
there. "You can start the sleep there, I'll wake you for the
middle watch, but you'll have to finish the sleep out here."
"Thanks for letting me have it now," she said, "I hate
having to sleep when I'm wet."
"I'm scraping another layer off this dirt before I turn in,"
Rendrak said and picked up one of the larger sticks around to
do that. He scraped himself a little deeper furrow in the
ground of this sometime water hole. He had at least another
foot to go before he would get to sand that could really be
called damp, but just another couple inches meant another
couple degrees in the temperature of the surface he lay on.
She would not pour enough water on him that he would be
laying in a puddle.
This water hole was a desolate place. The intermittent
surface did not seem to be over a hundred feet across, the
water never stood more than three feet deep in the center.
There were a few shrubs around it, three of which were large
enough that you might stretch the word 'tree' over them.
There was no water and had not been for so long that few
animals came here. There were few animals around to come
here. There were desert versions of common garden pests and
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there weren't very many of those. They could only be getting
moisture from their food, the leaves of those plants with roots
deep enough to reach water now, about thirty inches below
the surface.
While she emptied the next round of steriskins into the
tank, TwoFourDown swung his head around and lapped the
puddle dry. She was glad he was here to make that puddle,
not perturbed that he had used some of it.
This water hole had been further than they thought,
because the scrub they thought was three feet high was
actually closer to eighteen. The heat built quickly and they
had arrived here exhausted. The climate was not allowing
them time to travel, as long as it was light, it was too hot to
travel, as soon as it got dark it was too cold. They were left
with only about sixteen hours per week they could actually
move in this terrain.
Valla had mumbled on about a more positive attitude
toward the people at the upcoming water hole, but Desa could
not imagine anyone living at a water hole out in this desolate
waste having a redeeming feature. Valla went to sleep in short
order, Desa was left to stand watch and shepherd her own
thoughts. She was deep in the depths of history, when
populations had been as isolated as the people out here must
be.
She knew the Troubled Times were bad enough, and
people had only limited lives, but during the Troubled Times
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people lived in houses and cooked their food. Before the
Energy Age there were people so primitive that wasn't the
case. She actually knew so little of what had happened before
the Energy Age, but that was five sixths of the time since
Saggothans first made humans. For much of that time there
was no writing and what there was, was often unreadable.
Only a few parts of the world had been habitable, only three
basins had been civilized. Most of what was known was
discovered by archeologists. Most of the world's population
were savages growing a few crops and hunting for the
majority of their food. Nothing was known of their language,
their culture, their dwellings. Only a few remains were ever
found from those times and the picture they painted was life
as herd animals in all things but clothing, fire and weapons,
primarily spears. Metals were more common then so many of
their artifacts had been made from it and of course they had
all been melted down for other uses deep in antiquity.
Rendrak saw a naked footprint, and heard them deep in
the dark. It was true that they were first heard when it was
reasonable for a human to be barefoot. In the deep dark at this
altitude, the naked human foot is as frozen as a hail ball, but
he did not see a footprint made then. If that noise was made
by a human, it was either with a device or some genetic
enhancement.
She considered the possibility that instead of primitive
savages, there could be super advanced people out here. The
same wizard who first bred orcs could be lurking here in this
189

waste somewhere. He could have bred people for thinner air,
there could be a super thin-air race of people scattered over
all three million square miles of the Kinsheeta. There are
glaciers on the peaks, so there is water, but it is a mile above
air that normal humans can breathe, but it might not be above
a race with super lungs.
With the willingness to experiment of some of the later
tyrants of the Energy Age, they could have adapted people to
the temperatures of the wastes also. If they were dealing with
something like that there is nothing they could do but say
"Yes sir, sorry to intrude." If they could speak Common
Tongue, about the only language any of them could even
properly pronounce the name of. Desa knew Valla had never
heard a word in another language and didn't know about
Rendrak. Because this basin had not really been settled until
the use of Common Tongue, by people who used Common
Tongue in their day to day lives, there were no old languages
anywhere in the Dos basin.
Yes, there were previous settlers here but they were only a
few Megnor villages in the far south and they never had more
than a few hundred thousand population and a religiously
dominated culture. They did use a different language in the
Megnish family and there were probably ten or twenty
thousand who still spoke it, out of the half billion residents of
the whole Dos basin.
She knew the inventor of orcs probably spoke some form
of late Sidaran like Dundail or Eridan, but what would it have
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become by now? Not that she could even say 'good morning'
in any dialect of Sindaran. She knew some of Common
Tongue's roots were in it, but some had Dwarven roots also
and its structure was more regular like a Dwarven language
than old Sindaran.
Anyway, if whoever was out here watching them and
signaling didn't know common tongue, there was little hope
for effective communication. So if they do, there would be
dialog, they would charge a tax for the water, we bow to the
sahib, give them trinkets and continue. Worst comes to worst,
Valla and/or I have to fuck/suck the chief and/or winner of the
duel to the death. Those movies had to have a basis in fact
somewhere, she hoped this pass wasn't it, but nobody has a
sick enough imagination to come up with that stuff without
something to inspire them.
She scanned the horizon around them, noticed that she
could see very little. The water hole was in a little bowl in the
general roll of the land. The rolls were pretty gentle with a
projecting rock here and there. She noticed that even though
the rocks were widely scattered, the land was very flat and the
few that stuck up did cover each other up to the horizon. They
had been pinned down here in the heat for almost three hours
now. Watchers could have come as close as the closest rock in
that chain. That rock was nowhere near in range of a spear,
but within easy reach of a crossbow.
What if the guy behind the rock holds a Dempalan
Sunsword? She wondered. 'Sorry sir, I thought I saw
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something and wondered if it was a theirops cub,' was what
she would have to say. Of course what soldier wielding a
sunsword who comes from a Dempalan holdout laboratory
somewhere in the waste would know any modern Common
Tongue? At least she could put the crossbow down, he could
understand that.
She poured another dose of water on the loose knit throw
she had over her and charged out into the full light of Kortrax,
determined to get a look at the far side of those rocks before
she had to get back under shade. As she ran out here, two
things struck her at once, wearing sandals was a very good
idea, the heat off the ground was as bad as the heat from the
sky. The second thing that was obvious was that she was
going to have to dash out at least a hundred yards to see the
far side of the first rock.
The rocks were too big, anyone behind any one of the
next six or eight of them only had to move a little bit to stay
out of sight. She thought she saw something far in the
distance, then an animal bolted in the near distance and she
lost focus on the distant speck. The near one looked like a
skinny nyobba, the far one was a single dot of motion once.
Before she ran back under the tarp, she looked all around
once, then once more, slowly and carefully from this new
vantage point. It was like standing in a burning room to do it,
but she saw nothing and ran back to shade and another sip of
water.
If they were Energy-Age holdouts, they could have left
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mini-eyes to watch them, they could be deep in the Kinsheta
right now laughing at her antics. They could, but she didn't
know they were. She thought the people they would
encounter this dusk would be primitive. They could be shy,
they could be aggressive.
She wondered if they could be without the Instinct. It had
been almost ten centuries since that was released and that was
carried by an airborne vector. Be in the room with a sneeze of
anyone with the Instinct and you will have it. If any of the
hundred and fifty three missing expeditions got this far, they
should have it. Of course she could easily imagine a primitive
tribe that still engaged in warfare making sure all the young
men knew that getting anywhere near a person from the
outside was totally taboo and would result in their whole tribe
being exterminated. They could kill from a distance and leave
the bodies to rot, the vector would die off in a few months
and they could preserve their way of life.
It went without saying that if they were associated with
those who had created the orcs, they would also find ways
around the Instinct. They could modify themselves enough so
it either wouldn't infect them or would not effect them. Either
way they would still be able to use violence against them. She
wondered if she would be able to use the crossbow on an Orc.
Of course she had never seen an Orc in person, they were all
but extinct by the end of the 30's. There were rumors of a few
tribes of them remaining out in the scrub north of the
Pewpspway, but there was no reputable studies that
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acknowledged the continued existence of pureblooded Orcs.
There were only a few photographs of live ones, and they
were taken in the 35th when photography was still pretty new
and Orcs were very rare and already heavily interbred with
normal humans. The creature was definitely humanoid, a little
hunched over and a little misshapen, but certainly a close
relation to humans. It was like the human scientists that
created them did nowhere near as fine a job as the Saggoths
for the product was not as well made as standard human and
wasn't as intelligent. They were really a few minor mutations
in a human is what she thought.
When the Saggoths created humans they made something
as different from themselves as sumoid life, different
nucleotides speaking a different genetic language than either
celluloid or sumoid life. There can be no doubt that the
human evolution was the most important the Saggothans
produced for they had produced their successors as an
artificial life form.
There were some who believed that the Saggothans had
fetched humans from a planet at another star, but there was no
physical evidence of a Saggothan energy and industrial base
necessary to do something like that. Even the industrial might
of Dempala in its Energy Age had not achieved a successful
voyage to another star.
And then she wondered why her thoughts were wandering
so in the blazing heat of noon out here in this pass. She got up
and wet Rendrak down again, he was panting. She put a wet
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cloth on his forehead and he quieted down. She looked in on
Valla in the wagon. Its insulation would allow her a couple
more hours of untroubled dry sleep.
She had to admit Valla was holding up well. She was
facing the physical hardships as stoically as any of them, her
worst complaint so far had been lack of sexual opportunity.
She put more effort into the expedition than she did in
training and she had put more effort into training than she had
in life before that. It was during their last year of training that
Valla showed them that they really could count on her. It was
because of that, that Desa allowed Rendrak to begin the
expedition for real.
She sat back down, wet herself down again, tried to get
comfortable and still have a wide field of view. There was no
way she could see 360° from any one place. She would have
to get up and look around now and then. She should take
another run out on the sand before getting Valla up, make sure
they were clear before turning the watch over to her.
Desa spent the next hour of her watch digging deep into
the sand for a place to sleep. The deeper she dug into shaded
sand, the cooler it got. While she dug, she used the rhythm to
take a look around, on every 6th look around, she wet herself
down and ran out into the sun to look behind the rocks.
There was nothing to see. The last time she ran out from
the campsite before getting Valla up, Noonsleep was clearly
more than a third over and Valla was starting to sweat heavily
in the wagon that was now heating up with the relentless
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hours of light wore on. She emptied the skins into the tank
again, set them back out in the well TwoFourDown had dug
and noticed it was shallower and muddier than when her shift
started. She should have dug the well instead of her sleeping
trough. She felt that she had been selfish.
A note rang out across the blistering plains. Both Rendrak
and Valla sat up. It rumbled as much as it honked, but it might
have honked more than it rumbled. It was from the west this
time, like they were being encircled at a distance of a mile or
two.
"Oh good you're up," Desa said to Valla, "I was just about
to tell you it was your watch. I guess you've heard that the
natives are a little restless this noon."
"Ma, that is not in the least funny," Valla said.
"It's good to know you have a sense of humor at least,"
Desa said, "I think we're going to need it before the week is
over."
"You think there's people at that waterhole don't you?"
Valla asked her.
"I don't see any other way it could have got a name that's
in a language we don't know."
"Bim-Geegaith," Valla said, 'to enter'-'becoming
reddening' was what it meant in Common Tongue but it was
easy to tell it was a proper noun that was not sired in
Common Tongue. "I see what you mean, it doesn't make any
sense..."
"Isn't descriptive in some way," Desa said.
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"Right."
"It could be in the language of the Monastics," Rendrak
said, "You see a little bit of it down in Yarolin, one of their
largest sites was just outside the city."
"Do you speak any of it?" Desa asked.
"I recognize the hyphenated names as belonging to it, I
know what their writing looked like, but I can't read it. I've
never heard it actually spoken so I don't know how it's
actually pronounced."
"What if the people at the water hole don't speak common
tongue?" Desa asked.
"You're convinced we are going to find people there and
that bellow isn't made by a coriax or something like that?"
Rendrak asked.
"You saw the footprint," Desa said.
"Well let me have the little crossbow just in case it is
something toothy," Valla said. "You're right about it getting
hot in here."
She slid out of the wagon. TwoFourDown also had an eye
up. Desa wondered if he knew what the sound was. She
wondered if his sense of smell was telling him anything. It
was remarkably sensitive for a herbivore. The keda is actually
a third branch, only a little closer to the thongga and lentosaur
than the theiropsoids and they have an olfactory sense as keen
as any theiropsoid. His manes weren't ruffling, meaning he
was not picking up anything.
They did not settle right back to sleep, but after an hour,
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conversation died down and they tried to sleep. Desa fussed
with pebbles under her fitfully for at least another hour. It
wasn't til Valla poured a little water on her after thinking she
was asleep that she actually went to sleep.
She woke from a nightmare of being roasted by cannibals
over a slow fire, but it was only the rays of Kortrax had found
their way under the canvas. Kortrax had moved enough so
that this should be time to wake up for Afternoonday anyway.
Half of Rendrak's torso was in the full light of Kortrax and he
was starting to burn on his face and shoulder.
She first put water on Rendrak, then set to work shifting
the canvas. This might be time for Afternoonday but it was a
cinch they weren't going anywhere, being out there for just a
few minutes was dangerous. Valla had fallen asleep with her
dildo again, and didn't wake up until Desa started dragging
the canvas farther across the top of the wagon. Then she was
startled and winced when she quickly snatched it out. "We're
going to have to ask you not play with that when you're
supposed to be awake. You know you always fall asleep when
you catch a good one."
Valla produced a suitably contrite mumble while she
cleaned it up and put it away. She was even more
embarrassed because Rendrak stirred.
He woke up moaning and gasping, groggily looked
around for a water skin. He rinsed his mouth out, then poured
some on himself, then slugged the remainder of it down. "I
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dreamt I was in a building fire," she said.
"I dreamt I was being roasted by cannibals," Desa said.
"We got into the sun. It should be Afternoonday but we still
can't go out there."
"I dreamt I was worshiped as their long-lost sex goddess,"
Valla said.
Rendrak gave her a brief howl of laughter, then said, "I
guess it could happen, I think it would be more a goddess of
nubility..."
"At two I was nubile," Valla said, "I don't think I want to
get much riper than I am now."
"Good point," Desa said. Valla was as sturdy as she was
plush, but all she needed was a bit more chest and she would
be a sexpot that would put her mother to shame, but she
would definitely lose the wholesomeness her look had now.
They ate, they fed TwoFourDown. He went briefly into
the sun to bury a pud, then came back under the canvas.
While they slept, the hole had filled a little more. By the time
it was cool enough to move, the jug was 1/3 full again. It was
still too hot to be out there, they had to cover themselves with
wet cloths still. TwoFourDown moved slowly.
There was a shallow embankment miles in the distance
ahead, and they could see the blur in its outline that was
distant vegetation. The waterhole must be over there, the
beginning of the narrowest part of the pass, but the end of
what the records said was the longest stretch without
199

permanent water.
As they set out on what should be a six hour trek, from
the far side of the low rise on their left maybe half a mile
away, a low groaning note sounded.
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8. The Point of No Return
It was finally getting comfortable now that Kortrax was
only about five hours from the horizon. Rendrak tried to be
stoic in the heat, but he could tell that the girls saw how it
effected him. In truth he had awakened delirious, and was
delirious again for the first couple hours of the hike. He used
too much water, but Bin-Geegaith was listed as permanent
water on every map. The best textual accounts said there was
over a mile of good grazing and another spoke of a patch of
woods. Of course the last written account dated from the 43rd,
twelve centuries ago. The pass had not been popular in
modern times.
He was familiar with all the reasons, Desa had explained
them and he understood. They could have left two decades
ago on commercial transportation and been in Wescarp a
decade and fifty already. The cost of going as passenger was
less than they spent on supplies and preparations for this
expedition.
Part of the reason for this trek was to find out why so little
was said of this pass in recent times. There were three large
expeditions that were presumed lost in the pass in the late
40's. Two were in search of the one before them, and were
determined to get word back to their backers in Talthaic if
they made it thru to Wescarp. Nothing was ever heard again
of any of the three.
No doubt many had been spooked after that, but at least
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two maps were made of the pass after that date, so he was
sure there was still traffic going thru, probably just private
parties like theirs that would leave no formal record or book
behind. One of the maps goes all the way thru to Wescarp, the
other shows only the next two oases after Bim-Geegaith. But
at the waterhole that one shows a circle with a dot on it.
Rendrak interpreted that as a meadow and pond, but thought
it could represent the pond and a village.
Both the maps dated from the early 50's, so he knew it
was possible to get beyond this waterhole. He hoped that
today the journey was uneventful enough that it wasn't worth
writing a book about.
He was sure there were people ahead and he was sure
they were being watched. He feared they were going to have
to trade for the privilege of getting water and they had not
brought any trade goods with them. Rendrak was sure he
knew who these people were, people who had attempted the
pass and for one reason or another chose to remain here. He
wouldn't be surprised to find them living in relative comfort
and serenity in lush pastures around a pretty pond at the base
of the slight bluff that was beginning to rise to the east. The
ground they were on was flat but he could see that there was
more vegetation in the distance.
They had a little lunch of more dried fruit, gave
TwoFourDown a big pail of water and a nice pile of dried
ribbonleaves seeded with a few fig lons, something kedas
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consider a modest treat. He dug into the water with gusto and
drooped his eyes up for more before he even dug into the
ribbonleaves. Kedas sweat thru their lungs, exhaling
supersaturated air and cooling the blood in the lungs. Heat
can cause them to hyperventilate however. TwoFourDown
seemed fine, but thirsty. After another pail of water, he ate his
dinner and liked it. No doubt he was glad it was cooling off
also.
Rendrak knew this was a young and gung-ho keda out to
prove himself and have his adventures. Rendrak himself
wasn't a great student of kedas, but he'd had a friend back
when he lived in the deeps who told him quite a bit. He knew
how to tell a keda's age by its scars and attitude.
TwoFourDown was young, definitely born with human
companionship, probably in modern times. He had no lame
limbs or scars, meaning he had probably never lived in the
wild. He was a jokester, but never inflicted any real harm. He
didn't knock down fences and eat half the garden, etc. He was
well-behaved but with a sense of humor.
The farmer they bought him from found him as a stray in
the late 53rd. He said TwoFourDown was still loyal and
affectionate to him, but was clearly bored with his life so he
decided to sell him. He was hoping to find something to sell
him into that would at least pique his interest like streetcar
duty. His old friend Jenkin said that kedas like to feel that
civilization is at least partly theirs and that they have a part in
it.
203

Rendrak agreed with Desa that for reasons they would
probably never know, TwoFourDown had made this quest his
own and was doing all he could to help them thru here rather
than complaining and backing off. It had certainly piqued his
interest.
"There is something I think we should talk about again,"
Desa said as they were nearing the end of their meager meal.
"A bit like we need a ceremony here."
"What's that," Valla asked.
"We have passed the point of no return," Desa said. "To
get back we must fill that big jug again and find our way back
to the waterhole at the source of the Echestain. You saw how
long it took us to get this jug about 1/3 full back at the
intermittent water hole. We have enough water to get back
there, we could probably get enough out of that ground to get
us back across the dry ground, but the odds of finding that
spring on the whole desert fringe are pretty low. With this
water hole we have the moraine to guide us."
"So do you want to turn back?" Rendrak asked.
"Like I said, I'm just celebrating passing this point."
"We are celebrating it with some dry fruit, a skin of water
between us and an inch of dried meat," Rendrak said. He
would like to celebrate it with it with at least a little cask.
Then a thought came to him. The point of no return did give
him renewed purpose in a perverse way. The closest yaag was
now in front of them, he had no more reason to pull back, to
prove they couldn't go on. He wondered how many totally
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addicted cells in his brain had been doing just that. He
thought it must have been quite a few because as Desa said
this, it seemed to him like an extra keda had been added to the
hitch to help them on their way. "But the good news is, we're
now on our way out of this pass."
"There is that?" Desa said, but with a definite question
mark on her face.
Rendrak really couldn't explain. They finished their lunch
and lurched on again, closer to the unknown people who were
watching them.
As Kortrax got closer to horizontal, the land began to
show signs of life and the bluff fell away to the right. They
could now see the bluff beyond the waterhole, it was little
more than a line of boulders in the gravel with some brush
and even a few trees for a distance along it. Their path lead
beyond the waterhole following the line of boulders to the
north. This was nothing more than some ancient reach of
glacier from the summits still over a hundred miles from their
path at this point. He knew they had to traverse a path thru
those summits.
The texts said the water hole is at 11,780 feet elevation
above the lake. He only had another two thousand feet of
elevation to go. He had to admit, he was already lightheaded
from the tenuous atmosphere most of the time, whenever he
wasn't sitting still. Another two thousand feet didn't make as
much difference as it did three miles below the lake where he
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spent most of his life. He should have spent more decades at
the elevation where Valla grew up, two miles higher in
elevation. He didn't think a couple miles of altitude could be
such a crippling thing. He had lived two decades in Talthaic,
two miles higher than his native land, and felt no ill effects.
He knew now that he had lived in Talthaic at the edge of his
altitude range. He was born three miles deep, Valla a mile
below lake level, Desa just over two miles deep. Here they
were over two miles above the lake and his lungs were
feeling it.
TwoFourDown was encouraged by the vegetation and
stopped to taste a couple small tussocks that poked up out of
the ground. He wanted to step it up, but Rendrak wished they
could work their way up to the waterhole unobserved so they
were swinging west of the direct course. A mile or two further
there was a lot more brush, but it could be providing more
cover for people lying down unmoving. Any watchers would
be a lot harder to spot than the three of them, a keda and a
wagon with canvas strung high above it on hoops.
They would encounter the people who lived here when
they wished to be encountered. The people who lived here
knew that they were advancing deliberately towards that
water hole. They had time to decide what to do, it wasn't like
they were going to surprise them. He didn't like the waiting,
but knew they would meet them when the brush was fairly
thick, when they could encircle them at a distance of a couple
hundred yards and begin the encounter from the rear.
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The Trolls had always been the race most adapted to
extreme altitude and temperature, followed by the Nordics.
He expected to see them more than any Megnor-based race
like the monastics, but he didn't know how this water hole got
its name, it could be in a Troll language. Trolls of ancient
times often lived in bleak landscapes like these. There could
actually be a community of them here. It would be good if
they spoke some common tongue.
Tussocks were common by the time the land was really
brushy. They were a mile from the bluff here, the water hole
itself could only be a couple more miles along. TwoFourDown was taking his pick of the tussocks now, and he even
found a few ribbonleaves to nibble. The first hint he had that
something was happening was when he noticed TwoFourDown's manes ruffling, then his head came up. Rendrak
looked up and saw a puff of dust in the middle distance, a
little more than a hundred yards away. Whatever did it was
out of sight behind a pseudo-leshin, but the dust stirred up did
not settle. It could be an animal, if it was it could well have
predation on its mind.
He noticed TwoFourDown was much more alert as they
moved on. "Why don't you girls stay closer to the wagon," he
said. "Stay ahead of me. And hand me my crossbow, it isn't
just people we have to worry about at this waterhole."
Desa handed his out from the cart and then took her own.
They walked just ahead of the wagon, by TwoFourDown's
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tail. Rendrak stayed behind the wagon and kept watch to the
rear. He fully expected to be approached from that side.
They moved on another hour, Kortrax began to get low.
TwoFourDown stopped, reared up and scanned, ruffled his
manes. It was absolutely silent, their was no wind and it was
still too desolate for lumins. The three of them were silent,
listening intently. Far in the distance in front of them was the
unmistakable sound of a baby crying. Desa looked at him
with wide eyes, still they said nothing. TwoFourDown slowly
turned around and from his height of nine feet off the ground
with his first two pair of legs reared, he saw something and
threw his middle eye out full behind them with the eyelashes
pointed to resemble an arrow. He began to undo his own
harness.
There was a bark and nine men appeared almost
simultaneously from behind distant tussocks in a semicircle
around them so the only place they could run was toward the
waterhole where there were probably two dozen men waiting.
The nine men began to advance deliberately at them,
scrambling from tussock to tussock. Each held a spear and he
wondered how safe he was with nothing but the Instinct
protecting him from inter-personal violence in as remote an
area as this. He convinced Desa to say it was extremely
unlikely people could be without it even here. He knew they
were afraid they didn't believe each other.
They stopped when they were about forty yards away. He
noticed Desa had the presence of mind to also look the other
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way to see if they were surrounded. She saw nothing, he and
Valla also looked around. The one directly behind them came
out into full view and took fifteen more paces toward them,
then banged the butt of his spear on the ground and
demanded, "Boo Duh. Puuntabinta."
He and Desa looked at each other, even TwoFour-Down's
eyes swayed in interrogation.
He banged the butt of his spear down once again "Peen
maa BOO DUH."
"Boo Duh," chanted the others, still in a semicircle cutting
off their retreat, forty yards away and holding spears at port
arms, even though they still stood behind large tussocks that
showed only their faces. Their spear points were crude globs
of glass pulled to a point. The fresh points would break off a
few inches of saber in anything they stabbed. His faith in the
instinct had never been so shallow.
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9. An Act of Valor
As one of the two and a halfs, Pembwy was allowed to go
on patrol. The scouthorns had sounded the alarm a week ago,
but it was only this Afternoonday that a large patrol was
gathered. All the old men were left with the women and
children. There were forty one women now and a hundred
eleven children under two. In his own cohort, those over two
but not yet three, there were twenty three males and thirteen
females. There were nine other females of that age that had
already been claimed by one of the strongmen at first blood.
Of the thirteen who remained, all had some defect in their
person and six would certainly never be able to give birth.
Pembwy's main disadvantage in life was he did not have a
strong father to promote his interests. He was the son of a
common tribesman, one who had proved himself and been
granted a woman. Daughters of such will reproduce, sons of
such, only seldom. He would have to prove himself in some
way and he saw this patrol as the perfect opportunity. The
scouthorns announce the approach of something from the
netherworld, a monster or even demons shaped like people.
There is a netherworld. Out of the deserts of death that
surround the world on all sides, will sometimes come
monsters of enormous size and strength. The oldest alive
today remember the last time the scouthorns sounded and one
entered their world. His grandfather said it was covered in
scruffy brown fur and had eight long, skinny legs. It had three
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eyes with the middle one larger and on a much longer tentacle
than the other two. It had a wide muzzle but short and wide
teeth and very stubby claws. Spearmen had easily subdued it
and the tribe had feasted for a week. The spearmen who got
spears in it had all been given women and the first spear to
strike it had taken his pick.
Today he was in the patrol lead by Oc, the aging
Strongman that he and his father reported to. Oc was leading
them far from Water toward the dead desert. For an hour they
marched deeper into the desert, Oc himself passing up and
down the line to see how each soldier was fairing. He turned
his eye closely on Pembwy because this was his first serious
patrol. Pembwy marched alertly, silently, nodded crisply and
respectfully and kept his eye on the land ahead at all times.
He knew he couldn't be faulted, but he knew he'd have to
prove himself.
The dead desert goes farther in all directions than anyone
can possibly carry water, yet huge monsters or demon people
sometimes come out of it, averaging once a generation. He
was very conscious of this, the scouthorns might not sound
again til he was grey, this was likely to be the only chance
like this in his life. As they silently marched, stepping only on
sand, breathing only thru noses, Pembwy could sense the
seriousness in everyone's intent. There was no talk but underbreath orders from Oc that you better have sharp enough ears
to hear.
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His father had never heard the scouthorns until this
muster when Pembwy had stepped out. He's said it was good
to live in a generation that answered them. Until then
Pembwy had been glad he had been born in a generation that
had been interested in building more comfortable huts. But
this march was already getting into his hormones, hormones
that had found release only in wrestling and varmint hunting
until now.
Oc sent his experienced and wiriest point men ahead at
angles to look for them. They continued to march on.
Pembwy concentrated on keeping his eyes alert in the
distance, trying to pick out things. As they went along, a new
horn blew 'West' across the landscape, meaning they had
spotted something west of their position. That meant they
should be only hours away.
The scouts march up to two days out from the world.
Each Strongman is responsible for one, and the best are those
who can reach the greatest distance into the dead and provide
the earliest warning of something approaching.
It was another hour out that Oc spread them wide in the
desert. Each was stationed at a thicket with instructions to get
down and stay down until signaled, when they are all to move
forward in a closing noose. Pembwy was extremely proud of
where he was positioned in this noose, directly to the right of
Moshuk, Oc's second lieutenant. They were positioned at
their limit of vision. It was his responsibility to see Moshuk's
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signals and pass them down the line, as well as act on them.
Oc had time to personally traverse the line before the
beings from the dead desert actually arrived. He showed
Pembwy exactly where he wanted him to be. He was to get
all the way underneath the small shrub, til he was under its
dead leaves and branches, about as intimate with its roots as
leaves. 'I understand why varmints have eyes on stalks, they
can see a lot more while hidden,' was one of his
pronouncements regarding ambush.
Pembwy was well hidden when it happened. He heard a
distant sound and saw something trundling along in the
distance. As the hours passed the cramps in his limbs got
worse, but the dot resolved itself into a big piece of wood
with cut-out round pieces of wood that clattered along. It was
drawn by a monster like the one his grandfather had seen, but
this one looked lower than he had described and from here it
looked like it had five eyes rather than three.
There were three of human form emerging from the dead
desert in the thrall of the monster. In Pembwy's mind he saw
fellows, almost superbeings from what he could see at this
distance. There were the explanations the strongmen's shamen
handed down to explain these beings. They said they were
spirits of those who died in the desert long ago, as they
looked in their youth. There were a few who had other
religious notions and said they were spirits of the Gods, holy
things, not unholy. And there were a few who said they were
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simply other tribes from beyond the dead desert.
Just ahead of the rolling wood and cloth thing drawn by
the monster, there were two of human form. At this distance
he could not see if they were strapped to the wooden thing in
any way, but they stayed as close to that monster's flanks as if
they were. From here he could not see if they were of the
dead.
They were just dots, but from here he thought they were
female, and he thought the one walking behind the wooden
thing and keeping watch to the rear was a man. From here
Pembwy imagined a great mythic hero, but couldn't really
see. He was glad that he thought he saw women and heros
rather than witches and demons, but it had been a great
distance.
No sooner had they passed than they were passed the
signal to begin closing in. Pembwy saw the signal from the
dot that was Moshuk, passed the signal on to the dot that was
Pinkay and was pretty certain he thought he saw that dot
respond. Then he began closing in on the monster and its
thrall.
The temperature was just getting to the cool side of
pleasant when they got within sight of the monster again.
Soon after they did, it stopped, then looked up and around
and must have seen Oc. "TenHut!" Oc barked and even
though Pembwy had trouble hearing it at this distance, he
could not stop himself from jumping up into view. Moshuk
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signaled, 'advance cautiously', Pembwy passed it on properly,
saw a response and began to advance from tussock to tussock
toward the monster's retinue. He saw the monster begin to
unstrap itself from the moving pieces of wood it had with it.
The thing was twenty feet in total length, with eight rather
short but strong legs, a long head ending in a broad bill with
blunt teeth like the one his grandfather told him of, but five
eyes, on tentacles of the same length. It had five stiff manes,
one behind each eye, they ruffled and had a bit of a pattern on
them. It had a short, muscular tail that it held off the ground.
With it were three ... 'captives' was all he could think of
because hereditary patterns deep in his hind brain that he was
unaware of told him they could not possibly be demons from
death. There was a golden hero and two women. Until this
instant he had never known a girl's contours to be that plush,
had never known a girl's contours could be that plush. Both of
them were heartstopping, but the other one must have been
the mother, though she looked less than a decade older and he
would have thought her the older sister but her carriage and
her confident use of a weapon spoke her age.
But their daughter! Eve dripping from the womb of God
never looked as lush. He knew, with an instinct dormant in
the outside world since the time of Christ, that this young
woman was of his age, of marriageable age, and his heart beat
so fast and he got so hard he feared he would tear his clout.
Upon seeing her there was only one goal he could set
himself in this life, he would win this woman when they were
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freed from the monster. There was always some chance that
Oc would want the outsider woman for himself, but he was
only halfway thru the virgins that important families had
offered him this year. In addition, she was a big girl that Oc
might not stimulate properly at his age and he might not want
to have her rocking his bed. Pembwy however, knew she was
a goddess from first glance.
Oc stepped forward and commanded "The Water is
prohibited." It was said that in time out of mind the people
had been able to talk with those from the dead desert, but no
communication with the spirits from the desert had occurred
in the memory of the oldest. The man and woman spoke
softly but with such flowers and curlicues that he could not
have understood if he was closer. He could tell they didn't
understand. "Leave My Water," Oc shouted.
Pembwy was now closest to the flank if the wagon, but
still almost forty yards away. The pretty young mother
nevertheless raised a spear thrower at him and he instinctively
ducked behind the tussock. He saw that the lush ripe ingenue
with them feared for him, and his heart re-doubled its efforts
with that sign of hope. Then the champion raised a spear
thrower of horrible power at Oc, one with a tip he could see
would shatter in its victim. But Oc, old and pot bellied as he
is, is colder than the cold of fear itself and walked right up to
the champion's bow. Oc also knows the secrets of those from
the dead, they also can not kill. Pembwy had heard that, but
he was still afraid. He felt shame now that Oc had proved it
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was true, he wished he had stood without flinching.
Their hero spoke, he could hear all the flowers and
curlicues now. It was some super language of the spirits that
meant nothing to him. He understood Oc's command
however, he was ordered onto a fence line. This is when
everyone knows he cannot take action against someone, but
he can remain locked with a spear point preventing someone
from coming in that direction. They could move, while they
moved into an area ahead of someone, not when there was
someone actually there. In other words, you couldn't spear
anyone, but you could jump in front of him and let him run up
on your spear.
This technique was the only one strongmen could use
since people couldn't use violence against each other. The
time when they could was now just legend because the last
family that preserved the secret of writing had died out
fourteen generations ago. So now this was the technique for
all of time in his tribe and one he had practiced in play since
he wasn't even one.
He would not have been able to use his spear on those
perfect ripe curves of the goddess of love. He didn't need to
worry about that. Her father was a strong and vital man and
stood before his women. But then the monster stalked up and
intercepted even him.
It was a five eyed beast but without the fangs and claws of
a carnivore. It was very, very large, enough to feed the whole
tribe, but obviously powerful in spite of being a herbivore.
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When it was between them, it reared up, lifting its front legs
off the ground and clacking its claws like a carnivore would.
They were small claws however, not much longer than the
point of his spear.
With his eyes only on the Goddess of Love, he knew how
he could prove himself. He could free her from this demon
monster and be a hero for the tribe at the same time. That
monster stood challenging the tribe, but baring its underside
at the same time. Pembwy knew their vulnerabilities from his
grandfather and saw the way to answer that challenge. He
charged forward, hoisting his heavy spear.
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10. One Can't Return
24↓'s good fortune was still holding and these humans
continued to follow him as they recreated the grandest
adventure he had ever been on. He would have come up here
by himself if he had to, but just before he was going to go
stray and do so, his previous human introduced him to a
whole family of humans who volunteered to take him away.
They were some prime humans too. The fertilizing gamete
donor was big, for a human he meant, but still a whole tenth
of his own weight. He had two of the soft and pretty egg
incubator type of human with him. These were both healthy
and sturdy and the smaller, fuzzier one was pretty
affectionate.
They followed him up the Echestain to the edge of the
wilds, but then for a year they stopped. He thought about
going on without them, but soon he could tell they were just
making preparations. They practiced diligently with their cute
little crossbows. They were pretty nice, like the ones his
grandfather used to tell him about. One time when the
humans were asleep in mid-light, he even checked out the
bigger one without their knowledge. It was very finely crafted
and fun to play with, but the trigger was too small for his
claws so he couldn't have used it effectively in real life.
He wouldn't have known there really was no magic to
human contraptions if it wasn't for his egg-brood grandfather
who told tales and egg memories for his brood father to tell
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him about. By the time he was out here last, humans had
stopped spoiling from years alone, but there was a time when
they could revert back, and that might have been during the
time he was here.
24↓ was born just a century or two before humans stopped
spoiling from years alone. Few from that time on ever did
anything with a device for themselves, no real problem in
itself, but when they think of the devices as just properties of
humans, he thinks they're lame brained. Human devices don't
grow on them, they are just clever craftwork that they can
tinker up because their hands are so small and have all those
extra fingers with all those extra joints in them. He can
understand how all of their contraptions work but the music
machines and the crystal balls. His great grandfather
remembered the God Pronna when there were many other
creatures that brought fine craft-tinkered items.
Like drawings for instance. 24↓ can understand many
human diagrams, especially if they draw them in the dirt.
There was a time when his previous human was trying to find
a way past a traffic jam and drew a map. He and three other
humans argued about the route. 24↓ drew his favorite route on
the map and the humans were quite surprised but eventually
settled on it. His own human at the time made a noise that
sounded to him like "Eauhaauieheai," but keda ears don't
have the resolution to make much more out of human speech
than that. Thruout the keda's natural range, the incessant din
of lumins all week and chernockas with the noon makes acute
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hearing little more than a source of annoyance.
His egg, egg, egg, great grandfather lived wild and died
trying to defend the open range against fences. It was another
keda that killed him. That had all happened long before
humans could record their past with marks, but living wild
was in his egg memories.
It was only eleven centuries since he was out here last,
and little had changed. The breeze bore an occasional whiff of
human, besides his own humans that is. There were none very
close yet, but they were around in this area. The temperature
was finally getting comfortable, he was glad he hadn't
encountered any of the kedas that had stayed behind yet, the
heat made him testy and he hadn't left that expedition on the
best of terms.
He was with a big expedition the last time he as out this
way. There had been six kedas when they started, as well as
twenty one humans, including an egg brooder who was still
fertile, those were very rare at that time. Some of the humans,
including that swollen female, had been riding in the carts so
the load was much heavier back then.
The brush was growing a little further from the waterhole
now, he thought, there were more tussocks here than there
were the last time. Still, over eleven centuries he might have
become fuzzy on some of the details. He knew this waterhole
never dried up, he remembered open water over a hundred
yards across and three hundred yards long and only a
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thousand yards from base of the boulder piles. They were
only a few miles away from it now.
He grabbed a few mouthfuls of leaves from a little
tribreak as they strolled by. Keeping the speed down to a tired
human's pace is a struggle at times, but not so much when
there is a lot of leaves around with some flavor and a hint of
moisture, he could nibble his way along as the tussocks
became plentiful. The larger of the egg-brooder type filled
another water bag from the large jug on the cart he pulled.
Her feet were large and heavy for such a dainty thing as a
human, not over a hundred fifty pounds with her crafted
pseudo-furs on, but the heat and the miles were clearly taxing
his humans more than they were him.
He was glad the week's heat was abating, the largest one
seemed to regain a little vigor once Kortrax was closer to
ground than zenith. The largest human, the sperm donor,
suffered from the thin air in this pass and really should be
down in the deeps. 24↓ could smell the strain on his breathing
passages, his manes said this human should refrain from
exerting himself while they were at this altitude.
He could smell the open water in this distance, but also in
the distance was the smell of human intestinal waste. He
ruffled his manes, trying to guess how many. There was a
good distance yet, but there might be more than a hundred.
There had only been twenty one when he was driven out.
He'd had to dig at the water hole where they spent this past
noon, but on the way out he had dug and waited five weeks at
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that water hole the last time, til rain looked likely. He had
almost no food then, and little on the three week crossing to
Echestain pool. He was almost fifty miles off course toward
the right and only a sharp and curious eye had spotted the
blemish on the horizon that was Echestain pool, a ten hour
walk to the east.
It was true the expedition he was leading this time was
small, but it was a return, a contact, a message that this
waterhole can't be kept secret forever and the old Kinsheeta
Trek should be open again. He had egg memories of several
ancestors who had made this crossing in an age before
humans.
He liked rolling country, carpeted with lush green
ribbonleaves of course, but even here, it would be nice to
come to a point where he could see a little father ahead. There
was nothing like that here, it was flat but for a few annoying
gullies with boulders that caught at the cartwheels here and
there. There was no view ahead, just denser brush and more
frequent tussocks.
His humans saw his manes ruffle. There were humans in
the near distance now. His own pulled in closer to the cart, the
largest stayed behind it, the others stayed beside his tail. The
largest and the smallest had their crossbows out, delicately
crafted but with a sting nonetheless. They probably did not
know the threat was other humans so they would not be able
to hurt them. Humans can't smell shit til they step in it.
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They trudged on, but in better spirits because the
temperature was reasonable. His humans made quiet noises to
each other as they walked now, which is what humans do
when they're not abnormally stressed. Kortrax leaned
noticeably closer to the ground, shadows were now a little
longer than the bush that made them was tall. They still
couldn't see very far in front, but they were making such good
time that there couldn't be much more that a mile between
them and water.
He caught a whiff of frightened human scent and stopped.
His humans stopped also and it was so silent that they could
hear a human hatchling squall somewhere in the distance
ahead. That was farther than what he smelled. He turned
around to look behind them. His manes told him more than
his eyes, there were humans in the brush around them,
encircling them like they were driving a theirops toward a
lake. Then, reared up as he was, he saw one of them just a
few yards away and pointed with his middle eye straight over
his nostril, the word in the keda language for 'look at this
emergency' that most humans seem to be able to understand.
An encounter preceded between his humans and these of
the water hole. The ones from the old expedition made noises
at his humans but his humans didn't seem to be able to
understand them. He smelled bad news, these humans had
reverted to spoiling with years, that tended to make them
mean. Yes, he was sure they were spoiling with time again, at
this waterhole it had been fifty generations since he left.
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24↓didn't wait for his humans to unhitch him, he
unhitched himself. The humans shouted, pounded their spears
and hefted their crossbows but some Instinct prevents humans
from actually hurting each other these days, so they didn't
actually do anything. Of course even before that Instinct, they
would engage in quite a bit of shouting and brandishing
before they actually fought, but when they fought, they might
slaughter each other til their dead lay in piles. Kedas could
get hurt in the mayhem if they ever carried their rider into
battles, his brood father had carried humans in battle and
found that it really hurts to get stuck with one of the stray
spears. He's got a scar in his fourth right and went stray as
soon as the humans washed out his wound not long after the
battle was over. 24↓ thought he would be smart enough to
know that spear would hurt without having to get stuck by
one in the first place.
The ones from the waterhole now formed a line that
would try and prevent them from getting closer to the water.
24↓ was not about to let that happen and eased his way
between the humans from the old expedition and his humans
of this expedition. The ephemeral humans were afraid of him,
he could smell that. They probably had no experience with an
animal of his size before. If there were any lentosaur or
thongga at this water hole, ephemeral humans would have
eaten them all up in only a few centuries. He had the horrible
thought that they might have eaten the Kedas that remained
behind.
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There was no way he was going to come back here and
prove that Kedas are not worthless after all. Ephemeral
humans plunder any land's resources to its limits and then
some. There would be none of the humans he had come here
with remaining. That sunk in. These humans wouldn't
remember them, it had been too long. This whole journey had
been in vain hadn't it?
He was too accustomed to the humans he had lived with
for the last eleven centuries wasn't he? Humans that weren't
ephemeral. Most of that time was actually with just one
human wasn't it? A boring little fertilizer donor labeled with
the sound "Yenorse". Thru all those centuries he and Yenorse
had their little patch of sunshine where 24↓ had his
ribbonleaves and Yenorse tended the specialized plants that
humans liked to eat and kept each other company. He'd spent
centuries getting his chin scratched while listening to his
human make unintelligible whining noises because a mate
had left him.
Humans often become maudlinly attached to the ones
they mate with. 24↓ couldn't understand the details of the
noises Yenorse made, but he could see the mate absent, see
his human's sadness and offer his own fuzz as the only
substitute for affection he had. Humans can be unimaginably
affectionate to each other, especially when they practice
reproduction, and he knew he was a poor substitute. 24↓ had
heard of those who had offered nostril or tongue to their
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humans, 24↓ thought that was an abomination and neither his
current humans nor Yenorse had never made any move in that
direction.
These humans have desperate survival to think about, and
must race to reproduce while they still can. Humans were
much more skittish in those times he'd been told. He couldn't
say that he had paid much attention to humans when he was
that young. It was certain that these humans didn't expect
affection from him, but they certainly gave him respect. He
didn't have any intention of charging them, so he didn't see
the need for all the spears.
Meanwhile, as he passed in front of these ephemeral
humans breeding at this waterhole, a very skinny one jumped
up and attempted to spear him. Even though he was lost in
those reveries of the past, that human wasn't fast enough. 24↓
smashed his spear and clawed his leg open in one motion. He
thought it could be this bad with ephemeral humans, they do
get nasty. Now they saw how bad it could get. They might
know their lives are forfeit anyway, but they could be forfeit
right now it they engage in violence against a keda. A keda
has no instinct to prevent hurting a human, it is just his
friendly and peaceful disposition that prevents it. If attacked,
he was certainly capable of defending himself, as they had
just found out.
He started to look around with this defiance in his
expression but two other humans had already launched
spears.
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11. Savage Water Hole
"I don't have any idea what they're saying," Desa said,
"But I know only a little Old Troll and a few words of
Sindarin. There's plenty of languages left in places I know
nothing about. This is one of them." She saw another shadow
move a tussock closer to their position. As skinny as he was,
he was carrying a spear of considerable heft and length.
"It's not Megnish, at least not like I thought it would
sound," Rendrak said.
"I wonder how they can still be alive?" Desa said. It was
remarkable that a person so skinny could still be alive. The
amount of desperation left to go in their own condition
yawned like a chasm before her.
"They're mighty lean," he agreed.
"That one might be close enough to reach us with that
spear," Valla said.
He was barely more than thirty yards away. Still, his
biceps was hardly larger than her wrist. Even thru the tussock
she could see his belly was much larger than his legs. He had
so little ass he needed suspenders to keep his clout up. She
thought he might not even be full grown, maybe not even
Valla's age. His only advantage might be that he didn't have
the Instinct. She wondered if the Instinct would even apply to
such a deformed caricature of a human being as this.
She was able to bring the crossbow up and sight down on
him. That did not harm him, but it did intimidate him, that 11228

34 taper-shaft with re-barbed tip in dull grey crystal means
sober business, even in the little 65# ratchet-lock she was
carrying. He disappeared behind the tussock.
Rendrak understood the bluff and brought his up also, an
11-44 shatter-tip on a fully cocked, fibre stringed, 125
compound. If he could use it on people he could take out the
guy behind the guy it went thru first. A weapon like that will
make anything smart enough to call itself a theirops back
down.
The one who came out first called Rendrak's bluff and
walked right up til the arrow was only a few feet from his
chest and re-emphasized his demand with spear butt and this
time, even kicked sand in Rendrak's direction.
Rendrak kicked sand too but said to Desa, "They know
we have the Instinct."
"Then I think we know they do too," Desa said because if
they know we have it, they know they can kill us with
impunity but instead all he can do is kick sand at you.
"Ball foit!" the chief yelled and all his men burst from
cover and quickly formed a line between them and the camp
with spears held rigid toward them. Rendrak put his crossbow
back up.
"What is TwoFourDown doing?" Valla whispered. He was
slowly coming between these people and his, strolling
casually along between the tussocks and passing between
those spears and them. This was not a smart thing to do, even
if they had the Instinct, it wouldn't work for a keda and they
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could spear him without paralysis.
These people were clearly afraid of this animal. After all,
eighteen hundred pounds of muscle and sixteen four-inch
claws does deserve some respect in close quarters and these
quarters were very close. TwoFour-Down walked within
reach of his leg in front of their spears. It did appear that they
had never seen a keda before because there was a babble of
confused muttering. Desa didn't believe there was any
misunderstanding between the two species that the Instinct
did not have a part in this transaction.
The skinniest one must have also been the bravest of
them, only ten feet from TwoFourDown's face.
TwoFourDown once again brought his front four legs off the
ground, brandishing the claws and waving them, snapping
them in that rolling keda-rhythm of klacks that is about the
only sound they ever make other than their cooing snores.
The rearing keda brought about renewed shouting from
these anthropology-study people. The terribly skinny one who
was closest suddenly lunged suicidally at the keda with his
spear. These people must have never seen a keda before, must
have no idea what this animal is, must have thought it was
some kind of herbivore as stupid and devoid of personality as
a thongga. No, keda's have a sense of honor and self-worth,
they even seem to have a sense of fair play of sorts, even as
practical jokesters. But hundred pound humans shouldn't
engage eighteen hundred pound kedas in hand-to hand
combat. As the skinny arm strained to raise the spear,
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TwoFourDown lashed out with his right forelimb and broke
that spear to splinters and then laid his thigh open on the
downstroke. There was no way anyone would recover from
that wound in these conditions. Desa was grossed out and
fought to keep her pose and not heave.
These savages must have been accustomed to losing one
of their number to a beast now and then. It didn't rout them,
quite the contrary, spears flew and TwoFourDown took two in
the first volley. She and Rendrak were both paralyzed by the
Instinct because their minds instantly opened fire on these
hellish things that were killing a member of their family. As
they were paralyzed, so were their crossbows and instead of
the spearmen dropping with the struggling keda, horrid shouts
went up and they all rushed in for the kill, whooping with
glee from the amount of meat they had just won, forgetting
the humans with him for the moment.
Desa tried to scream but the overload of horror made her
sick instead. TwoFour-Down hadn't even saved their lives by
sacrificing his own because these people did have the Instinct.
Desa knew he couldn't have done that deliberately, as a
permanent life form, that much altruism is counter
productive. But is it? Kedas normally lived in herds, maybe
their humans substituted for other herd members? She
thought it was more likely he was just too naive to know they
would spear him. She felt guilt for her inability to teach that
to him.
231

She had never understood the mind of the beast that had
taken them this far, but she had known him long enough to
know there was a mind there. A mind with a memory, a sense
of dignity and humor, a sense of something else she would
never understand. And these primitive savages killed him and
were charging in and cutting him up for dinner. She felt that if
she could have only understood what he was saying with the
motions of his eyes, she could have discussed philosophy
with that creature.
She was overloaded with all emotions at once. She should
run from it but could not because the anger was too great. Her
need to kill these people because of what they were doing
activated the Instinct over more of her body and she was
completely paralyzed, falling to the ground. Rendrak was
driven to his knees also, but his concern for her must have put
murder off his mind enough that his limbs retained some
function and he helped her behind the next tussock.
The savages weren't distracted for long, they spoke to
each other, "Em sack," the one who had approached first told
one of the others. This one had a large belly and deep scars
causing folds on his face. His skin was sallow and spotted,
like he had huge freckles, as well as little dark bumps. He was
dressed only in a clout.
He kept the spear in front of him, kept himself on the
verge of paralysis with it toward them. "ussSack," he said as
he came at them.
Rendrak stood his ground, himself almost paralyzed with
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suppressed bloodlust. He used the crossbow as the savage
used the spear, but the savage was more practiced at this,
knew the boundaries of the Instinct better and was able to
have his spear point in Rendrak's way more than Rendak was
able to keep the arrow point in the savage's way. Rendrak
wound up pricking himself on the other's spear. The whole
time he leveled curses on the savage that Desa feared would
raise his dead ancestors from their graves and at a volume
that flattened the meager vegetation.
In spite of their efforts, they were herded back to the
wagon. Desa was also holding her crossbow in front of her.
She hoped it would accidently go off and that almost made
her drop it, so she had to keep her mind away from that and
purely on her own defense. Valla was behind them and had
already backed up inside the wagon. She was able to speak,
once she stopped screaming. "This is unreal. I can't believe
this. This can't be happening." Rendrak sent Desa inside also,
then he climbed inside. That seemed to satisfy the savage, he
stopped bobbing and weaving with the spear and simply
stood with it pointed at the back of the wagon.
"What is going on here?" Valla was still asking a few
minutes later.
"They're cutting him up still," Desa sobbed hysterically,
looking out a curtain on that side. She wanted to run out there
and cut them up and certainly would have if it wasn't for the
Instinct. She wanted to so bad her whole body went limp with
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paralysis again, because if there was so much as a baby toe
left under her control she would use it to take a package knife
and flay every one of them slowly in salt water.
"What can they do to us?" Valla asked. "What will we do
now?"
"We're going to have to think about that," Rendrak said.
Desa really admired that maturity, her comment would have
been, 'Find their camp and burn it,' but so much of her body
wanted to kill them that she was too paralyzed to even talk. If
she could just be an ephemeral soldier from the Troubled
Times with a stout sword and bulging thews for an hour she
would mop this problem up, just as revenge for
TwoFourDown. But the more she wished them death the
deeper she lay paralyzed in this wagon, unable to even block
her ears from the butchering going on outside. "We needed to
preserve our supplies and this cart, but we really needed
TwoFourDown, I don't have a plan for losing him," Rendrak
said and also broke down. "He was just so gung-ho" he
sobbed.
It so happened that Valla comforted him, and he poured
tears on her hair for many minutes while Desa just shuddered
in her anger. It was when her anger was less than her grief
that she could join them, and when she did, she started a wail,
as if TwoFourDown were human and on a bier, not being
hacked to pieces in a pool of blood. The others soon joined
her and established a breathing round so that the note became
continuous.
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That backed the spearman up a bit, and made those
hurrying to strip the choicest cuts look up. She saw them
carry the wounded boy off, they bound his leg with his own
clout, she saw it was still dripping. They hurried when they
heard the keen. Being a musician, Desa's voice is trained and
she could always reach a minor harmony with the other
voices, sometimes an octave above, making a banshee wail of
it.
The spearman and the chief barked at each other, and they
continued the wail. She howled her grief in images of
scudding clouds on dark crags, she howled cold winds
whipping whispering dead leaves at them. Valla understood
some of what she was doing and held her tone steady for
Desa to work around. Rendrak groaned on without a musical
clue, drifting a step and a half thru each breath, hitting within
a full step of the starting tone on the next breath.
Thru the remainder of the dusk they picked TwoFourDown clean enough to cart the pelvises away for the firewood
if nothing else. By full dark, three spearmen were left to
maintain a wall between them and water. They did not
approach the wagon, though they seemed to have not a
thimbleful of moisture between them. They each had one
soiled breechclout and a knobby spear with an ugly strungglass tip.
"Let's just put out a skin of water," Valla said, "Then
they'll know we're friendly. We've all heard about primitive
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natives before, why would these be any different?"
"I wouldn't give them a drop if we heard them choking,"
Desa said, "I don't know how you can even suggest it."
"We need to do something, we can't let them keep us here
forever."
"We still have water," Desa said, "They don't. They can't
last forever."
"They will get reinforcements," Rendrak said, "Probably
as soon as they get back to their camp or wherever they come
from."
"I heard a baby cry earlier," Desa said "They must have
some kind of a village or settlement. It can't be more than a
mile from here."
"That baby was half a mile at the most," Valla said.
"They should have reinforcements here soon," Rendrak
said."
"If they were sending any they should be here by now. We
don't know how big the settlement is," Desa said. "We might
have just seen all the able-bodied men."
"They weren't all men," Valla said. "The one who first
attacked TwoFourDown was no older than me."
"And looked very sickly," Desa said.
"Why would they send a two decade boy out with a
spear?" Valla asked.
"Maybe that is all they have?" Desa wondered.
"If that is all of them, they can't watch us very well,"
Rendrak said.
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"There were at least two others out in the desert making
those noises," Desa said.
"We don't know for sure it was them," Rendrak said.
"You saw the footprint."
"Yes," he agreed, "we have strong indirect evidence, but
we don't know that they can watch us all the time."
"They can spare three," Valla observed, "so they can send
runners. Why are they so concerned if we get a little water?"
"Good question," Rendrak said. "The accounts I have say
it is a decent sized pond, there is no detailed map but one that
is discounted that shows a pond over a hundred yards across
and a village with a plankwalk..."
"Where would they get planks out..." Desa tried to ask.
"Exactly," Rendrak said, "That is why the map is
discounted."
"What do the balloon surveys say?" Valla asked.
"There hasn't yet been a successful balloon survey over
the spine of the Kinsheeta," Desa said.
"Except the ancient one," Rendrak said. "On the scale of
that map the waterhole was a dot, but it was there. It would
have to be significant to show up at all on the scale of that
map. It showed the whole Kinsheeta from up in the Lands of
the Lake to the Tduunzhorps. The dot must be all the
vegetation around it and it must stand out against the sand if
the map was a paste-up from an ancient balloon survey. We
are well inside the dot on that map."
"Did you bring that map?" Valla asked.
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"They don't allow that one out of the library" Desa told
her. " I almost needed to get someone more trusted than I to
sit with him when he looked at it. We only have a copy and
it's even smaller."
"Did you see the dot?"
"We have the copy your father made of it, but I have to
tell you on the original, our whole trek from Talthaic to
Hazorpean was this far." She held up her fingers an inch and a
half apart. The map itself appeared to be a photograph of a
photomosaic, blown up with names written on it. They were
written in some form of old Elvish, but not classic Sindarin
and certainly not an old Midlands dialect. She did know the
phonetics of most characters of old Elvish. It was probably
pronounced Kiron Bathol in the language of the map's
makers, what it might mean was beyond Desa and, as they
found out in their research, also beyond the knowledge of
Upper Echestain University, who's library held it.
"It's still out best map, you have to admit that. On the
over-all scale, it's been accurate."
"We've come hundreds of times the distance across this
dot already," Rendrak said.
"With a keda and cart," Desa said.
"But we walked, and we have passed the greatest dry
stretch," Rendrak said.
"With keda and cart and the water we could carry in that."
"Exactly," Rendrak said. "We are past the point of no
return, we have no way to go but forward now."
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"At least we're not in old Saggothan tunnels," Valla said.
"I'd rather that with TwoFourDown," Desa said.
"Of course we'd rather do Saggothan tunnels with a keda,"
Rendrak said. "Many scientists think that keda bear the
memories of their egg parent, but not their brood parent."
"I've heard that, but I think they have a whole language
with their eye-waving and educate each other."
"TwoFourDown did signal a lot with his eyes," Valla said,
"I saw that in the little time I knew him."
"I know," Desa said, "It was so short but it was still one of
the closest relationships I've ever had with a keda."
"You pretty much did it when it came to keda chores,"
Valla said, "You never really asked me to do anything."
"Except for the first week on the way out of town, there
was nothing to do but keep him company now and then."
"He lived wild just about all the time he was with us."
"He never had shelter but a scrape," Desa said.
"He didn't live long as kedas go," Rendrak said. "There
are some that are older than the human race."
"The one I believe," Valla said, "is that kedas invented
humans to do everything for them but get just enough
exercise in harness to keep themselves from getting
dangerously fat. I think kedas are more bored than humans."
"You could be right," Desa said, "But that doesn't bring
him back or get us beyond this point."
Valla asked the question. "Is there any real chance we can
get past this?"
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"We can't get back," Desa and Rendrak said together. "So
if we don't just decide on a suicide pact, we have to go on..."
Rendrak continued.
"Or spend the rest of our lives here," Valla said.
"Not much different than a suicide pact," Desa said, "But
to be scientifically correct that is a third alternative."
"Not one I fancy," Valla said, "so how do we get past
this?"
"We still have almost as much water as we can possibly
carry, if we can find a way to carry it," Desa said.
"Line a duffle bag with a piece of the tent cloth," Valla
said.
"That will leak," Rendrak said, "It won't withstand sitting
water, you've seen it drip thru."
"Yeah," Valla admitted.
"We have a couple contamination bags," Desa said. "We
could use those."
Thru much of Nightday they were able to occupy
themselves making a backpack to carry water. Thru Nightday
the same three men continued to watch them, but sometime
during Dusksleep someone brought them supplies and thick
coriax furs that would have cost copper in the swankier shops
of Dos, at least ten irons in Talthaic, more likely twenty. They
were not close enough to hear them converse, but they kept
their voices low anyway, just in case the watchers did know
any common tongue.
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Their food supply was running low, but there was still
more than they could carry, so they ate as well as they could.
Dried food was all they had, and less than fifty pounds
remained of that. There had been far less forage since
Echestain pool and all they had for TwoFourDown had run
out, they were going to have to harvest another cart full at this
water hole. They wouldn't have to worry about that now.
In spite of her boredom with them, she continued to chew
the nut bars. There hadn't been meal times and there hasn't
been a formal sleep. They all stayed awake late, planning at
first, but degenerating into reminiscing about TwoFourDown.
Those conversations they didn't whisper, they hoped those
evil things could understand what they talked about when
they remembered his soul. If they did, there was no sign. She
must have slept sometime because Narrulla was now up, they
might have all slept at once.
"We need to figure out what we're taking," Rendrak said.
"Even though we're not sure where to go?"
"The accounts say the water holes are closer north of here
as we go along this ridge. Once we get to the peaks, water
should be common for the next hundred miles, then it gets
rare again for another 150 miles."
"How far to the next water?" Valla asked.
"A week."
"We can't go a week with the water we have left," she
said.
"TwoFourDown won't be needing any more," Desa
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pointed out, "and he drank more than all of us combined."
"I think we have enough for two weeks, maybe three if we
really stretch it," Rendrak said. "Then we have a week, maybe
two before we actually die."
"Shouldn't some of us also carry water?" Valla asked him.
"We need all our warm clothing, and there's at least
twenty pounds of that. We can't leave a single scrap of that
behind."
"We should all wrap up in one quilt for Dawnsleep," Valla
said.
"We will all wrap up in one quilt three layers deep," Desa
said, "we haven't got to the high mountains yet. Even if we
don't climb in altitude, cold air will sink off them into the
valley where we will be, it will be colder than ever."
"Nice," she groaned.
"We need to take at least one crossbow, we agreed on
that," Rendrak said.
"And we agreed it would be the little one," Valla said, "So
we can all use it effectively."
"You even scored higher with that one than with the 125,"
Desa remembered.
"But that will stop some things the other won't and we
could run into something with teeth before we get out of
here."
"That 65 will bring down a theirops if we have to and that
125 won't bring down a kranjan."
"The kranjan is found only on the basin floor, never in the
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mountains," Rendrak said, "so we don't need to worry about
that anyway."
"I can't work the big one," Valla said, "and it's a lot
heavier."
"We'll bring the 65 and Desa will carry it until the water
gets light enough for me to carry it."
"How heavy is the water?" Valla asked.
"We have been using at least two gallons a day each,
you've been using somewhat more but we are going to have
to restrict wetting our clothing."
"What are we going to do for Noonsleep?" Valla asked.
"For next Noonsleep, we have the luxury of a cave,"
Rendrak said.
"Assuming they let us out of here," Valla said.
"They'll be glad to have us gone so they can plunder this
wagon," Rendrak said.
"As long as we don't get closer to their water hole, I think
they will let us go," Desa said.
"So do I," Rendrak said. "I am planning on moving out
when the dawn is warm enough to move in."
"I can put on my socks and leggings and cocoon in my
quilt so I can move at first light," Valla said, "What about
you?" she asked Desa.
"I can, I probably even want to. Getting away from here is
high on my list. I hate to leave this wagon and I still think we
could pull the jug on the foreyoke but if you trust twelve
century old hand written maps and travelers tales, we can find
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waterholes every week so we don't need it."
"We couldn't pull it," Rendrak said, "that tank weighs a
thousand pounds."
"Three of us, and wheels."
"Ma, let's not go over it again," Valla said, "Because the
next thing you'll say is we now have enough water to make it
back to Echestain pool. My life is too short to include turning
back in my vocabulary."
"I agree we don't turn back," Desa said, "and I agree we're
not doing that, I'm just saying I still think we could have."
"We need to take our cargo papers," Rendrak said.
"I have them in the folder that's in the food bag," Desa
said. Without that they would have a very hard time getting
access to the money they'd sent ahead and the freight that
would be coming behind them. In the Zhlindu basin the banks
and the freight handlers were the same companies, so there
were a lot less forms than there would be in the Dos basin.
The funds and the belongings were just more line items on
the same form over there.
At this point she wondered what her real chances were of
seeing a single tree of the Zhlindu basin. They were past the
point of no return, they were without most of their supplies,
gear and water and they were knocked off the scenarios they
had planned for. They had not planned for savage tribesmen
surrounding the most important water hole on the journey.
Dawnsleep was frigid and sleep was hard to come by.
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Valla tried to get on Rendrak when she thought Desa was
sleeping and Rendrak wasn't able to stay controlled enough.
They grappled desperately and woke up not only Desa but the
savages also. She was afraid they would all come into the
wagon with boners, but instead they withdrew fifty yards.
When Valla and Rendrak were done, they were quietly
sobbing, still suffering with the shock of their loss. Desa
joined them in tears, and Rendrak soon re-stood for her and
she found herself also in desperation, trying to affirm what
life remained in her. When they finished, she heard muttering
from the savages again.
At their pre-dawn breakfast they stuffed themselves, but
there was still forty pounds of dry rations left. Valla was
determined to carry it all. Desa took the clothes, the crossbow
and the few other essential odds and ends. Toothbrushes
weren't a survival necessity and were not coming along but as
Desa stood, she felt she could carry a few more pounds and
picked up two of the shatter-tip arrows and 4 more tips.
Kortrax had not appeared when they emerged from the
wagon, the sky was turquoise to the east with a magenta band
showing over the nearby ridge line. Above was still indigo
but all the stars were hidden save for a hint of Cynd. Narrulla
was long gone, but there was plenty of light to see by. There
was a guttering wind and it was still below zero. Desa had her
quilt wrapped tightly around her even though all her clothes
were on. The clothes pack would get heavier as the week
progressed, but for now it was almost empty, they had each
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brought one light piece of street attire for when they arrived,
Desa's was her royal blue and maroon microknit that she
wouldn't have given up anyway, even if she had to wear it
under this cold weather stuff.
The savages were still in their coriax furs and only one
was awake when Rendrak first opened the wagon flap. Desa
could hear him rousing the others as she stepped out, they
were sleeping on the ground huddled individually in their
furs. They were a good fifty yards away now behind a thick
clump of tribreaks that hadn't even started to unfurl in the
new dawn. There was a thin sheen of frost over everything
and she wondered if she would be reduced to licking that by
the next dawn.
Rendrak had at least sixty five pounds of water strapped
to his back in this thin air and she knew it was going to tell on
him quickly. But in the brisk air of dawn he was fine and
stepped out parallel to the ridge, and right past what was left
of TwoFourDown. They had left a great deal of his head,
most of his skin, large pieces intact, the shredded lungs, the
tail and rectal organs, the lower limbs. He was spread out on
his back and what was left was almost all together. The gravel
was purple with blood for his whole length.
She hoped she wouldn't remember him this way. Only the
fur on the bottom of his chin was intact, the fur she'd
scratched so many times. They had taken all his eyes, they
would use the shells for something she was sure. Chiggles
were already frozen in the offal scraps remaining.
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She hoped she would remember him as he had been back
at the base camp, back before this whole stupid thing began.
They had all been having fun then, though he had seemed
impatient at times. She really should have learned the keda
language. There had been a researcher at the university back
in Dos who had conducted interesting conversations with
them using his hands and fingers. She had been 'oh wow'
about it but hadn't changed the direction of her studies from
music and music history, specifically the history of Yandrille
technology. That wasn't a very useful specialty out here in this
desert.
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12. The Invalid
Pembwy was still nearly delirious, but the late Afternoonday was cool enough that he became partly conscious and
knew he was in his mother's hut again. He watched the
minikettes mating on the ceiling of twigs and tribreak thatch,
knew he was awake.
It had been a week now since three of his friends among
Oc's spearmen had carried him back to his mother's hut in the
village. He had been unconscious with shock and fever when
the medicine man had done what he could. He had become
immersed in a world of total pain since then. He had
inspected the intimate details of the most ragged and raw
pain. He receded into a private universe of it and knew no
other for this week. He knew it would be many weeks to
come before he returned from this universe.
His mother saw him awake and put lifegiving Water on
him. "Oh Pembwy," she said, "I'm glad you're alive."
"I am not," he was able to say. The hut swam and his
empty stomach tried to come out thru is mouth but got stuck
in his throat. He choked and couldn't cough.
"Stay with me Pembwy. Don't talk like that. Fight on."
"If I could have died I would have," he tried to say, and
tried to laugh but only choked. He was flat on his back and
tried to roll on his side to free his lungs. The pain in his thigh,
which had been infinite, was multiplied by itself.
His mother pounding his back was all that saved him from
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choking on the bile that he brought up because of that pain.
"You shouldn't try to move yet," she told him. "You have a
very serious wound, you need to concentrate all your strength
on surviving it."
"I'll be lame if I do," he said, trying to remain still. He had
come onto his side, the wounded leg on top. That would be
less blood loss right? He hadn't paid as much attention to the
medicine man as a spearman should, had he? He'd always
assumed it wouldn't happen to him hadn't he?
The pain was so loud he had trouble hearing her. "It's
better than dead, you'll be a hero you know, they'll give you a
woman."
"The outsider women were beautiful," Pembwy said,
wanting to lose himself in that vision and escape his pain for
awhile.
"The demons you mean," his mother said sharply.
"If they are spirits, they are good spirits, they were held in
thrall by the monster. There is a goddess with them, a goddess
of love, you would just have to see her and you would see
what I mean. She is the plushest woman, yet fresh, yet strong.
She is the perfect woman and she is also midway in her
second decade."
She pressed the wet cloth to his forehead again. "Sounds
like a sweet dream. It there anything I can get you?"
"Get me that girl," he joked, then choked when he tried to
smile.
"You're not ready for girls yet," his mother said and patted
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his back again. Should he feel helpless or comforted? Was
this wound sending him back to infancy? He was totally
helpless wasn't he? He was totally dependent on his mother.
If his father hadn't been a warrior in good standing, his
widowed mother would have been taken by the next man to
come along. As the wife of a warrior, she had standing and
the protection of a strongman, Oc in their case. She chose to
remain without a mate til her children were gone and
Pembwy was the last of them. Pembwy knew she dreamed of
moving to the household of Oc himself when his current wife
died and that could be any child now.
"All you need to do now is heal," she said. He was too
wrapped in pain to answer. "When this is over, you'll get a
woman, I'm sure you will. I think they might even let you
have Rechette."
He thought of Rechette. She was small but not deformed.
Her chin jutted a bit but her chest was pretty and would get
larger with a few children. She would always begrudge him
however for she was quite snippy. In a way it would be good
to get her, but she would not be as glad as Najine or even
Kahomie, other girls in their second decade he had spoken
with. Of course none of them would be thrilled with the lame
man he would be, if he really did survive this.
He focused his mind on the goddess from the desert.
There had never been a woman in their world as fine as the
one he had seen coming out of the dead desert in the company
of that monster. Her smoothness was almost abstract, he
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wondered if she had really been so sleek, or was it his fever?
The other one had been prettier than any girl in the memory
of their people, and that was likely her mother. Her father was
more handsome than any man in the history of their people.
He was a glowing representation of perfection in his eyes.
Najine was skinny with big ears, teeth and feet, dull, thin,
brown hair and pop eyes. Before he saw the goddess, he
would have fought for life to have Najine, now Najine
seemed like one of the girls with cleft palates or feeble minds
and the thought of her disgusted him.
"I'll start us a duskmeal of stew, we all got a generous
chunk of that monster you went up against and I made a stew
with it last Nightday while the medicine man was working
over you."
He really couldn't respond, he wouldn't have expected the
medicine man to be back on Nightday. He wanted to ask
about that. He heard his mother getting a cook fire going.
He wondered what that vision of beauty really was. He
wondered if she was actually real. If she was, she must have a
life when he can't see her. She must be somewhere doing
something right now. Was she out on the desert still? How
could she live out there thru the week? This thick-roofed hut
was hardly enough to survive the heat and the cold. He
wondered how she felt about being freed from the monster?
Would she just go back where she came from? She must have
a family somewhere. The others with her were her parents
weren't they? They acted like it more than they looked like it,
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they both looked only a few years older, but the man looked
no more than four, the other girl hardly looked more than
three herself. They couldn't be her parents. If they were
family, maybe the girls were sisters, the warrior the mate of
the elder? That would leave the goddess of love free wouldn't
it?
The stew was over the fire but not yet warm when Imlore
stopped by to see how he was doing. His mother told him he
was still unconscious, but Pembwy was able to grunt his
name so he came inside.
"You took a bad one buddy," he gripped his arm. "I was
worried."
"Hhhhss," Pembwy said.
"I know," he said, "I could see that when it happened."
"U vashed hem?" Pembwy asked, unable to make his
mouth form words with the pain blazing like it was.
"They pushed their way passed us, passed the camp of
Molty's savages and on down the ridgeline. We let them go
before Noonsleep, they kept to the ridgeline heading north, I
think they were just passing by."
"Lahs meat," Pembwy managed to say.
"I'll say, I spent most of today slicing it to dry. Murla
didn't make such a big pot of stew as this, but she did make a
nice one."
"Try some of this," his mother said. Imlore was only a
decade younger than his mother at five. That put him just
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about in the prime of his life.
Pembwy's prime would always be before he was lamed
wouldn't it? How would he be when he was twice as old,
would this leg still bother him? He was pretty sure that it
would. If he got there. It was his innards that hurt more than
anything, and that was from clenching in pain for a week
steady. He had churned his bowels to foam. Imlore did help
himself to a whole ladle full. Pembwy still had a hard time
keeping the broth down, but his mother spooned him a little.
"Pembwy's in love with one of the demons," his mother said.
"They were demons all right," Imlore said, "but because
of their unnatural beauty. I can't blame a fella as young as him
for falling in love. But after a while you know what you see is
only the surface. Najine is the pick of the litter Pembwy's in if
you ask me."
"She's a goddess," Pembwy was able to say. "We should
revere them all." It didn't sound quite that lucid, but that was
what he meant to say.
"Just demons from the desert," Imlore said. "It's always
the same. Every generation or two someone or something
comes out of the desert. They are monsters or unnatural
demons. It has been the same for more generations than our
tales go back."
"She could not be a demon if she was that beautiful,"
Pembwy tried to say.
"That's how we know they're demon's," Imlore said
matter-of-fact-ly. "Real girls always have imperfections."
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"He's right," his mother said.
Pembwy denied it but was losing consciousness again.
Those few mouthfuls of broth.
He woke again when there was shouting in the commons.
The assembly horn blew and almost instinctively he tried to
rise. The pain was as it was the week before when the
monster's claw had cut his thigh in half and he swooned. The
spearmen were gathering again and he was unable to answer
the call.
That was the moment he knew he would not live. He
knew no one would ever admit it to him, he knew he would
never admit it to anyone either, but he knew then that he was
dying. He was only four years from two and a half but he
would not see the 21st year of this decade end. His breath
came ragged and he knew it was too late in the week for him
to be sweating this much.
Debuss poked his head into the hut as he lay there, "It's
the outsiders," he said, "They're coming back," and then he
was gone. She would be with them, he knew that. In spite of
pain so loud he couldn't hear his mother's screams, he rose
from his bed and picked up a hoe to use as a crutch. Only by
strength purpose he stumped out of the hut, leaving a trail of
blood and puss.
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13. The Water Runs Out
"We have no choice but to go on til the cave," Rendrak
said. "We may be behind schedule and over our water ration,
but if we don't get to that cave for noon, we will die."
"Can't we get in the shade of a rock?" Valla asked.
"That cave is the shade of the next rock big enough. That's
all it is, a rock big enough to crawl under."
"We would have made it if those slugs hadn't pushed us so
far around," Desa grumbled. "We lost three hours doing that,
that's the time we are behind and the extra water is just
because the extra time has put us deeper into noon than we
planned on being. But he is right, if we don't make that rock,
we die, so we have to push on til we get there or death stops
us." She glowered at Valla as she said that, she hated wasting
breath on the obvious. "This is no longer the fun adventure
we trained for last year, this is survival emergency."
"I get it," Valla said, "I'll get to that cave."
By the time they got there, none of them were wasting
breath on anything. It was deep into Noonsleep already and
they were naked, exhausted and sweating away too much
precious water. The opening was just a crawlspace under a
huge boulder that had slid down the ridge. There was no
telling what might have scooped it out, it might even have
been a keda. It was impossible to stand up inside, but they
could hardly stand anyway. They slumped into it without
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saying a word, dropping their loads at the entrance. Desa was
very concerned that the water in his pack was more than half
gone, but too exhausted and overheated to say anything. She
took a very careful swallow from her own water bag and fell
asleep on the coolest sand all the way back.
She was also the first one awake, and she had to have
water. So much of her water had gone to sweat that she had
peed only once the day before and had no need even now. She
crawled out to check the time and found it was definitely into
Afternoonday. She listlessly ate more dried fruit and nut bar
and noticed a sand-bug crawling near her foot. She knew
people in situations like her's were reduced to eating things
like that. She was very glad they weren't there yet, but was
very afraid they would be. She was afraid she'd reach a time
when she was very sorry she hadn't eaten that sandbug when
she had the chance.
She spent some time looking at the notes and maps they
were following. The thing she found the most troubling was
that two of the three accounts that mentioned this area at all
said the rock shelter was only one third of the way to the next
water hole. The other account said this was only a quarter of
the way. More than half the light was used up but Narrulla
was rising earlier in the dark with each passing week.
They would not make it til Nightday. This would be the
first time they would have to travel by Nightday and by the
time Narrulla was up, Nightday was still almost half over.
The cold would be worse than when they left at dawn. She
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thought about waking them, they had to get on their way.
Instead she sipped a few more drops of water. Then she filled
everyone's own skin once more and saw that there was only a
quarter of Rendrak's pack left for 2/3 of this week's trek.
There was almost no vegetation here at all, that does not
give one hope that there is water only a few feet down in this
sandy gravel. The plains were absent of week leaves, the tiny
plants that live their whole lifetime from dawn to dusk,
sprouting from melted frost, sucking the dew into one, two or
even a few delicate leaves and making spores before heat or
dark kills them. There had been few here even before noon.
That meant there would be no dew to lick the next dawn.
Valla got up, and soon another half a water skin was
empty. "We don't have enough to wash with," Desa said.
"I only used a few drops."
"We don't have it."
"What about when I..."
"You better hope there's some leaves around, soft dry sand
is your next best bet, or air-dry. The next water hole is at least
twice as far as we've come and look at where we are." She
pointed at the level in the water pack.
This was the first time that Valla had actually shown
shock at their prospects. "We won't make it," she said. "It's as
plain as that heat out there. I won't let him take us out there."
"What would you have us do?" Desa asked.
"We have to go back to that water hole in spite of the
savages, directly in, directly out. They can't actually spear us.
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We shouldn't have let them push us so far out around, we
didn't get back to the ridge til late in the day."
Rendrak was awake but not up. He was awake enough to
converse. "We have to go back, get water, leave with Narrulla
and get back here for Dawnsleep. I have to carry more, so we
have as much next dawn as we did this dawn, but we need to
be here."
"I don't see how we'll get any closer to the water than last
time?" Desa said.
"Push the spears aside?" Rendrak guessed, "maybe I can
find a wide flat stone and smash the points off of them. That's
probably a costly proposition for them."
"That might work," Valla said, "The instinct should let
you do that."
"I'm sure it will."
They left what they could here, took everything that
would hold water and the crossbow. It was unbelievably
discouraging to retrace their steps, worst of all, doing it for
almost a whole day. Again, no one said much of anything,
even as it got cooler. By the time of Afternoonday lunch they
had emptied Rendrak's pack completely. By the time it was
comfortable, they were out of water completely.
"We're going to need to find a way to get by on a lot less,"
Desa said.
"We could have made it to the next water hole," Rendrak
said. "We have at least a day before we die, especially now
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that it's cool."
"We'd never make it now," Valla said.
"Of course not, it's three days from here," Desa said.
"You sure sound crabby," Valla said.
"Good; I never wanted to be fake," Desa replied.
"You never wanted to come on this trip did you?" Valla
asked.
"Out to Echestain pool and back would have been good."
She answered. "I thought I wanted to. My mind knew it
would be a lot harder than we thought, but I'm still in shock
over TwoFourDown I guess. He was somebody, he wasn't
human and didn't think like we do, but there was someone in
there and now he's gone. He trusted us to lead him out here
and now he's dead. After who knows how many centuries,
he's dead, he won't experience anything again, he doesn't even
have his memories to look thru any more. That's more serious
than I wanted to deal with. I know I'm risking my life," she
rambled on, "and at least you know I'm risking yours, even if
you are too young to understand how long forever is..."
"I can understand it even if I haven't been there."
"I've barely been there, I'm not even a century and a half
yet. There are people who have been around almost twenty.
There is a cycle in the human psyche that is still tied to an
ephemeral lifetime so that every ten or twenty decades most
people have to change something in their lives. You haven't
even noticed the trajectory of the first yet."
"I've heard that," Valla said.
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"You're risking more than you can feel," Desa said, "even
if you know it. Until you go around that cycle a few times,
you don't really feel, but at least you know it with your mind.
TwoFourDown never had a chance to know even that."
"He was an animal after all."
"The Saggothans made us," Desa said, "and we can't
detect any difference between them and kedas. We know
some of them are still alive."
"It doesn't seem possible to me," Valla said, "that they
made us I mean. I think humans came here on their own."
"Then how could we have been so primitive?" Desa
asked. This theory was not supported by many reputable
scientists. The Saggothan civilization was known to be highly
advanced and worked in metals. So little was preserved, but
the artifacts were very well made. Having a human spacefaring civilization made little sense because the civilization
would have had to be even more advanced than the
civilization of the Energy Age and they barely achieved space
flight. The oldest relics of humans showed that they barely
understood spears, fire and farming, about like the people
they were going to encounter again at this waterhole.
"What if they crashed? What if it was just a few travelers
who really didn't know how their spaceship worked?"
"Don't you think someone else would have come here by
now?"
"Maybe they were really lost, maybe they were having an
Energy Age and it ended, I certainly don't know, that's just
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what I think."
"Yeah, that's fine," Desa said. When you get right down to
it, the theory had almost as much validity as being made by
the Saggothans. It was quite romantic too, it meant there were
other humans out there somewhere, even if their own Energy
Age collapsed. She wouldn't argue against it any more.
"But I'm still hurt over TwoFour-Down," Desa said. She
actually felt it like a person had died, like one of her friends.
It was so bad that she wondered if she would die herself if she
lost one of her family on his trip. Most of all, though she was
sometimes irritating, it would hurt the most to lose Valla. It
was just like she said, Valla could play back the information,
but she had no feel for what she would lose if she died.
Rendrak had already burned centuries longer than she, he
knew for himself what he was getting into. She didn't feel
responsible for him, if anything he should feel responsible for
them. As of now he hadn't expressed his feeling's over
TwoFourDown's loss and she worried about that. Was he
unfeeling over it or was he bottled up about it? If he felt
nothing, that scared her. If he was bottling up his feelings,
that also scared her because when feelings are bottled up, a
breakdown eventually comes.
"I am too," Valla whispered, "but he was an animal. I feel
a little worse than when we shoot something to eat, but I feel
bad about that also."
Desa sighed. "You're right, we are all hypocrites about
that aren't we? Who knows, if we stayed with any nyobba
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awhile we might find out there was someone in there too.
They might know they're alive, enjoy beautiful sunsets, set
goals for themselves and worry that the inglethors they catch
might have had family and friends of their own. I can't be
sure that we are the only creatures who worry about this."
"The hunter's dilemma," Rendrak said.
"The worst are the people who will only eat what
someone else has killed," Valla said.
"If they've ever had a garden, they will trap inglethors,"
Desa said.
"But some people sell them live to cooks who kill them
for them," Valla said. "Tugain down the street from us did
that."
"She never talked to me about it." Tugain had been one of
their dippiest neighbors back in Talthaic anyway.
"But being miserable isn't going to help TwoFourDown
either," Rendrak said.
"No," Desa said, "nothing's going to help him now. Why
did he walk in front of us?" Desa whined.
"We'll never know," Rendrak answered.
"I just think he loved us," Valla said. "We were his
masters, we provided everything."
"Pppp," Desa said, "we provided work and chin scratches,
we didn't start feeding him til we got out here and he was the
one that actually dragged it."
"Then why are kedas so devoted?" Valla asked.
"Some are, some aren't," Desa said. "Some are ornery and
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only work once a year, some stray, some have killed and had
to be killed. They're strange beasts in some ways, they're as
closely related to the theirops as the thongga you know."
"No way, the only difference between a keda and a
thongaa is the number of eyes."
"The genes say that is a more fundamental difference."
A sad, loud, low groan sounded from the top of the ridge
less than a mile in front of them.
"I think that means they see us," Valla said.
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14. Return to Bim-Geegaith
Valla wondered why she didn't feel more fear after
hearing that sound. Probably because she had none left, it was
all used up. They had talked about it for awhile, at least it got
her out of the inane conversation concerning how humans
originated. However it happened wasn't going to get them to
water any sooner and wasn't going to get them by the savages
any easier.
They were in scrub and tussocks again. There were still
lots of sap nubs but most of the weekly sand leaves were
already drying out and their feet were kicking up clouds of
spores. It was far too much bother to try and step around
them. She really wished she'd opted for thinner soles on her
sandals, but she wasn't going to tell anyone else that. It was
now about three hours since they heard the sound, you could
now see Kortrax and the horizon in the same glance. The light
half of the week was growing late. She wondered what week
it was, definitely after Garibivlast, that was when she lost
count. The sky looked like Venurat but mom had warned her
that weeks could exchange skies quite often.
She wondered why she happened to wonder who missed
yaag the worst. They all knew Rendrak would, but she had
been surprised by how much her mom turned toward the dark
side without it, and more than that, she was surprised by how
much she missed it herself. But what did that have to do with
here and now, in the middle of this desert where there were
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ugly savages lurking?
She wondered why TwoFourDown's death hadn't effected
her as much as it had her mother. It hadn't seemed to effect
Rendrak as much either. Maybe if she got a chance to talk to
him alone she could find a way to ask what he really thought.
Maybe Desa was a bit overboard, maybe we didn't need to
lament those outside our species? She had been honest with
her mom, but she didn't seem to think that was enough. But
she couldn't very well feel what she didn't feel could she?
How would she feel if one of them died? In her two and a
half decades, she had never known anyone who died, never
even seen a human die. She'd seen it in news magazines,
talked about it at day school, but there had been no feeling
attached to it. The only emotional loss she knew was the loss
of a few boyfriends, the last when they left their base camp.
He had not been the most serious, a pleasant enough boy who
was always ready with a boner when she needed one but who
was far too timid to seriously interest her. She would feel the
loss of Rendrak more, she was sure of that. She could
scarcely remember the time before he was in their household.
She would certainly feel the loss of Desa even more. She
knew with her mind that Desa was really her sister, but
Envitta, her actual mother, was nothing but hearsay. She had
no memory of her that she could be sure of, only a vague
memory of a slender but busty woman with shining hair and
luminous amber eyes. That scene also held a compact, curlyhaired guy that she assumed was the man who had come with
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Desa and left with Envitta, Kostya. She didn't know for sure,
but kept that memory as her only memory of her 'real' mother.
She felt nothing over that loss, Desa had been her mom thru
all her childhood, Rendrak had been her dad.
Her mom was right about coupling with Rendrak, it was
emotionally difficult. It was best to push those emotions
aside. They lead her to think in terms of 'after he and Desa
split' and how she would have him all to herself. She knew
she was more in love with him than she had ever been with
any of the boys she joined with. It was her love for him as a
father, her awe of him as a hero and her lust for him as the
perfect male. No boy had filled either her heart or her womb
as well as he had. Just following him thru the desert,
watching his ass pump away the miles excited her, so much
so that she had to force herself to look away.
She'd learned some history, more from her mom than the
day school, but she knew about the problems that humans
used to have before the Kassidorian age. She knew about
monogamy, jealously, and the alpha male. Maybe those
wizards in the distant Kassikan hadn't fixed it all completely,
maybe there was some jealousy between her and her mom.
They couldn't bring it out in the open, hell, she couldn't bring
it into the open in her own mind. Why did people have to
have a subconscious? Why didn't the wizards fix that also so
we could all know what we're really thinking? Maybe Desa
was right and we were invented by Saggothans, nothing more
than kedas, and they didn't do a very good job.
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It was hard to believe they had only been a few hours
without water. She lifted her bag for the hundredth time,
hoping there would be at least a few drops left, her mouth felt
and tasted like dried puss. There were no drops left of course
so she tried to lick it out. It was said one could live a week
without water, she didn't want to test it. They should have
pushed on to the next water hole instead of coming back here.
What if she hadn't come on this journey? What would she
have done? They had to sell the house and garden to pay for
it, she would have had to take day jobs in town and find a
third floor room somewhere. It would have been hard, but this
was hard also.
Then there was movement ahead that caught her eye,
breaking her out of her spiraling thoughts. She quickly looked
around, she was supposed to be their eyes to the rear right
now. She saw nothing from that direction.
"There's someone there," Desa said, "about two hundred
yards straight ahead."
"I see him," Rendrak answered, "Let me have the bow."
It was slung on Desa's back at the time, she pulled it over
her head and handed it to him. Valla moved up closer to them.
They continued walking, but looking all around. Valla kept
watch to the rear as well as she could, but her eyes kept
straying to the front and the specks moving toward them thru
the brush.
"Looks like five of them," Rendrak said. "I don't see
anything else around, but we have to assume there are more
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around us."
"We're farther from the water than we were the last time,"
Desa said. "It has to be four or five more miles."
"I guess they're used to us now."
They pressed on, the figures came toward them, then back
away, then came toward them again. In the next mile the land
became more fertile, they passed a large expanse of
nullbreaks, just about head high so that their fronds made it
impossible to see for any distance. They had to crouch and
look under them, thru the forest of their trunks, to see what
was happening. The figures still kept their distance, but when
Valla crouched and looked under the fronds, she could now
see them much more clearly.
If anything, this group was even more primitive than the
last. Their clouts were made from twisted fronds and it looked
like their spears did not even have points but were just
sharpened sticks.
By the time they came to the end of the nullbreaks, the
ground was covered with ribbonleaves and there was a thin
line of scraggly quibreaks beyond. Beyond the quibreaks was
what could only be a field of crops, it looked like widely
spaced kalics. She saw that the ribbonleaves were a type of
dwarf thesh and the nullbreaks must be the source to the
fronds they made their clothing from.
"We must be a lot closer to the water hole than we
thought," Desa said.
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"I think Du-Elmay's account may be correct."
"About the outflow?" Desa asked.
"Right."
"What outflow?" Valla asked. They were proceeding very
cautiously now, it looked like the savages were lining up
behind the quibreaks, she could hear them grunting.
"Du-Elmay wrote that there was often a small stream
flowing out from Bim-Geegaith that lead to a small sink four
miles to the north. Later trekkers never mentioned it, so it
might only be there in times of high water."
"So we might be near that?" she asked.
"We could be, maybe that was why the others pushed us
so far around."
They saw one of the savages lift a huge horn to his lips
and that horrible groaning noise was deafening. He blew three
sort blasts instead of one long one, then the savages stepped
thru the quibreaks to face them. It was as she suspected, they
were armed only with sharpened sticks, she could see the dirt
on them. These people were loose-skinned and lined, several
of them had bright grey in their hair, a characteristic of no
race she had ever heard of.
They all stamped their sticks on the ground in ragged
unison and shouted, "Eng Bu Do," then raised their sticks to
point at them.
"So much for the plan of smashing their spear points with
a rock," Rendrak said.
"But they will have a hard time holding us back," Desa
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said, "we can just push thru."
"These must be the local farmers, not the troops,"
Rendrak said.
They continued to move til they were between them and
the water, thrusting with their sticks and making the noises
that sounded more like a wounded lumin than a human being.
"They do have the Instinct," Rendrak reminded them,
"they can't actually attack us."
As they were concentrating on them, Valla caught motion
in the corner of her eye. She looked and saw three more of
them coming, two with folded faces and grey hair, one a boy
of not more than two. "Mom, they're coming around from the
other side also, I don't like this."
"They have to have the Instinct," Desa said.
"I'm going to swing for his stick," Rendrak said, lofting
the crossbow. He swung, the instinct let him because he was
clearly swinging for the stick well away from the primitive's
hands. The savage tossed the stick and jumped back, they all
jabbered and woo'd. Rendrak had to check his swing to keep
the arrowhead out of his own shin. He kept his eyes on the
people threatening them all the while. They continued
babbling but backed down a couple feet and they were able to
squeeze into the line of quibreaks, some of them with trunks
six inches thick. Guys who had their sticks closed ranks, but
waved their sticks back and forth in front of them.
A guy coming around the tree made a grab for Valla and
she screamed. His arm went numb with the Instinct and he
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roared and did somersaults in the path behind them. His lips
were drawn back and his teeth were bared. The whites of his
eyes bulged and veins popped in them. The stink of his breath
was gagging. Valla pressed to Desa's back, making mewling
noises.
Rendrak lifted the crossbow in front of them and began to
walk slowly forward. Sticks clattered against it repeatedly,
but he maintained his steady progress. "Stay with me," he
said. "They do have the Instinct. They don't want it and don't
understand what it is, but they have it. We're going to water."
He was pretty careful not to step on their crops as they
crossed the field, the natives screaming at them did more
damage. The field was nearly an acre in extent and on the far
side of it was an encampment of stick and frond huts from
which women and children were emerging and screaming.
He didn't push them right thru their encampment, he went
around. The closer they got to the tiny puddle, the more the
people jumped and screamed. One after another suffered
paralysis as they waved their sticks in the air. Desa was
struck, then again. Valla was struck. The arm paralyzed
afterward in all cases, but bruises would remain in spite of
that.
More of these people burst into the encampment. These
had spears like the ones they had seen earlier in the week.
They were dressed like the ones they had seen earlier, in
actual cloth, not woven fronds.
Valla assumed that this was the troops coming to reinforce
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the peasants, this little encampment didn't look like it could
put nine men in the field. Instead shouting ensued between
the two forces with the training of the spearmen soon
crowding the people in the camp back toward their frond-pile
huts. Valla noticed from the shouting that the two groups
could barely understand each other. Valla first noticed the
multitude of children.
They formed the line again, seven of them this time, lined
up on the path to water, holding their spears in their path.
"Gimme the rope," Rendrak asked. It was now on Rendrak's
back but Desa grabbed it out of there. He tied a loop and went
up to lasso the spear of the guy right in the middle. As soon as
he moved the spear back to keep it out of the loop, Rendrak
stepped into that space. They crowded behind him, so no one
could get between them with a spearpoint. Rendrak kept this
up, much to the chagrin of those trying to stop them and soon
did get a spearpoint. Once he did, taking it away from the
other man was like taking it from a child.
The shouting was bedlam, the farmers who had first
threatened them shouted from their huts and two of the
spearmen drove them back into the compound. They seemed
to be shouting past each other again. She was reminded of the
hooting of chuffs over territory, it was a sound she grew used
to during the year they spent at the mouth of the pass. More
people were pouring out of the path to water. She could
actually see it now. It was just a small pool with some marsh
on this side of it. There was a narrow earthen path of dry
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ground, the land was thick brush, vines and trees beside the
path. The savages were wading and floundering thru that
muck and tangle to keep them surrounded, but Rendrak had
now caught a second spear and they were starting to advance
rapidly.
Rendrak reached the very shore of the waterhole. It was
only thirty by forty feet, stagnant and filmy and full of little
wiggling things. Desa took the extra packs off him as he
stood a few inches from the lip where some stones had been
placed, facing the crowd with his crossbow in one hand, rope
in the other. "Fill the pack," he said. "Fill it with all it will
hold."
There was a semicircle of screaming savages around them
now. There were many children splashing and climbing thru
the tangle, there were old women a few rows back on the
path. Valla didn't want to believe it, but could no longer deny
that these creatures were still ephemeral. No one from
civilization had joined with them in all the centuries since
ancient times.
Valla was grossed out by the water but said nothing.
"We'll have to boil it and strain it," her mom said. "These
people are probably full of these wormlets."
"They probably are," Rendrak said. "It has only been a
dozen centuries since our people were like this."
"A stage I'm glad I missed," Valla said. "I don't want to
even touch this water."
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"Would you rather drink sand?" he asked.
Desa had the first steri-skin filled now and emptied it into
the pack on Rendrak's shoulder. He was involved in a staring
contest with the crooked-toothed savage again. Desa joined in
the stare as she emptied the skin. She crouched face to face
with her mom. They filled the four steri-skins at once now,
pre-straining it thru a bandana. She had to shield the skins
with her body, the instinct didn't prevent them whacking at
that if they didn't shield it. It was a good thing that these
people would not go in the water.
It took several loads, thru which the crowd got larger if
anything. Valla wondered that Rendrak could even stand
under the water they were putting in this pack. It must be a
hundred pounds by now.
"That's it," Desa said, standing with the four skins and
two canteens filled. She did not empty them into the pack but
said, "You'll break your back and then where will we be?"
"Move away from the village along the shore." Rendrak
started to move that way himself. Desa pulled Valla to that
side, took up a rear guard position herself with their knifes.
She knew that to thrust at someone would paralyze her, but to
hold it against someone else's attack would not invoke the
Instinct.
In the open space of the camp, an apparition staggered out
of the crowd. It was that skinny kid that had first attacked
TwoFourDown, the one he had hurt. He leg was unstitched,
horribly red and swollen and trailing puss. His face was
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locked in a horrid rictus, every muscle in his body looked
locked.
He was using a hoe as a crutch, its blade had worn a
dripping cut in his armpit that he didn't seem to notice. As
they moved into the firm patch of ground where the camp
was, he began to stump forward, pushing his way thru the
children, their mothers and even the spearmen. "Bub, bub," he
shouted, and thru himself at her. She wondered how he ever
got past the Instinct, was it the extreme pain of his wound?
Would he be able to kill her after all? He threw down the hoe
and took one last hop on his good leg. He threw his arms
around her like he would throttle her bodily or hurl her to the
ground. She was in no danger of that, in wrestling she could
probably pin him one-handed. But no, she blinked, no, he was
just wrapping her in a hug. He got thru the Instinct because he
had no intention to harm. "Bodice na bub," he said. She stood
there trying to figure out what that meant as he clung to her.
Then he died.
Just like that he died! He went limp, right there in her
arms so she was suddenly holding a large heavy rag doll. His
eyes were open and stared. His mouth was open and his
tongue hung loose. The rictus was gone, he was suddenly
peaceful and would have been a decent looking guy if he got
regular food. But he had not just slipped into
unconsciousness, he was dead. His blood ran down her leg,
he was sliding, sliding. An overload of horror and guilt
flooded her. She let him down to the ground as gently as she
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could with these heavy skins and canteen on. She set him
down and screamed.
An aging woman was the next to scream, then Desa
started a wail. Her mother has a gifted voice and had trained
Valla's as well as she could. Valla knew she could work with
hers til Kortrax stood still in the sky and she would never be
Desa, Desa had performed on stage and recording. But a wail
Valla could help with and the ritual was appropriate. At least
it would teach them what a wail meant and how they felt
about the soul that had ceased.
But when they started the wail, a strange thing happened,
the woman who screamed took it up, and a group of three
others around her. The farmers took it up and then even the
spearmen, who stood at attention with their spears beside
them. They gave the dead boy about five more breaths of cry,
then walked between the spearmen like they were an honor
guard and out into the desert of dusk.
Valla had not been able to utter a coherent word since
then, didn't know if she ever would again. When they were
well on their way Desa came to her. "That was a horrible
thing that just happened to you, I'm really sorry. I hope you
can put this behind you as soon as possible. Don't be afraid to
talk about it."
She was too full of it, she knew the expression on her face
was still aghast. She wanted to talk about it, but didn't know
how. She could barely get her voice to function. "I won't," she
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said, "if I ever figure out how to say it."
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15. The Maps Run Out
Desa found the next few weeks to be delightfully boring
compared to the trials of getting by Bim-Geegaith. Their only
enemies were the heat of light and the cold of dark. The water
holes appeared as promised and they even found a few scraps
of food. They had enough trail rations left for another week,
so finding a few small lizards was a treat, especially since
there was enough dry brush for a fire to cook them with.
Valla had still not said much. She sat in Rendrak's arms
for an evening the week before but every time they thought
she was going to broach the subject, she made little more than
small talk.
On this Dusk, Desa sat staring at the mountains that could
now be seen in the distance. Their snow capped peaks looked
like tiny pink teeth against the indigo sky. Their western face
caught the glow of the dusk, though there was very little glow
up here where the air was so thin. The ridge they followed
sunk lower and lower since they'd left the water hole so now
it was just a scattered line of boulders pointing north. The
land sloped gently and was mostly gravel with a tussock or
two in the low spots. There were sap nubs around them and
sometimes a few week leaves. They grew to the size of potato
chips here.
The mountains marched in a line to the northwest, a line
that seemed unbroken. Somewhere there was a crack thru
there, they needed to make it to there by the next week,
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because the next water was at the base of those mountains.
They also needed to find the way thru because there they
were already in the thinnest air they could stand, especially
when Rendrak was considered. There was no way they could
climb over, even if they had the gear to challenge snowcapped peaks. She thought she might be able to cling to life a
few more thousand feet up in elevation, but those peaks were
two miles above them, the valleys between them at least a
mile. She was definitely feeling the altitude already, and she
knew Rendrak was feeling it more than he was letting on. He
should be, he grew up over a mile lower than she did, two
miles lower than Valla.
She couldn't sit up on this rock much longer without
getting her quilt, the temperature dropped like thesh in a
windstorm up here as dark moved in, even though this dusk's
air was pretty still, unlike the last. She jumped down and
joined them at the fire. Rendrak had the two remaining maps
spread out on the big rock and was looking at them. He had a
tiny magnifier that he was peering thru at the best of the
maps, the photocopy of the ancient one. It was a good
representation of the land, but very small and what little
writing there was on it was in ancient Elvish language she
knew only a few words of, and few of the places named on it
existed today, even as ruins. She presumed that was true on
the far side also.
The map they had been going by was the one drawn in the
43rd by an expedition that turned back at the previous water
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hole. That map was well drawn and detailed, with every
moraine and many of the larger boulders shown, details of
Echestain Pool and Bim-Geegaith (they discounted the inset
map showing a town, ranches, a plankwalk) and careful
directions and descriptions in a tiny but clear hand. It had
been their navigation department up until now. Unfortunately
they were now deeper into the pass than that expedition had
ventured. It was presumed, until now, that they had settled at
Bim-Geegaith and only one or two had made it back to
Talthaic with a copy of the map. She had lived with the
intrigue of how the tiny scraps of information about this area
had come down to civilization. They had not been allowed to
take that map from the library either and they had to
photocopy it.
Their other map was a crude hand-drawn thing that was
way off scale, but as much as three centuries later. The
'modern' map was now unbendably brittle and more tape than
paper, since it dated from the late 40's to early 50's. They had
to photograph that and the print was small. There was no
written date, chemical analysis had arrived at that age. The
picture from the 21st was a fresh printout of data stored in the
sole survivor of Feanor's great crystals that was now up in
one of the deep basements of the Kassikan and drove the
world-wide suntower network.
"I think this ridge must have continued farther in those
times, but it turned to the west in those days," Rendrak said.
"By this map we follow the mountains for weeks, then go
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over the ridge here by going straight."
How could that be?" Desa asked. She knew these glacial
moraines had been scraped down from those distant peaks in
a severe ice age that was recorded in mid Saggothan times
[the Cretaceous]. It was data not feel, sometimes that has an
advantage.
"Centuries more sand has blown into the base of these
mountains since then is my guess. It says we can travel
anywhere along the base of the spine, but I don't know if I can
trust this map any more," Rendrak said, indicating the hand
drawn one from the last ten or twelve centuries. "That
mountain over there has got to be too high for us." He pointed
at one to the north northwest. Its white showed as a very light
purple pink in this last light of the week. In this thin air it
could easily be a hundred miles away.
"We need to walk beside the feet of that mountain. If we
can't trust the maps, then what?" Desa asked, trying to keep
the hysteria out of her voice. "Is it that the maps don't match
the land after all these centuries, or are we just not where we
think we are?" She had been afraid of just this all along. Since
a decade and a half before they left, she had been afraid of
getting out here and getting lost. All the documentation they
found in the two decades they investigated this pass was too
sketchy, too divergent and too vague for her. Rendrak was
fine with two percent of the expeditions ever being heard
from again and maps that don't agree with each other. Desa
wished there was at least a guided tour they could have made
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a reservation on.
She knew they were at the limit of their altitude, but the
land sloped so gently on the macro scale and had such
irregularities on the micro scale, that they could wander to
higher ground and not know it.
"What would you match this terrain to?" he asked,
showing her the photo of the hand drawn map on cracking
brown paper from eleven centuries ago.
She looked around, starting from where she thought they
should be. Everything had matched up well on both maps and
diary until this light. She knew the direction they had gone
and how far. She knew right where they should be on this
map. This crude map showed a flat bottomed wide valley in
front of them, leading straight to the crack thru the high
peaks. Their eyes saw an undulating plain with fewer and
fewer boulders til the distant peaks. The guy who drew this
magnified some areas a million-fold and miles of sand and
gravel often contract to a fraction of an inch.
She got back up on the rock and looked around. The
closest to what the map showed in front of them was the path
behind them. The land sloped down to the ridge, making a
shallow valley that got wider in the distance til it was the
open desert. Ahead were the mountains, beyond a gently
undulating plain of gravel, a ragged but unbroken line that
went over the horizon to the north.
They had one more map with them, a map of Wescarp
published by the Pliewilon Tourism Interest. It was a
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beautiful map with elevations, ground cover, trails, roads and
coach lines, symbols for services found in cities and very
detailed. It looked as accurate as a balloon collage and had
detailed maps of the downtown areas of several of the largest
cities on the back, with Pliewilon featured of course.
Hazorpean was not one of them, but it was marked on the
map, right in the middle of the Central Wescarp Valley. The
big problem with using that map was that they weren't on it
yet. The far side of the Kinsheeta spine was shown as one
continuous expanse of uninhabitable black.
She got back down and looked at how these mountains
were drawn on this map, a continuous range, with a crack in it
at the northern tip. "Does the ancient map show a crack like
that?" she asked.
"I think it's too narrow to show on proper scale."
"And what does Eleezor's diary say?" she asked.
"He followed the map we never found thru here, it says,"
He pulled the diary out, he had obviously been consulting it
already, "He says, 'The route was clear on Morgul's map and
we arrived at the foothills with enough light to pitch camp.'"
"Nice," Desa said. She figured they never found Morgul's
map because he never sent it back from Wescarp. They should
have published it with his diary, as a facing page somewhere.
"The biggest green patches at the base of those mountains are
going to have the water holes."
"That's probably true," Rendrak agreed, "But we won't see
one til well into the morning." He got out his little
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magnifying glass again and held the printout of the ancient
map dangerously close to the fire. "The straightest path is up
the valley right ahead of us, due north." It was too ark to
really see it, and nearly as far as the peak ti the west of their
route. "It will turn, but the crack should be between there and
another glacial valley on the other side of it."
"But what's the smallest thing you can see on that scale,
do you think you could see anything a hundred yards across?"
"If there was a higher resolution printer in Talthaic and I
brought a microscope, maybe."
"And what does he say about the crack?" Desa asked.
"'It is at no point less than eighteen inches in width' is
what is written."
"No chance of it showing on that. That map is exactly to
scale, like a photograph." Desa was amazed at how exactly
the ancients had been able to do that. There were some that
said their contraptions had been able to rise above the
atmosphere like a moon. Maybe they really had done that and
just taken the picture with a camera. On the hand-drawn map,
the chasm was an inch wide and eight inches long with
several large rocks that one had to climb over drawn in.
"So somewhere out there is a crack in the mountain that
we have to find," Valla said.
"The glacial valley due north of us," Rendrak said. "If we
find water, we know it's the right one."
"Neither of these maps tell us that there isn't a water hole
at the end of all these valleys," Valla said, pointing to the
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photocopy. "There better be or we won't make it.
"I agree," Desa said.
"If we find water, we will continue north and look for the
crack," Rendrak said.
"Oh I agree," Desa said, "But on this scale, this valley
might connect to this one and this might connect to this one
down the other side of this mountain." She pointed to a spot
on the ancient map where the tiny hairs of valleys pointed at
each other. "On your route it looks like all this might lead to a
sink, what does the diary say about that?"
"Nothing, and this map says just keep going north after
that. I think he means there's mountains on both sides by
these lines."
"I guess," Desa said. "It's too bad North Talthaic U. didn't
survey the whole pass as well as they did to Echestain pool."
Rendrak tried to chuckle but failed. "I'm sticking with due
north. Where this moraine used to turn has now been buried."
"We all agree," Desa said, "I just don't like this missing
valley."
"I'll re-label it on this map when I re-draw it."
"Pppp, I could draw a better map than this from memory,"
Desa said about the hand-drawn one.
"So could I," Valla said.
"Yeah," Desa agreed. Valla was not among the most
artistically gifted in her class at school.
"It's more of a diagram than a map," Rendrak said.
"I also think we keep going north only because he chose
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to draw it on fanfold instead of broadsheet."
Valla looked up at that comment, then looked around at
the distant mountains. "Lets say the sand has risen a little
more since that map was drawn. Lets say we follow this and
we find a valley that looks like this a few miles farther on. I
say we should follow it."
"We should certainly keep that in mind," Rendrak said.
"I agree," Desa said.
"So what are we going to do Nightday?" Valla asked.
"Sit up by the fire and tell ghost stories," Rendrak said.
"Pppp," Valla said, "ghost stories are like lullabies on this
trip."
"You got that right," Desa said. "When was the last time a
horror movie saddled a whole population with ephemerality?"
"Oh maybe the 42nd," Rendrak said. "Possibly the 43rd."
"Now I remember no account before the 43rd mentions
savages at that water hole," Desa said.
"The only mention of anyone living at Bim-Geegaith was
from the 44th, just before the instinct infected humans. There
was a great palace on the pond, thousands of subjects, streets
with two story homes and ladies in fine dresses. He does
mention flocks of squealing children, but I don't think he ever
made the connection with ephemerality, he waxed loquacious
of their growth and prosperity."
"There isn't really a lot of traffic out this way is there."
"What percentage of the population is writers?" Rendrak
asked. "Are you going to write a book about this, draw a
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map?"
"We should have brought a camera," Desa said. "We
should be surveying everywhere we go. We should have
paced this all off."
"But we didn't, because we've been too busy surviving. I
bet most of the expeditions that left to go thru this pass,
actually made it, and didn't bother to write back to family in
friends in the Dos basin to let us know how it went."
"Why are there no accounts of people coming thru from
the Wescarp side?" Valla asked.
"I've heard some rumors that people in the Zhlindu basin
are so partied out all the time they would have no chance of
finding their way thru the mountians," Desa said.
"Wow!" Valla said.
"I've heard that anyone fortunate to get to settle in those
mountains would never think of leaving," Rendrak said.
"We could have been there a decade and a half by now,"
Desa reminded him, "For half the cost."
"Maybe we do need to write a book about this pass,"
Rendrak said, "Maybe we do need to draw a new map. We'll
start by magnifying a strip of this map," he held the ancient
one, "up on fanfold eight feet long, and then draw in the
details. We'll have numbered text on the back and numbered
arrows on the front. We can even draw some detailed
diagrams of some important points on the back. You've been
published, you know how we could get that done."
"Back in Dos," Desa reminded him. "Remember your
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research, just about all the heavy industry and high
technology in the Zhlindu basin is in the city of Zhlindu.
When we get to Wescarp, Zhlindu is still fifteen hundred
miles across the basin floor."
"We know the city of Hazorpean in Wescarp has a
suntower," Valla said. "You had your assets sent there."
"And it is another two hundred miles from the mouth of
the pass," Desa said.
"Wescarp is huge," Rendrak said, "A hundred seventy five
thousand square miles and eighty five million people,
counting the cities of the plain, you found the reference,"
Rendrak told Desa. "There will be facilities to publish such an
account in that area."
"Right, an area the size of the whole East Heartlands of
the Dos basin. The journey we're taking is merely the width
of Wescarp, not its length. No doubt we could find publishers,
but the big cities of Wescarp are now out on the plain, several
weeks journey beyond Hazorpean."
Rendrak dug the map of Wescarp out of his pouch and
unfolded it. They had studied it before and found Hazorpean
without a problem. This map showed the place they were
standing as being beyond air, but for the remainder of the
region, it was detailed and well made. Hundreds of towns
were dotted in but only one from the ancient map and that
was shown as ruins. Hazorpean was as far from the north end
of the pass as Talthaic was from the south. Hazorpean was not
drawn with a very large dot and Talthaic was a bigger swatch
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of red than all the spots in Wescarp combined. Most of the
people were on the fertile plains beyond the base of the
mountains. Those were covered with small towns, thru roads
and canals enough to get lost in for a lifetime.
The soaring mountains were shown as cloaked in dense
shaftwood forest, they had seen photographs that agreed.
There were a few small towns in those forests and they had a
postcard showing a tiny village of six homes up in trees
connected by rope bridges with a view of strong grey rocks
and thrusting forest behind them reflecting in a tranquil pond.
They hadn't bothered to bring the photos. She wondered what
those savages thought of them when they plundered their cart.
The dot of Hazorpean indicated it was about twenty
thousand in size, it might not even have streetcars. There
would be water and gas for sale, by the numbers Wescarp was
somewhat less affluent than the Dos basin but not backward.
But she saw only one university indicated on the map. It was
in the city of Noonitondow, a city that looked to be just under
a million in size that was a hundred fifty miles out onto the
basin floor. She knew from history that all these cities had
been seaports at the dawn of the modern age when the
Zhlindu basin had been a shallow sea and what is now the
center of the city of Zhlindu was an island in the middle of
that sea with three separate cities on it. She also knew that in
the Energy Age the basin floor had been desert and Wescarp a
thin line of green inhabited by Dwarves and Trolls.
"There will be publishers here," she said, pointing at the
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university symbol."
"I don't want to go there, I think I want to go here," he
pointed to the slopes to the west of the Great Central Valley,
"or here," he pointed to the Central Wescarp Range. "In the
mountains with a view."
"We need water," Desa said. "I don't want a cabin with
some lever-squeak pump to get water."
"I want a bucket and a brook," Rendrak said. "My real
reason for taking this route is so the place we build our camp
will seem luxurious in contrast."
Desa made a face about that. "We don't have to actually
live in Hazorpean, but don't you want to be able to get to
something?"
"I'm sure we can find something within a week of it,"
Rendrak said. "There's at least a hundred more dots that size
as close to the forest."
"But I only see one more of them that indicates suntower
service and that's six hundred miles north of Hazorpean on
the edge of Elevnos."
"I don't want to have to make my own clothes," Valla said.
"There will be shops in towns as small as these dots that
don't have names, those are two hundred people or more."
The plains were peppered with those dots, but you could
find places in the forest a day's hike from one and there were
none in the high chaparral. There were enough in the forest
that they could find trade, but what about some music, a
movie, information? Of course this disagreement was moot,
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they were lost and weren't going to make it anyway.
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16. Dizzying Heights
At least they had plenty of water now. They'd had to dig
the previous dusk to get it, but they were able to fill his pack
again by Nightday lunch. It had frozen to a solid block during
the dark and still had a large block banging around, but that
was the least of his worries. He felt like he did the day after a
major alcohol binge, in pain, no strength at all, less than zero
energy.
This Morningday they toiled up a narrowing valley that
headed due north, as he expected and as his magnifying glass
showed him on the ancient map. He had every confidence
that they were on the right course and as it approached lunch
time he saw that the valley was turning to the right. Lunch
brought a pang of hunger, but that didn't matter. The trail
rations they were bored with weeks ago were now gone and
he missed them terribly, almost as much as he missed air.
They were gone since Afternoonday lunch two weeks ago.
Sap nubs and a few grubs had been all they had since then.
There was very little water along the base of Kinsheta spine
or at the mouth of this valley.
But up the slope of the valley a few hundred feet and
continuing almost due north he could see a cleft in the rock,
like God had smote the mountain with his ax. That had to be
what they were looking for, and he ignored his hammering
heart and pressed on. He hoped the cleft didn't go due north
so they would not be in the sun of noon. But the accounts said
292

it was only a mile and a half long, they would be thru it long
before Noonsleep. No one was talking, not since they agreed
this was the glacial valley to enter. In an hour he was at the
base of the slope that lead up to the cleft. It was farther up the
slope than he thought, closer to a mile away and a thousand
feet of elevation.
He lowered himself onto the boulder with the most
convenient height. The ground was almost a rock climb here,
to proceed was a talus slope of random boulders, many of
them very large. There was no vegetation or other sign of life
in the immediate area.
"About time we stopped for lunch," Valla said
sarcastically.
"I'd be glad to chew a sup-nub about now," Desa said.
"I haven't seen one all day," Rendrak managed to wheeze.
They had little more nutritional value than paper and didn't
taste any worse but they kept the digestive system occupied
so it didn't atrophy or attack itself.
"You probably shouldn't try to talk," Desa said. "You
should give me the water."
"No," he said and held out his hand.
"I'm the one who should take it," Valla said. "I grew up
miles higher than you."
"I," was all he could get out. He coughed, his heart was
still racing even though he was sitting. After a couple gasps
he managed to say, "Rest a bit."
"At least take it off," Desa said and began unbuckling it.
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He didn't have the breath to stop her. "The air's too thin for
you up here." He could only nod. She placed the contraption
of plastic bag and woven sticks and a piece of the cart canvas
on the ground. It was heavy for her, but she handled it right
and had no problem. "It's still pretty chilly up here, I'm not
ready to take off this mountain shirt yet."
Valla had taken hers off when the sun first hit them and
thrown it over her quilt roll. She still had a jersey and
leggings on. Rendrak thought that the temperature of what
little air there was, was probably in the 50's, but the sun was
very warm, almost too warm. At extreme altitudes sunshine
can burn human skin. He had a jersey and mountain shirt and
a fold of his quilt between him and that block of ice and still
he was not too warm. Now that it was off him, he also
removed his mountain shirt. He found even that was a strain.
Then for ten minutes he just sat with his elbows on is knees
hanging his head and wheezing.
Desa and Valla both put their packs down and came and
sat back to back on the boulder, at his back. They filled the
water skins and he was able to drink some of it. He had to
admit, cold water right then was very refreshing, but his heart
took an extra shudder as it went by.
"You're having trouble with this altitude," Desa said.
"And you're not?"
"I can feel it," she admitted.
"I wish we'd brought the altimeter," Rendrak said, "I feel
like we're at twenty thousand feet already."
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"For you we are," Valla said.
"But there's the pass," Desa said, pointing. "We're almost
there."
"This looks like the spot where they filmed the keybearer
on the volcano," Valla said, "I always thought the lava was
drawn in after."
"There's been many versions of that movie, the one we
saw was actually filmed on location many centuries ago, and
the lava was drawn in."
"It looked just like this."
"The Kinsheeta spine is volcanic," they all looked around
and did spot something that could be smoke in the far
distance above the glaciers, at least a hundred miles away,
"but the craters are all above thirty five thousand feet in the
Kinsheeta Spine while the summit of Klagbos is at thirteen
hundred barometic, but over five thousand feet above the
plains of Mordor."
"At a lower elevation than our training camp?" Valla
asked.
"Right."
"I can't imagine climbing four miles higher," Valla said.
"Most of the peaks we can see from here are at least
three," Desa told her.
"I can't imagine climbing another mile higher," Valla said.
"But you already have, over two miles higher."
"I had your whole lifetime to acclimatize to the altitude
you were born at," he told her.
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They stayed here as long as they would have if they did
have a lunch. Desa prattled about building a bellows to
compress air for him. Finally he felt like he could move and
reached for the pack.
"Oh no," Desa said, "You're above your ceiling already,
I've got over a mile on you..."
"And I've got over two miles on you," Valla said,
wrapping her hand around the strap. The sisters stared each
other down for a few seconds, "and the thickest thighs here."
Desa had to look to check.
Rendrak was well developed in the arms but his thighs
were not super for a husky man. Perhaps hers were a bit
larger. She turned it around to put it on. They got it on her
without much problem and no further wasted breath on
words. Desa gave her a pull to help get her to her feet. She
screamed and Desa jumped to help her but Valla waved her
away. "No, I got it but by a swindler's balls this is heavy! It's
a good thing this is so steep we have to climb on all four's or I
could never do this." And then she started up the hill. Desa
had everything else, he didn't even have his own quilt, and
still she helped him get to his feet.
He had never been so proud of this girl who was as close
to a daughter as he had ever had. There was a mathematical
chance she was his daughter. She was conceived when he was
new to the upper Echestain side of Talthaic and he had been
sampling between one and three women a day for the first
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few years. He'd had sex with two or three women who were
close enough matches to their mother's picture.
She was a fine sturdy woman now, strong beyond her
years and not at all unattractive. His body was definitely
attracted to hers but his mind was roiled because she had
grown up as his daughter. He saw her, hoisting herself over a
boulder at least five boulders above him, three above Desa.
He began to climb the first boulder. He got there, dizzy
and on all fours. Desa was waiting for him at the top of the
next one, she was also pretty spent looking already. Valla was
already out of sight. She saw his face, it said more than he
was able to. "I tell you what, let me leave you the crossbow,
you stay here. I'll take the rest of the gear up there and come
back for you."
"N..." He found he couldn't get a word out. He could point
for her to leave it there. He would inch his way along. He
took a swallow of water, a couple more breaths, and said,
"Some hero I am."
"I think where you are born and grow to adult size has
more to do with the size of your lungs than where you spent
the last couple decades."
"I'm sorry," he said.
"You've carried us this far, let us do something for a
change."
"You've done more than you know already," he said.
She turned and went on, leaving him there. He was able to
crawl up the next boulder to the crossbow, he gasped there
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awhile. He inched a little farther. If he rested a minute, he
could take another step, as long as he had something to lean
against. At this rate it would take the remainder of the day to
get to the crack. As he went on, he found he could take a step
every thirty seconds. Only when he had to hoist himself up a
large boulder he had to rest a minute or more. When it was
small rocks, he found a pace he could keep going. It was slow
and he was on all fours with the crossbow slung. The only
thing that could live here that might be dangerous was a
coriax and there wasn't enough around here to keep a coriax
alive.
Another half hour went by, he was to the point of the
slope that was climb all the way, a forty five degree slope of
boulders another thousand feet. He heard a voice from far
above, it sounded like Valla, "You're not going to like this."
He heard Desa's voice but could not make out the words.
He wondered if there was some chance this wasn't the right
crack thru the mountain and stopped, resting a little. He
looked around. The glacial cut was desolate except for a few
scraps of green growing at the mouth of the crack that he
could not see from the place where he had to give up the
water.
Now that he wasn't carrying that, he was feeling better. He
didn't remain stopped, but hoisted himself up another boulder,
then another. He didn't have the breath to yell up and ask if he
should turn around, and he didn't hear anything more from the
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girls. Little by little he hoisted himself up the slope, heart
hammering, breath gasping, teeth grating.
It was at least twenty more minutes before the girls got
back to him. He saw them when they were only a dozen
boulders up. They saw him at the same time. "This is the
cleft," Desa called. "There's been rockfalls. But we can still
make it.
They had brought all the skins, the water was still cool
and refreshing but not heart-stopping cold. He drank deep,
then pressed on valiantly. He hated the fact that they had to
come back to help him, but he had come most of the distance
by himself, just the steepest climb remained and that little bit
of help made it very easy.
Where the cleft began, the mountain went up in a cliff of
solid rock on each side, but the talus slope continued almost
unabated inside it.
"The text says there's a long narrow defile here with a few
connecting caves under some boulders." Rendrak dug the text
out and read from it. "The floor is nearly flat most of the way.
"They did not see a narrow defile with a flat floor. They saw a
cascade of random-sized boulders, up to the width of the
crack, sloping up in front of them.
"There must have been a strong quake since then," Desa
said. "The defile collapsed. We have to either find a way to
climb over or a tunnel thru."
"A classic keybearer tale," Valla said.
"What?" Desa asked.
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"Right," Valla said, "but it does mean you can write a
story of it if you want. I had a literature professor at Canyon
Secondary who told me any story must follow one of a
certain few patterns that people can comprehend. One of the
most important decisions in a keybearer's tale is whether to go
over the mountain or thru the caves."
"From what I know of literary archtypes, I would agree
with you," Desa said, "Just like it is a key decision in music,
go up or go down."
He had to remember that the woman he loved had been a
university professor back in Dos itself, not just a librarian in
Talthaic. She had always made sure that Valla had all the
education she could assimilate and had stimulated her
learning as a youngster as much as their training schedule had
allowed.
As a child she did not have a naturally lively intellect,
Rendrak could see that, and Desa had resigned herself to it
also by the time the final preparations began. She had a good
sturdy body however, and a kind enough heart and a modest
soul that lead her to do little harm and be a cheerful supporter.
"I don't think we'll have too much trouble climbing over,"
Valla said, "but I didn't even see a way to get into tunneling
under."
"Yeah," Desa said, looking around. "There might be an
opening behind some of the brush, but if there isn't, I would
agree that going under would involve major tunneling."
"I'm going to look behind the brush," Rendrak said, very
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conscious of the fact that the maximum elevation on the pass
was in this cleft and that climbing over was going to add
directly to altitude he felt too badly already. He was still
constantly light headed from the altitude. As he stood up he
saw spots and wobbled a bit. As he crawled up the slope,
looking behind every clump of brush for a path into a cave
that connected thru this cleft, but as he did he was actually
leading the girls higher into the pass. They watched him for a
few boulders. The chasm was about fourteen feet wide at this
point, but narrowing.
Noonsleep would be the time the sun found them in this
crack, now only six or seven feet wide and at least a hundred
feet deep. The crack was not level, it was sloped to the west
and angled to the west. The sun would hit them a little before
Afternoonday began. He batted at the few fronds of scrub
brush that grew on some of the rocks now. They ate most of
the buds off it all as they went. They were climbing over
boulders, there was only a little gravel here and there and
some fitful dead fronds waving from the cracks. Mostly
boulders, but smaller than those on the slope outside the cleft.
They had climbed a long way in the second half of
Morningday, they were more than a thousand feet higher in
altitude since they entered the cleft. He sank to his ass, his
heart was like a chernokka in the desert, rattling away at
almost two twenty b.p.m. but skipping beats alarmingly and
pulling in his chest like a clenched fist.
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"Stop here," Desa said, "You must." She sat beside him.
Valla was two boulders ahead of them. "I'll just go a little
way and see how far it goes," she said.
Desa stayed with him and watched him gasp for breath a
while longer. She had the water pack now, but the ice was
almost melted and it was quite a bit lighter than when they set
out. They had all filled their personal skins three times from it
since then. The shadows told him they were getting close to
Noonsleep. There was no doubt they would go to bed hungry.
There were very few living leaves in here, but more than
there were outside the cleft. Chewing them would lead only
to stomach trouble.
"You probably should have seen a geneticist in Talthaic,"
Desa said. "This is thinner air than the account we were going
by."
"And his altimeter was way out of calibration," Rendrak
gasped.
"I shouldn't make you try to talk," she said and rubbed his
shoulder.
"No," he gasped like a fish on the bottom of a boat.
They sat there awhile. After a few minutes Desa said, "Let
me get this water a little farther up, then I'll come back and
help you again."
He held up his hand, gasped a few more times, struggled
up on all fours and started climbing again. Desa hoisted the
water and started climbing also. "I'll be back in a little while,"
she said.
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He didn't know how much time passed. When he could,
he'd inch himself forward. It felt like he was pushing all these
rocks up ahead of him, but now and then he moved. His
breath, if he could catch it at all, came in choking gasps that
seemed to offer little. Someone put a shoulder under his
armpit, his arm hung and batted at the soft flesh that he knew
had to be Valla. "I've been up there and back," she said, "It's
downhill after this."
"Desa?" he asked. He didn't have the breath for a
sentence.
"She's probably over the top by now."
"I'm no hero am I?" he said once again.
"You'll get your chance," she said, "Once you see where
we have to go next."
This was the end of the line. Two huge blocks had fallen
first when this filled, the one's the old account said to go
under. It said there was a light in that cave. They were at that
light, but on the top.
The cleft was only 36 inches wide at this point and sloped
at a 70° angle. But there was a gap 30 feet wide and the far
side was at least 50 feet lower. They could see that it sloped
down steeply beyond and got a bit wider. There was more
vegetation beyond.
"We really should have brought all the rope after all, Desa
said.
"We couldn't have carried it," Valla sighed. "I don't know
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how we carried all we did."
"The survival imperative makes you do things you don't
think you can," Desa said.
"How far down is it?" Valla asked.
"Way more than enough to kill us," Desa said, "beyond
that doesn't matter."
"We'll have to do the feet against one side, back against
the other thing," Valla said.
"Too bad we never trained for that."
"We can try it right here," she said.
"How will he get our stuff across?" Desa asked.
"Throw it."
They stopped, they both looked at him. It would be hard
for them. It was a long distance, they were already tired.
"Why don't we try it after Noonsleep," he suggested.
"Because I can't sleep when I'm this hungry," Valla said,
"And I don't see how we get comfortable on these jagged
boulders."
"I'd rather rest first," Desa said, looking at him again.
"And we can't throw the water pack that far."
"We might if it was empty," Rendrak said.
"We'll have to leave it," Valla said.
"Then we will die," he replied. "When we get thru this,
we have less than two hundred miles to go, this is where we
begin the mountainous desert.
Even after sleeping longer than he thought he could in this
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air, he still felt drained. The waking ritual is brief when there
is no food. The sun was now into the crack, making it warm,
but they were still at too much altitude for it to get very hot,
and the rock held a lot of cool so it wasn't insufferable.
Valla went first, barefoot but with her short denim dress to
protect her back. She had practiced going up and down before
Noonsleep, chafed to spend her Noonsleep on the far side.
She stopped about a third of the way over, puffing. "This is
farther than it looks and I'm not looking down." She bumped
along another few inches. There's a crack here, it gets a
couple inches wider." She stopped and puffed, bumped her
way thru it, stopped again. "That's pretty scary," she said.
She was still more than twenty feet above the far side
when her legs started shaking. She stopped and used her
hands to help and puffed for awhile. She didn't say anything.
"Just hang in there," Desa said, "you're resting a bit, take your
time." He could see that Desa was as tense as he was. He
wished he had gone first so he was fresher, he would use all
his energy in his fear watching the girls.
She nodded, then moved down a little more toward the far
side. She had gone for the distance first, so if she fell, she
would slide down fifty feet, not hundreds. Little by little she
moved down, still shaking, soon after that she started to
whimper. She was still twenty feet above the far side when
her feet gave way. She screamed and slid down, Desa
screamed too. Even Rendrak when they saw she was almost
not onto the far side and came close to dropping into the
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black opening.
She landed with an "uh," and lay twisting slowly, one leg
dangling in the chasm, her hands scrabbling at the cliff face,
leaving bloody marks. She crawled onto the far side, a large
and ragged slab of rock that had fallen from the upper side of
this split. She continued to whimper. They could see she had
burned the skin off her knees and hands in the slide.
Desa went to their medical kit, which consisted now of
some sterile binding tape, a needle and thread and a small jar
of salve. She put that and a water skin on her belt and was up
between the walls before he knew it. "Slow down," he called
to her, "Her injuries are not life threatening."
He was amazed at her. She moved across like a
professional athlete. She moved without complaint. Rendrak
didn't even see her legs start to shake til she was only ten feet
from Valla. Valla sat up by then and was watching Desa with
as much worry as Rendrak. She was brushing the dirt from
her scrapes and hissing, but she had moved out of the way.
Desa more or less jumped the last ten feet, almost scampering
down the 70° slope. "Oh you poor thing," she said, "those are
bad."
"How did you do that so easy?" Valla asked.
"My house in Dos was made of cut stone, we used to play
in the hallways all the time. I think I'm also fifteen or twenty
pounds lighter than you."
"You made it look easy."
"It's not easy, I'm going to be sore. Nothing like you, but
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that took all I had." She was trying to talk softly, maybe
hoping he wouldn't hear. He heard, and he knew. He was sixty
pounds heavier than Desa, he was having a heard time
catching his breath. He knew he was going to have to make
the crossing on anaerobic energy. He could not re-charge by
hanging there in the middle, the energy it took to stay there
was more than his lungs could give him in this air.
They took awhile getting everything across. First he threw
a quilt roll. They used that to cushion some things and keep
others from falling thru the cracks. He had to rest for minutes
between each toss. He wrapped the crossbow and arrows in
another quilt to protect them. This was a difficult throw for
him. He couldn't get enough arc without throwing it at the far
wall and letting it slide down. It was heavy in his condition,
so he got as close as he could and swung. His release was bad
and he leaned forward, the black opening yawned and he had
to bend and pull with his hand on the wall to right himself.
His foot slipped into the abyss and he fell heavily on his ass.
Meanwhile the crossbow struck the rock nowhere near far
enough. Its momentum carried it a little farther, but it was
sliding down, it wasn't going to make it. Desa grabbed a tiny
handhold and leaned out as it slid. She leaned way too far, she
had only one foot on the ground, the other was out on that
nearly vertical slope. The crossbow slid by and she grabbed
only a corner of the quilt. The quilt nearly came unwrapped,
the crossbow peeked out and two of the smaller arrows went
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clattering down to nowhere.
"Could you give me a hand," she heard her tell Valla. "I
can't let go. Grab my hand and get low and lean."
Valla was mewling in terror the whole time. Rendrak
wanted to run over and grab her. Only twenty five feet closer
and he could have pushed her from this side. His heart was
totally stopped at this time and his ears were ringing. At no
instant did he ever need this woman more. Valla leaned
against her and grunted with a mighty heave and Desa started
to pull back from the edge. Then the quilt unwrapped again,
one of the shatter-tip arrows twirled free and the crossbow
started after it. Desa grabbed again, pulling Valla more
upright. She shrieked, Desa grabbed the crossbow by the end
of the bow and wriggled herself back onto the ledge. The
quilt and three arrows managed to stay entangled with it.
Rendrak passed out.
He came to with Desa kneeling over him trying to get
some water into his mouth. "This is too much altitude for you
here, we really should have gone around."
"You came back," he said thickly.
"Did I ever tell you I love you," she said. "Did I ever tell
you I'd follow you into the depths of Mordor?"
"There's plush tourist coaches with footmen to take you
thru Mordor today," he said.
"You're right," she said, "and there are comfortable canal
boats and sailing packets that could have taken us to Wescarp
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for the price of the wagon and supplies we abandoned at BinGeegaith."
"Desa, I have never done anything of note in my life. For
four centuries I have never done anything more meaningful
than trap garden pests and random day work. I've never
written a text or performed in public, much less have my
name on a recording. This is my monument, Desa. I have no
skill at anything."
"You are the most skilled man I have ever met at making
women horny."
"And what skill is that? A lucky mix of genes, a friend in
the DNA business, a good diet, a little exercise and paying a
little attention to who they are."
"It is the skill that brought me here," she said.
"So you wouldn't have come here were it not for me?" he
asked.
She didn't say a word at first, didn't have to. Her face said
it all. 'Do you think I risk starvation, dehydration,
dismemberment, dessication and the death of my daughter for
entertainment?' was written on her face. He took another sip.
He was able to sit up and draw his legs up onto this slab. "My
genitals were following yours, I was dragged along," she
finally said. She sat beside him. They were looking up into
the pocket this slab made in the mountain-side when it fell.
He wondered if their movement across here was going to
crack off another fifteen thousand ton slab that would make a
little layer of goo out of them when it fell. The next slab
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would fall, it is all about when.
She ran her hand thru his hair. "You're too high," she said.
He wondered if he would have done better if there was a
yaag supply on this trip. That was one of the key ingredients
in this trial wasn't it, that he test himself without yaag. He
knew right now that if there was no yaag in Wescarp he
would turn back even now. It was knowing that there was
yaag in Wescarp that kept him going wasn't it?
Even knowing that, and knowing how he felt, he knew he
was not going to make it across. This is where it ends. He had
always known he would die in a fall. Maybe that was because
as a babe he lived high on a tower in Yarolin. "I haven't been
high since the week before we left," he said.
"Altitude silly," she said. "But did I ever tell you I'm
proud of you for holding up as well as you have without
yaag."
"Thank you," he said. Why not admit it to her, no one had
ever been as much to him as this woman. "There have been
times I haven't had time to think about it, but all the endless
hours of trudgerey, there is little else I thought of. Did I tell
you how much renewed determination it gave me when I
knew the closest keg was in Wescarp and not back to
Talthaic?"
"You might have, that was when we still had
TwoFourDown."
"I know, but what would he have done here?"
"I don't know," she said. "He could barely fit in this crack,
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he might have squeezed thru walking on the side. He might
have gone over, kedas can stand thinner air than we can."
"We like the deeps," he said.
Desa threw most of the rest of the stuff across. He tried to
rest up for his crossing. Valla and Desa were efficient and
methodical about it, the only thing they lost was Desa's knife.
They emptied the water pack before they threw it, and it
landed safely, Desa tossed the three full water skins and Valla
caught them all. Her scrapes were still red and oozing, but the
salve had numbed her a little.
Desa went back across. Making her way with methodical,
economical long steps, getting her toes and fingers and butt
into irregularities in the rock each time. She was blowing
hard when she got to the far side this time, but on a pace. She
scampered down almost thirty feet on the slope this time,
landing in the quilts. They immediately spread the quilts for
him. Their chests were moving far and quickly up here, but
they weren't gasping.
He hyperventilated as he got ready to mount the wall. He
knew he could do it from before the sleep. He had done this
before in vertical walls, even as an adult. He found the rough
rock of the sloped wall made it easier, but not easy. There was
no doubt, he could not do this aerobically. It was up to his
muscles and his muscles alone. He had never been ashamed
of his muscles. If there was something about him that was
strong, it was his muscles.
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Step, step, place hands against the wall, get a grip and
move the back a few inches, maintaining enough pressure
against the wall to keep from sliding. It's not as hard at
seventy degrees as at ninty, but it does take some effort.
When playing this game, going to the top of a hallway or
maybe six feet along the hall is a rather long session of doing
this. One can remain motionless, wedging himself in the hall,
but it does take muscle and muscle does use energy. He has to
move thirty feet. About an inch and a half at a time. This is
sort of a long way to go anaerobically by the time you get to
the crack in the rock, he noticed. This was a bit of a
maneuver, and took more effort that he really had to spare.
His legs started shaking already. He had to wedge himself on
his fingers and knees to rest. It hurt quite a bit, but it kept the
muscles from spasming.
Once settled in the new width, he could work himself
along again, an inch, maybe an inch and a half at a time
again. One calf went into such a charlie horse he had to stop.
He was dizzy with the blowing in the thinness of the air. It
was getting hard to feel things, his hands and feet were
tingling too much.
"Breath nice and steady," Desa said. "You're going to be
sore but you'll make it. Just breath nice and steady and let it
hurt."
He bumped along a little further. He skidded a bit but
caught himself. He heard Valla's intake a breath and a couple
bits of rock rattle away. He let it hurt and took a few more
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bumps. The amplitude of the shaking in his heels was getting
to be extreme. He slid a little more and thrust hard to lock
himself in the crack and lost skin on his knees doing it. A
pretty big piece of loose rock was dislodged and kept
clattering and clattering into the black abyss below. He
gasped, as much from the pain of stopping his slide as the
lack of air. His heart was hammering much too fast, it hurt
bad.
He grunted and bumped along again, then again. He was
groaning in agony. He could still hear that pebble clicking and
clinking ever faster and in ever bigger bounces down deep
into the chasm. His next bump reminded him that he'd lost
some skin on his back too.
No matter how it hurt, he couldn't stop, he couldn't get
enough air. He bumped along. He had gone a few feet beyond
halfway. He moved one foot then the other. It didn't matter if
it cramped. He let his ankle hurt and got his heel to the wall
on the next step. A rough spot on the cliff dug into the raw
spot in his back and saliva sizzled inward between his teeth.
Another bump. A smooth spot on the cliff seemed like all
he could ever wish for in life. He almost sighed with relief,
then was suddenly checking a slide again. He didn't have the
breath to groan the next inch. In spite of that he did groan on
the next bump. He was shaking too bad, he had to wedge his
bloody knees. He inched again, gasped, inched again,
slipped. He slid a few feet this time, a rough spot caught him,
he screamed, but strained anyway, ground, stopped, howling,
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reached out and locked the ball of his foot in a tiny
indentation. He got both hands behind him and bumped his
tailbone to another minuscule projection in the rock that hurt
in its own right but held him more and let him move his
shuddering, flaming leg.
"All you have to do is get across," Desa pleaded, "Just get
across and fall. Fall and you will live. Please, Rendrak, life,
all of life, even if we aren't worth living for, if you let go now
there is no life at all."
He had no water left for tears but they fell anyway,
plopping like his blood on the rock face. He put his hands
back, pushed himself another inch. He didn't even try to
breathe. One foot, the other. He lost some altitude on the way.
That was good. His heart hurt so much that he thought it had
stopped. Another two all-or-nothing bumps and it had stopped
in dull daggers of pain, it didn't matter. He would get across
dead and fall in their arms like the savage boy. Step, step,
bump. Step, step, Bump. Again and again. The pain in his
chest was unbearable.
"Good, good," she yelled, "Just a few more." He wished
she wasn't leaning out toward him. He tried, he was dead
already but another bump, another. No hearing, but he saw
them screaming, no sight, but he felt another bump, then, with
a screaming silence, it was blank white.
Four centuries of life is longer than you think when you
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look at it casually. So many regrets paraded before him. He
could have had an education. Hubnet would have mentored
him at those coach works. All the women he should have
spent more time with. The ones he hadn't traveled with alone
were enough to spend days flagellating himself about.
And there were all the hours those centuries held of things
he would miss, Ghulie so pretty in that orangnarc field, they
got so high that Afternoonday. Paddling a new canal, purple
ruff leaves glistening in dawn dew and steaming thesh rolls
Zhlindu style. Hunting wild karga in the Echestain delta.
Making people laugh. And most, what he would miss the
most, all the beautiful and wonderful and interesting and
exciting girls. It all unwound, all the life he had, all he had
already and he had thrown away on this stupid quest to be a
hero, to make the crossing that so many had attempted and so
few had finished. And at the end, as the whole long recording
of his life played out, the two wonderful girls he had brought
to death with him.
Valla's mouth was over his, he sputtered, his eyes opened,
Desa's hands were crossed, pumping over his chest as he tried
to cough. Tears were steaming from their eyes. He coughed
again and sputtered, his chest hurt so bad when he took a few
convulsive breaths, he gasped, he choked. He felt himself
slipping back into the white again but those wonderful,
beautiful girls held him and dragged him back.
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17. I Can Go On
By the time she got Rendrak down out of the cleft, Valla
had a fire going, with a tuffakette roasting over it. She had
done some digging toward a well. There was a little seep
coming out of the rock and she had dug a basin and a
steriskin was filling in it. She sprang up to help as Desa
appeared around the last boulder. "How's he doing?" she
asked.
"I'm doing, little girl," he gasped. He was still leaning on
Desa's shoulder.
"If you weren't made of stronger stuff..." she hugged him,
then took him from Desa to their little camp.
There were three trees, some kind of spindlewood she
wasn't familiar with. There were some curious red nullbreaks
and plenty of sap nubs. There were more weekleaves than the
other side and the sand was finer. To them it was a paradise.
They were down well over a thousand feet from their height
and Rendrak was breathing easier. There was no question that
they would remain here for the dark. After nearly losing him
they would be very careful.
Valla sat him on some rocks she had arranged. Desa found
a rock that was pretty flat but had a shallow cavity in it. She
put that over the fire, once it got hot they could render some
broth. Then she realized she was being silly. His stomach was
fine, except for the nerves. He would eat the tuffakette with
them. She tossed the rock back to the scree pile it came from.
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"Nice work," she told Valla about the camp. The tuffakette
was a nice big one and she couldn't wait to eat it. She was
already starting to get to the point where hunger was starting
to diminish as genuine starvation began. "How'd you get
this?" Even a big tuffakette would have been cut in half by
the crossbow.
"Just grabbed it when it ran," Valla said. "That was when I
yelped, I got sand in my knees."
"Sorry about that."
"I'd kneel on the sand til dawn to have that food."
"We should catch another for tomorrow if we can," Desa
said, "They're very hard to see in the dark."
"You'll have to go way down, I was down around the next
turn when I found this guy."
The landscape here was rugged. They were in a narrow
ravine that ran generally northeast, but twisted so one could
not see the bottom very far. The flat sand at the bottom was
forty feet wide here, but narrowed ahead. She'd wait til after
dinner, there were still ten hours remaining of light.
When light returned the next week, they were all much
refreshed. The water pack was not completely full, but Valla
and Desa would take turns carrying it. A few turns down the
ravine they even found a few puff berries, not much, but
something besides the two tuffakettes they had consumed
while at that camp. The cold had still been as brutal and they
spent Dawnsleep like any other, in a spoon stack with
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Rendrak in the middle, wrapped in three quilts. The sleep had
been more comfortable on the softer sand.
After the puffberries, the sand disappeared and the scree
from opposite sides met. They were climbing over boulders
again. The ravine they followed got shallower. After an hour,
they were within sight of the pass, another hour and they were
there, helping Rendrak and taking it a step at a time.
From here they could see the lay of the land. There was a
large valley leading northeast, as they had seen before. In
general it went northeast for about a hundred miles but
somewhere out there were more snow capped peaks like the
ones that defined both sides of this immense ravine. In detail
the floor wandered from side to side, and was more or less
deep. They could see for many miles and she really wished
they could see the next waterhole, at least some tussocks and
sap nubs, a little tinge to the ground in an area. From here
they could look back and see that the slopes at the head of
this ravine were struck with green. There was no hint of that
anywhere in front of them. They could not make that distance
in the light of a week if Rendrak was a highlander.
Rendrak however, continued to improve and by the time
the full heat of light had put their clothes back in their packs,
he was not slowing them down. Of course by then, they had
lost at least two thousand feet of altitude. As soon as their
stomachs were ready they stopped for lunch, a little more
tuffakette wrapped in dry-skin. It was tough and tasteless, but
she was worried about the route in front of them.
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"I think we should strive to be very sparing with the
water," Desa said. "I think the next water hole is dried up."
"That's prudent," Rendrak said.
"But there is no need to hurt ourselves until we know we
need to," Valla said.
"Use sand," Desa said, "to clean with."
Valla swallowed. She was squeamish about that. Desa
hated it too but if they needed to go two weeks, she would
treasure a few drops to drink that she might have used on her
hands. The luxury of open water might not appear for awhile.
They blistered under noon and had to shelter under a quilt
weighted down over the space between rocks. They had to dig
for cooler sand to lie on. No one got much rest. For dark they
dug under a flat rock where there was a little sand. They
hadn't seen a stick since they left their camp. They hadn't seen
a week leaf since before lunch.
By the next dawn, the water pack was no heavier than any
of the others. They toiled up another long hill, much of it
jagged loose rock. At one point they started a slide that nearly
killed them, they had to scramble to get out of it. When the
dust settled the hill they had to climb was a few feet lower.
The great cliffs were impossibly high here but only thin
shreds of glacier clung to them. She hoped her count of the
weeks was off. By her count they'd passed the solstice and
were now in winter. They needed to get out of these
mountains and desert or they would freeze. The valley was
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wide and they were in sun at all times. As noon approached,
the sun was brutal though the air was cool. They descended
steeply however, and within two more hours, the air was hot
as well as the sun.
For that Noonsleep, they over exerted building a rock
shelter and Rendrak now had a sore back. They didn't go far
in Afternoonday when they had to start climbing again. Desa
had no need to lecture anyone about the water by now. There
was one more fill in the water pack as Afternoonday began. In
her mind she vowed that she would not re-fill her skin til
Nightday at the earliest.
They climbed thru most of Afternoonday. They were high
on a ridge as Kortrax touched the tall peaks to the west, ahead
was a steep climb down into darkness.
"I say we go on as far as we can," Rendrak wheezed. They
seemed to be once again above his ceiling. A couple thousand
feet made a big difference to him. If they could get down they
could give him a little thicker air and a much more
comfortable sleep.
"As long as we can see well enough that we don't get
hurt," Valla said, "I'm for it. Nightday we'll have to build
another rock shelter, but use smaller rocks this time."
Desa didn't comment. It wasn't dark, they had another
hour, maybe hour and a half of twilight. That would get them
around the next bend or two. In the dark she couldn't see what
was down there, she imagined a tiny trickle of the next water
hole. Please oh Universe let only that last one be dry and let
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the others still exist. She hoped for a small stand of wild
thesh, a couple big berry bushes, a scattering of edible roots
finding some space between the rocks and maybe even an
orangenarc patch blooming on the bank of the pool.
They spent Dawnsleep in a rock shelter that they built
during Nightday out of smaller rocks. At light, the water pack
was empty. She wished to forget the argument over whether
or not to bring it. Desa brought it. They hadn't had to worry
about how to wash their hands after for awhile. She wished
they had tried to save more tuffakette, she would have eaten a
fuzzy grey piece of it last Nightday. They each found a few
bugs for breakfast, drawn from their holes by the hope, not
presence, of dew. Desa had been worried if she would be able
to convince Valla to eat them to save herself. No worries
about that, she fought for them. They were of the dtair class,
they actually taste more like chuff or tumuf. She would hate
to have to ever admit that she now knew what they taste like.
She had to fight to keep it down. There weren't enough for
one real mouthful. They scoured the area for more.
They found a sap nub, a single sap-nub, later in
Morningday, but before it got hot. It was three sided so they
remained civilized and shared it.
For the remainder of Morningday they climbed again.
They pushed themselves not to drink. They climbed on. As
she knew would happen, as they got higher, Rendrak had
more and more difficulty. He climbed slower, wheezed more.
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The week got hot in the sun and they sweated.
The noon delivered them to the top of a ridge with a huge
slab leaning on another forming a cave ten feet wide, eighteen
feet high and coming to a point fifty five feet away. It took
two trips for them to get their gear and Rendrak up to that
cave.
In front of them the ridge went down only a hundred feet
on the far side but opened out into a sandy floor a few miles
wide that curved away to the north. There was still no sign of
life, but there were signs of erosion. It might have been from
seven million years ago, but there were marks from water in
the distance. Those marks must have been made when the
glacier out here last melted, that was during the Energy Age.
There were some who argued that the glaciers have as much
to do with the Ttharmine cycle as the Hrrst fault.
Ancient though it was, the stream pointed the way
downhill, the stream would find water. Going on now would
be senseless, they would not get Rendrak to lower ground for
awhile, here there was shelter from the merciless heat. On this
noon the heat was not as bad at it had been, the temperature
under the rock was comfortable and Rendrak was able to rest.
There were no bugs for breakfast today. A lichen out there
would catch on fire. There was no evidence there had ever
been a bug under this rock. There was more likely a fossil bug
in it. She drank too little water, still there wasn't enough.
It looked like they had all expired. She was the only one
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of them that had any water left to wake up to. Then there was
the old skin that was in the clothes pack that Rendrak had
been carrying. They could each get a few mouthfuls out of
that. Rendrak was awake and reached for his empty skin.
"The spare is all we have left, we filled it when we
emptied the water pack."
He struggled to that pack without getting to his feet, she
should have just got it so he didn't have to move. She didn't
really want to move herself, but to remain here was certain
death and in a short amount of time. "So how much do we
have left?" she asked.
"A cup, maybe a bit more," Rendrak answered. "Is Valla
conscious?"
"I don't think so," she answered.
"I don't think I will be much longer. The heat should be
abating by now."
"It's not as bad," she said. "I think I can go on if I had just
a couple sips."
"I can't," he said, "the way this heat is it might not be til
late, but I need more water than this to last that long."
"Give me a little," Desa said, "save a sip for Valla if she
comes to." She took the skin from his nearly-limp hand, wet
her mouth, took a small swallow. The great hero was laid low
but somehow, she was still going. She handed just over half
of it back to him and gathered all the empty skins.
She didn't pretend she wasn't stumbling and staggering
worse than the worst case of alcohol she ever had on any
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waterfront. There was no one here to be embarrassed about so
she didn't care. All she cared about was staying behind the
rocks and making progress down this gully. When she had to
crawl to stay out of the sun, so be it.
She didn't keep track of the time or the distance, just
remembered to go downhill and leave plenty of tracks. With
each passing hour it became a little bit easier to stay in the
shade and there were more signs of life. She ate the first sandleaves she came across, more for the moisture than nutrition.
Maybe it was only symbolic but she straightened and her pace
quickened. She grabbed a few more but stopped when they
became common. A digestive system two weeks without food
couldn't consume a lot of these.
She saw brush farther down the gully and almost ran,
stumbled like a ballbush was more like it. There was a clump
of brush, and more farther down the gully. She kept up a more
deliberate pace and ate a few of the tip buds off those bushes.
A mile farther on the fossil stream was barely visible any
more, but there was enough life around to know there was
moisture. In a muddy spot she cut a sharp stick and started to
dig.
She didn't know how she was doing, her vision had
contracted to a point, she was wheezing, she hurt all over and
she didn't care. She dug two feet in this soft soil before it
began to get damp. She dug six inches more like a machine.
She was making noises like those savages at Bim-Geegaith. It
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seemed so long ago now, she had walked into that so fat
dumb and happy, like she was out with her family on a
picnicking trip.
She attacked the first skin when it was only half full, but
the second one was filling, she dug out a little bit more and
noticed the sound of her digging continued after she stopped
much longer than one would expect in this close thicket.
There was a creature of substantial size nearby, she scanned
for it and found it. It was a pebbled nyobba, almost invisible
against the rocks. It was painfully skinny and thus most
desperate, and big enough that she knew it was going to try. It
was about three feet long in the body, another three feet of
tail, a standard eight legged frame, not theiropsoid but
carnivorous. These things can probably travel this pass in
herds if they could find something else that could survive out
here to feed on. They don't have the fangs of a dactyl, but
their teeth are many and sharp, like fragments of broken
glass. She didn't feel like she had much blood left in her and
she was very reluctant to lose any playing around with this
thing.
She had Rendrak's knife on her, but didn't bring the
crossbow. There were two sticks nearby big enough to whack
it with but the nearest good sized rocks were in the pile it was
slinking over. It was smart enough to know not to move when
she could see it. If she kept her eye on it, it was essentially
pinned. She hated to waste time from the skin filling, but she
wasn't going to turn her back on it either.
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When the second skin had all it could take and it was
securely strapped to her, she moved to the larger of the local
sticks, still keeping the nyobba pinned with her stare. She
picked it up by feel. It was heavy, the trunk from a previous
generation of these shrubs. The far end, what had once been
the root, was interestingly knobby and pointy. Yeah, it had
very good weight. The nyobba didn't understand when she
raised it over her head. It thought it was still invisible in its
camouflage, only its middle eye swivelling to track her
movements.
"Wah" and she hit it pretty close to the head, well, some
of the meat from the front quadrant was salvageable at least
and the other three sections were all undamaged. In the
century and a half that she had lived so far she never felt so
savage as this moment when she cut this nyobba open and
cached it as well as she could for their return. She felt the
most savage of all when two weeks of hunger convinced her
to take a leg to chew raw on the trail.
Afternoonday was well along now. She had spent hours
getting here, there would be more hours getting back. She
drank her fill from the skin, sterilized by its membrane, then
refilled it. She would take more on the hike back, as much as
her body could use in fact, because she would be delivering
much more.
The hike down was all downhill, following a watercourse
cut by glacial runoff and maybe detailed during the once
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every few years a rainstorm would make it up this far. Going
back would all be uphill, and steeply at first. It was cool
enough in the shade, and she knew it would only get cooler.
She knew there were two people back there that she loved
who were near death so she allowed herself to push herself.
She didn't worry about being a little bit dizzy, just not so
dizzy she fell and stopped making progress or so dizzy she
couldn't retrace the scuff-marks she made stumbling down
here.
She let herself have some water about every hour. She
was glad the tracks she left were nice and obvious. She had to
slow down. There were hours getting down here. There were
hours to go. It got very boring, following that trail of
footprints over gravel banks and sandy washes. Mile after
mile.
Hours later she wondered that she could have made it all
this way, without water, already thirsty when she started, and
in the brighter heat of the day.
She came up to a place where she crawled, it went out of
sight and around a bend, tiny in the distance. "I could have
never done this," she said out loud. "Something is wrong
here, there is no way I could have come this far." She needed
another sip when she finally got to the place where she had to
crawl to stay in the shade. She was worried about getting
back to them with the first skin half gone.
She followed her footprints onward. She didn't remember
sliding down this embankment, but checked her hair and
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found it to be full of this dust. It was very toilsome getting up
there, and when she finally made it, resolved not to take
another sip, she was greeted with a trail of footprints coming
from the horizon.
Another hour later, Kortrax was getting low. She
wondered how far back she had separated from her footprints
and followed those of someone else coming in from the
desert. Or did she go right past the rock they had spent the
noon under. She was very careful to make sure she was
following only one set of tracks and that they could at least
possibly be hers.
She wondered when Narrulla would be up, not til late in
Dusksleep she thought. This plain was so open they might be
able to walk it by starlight. She hoped she would be able to
follow the tracks after dark. She had been thinking, run back,
bring them water and then come down here to camp for the
dark where we have firewood. They could not get back there
til Noonsleep unless they could travel in the dark. They could
not survive the dark without a fire, so they had to travel in the
dark.
But just before Kortrax snuggled into the hills, she saw
the flat boulder where she left them. She struggled up the
boulders. 'Oh please be alive,' she thought. She found herself
at Valla first, wetting her lips before she even noticed that she
was still warm. She breathed, she sputtered and Desa
immediately got the water on Rendrak's lips, feeling him to
be warm also. Valla moaned and Desa dripped a few more
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drops on her. Her lips moved almost like a newborn suckling,
Desa poured more onto her. Rendrak was making noises
behind her. Valla was regaining consciousness. She got that
skin into her hands, tried to get the another to Rendrak's lips
when Valla sat bolt upright sputtering.
"Woah, Woah, Oh Dear God what a nightmare. Oh my
head..." and she sank back down, gasping, but with her eyes
open. Desa was watching her and trying to get more water on
Rendrak's lips til he started sputtering.
It took hours to get them restored. She told them there
was food waiting.
"You should have brought some," Valla said.
"I would have if I knew how far it was..."
"You just came from here, how could you not know. It's
dark again."
"Right, but Narrulla won't be up for a few more hours."
"How's Rendrak?"
"I think we should make for the well with Narrulla," he
said. "Let's rest until then."
"If the cold was anything like last week, we need to get to
fire before then. If not, we have to stay here thru the dark, like
last week and make it to that well after dawn."
"We just used up most of our water?" Valla said. "We can't
last thru the dark. We would start with less next week than
this week. We've just got up from Noonsleep. It's dark but the
temperature is with us. Both Cynd and Kunae are in the sky. I
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don't want to sleep hungry again."
"Your mother has just made this trip twice," Rendrak said.
"I was asleep the first time," Desa said. "If we can go
now, we should go now." She couldn't get any more tired.
She'd had a little rest while they re-hydrated, she helped
gather up their things and went to the path. In the ruddy light
of the lesser suns she could see the ragged line of footprints in
the sand. Three times on this endless path since she had last
slept, but survival gave her no choice but to somehow lead
them back to where she found water.
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18. The Confession
By the time Kortrax finally favored the east with a hint of
color, Rendrak knew he had a fever. He saw that Valla was
already up, digging a little deeper into the mud of their
pathetic water hole. Desa was still asleep, she would need to
sleep for days after this.
This camp was more than he felt he deserved at this point.
He would be dead now if it wasn't for her, they both would.
How could he ever deserve these two? How had he lead them
into this hell, then abandoned them here thru his own
infirmaries.
His chest and lungs still ached. They had come lower
since the cleft, but not very much. If it wasn't for the damage
he would be fine. He imagined his lungs had been bleeding
internally, it felt that way. His heart was still laboring more
than it should after a good sleep. It had only been warm
enough to get out of their cocoon for a little more than an
hour, Valla was still in everything but her quilt. The cold had
been especially brutal thru the dark, making him think that
Desa was probably right, they had lost track of the date and it
was now mid winter.
He saw that Valla had put a couple skins into the water
pack already. She saw that he was awake.
"Welcome to this week," she said. "I found some berries
down that way, I put some right by your head. It looks like
there's more farther down, maybe another half mile. The cold
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preserved plenty of that nyobba, it'll be good all day."
He reached for the berries, didn't know what they were.
They were pretty hard, more like a nut than a berry, but they
were food. His head spun when he tried to sit up and he
slumped down again.
Valla rushed over, "You take it easy, I'll get it for you.
You're still above your atmosphere here."
"It's not even that," he groaned, "I've come down with a
fever."
She sighed, "We finally find some water and food and
now you take sick."
"Like I've said before, some hero I turned out to be."
"Some hero Desa turned out to be," Valla said. "I hope
she's all right?"
"She seems to be in a peaceful sleep, but you are right.
She came back for me across the chasm, came back for us
across this desert. There should be a monument where she
crawled, so tall you can see it from both Dos and Zhlindu."
"That would be a thousand miles."
"A couple hundred anyway," Rendrak wheezed.
"Just rest," Valla told him and fed him some more berries.
"I could bring the fire back and warm some of that nyobba if
you want."
"If we had a stew pot..." he got that far. They had spent
fourteen irons for the special light-weight, high-strength
cooking vessel they had abandoned in the wagon.
"You just let me know if you want anything, meanwhile
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just rest." She tucked the quilt around him again, he hadn't
noticed til then that he was shivering.
The next time he woke, Kortrax was well up and Desa
was up. She was lounging on a sand bank, chewing some
nyobba and holding a water skin. It was almost pleasantly
warm by now. Valla was not in camp. "How's my savior," he
wheezed, surprising himself with the weakness of his voice.
"It's like the day after a monstrous party," she said, "But
what about you?"
"I've taken ill."
"Valla told me, I'm not surprised after all you've been
thru."
"You've been thru that and more."
"I was born a mile higher."
"What you did last week was epic," he said. "I wondered
how I would do if I had to carry you or Valla, if everything
ran out and we were dying. I was worried about that. I
doubted myself, I wasn't sure I could hold up. What would I
do if I couldn't save you?"
"You'll see when that comes up," she said. "There's some
more of this, it's not too rancid yet. Who knows, Valla might
even come back with something fresh. She brought more of
these berries, I don't know what they are but I've eaten some
and hadn't had an ugly reaction."
"I had some earlier," he said. She reached out to him, they
were close enough that their fingers touched. "I love you
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more than ever," he said. "I'm sorry you had to follow me."
"You know what? I'm sorry I did too. I'm sorry for my
burning lust that drew me to you."
"You had to be over your initial lust before we left. What
I've got isn't unique and you're very attractive in your way."
"Yeah, a thousand miles into the desert from the nearest
woman."
"Some women are striking beauties, at first glance you are
dazzled by their beauty..."
"You are like that." Desa said.
"But as you look closer, you notice more and more
imperfections. You are the opposite, at first glance you are
merely attractive, but as one knows you better and sees you
more closely, one sees the perfection of your beauty more and
more."
"I didn't mean the looking closer part in relation to you."
"But I do," he said. The closer you look at me, as in the
trials of this pass, as in real life, not plan and game, and the
more imperfections you find."
"You beat us at everything we trained at, you got us thru
those savages. If it wasn't for you they would probably have
us each stuck in huts serving a native man and pregnant."
"I failed at altitude."
Desa sighed. "I didn't think about sending you to a
geneticist for that, I'm sorry."
"You shouldn't be. It was supposed to be my expedition."
"It still is, like I said many times, commercial
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transportation, going by way of my old house. Regular meals,
running water, convivial company, yaag..."
"I know, but there is something you don't know," Rendrak
said.
"There are many things I don't know."
"You don't know how it was in my head when I walked
into that library. Now let me take you back. Before I walked
in there I had the log book we've been following and the
tourist brochure from Wescarp. I had a plan of looking into
the rumors of this pass. I thought it would make good
conversation around a keg in these parts."
Rendrak didn't let her interrupt, he just kept going.
"Before I'd gathered enough information to make erudite
conversation on this legend, I understood that you had already
organized the outlines of what it would take to make this real.
You were my chance Desa, my chance to do something
legendary. With your brain and my brawn we could conquer
this pass, we could find the truth behind the legend.
"Without you, I would never have dreamed of actually
making this crossing. It was because the idea kept you
interested that I continued to pursue it. I was scared that I
would back out, that I wouldn't have the courage to let you
make this real for me. I was proud of myself for never
backing out. As long as you kept me organized and allowed it
to go forward in reality, I would not back down.
"You led me to do something real in my life." He stopped,
his chest heaved. "And it is your brains and your brawn that
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brought us thru."
"First of all," she said, "trying to sound gentle but he
could see smoke billowing in the hollows of her eyes. "It was
perseverance, not brawn and second, we are not thru this. I do
not see a casual resemblance to a 'fun-loving land of beauty'
in the current scene."
"I believe we are thru, I believe all you have to do is
continue down this wash and you will find only more life."
"Use the word 'we' Rendrak, you've got a fever from
exhaustion and the thin air. There's enough to eat around here
to stay a week. You're not going to die now, like you said,
we're thru the worst, but we face a long walk down." Desa
took the pouch where he kept the maps. She unfolded the map
of Wescarp, examined it and the mountains surrounding them
and showed him where she thought they were. From this side
there was no mention of the crack thru the mountain, but this
valley was shown and they had come over fifty miles down it.
"You think we're there?"
"Yes, the four peaks, the way this valley curves. If we're
here," Desa said, "we can get to green land fifty miles closer
by going over that divide."
"I will follow the riverbed." He pointed to the map,
noticed that this intermittent stream was the Lhar.
"Yes, I agree. That goes this way," she pointed to the big
bend in the valey. "It's just over a hundred more miles, but we
never gain altitude again."
"I have to go that way, but I have to survive this fever
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first."
"The only thing you need to worry about is your guilt
over having the fever. We don't have a large choice of team
members out here, so we all have to forgive past mistakes.
With what you just told me, I guess it is my stinking crack
that got us all into this. If you were going, it would follow
and I had to go with it."
"But I never would have gone, never could have gone
without you to organize it and understand what it really takes
to get this done."
"And what of poor Valla, her life has only been about this
expedition. And you started all this as something to tell
drinking tales about?"
"You see, I never was a hero. I should have never mislead
you into thinking I was one."
"Or did I just imagine you as one and make you play the
role?"
"There was a lot of that; wasn't there?" he asked, then
coughed. "I guess I wasn't cut out for the part. All I've ever
been is a wandering stud preying on women to support
myself."
"Did I mistake you for your stunt double?"
"Something like that." Talking was a lot of work with a
chest like this. It felt like his lungs were a mass of scabs.
"You just rest," she said, rubbing his shoulder. "I'm sorry
we got each other into this. I'm really sorry, but I did try to get
you to take commercial transportation."
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"You did," he said, "and that is my biggest crime. I
thought I would prove myself to be a hero who really did
deserve you."
"There was no need..." she began.
"Or ability to do so," he finished for her.
She stopped and just looked at him. He couldn't penetrate
her feelings. That was something special about this woman.
Most of the time, he understood enough of what made them
tick to understand what they were thinking. Desa had a few
more layers to her than that, and he wasn't sure what would
be revealed at any one time. "Maybe it is good that I finally
get it beaten thru my thick skull that just because you are of
ground-shaking beauty doesn't mean you are without fault or
that all your plans make perfect sense if I only understood."
"I am certainly not without fault, you should have known
that from the two decades I came home blithered almost
every week while I lived at your house..."
"It was supposed to be my mother's house..."
"It was one I never earned a penny of..."
"You have entertainment value..."
"And how real is that? Am I entertaining lying here in the
desert, trapping you heroines in your guilt because you can't
abandon your failed gigolo to the sun..."
"Oh shut the fuck up," Desa yelled. "We don't need to get
into a death spiral over the shortage of yaag out here."
"It effects you too."
"God damn right! But about the only time you don't think
338

about it is when we have a survival emergency to deal with,
isn't that right?"
He was silent for awhile, then thought of the right thing to
say, "You too eh?"
She blushed. 'Yes miss 'just being social', you have a habit
you feel more than you want to admit,' he thought. Still she
had saved his life thru heroic acts, why was he lashing out at
her? Wasn't he trying to lash out at himself for being such a
failure? He felt like a scrounge who lived in a dump and
wrote hate-filled missives to post on public walls. "Desa, I'm
sorry, we should have taken commercial transportation. I
shouldn't have come in there when it was your shift. I
wouldn't have lead anyone into this..."
"And I would have taken Valla back to Dos in a few more
years, in time for the band meeting at my house."
"How stupid of me," he said.
"And how stupid of me to not understand you."
"I kept it hidden. I beg you to leave me here now and save
yourselves."
"Oh get out," she shouted again, "do you think we are the
first or last people in the world to screw with each other's
heads? You're not even the first in my life. You got some sun
fever, we're delayed a week. We never should have come this
way, I guess we all admit that now. You know who we really
shouldn't have subjected to this is Valla."
"Oh I'll get over it some century," she said, appearing over
the embankment with a brace of tuffakettes. "And you know
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what they say about young adults, you need to instill selfconfidence."
Rendrak just nodded about that. "As long as you don't
lose your life getting it."
"If there's no risk, it isn't a real test is it?" Desa said,
looking at Valla. "The self confidence could be false
braggadocio."
"Yeah," Valla said. "Now, I don't think it's false," she was
putting the cleaned tuffakettes over the fireplace.
"You carried the water up over the peak," Desa said, "That
wasn't false. Neither of us could have done that."
"You have also carried us," Rendrak said. "I am the one
who has let us all down."
"You got us to the water hole," Desa said, "You carried
the pack when neither of us could."
"Scarcely a trial compared to what Valla endured."
"That kid died in my arms, that was pretty damn real."
She collapsed on him sobbing. Finally dealing with the horror
of that incident. And he couldn't save her from it, couldn't
afford to have the memory erased should they all reach
Wescarp. He couldn't protect her from it, he couldn't make it
better. All he could do was hold her in his feeble arms and let
her sob.
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19. The Juicy Human
We have no name, who hunt alone all our lives. We have
no name who are so alone that we see none of our kind to
fight or fuck. We are many times beyond the time when we
would fuck, if we were mature. Cynd has circled the sky
many times since he has been alone, except for one recent
encounter that did not end well. He is of a species of theirops
as they are called by humans in their Common Tongue. He
was thus one of the least social animals that ever evolved.
He is a youth of that species, in that he is no more than a
thousand pounds, though he may have been held in that state
for three thousand Earth years, his memory is not accurate
enough to know just how long, waiting for more fertile
territory that can support a larger animal. He cannot grow on
the meager diet available in this land. He has not matured and
still has his tongue teeth so he could not fuck if he did find
another of his kind.
He is hungry on a scale with an arctic wolf or a mother
polar bear. He has to conserve water and energy strictly,
moving as little as possible, slowing his metabolism to the
minimum necessary to keep life in the body. He had done that
thru countless winters and summers. His last big meal was
three summers ago, a nice spicy nyobba. Since then he's had a
few stray darters, an occasional tuffakette and a couple
muskumps. Spring was soon, he had more hope than he had
thru the bitter cold darks.
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His problem is territory. As in all of his kind, he covets
the next one downstream and every few years tests its
boundary against its current master. This last time he hunted
those woods for ten years before the other found him.
Because of the time since he had last seen a fellow theirops,
he even offered his nostril but was offered only tooth and
claw in return. No doubt the other could see he was too
stunted to fertilize an egg.
There is little use in hunting any of his territory but that as
close to the next as he can pull off. Because the owner of the
next territory also pushes his boundary toward more fertile
ground, a lot of uncertainty about the boundaries exists and
unpleasant discussion can ensue. He was glad, as of now
there was no younger cub claiming land deeper in the desert
than his and poaching on his territory. He had successfully
stopped all cubs going out there since he got thru this far in
the first place.
He was now pretty much healed from his last attempt to
poach on the next territory inward. At least he could get up
and about now without splitting one of his wounds back open.
The pain was still bad, but not so debilitating that he couldn't
deal with anything he found out this far. He would have to
stay out here for awhile until he finished healing and got his
strength back.
He actually hated it out here. Endless miles of heat and
cold with hardly a mouthful a week in sight. He often had to
lap up saprunners to survive. He had rarely experienced really
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sinking his teeth in his whole life. It happened only when he
was poaching. He hardly ever found anything that was a
whole mouthful, much less more than one. With such meager
rations he was not growing at all, if anything he might have
lost a little size since his brood father drove him away.
He wondered if he should have chosen a territory in the
other direction, towards the threat of humans instead of the
poverty of desert. Human territory was easy except for the
humans themselves. The problem is, humans will bother a
theirops that isn't bothering them, so it is a constant challenge
to stay out of their sight. It was poor here, but lot safer and
that was probably why his brood father had sent him in this
direction.
Today he was scouring the bottom of a small
embankment. These places trapped a tiny bit of moisture so
there were a few scraps of vegetation near them and
sometimes a vermin to eat them that didn't take close
inspection to see. He found so little that he spent time licking
the dirtiest of the plants he found free of bugs so small that he
couldn't see them as more than dots. Theirops eyes are stuck
in distance focus, their lens is almost rigid and they can't
focus on anything closer than about three feet, the end of their
snout. The only part of their body they can see in great detail
is the great plume of their tail and he hadn't even spread his
yet this year.
There was a large bug on one of the skinny nubleafs,
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almost as big as one of the points on his serrated fore-claws,
eighteen inch jaws of solid cellulose and enamel that
resembled those of a crab or lobster but were reinforced for
strength and backed up by forearms that bulged with thirty
inches of muscle. These claws were meant to snap limbs off
prey at the hip and to defend their territory from others of
their kind. If he ever reached his full growth, these claws
would not be so big and heavy for him, his jaws would be
three feet, not two in length so his fangs would be the correct
size for his mouth. He would weigh a full ton, twice his
current weight.
At last he surprised a family of saprunners. He got two
four-inch ones in the open and tore the tussock the others ran
into apart with his claws. He cut two in half doing it and
licked the tasty morsels out of the serrations in his left, then
snapped the other ones as they ran, two and three inch
juveniles, tender but tiny. He had to admit he used his tongue
much more than his teeth on his prey out here. He was getting
quite skilled at it in fact, he wished he were getting as skilled
on lentosaur calves on the Altilhar plains. He had once seen a
lentosaur calf before he was caught, but he had never actually
sunk his fangs into one since he left the land of his brood
father over a hundred miles north on the Numondit plains,
approximately three thousand Earth years ago.
At this point he would have been very, very happy to see
an adult lentosaur, even a fast one with an attitude. Wounded
as he was, he would subdue that beast and gorge himself on
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the kill til he lapped up the last of the bugs that crawled away
from the bones a half-year from now.
But he knew those memories of his own were not from a
lentosaur, but something else that had been driven out here.
But he would not have a younger cub pushing him from
without, this land was too sere, this had to be the end of it.
His territory extended to the open desert or to the high rocks
where only mountain scamps climb. He'd say let the weenieeyed worms have the high rocks, it was hard enough to
breathe here in the canyons of these mountains.
He was troubled by the fact that the air was beginning to
change its direction of drift and the duskwind would take
over. His manes got a hint of something, but it was becoming
down-wind. He went middle eye first, boulder to boulder
along here, scouring with eyes and manes at every one. He
moved quickly, not paying a lot of attention to what was
around him, but snapping up a couple big slimy muliucks on
the way by. 'That was already the biggest meal since summer
began,' he thought as he slunk onward.
The duskwind, like the dawnwind, is when the edge of the
continental mass of the Kinsheeta, pushes thru the thin part of
the tidal bulge, where the tidal wind is moving fastest. When
the air has already been dried by a previous mountain range,
low pressure caused by rain is not a factor and the tidal forces
take over. The wind was not strong here, not like it could be
where there was a direct view of the deep basin. He knew the
territories would all be defended, but he had seen the basin
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floor from his broodfather's land and knew that there was a
million square miles beyond human ken down there.
Land he would rather ply than this. Mooliuks really don't
taste that great. A swirl of air brought him another whiff of
something ahead, but it was an unfamiliar smell. It was meat,
but with just this whiff he could not say what. Not quite as
tangy as something thongoid, not as musky as something
tentacloid. Something mild in flavor probably. It was still a
distance away. He picked up his pace but used his toes. He
kept his eyes all the way up, his claws down. It is wasteful
and boastful to raise one's claws til the pounce.
He was close, he raised an eye over a boulder and peered
far into the distance. 'Lo and Behold' is the best translation
our linguistics staff can come up with for his thoughts when
he peered down the wash and spied motion. There is
something down there big enough to be very tasty. From this
distance he couldn't see more than a moving dot, the color of
something kargoid or blanthoid. He slunk out of sight, but
quickly, so quickly that a live audience would 'ooo' and 'aah'
and give it all away. But there was no audience there at the
time and the creature was unaware of how quickly he was
closing in on it.
He was soon close enough to this feast-sized morsel of
prey to see what it actually was. Peering over a rock again, he
saw it was a human, one of the juicy kind, his eyes told him,
but dry at the moment, his manes told him. The human was
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combing the embankment for sap nubs and such, eating some
of them and collecting the remainder, either to eat later or to
bring to others. That was a very important question, a lone
human is a tasty but sometimes technical piece of prey, an
armed group of humans is definitely best left alone, even in
his present state of starvation.
His manes didn't find any other's close by, but there was a
breeze and he was headed downwind and that made him
nervous. That the human was down wind of him is not so
much of a disadvantage with humans because their sense of
smell is just good enough to keep them from stepping in shit.
His wounds still stank pretty bad, however. Even a human
might notice them if the wind was right.
There was no cover to follow this human but the boulders
along the base of this ridge. He saw and then smelled it get
nervous. Humans are almost as pretty as they are tasty and
this was a pretty one with a big mane of curly head-fibers and
a firm but streamlined body that was beginning to emit
tantalizing aromas of fear and stress.
He was pretty sure the human hadn't really seen him yet,
but it knew he was there because he inevitably moved rocks
and they made substantial noise in this stillness. He might as
well be a little less cautious so when a big rock hid him, he
sprang forward at a full dash, all eyes concentrating on
footing and brain running on overtime to make each footfall
propel him toward that boulder before the human could see
around it.
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The boulder was an immense slab extending over a
hundred feet up the hill, forty feet wide and a ragged ten feet
thick, a component of one of the countless moraines that
criss-crossed out here from the ebb and flow of the glaciers
over many thousands of cycles of the Ttharmine.
He sprung to the top of that boulder, hoping a big meal
like this would be enough to work him a little closer to full
adulthood. He had misjudged the shape of the boulder and the
human saw him. It emitted a piercing noise and ran toward
the next boulder after this, near the top of the embankment.
Humans can run only half as fast as he and it could not get far
before he took it. He took a last quick look around for other
humans to be formal, then bounded across the top of that
boulder for the kill.
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20. The Theirops Cub
It was now a week and a day since they left the camp
where Rendrak had his fever. They had not faired as well
since. Rendrak did regain some strength. He was able to carry
the full water pack until they each needed a refill. After that
Desa was able to move it a little way forward, they took turns
getting to the first Noonsleep.
Where the next water hole lay in the journal, there were
only a few scraps of wind-carved snag sticking out of the
sand. They burned those sticks that Nightday, now their
footprints and some ash were all that mark where a water hole
had once existed. In a year or two, the wind would erase even
that.
By now she was confident that this journey would erase
all traces of her bond with Rendrak. He had proven to her that
she had been just after the show, just the fame of being with
the most beautiful guy. She had certainly used the Yiheeng
experience to go after the must beautiful guys hadn't she?
Wasn't that why she lost Kostya to Envitta after all? She had
been having way too much fun and paying Kostya way too
little attention that whole tour hadn't she? And why? Because
of bedding guys like Rendrak, the strong-chinned, tall, bigshouldered Nordics that lived in the Talthaic area. Seven of
them at the last three festivals they played.
Should she be so shocked that Kostya took a few decades
off from her, especially if Envitta kept paying attention to
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him. She almost laughed out loud right here alone in the
desert at that thought. She wondered how Envitta got him so
far he hadn't found his way back when she got bored with
him. Actually, he probably made it back to her house for the
band meeting. He would have written though, he would have
intervened in the sale. Maybe he did, maybe he and Envitta
were there in that house now. Foolish thought, Envitta can't
stay with a guy that long.
Anyway, the pursuit of a beautiful dreamer's drug dream
had gotten her this far. She was certainly not going to let it get
her any farther. But what about Valla? She wasn't really ready
to live on her own. She could do it, but she should have
another half decade to hone a skill. If anything, cooking
would be her skill, not that she had a chance to use it on this
journey. Desa wanted to remain with her sister some more,
more than another half decade, she could see no reason to
ever wish to loose contact. She was the closest family she'd
ever had.
But it was Rendrak that comforted her more wasn't it?
Desa was bitter over the fact that this was due to something
their mother had left them, the enhanced connection from her
genitals to the pleasure centers of her mind and the way it
clouded her judgement. What would she do if Valla should
choose to follow him? She would have to ask her. Valla
would probably make her choice more on where they were
going than who they were. She didn't know whether Valla
would choose the forest or something more like Talthaic.
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Noonitondow was probably more like Yarolin. It was that
deep, the mountains were all but invisible from all but the
tallest towers. It was a fifth the size of Yarolin, an eighth of
Talthaic.
She never wanted to visit Talthaic again. She never
wanted to visit the pursuit of the beautiful man again. It
would come to be that in her mind. It might all come to be
regarded as a big mistake in her life. She could end up using
the money sent ahead to Hazorpean to book commercial
passage back to Dos to start over. Right now the thought of
living in some little hill village tending a garden prone to
frost and shaded by soaring shaftwoods didn't sound
appealing. Vacationing that way for a few years while Valla
gets settled, she might do that if Valla chose to go with
Rendrak.
Her thoughts were wandering, she should pay more
attention to where she was. A sand runner could break for
cover and she could miss it. Now that she was all that anxious
to chew a raw sand runner anyway. A sap runner was greasy
enough that she probably would, but there were barely
enough sap nubs to support a population.
By the journal, they should be out of this soon. By the
map, they might have fifty miles to go. Rendrak had finally
come to believe her that they were now on the fringes of the
Wescarp map. The thin air made things look so much closer
then they really are. The peaks they could see around them
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were sometimes thirty or even fifty miles away. Once he
understood that, he could see how it all fit. The map said the
valley would get wider and greener, but they might have a
whole week before they were out of it. If they found nothing
more than these sap nubs to chew, they would live, but they
probably couldn't go another week without water. The water
pack was very light, they could probably empty it before they
stepped off. They should not, she thought they should save
every drop til they were about to faint since she didn't think
they would find any til they got to the place where the map
showed green.
She had a dream that they would see green before the
dark of this week. They had lost count of weeks, but they
were deep in winter, the cold and length of the recent
Dawnsleeps told them that. If they did not see green this
week, then next for sure. Unless some further impasse was
thrown in their way, the way things had been going, she
wouldn't be surprised to come out at the top of a thousand
foot cliff with dense forest at the bottom and no way down on
this side of either wall of peaks. There were peaks to the
northwest and southeast, miles distant, but visible from the
little ridge where they camped.
She knew she shouldn't be out here in this sun, it would
help dehydrate her. But she had never minded it as much as
the average person. It wasn't that hot, the Noon hadn't been as
hot, certainly not above a hundred degrees. She had upgraded
her skin early in life, back when she still made her living at
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knot-craft, so she was not injured by the sun and stayed nude.
This wasn't the hottest Afternoonday wake-up they'd had on
this trip, it was actually cooler than most had been.
Desa was scouring the area of their camp for anything
edible. There was nothing here but a few sap nubs here. She
ate some of them anyway just to give her stomach something
to do, she even kept a few to bring back to the others. There
had been nothing since that camp at the well she reached
alone, the base of this embankment was the first signs of life
they had seen since then.
She found a small tussock and it had some tiny bugs on its
stems. She would have eaten them a couple weeks ago, but
she anticipated better pickings by dusk. She wiped them and
the sand off the tiny bulbs and started on those. It was getting
cool enough that Rendrak should be able to travel soon. He
was doing better and better as they gradually lost altitude.
Today she thought he would be his old self again, the hero
they followed into this pass. Today he could have carried the
water pack. It was too bad it was almost empty today, would
be empty when they all filled their skins and the extra.
She wondered if she was ready to eat something raw, or
did she anticipate food enough that she would pass that up?
What she was really hoping for was something sumoid and
vegetable. They hadn't eaten anything sumoid lately, it would
be worth while to graze on some week leaves. She didn't see
many around, but they would certainly find some as
Afternoonday wore on. They wouldn't stop the hunger, a
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pound of week leaves was a half-acre of dense growth.
The sap nubs were better at stopping the hunger. They
were the only thing of any value here because they would
relieve the hunger and they had real nutrition coming in a
week at the most. But she could really go for a little stand of
soft-root nullbreaks right now. There weren't even thick
lichens to scrape off, those are sumoid, if there were any.
She stopped and stood up, she had been bending over too
long. She looked at where they were. They were in a wide
valley that had seen glaciers come and go from all sides for
thousands of centuries. Ridges and boulders were
everywhere, sand was plentiful since the eons of glacial
action had ground so much off the boulders and the even
longer eons of wind had scattered it deep on these valley
floors. Their camp behind a boulder on the top of a small
ridge was no special feature on this landscape, but she was
following the ridge and would not loose sight of the campsite.
It was the tallest boulder on this ridge, if not the biggest.
She thought she heard something, some pebbles move a
few hundred yards away. What could possibly be out here that
could move a pebble? The biggest creature they had seen in
quite a while was a saprunner and they are skinny little
highknees that are too flammable to cook. Still, she would eat
one raw if she could find one right now.
She watched carefully in that direction, hoping a decent
sized inglethor or a tussock slug would somehow find its way
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out here. Whatever it was had gone behind one of the many
random boulders that littered the base of the ridge. She
moved on again, knowing she should go in that direction in
case there was some chance she found something they could
eat.
But then the noise she thought she heard might have been
something big enough to use the crossbow on and that was
back where they camped. It had been so many weeks since
they had seen something big enough to use that on that it was
now useless weight to lug around. Valla had argued to leave
it, Desa had refused, especially now after coming so close to
losing it and herself in that chasm.
It was now four days since they had eaten anything more
than a sap nub or raw bug. If they had a nice big nyobba to
roast, they would need to spend the whole afterlunch
gathering enough dead sap-nubs to cook it. It wasn't that so
many sap-nubs were still alive, it was because there weren't
very many.
She found a tiny little tussock, not more than 2 inches
high, but combed it carefully for decent-sized bugs. There
was nothing visible to the naked eye. But then a sand racer
burst from its hole right under that tussock. She slapped
madly at it and touched its tail once but it darted up the slope.
She sprang after it for a few feet, but knew she had lost all
trace of it. She hunted for its tracks, but she had to consider
that two ounces of meat is not worth hours of toil in the hot
sun. She should get back to the camp, the others should be up
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by now and they should move on if they could, there was
nothing to feed them here and no sign of water.
She heard something big again, much closer, disturbingly
close. She knew by the sound this was something big, and it
had moved a lot closer to her. She did not have the crossbow,
she didn't even have a stick like she did with the nyobba. This
was bigger than the nyobba, and now little more than a
hundred yards away.
She kept watch and scurried back toward the camp the
best she could. She had to admit, she wasn't her best in this
heat, starved and dehydrated. What was she doing out here
unarmed? What was it doing out here? There wasn't enough
food out here to support a large carnivore. Was it a coriax
down from the peaks? What would they be doing here, this
was miles from the nearest coriax habitat. They live on glacial
margins where water is plentiful.
She moved quite a ways back, but it was following. It was
staying out of sight, but she could hear it. This was more the
behavior of a theiropsoid than a mountain scamp. A mountain
scamp would just run her down aggressively. There wasn't
enough out here to support a stray mindune much less a larger
species. What she heard had to be at least as large as a
hyadune or hakken. Neither one of which would she want to
face even with the crossbow.
It was now about three hundred yards back to the camp.
She was about to run for it, but her vigilance was keeping it
out of sight, if she ran it would be speed against speed. She
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didn't have much speed. Not today. She continued to work her
way back, keeping watch. Whatever was out there thought it
had time. The theiropsoid carnivores are intelligent enough to
know that humans can be dangerous. Her vigilance might
make it think she was armed.
She wasn't looking for food now, she clutched the
bandana she'd wrapped a few sap nubs in more for security
than anything else. Maybe she would beat the creature on the
nose with it. She looked around for a handy rock. It was fine
sand and giant boulders right here, a few more convenient
sized ones back where they spent Noonsleep, in the shade of a
gigantic one.
Every time she passed a boulder, she heard the thing
clatter up to it. It was trying to be quiet, but it would dislodge
a rock now and then and she would hear it. It was still two
hundred yards to the boulder they camped at.
She should scream and run now, but she knew if she did;
it would pounce. She made it to the next big boulder to the
one they camped at, a huge slab forty feet wide. As she
passed it, she heard something again much closer, like the far
side of this rock. She turned and caught it just in time while
the rock was still between it and her. It was only forty feet
away.
It was over ten feet long and probably weighed at least
eight hundred pounds already though it was only half grown.
It wasn't a hakken or a hyadune, it was a theirops. Only a cub,
but it was a theirops. It was skinny and buck toothed and
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scruffy-furred and wounded in two thighs. A not-soprosperous theirops cub out in desert like this. A survivalhungry theirops cub.
Now, instinctively, she screamed as she turned and bolted,
no chance of reason having any part in deciding her actions
once that image was on her retina. She had so little start on it
and Rendrak was so far away. She heard it clatter across the
boulder, she was only thirty feet from it when she saw it
spring for her with claws raised and head down, jaws gaping
and six legs sprinting. She ran with all she had, straight back
for the camp, knowing it was coming down on her back with
both its scissor claws snapping for her neck at any instant.
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21. A Thin Line of Shade
The heat was still intense and there was no shade
anywhere but this sliver on the south side of this boulder. The
burning face of Kortrax looked down in anger, his bands
compressed into a scowl. Just a few feet away it was twenty
degrees hotter and he could feel the heat radiating off the
gravel out there in the sun contrasting with the cool from the
great boulder beside them. He knew Noonsleep had to be
over by now and looked around the camp. He could tell from
the angle of the sun that the journey had taken them much
longer than planned and they were now deep in winter. If they
had been here in summer the shaded ground would have been
less than thirty inches wide. As it was, it was actually seven
feet. Still the noon was hot when Kortrax struck.
Valla was here, listlessly rolling her sleeping quilt. The
big water pack was almost empty, he wondered if it would be
worth the effort to try and bring that on. At some point it
becomes unnecessary. There will be some point where water
will be plentiful.
He would carry it anyway, just in case. He stretched and
felt a lot like himself again. He cursed himself for not seeing
a geneticist about his lungs once again. Because of that, these
women would certainly disappear from his life as soon as
they reached civilization. He deserved it, he had mislead them
and risked their lives in this foolhardy quest to do something
important in his life. And even in this he had only
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accomplished it because his sexuality had allowed him to
ensnare a couple capable woman to carry him thru. He must
never allow himself to fool himself about that. He would fool
others regarding the trip thru this pass, and many of them
would be other women that he would force to support him
once these two left him.
If there was anything he should do in his life, he should
stop being a parasite to women. He should stop rationalizing
that they were glad to put him up for the sex and the status he
gave them. He should stop pretending that he did his part in
life by doing the ten percent of the chores that involved
strength. Most of all, he should stop the lies. He should stop
pretending that he cared for them when all he really wanted
of them was support and sexual relief.
He wondered if he was actually capable of loving. Did he
love Desa? He had an awful lot of respect and admiration for
her, but did he love her in the full sense of the word? Would
he give his life for hers? He didn't know. He knew he would
risk his life for hers, but would he sacrifice himself? He didn't
know. He had stayed with her to raise a child, that was often
considered a great sacrifice, but how much did he sacrifice?
He certainly had plenty of other women during those two
decades, a lot more variety than she ever got, a lot more
variety than she even knew about.
By all accounts he read, they should be out of this by now.
They had come fifty miles beyond the last textual account by
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his count. Their route was still downhill, so they couldn't be
heading back into the waste, but they had come a long way
west between distant massifs of airless heights before the land
lead them back to the north again.
Still there was no sign of water and very little of anything
else. They had spent Noonsleep camped near the top of a
small ridge on the south face of this great boulder, from here
they could see a few miles to the north and east, and saw that
downhill really turned to the east here and this ridge would
lead them to high ground if they followed it further north. The
bottom of the ridge is where all the life was in this area, and
there was very little of that.
There was barely enough air to carry speech, but he had to
ask, "Do you know where Desa went?"
"Scrounging for green sap nubs I think. I think we should
move on if we can. I know I don't want to but I think I can go
on a little. It's really not that hot. I have only my own skin
left," she pointed. It was tucked under the base of the boulder,
the coolest spot in their universe right now, no more than
eighty Fahrenheit. She kept talking, "So you each think you
lead each other into this? Is that what I heard last week? This
expedition, the expedition that my entire upbringing was all
about; was just a game of 'blink' between you two?"
"No it was not, I was about this expedition before I met
Desa, but I don't think I could have ever pulled it off. I give
Desa credit for the organizational skills that helped get it
done, that was what I was trying to say. Without her I would
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have had the good sense to turn back before Bim-Geegaith,
probably at the camp we spent last year. Without her, me and
any other guys I got to attempt that pass would have elected
to bring a few kegs and then elected to finish them in a great
summer at Echestain pool at the most and never even made it
to Bim-Geegaith. Without Desa we might not have ever
figured out we needed a keda and cart to carry all the gear we
needed. There were so many other things like that in the
planning, so in many ways it was Desa that made it real."
"And you blame her for that?" Valla asked.
"I guess I do don't I? I guess, when you get right down to
it, I didn't want to have to actually have the grand adventure
I'd imagined. I'd like to have the tale to tell in the ale halls of
Wescarp, but I guess I always knew what hard work it would
be and how uncomfortable, and in reality I would forever
only tell of it."
"You know what?" Valla said, struggling with the knots of
her quilt roll, "This has turned out exactly like I always
thought it would be," she said. "I thought it would be
desperate survival like those sword and sorcery tales of the
Troubled Times but with the desert as the enemy instead of
demons and dragons and enemy legions. If we had to face
that, I'd want my own crossbow, but for this, I don't want to
stagger under the weight. I knew I would be more scared than
I have ever been in my life. I knew I would come to doubt
everything and everyone. I knew we would have no one to
rely on but each other. I knew at some point it would depend
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on me."
"You would leave me here in the desert to fry also
wouldn't you?"
"No?" she seemed genuinely dumbfounded.
"You resent this journey?"
"You gave me the choice since I was little, come or stay.
You know what I worry about, I worry that it was my
enthusiasm as a naive kid that pushed you into it. I worry that
you are trying to back me into confessing to causing you to
come here by pretending to take the blame on yourselves."
"That sounds like knotted logic," Rendrak said.
"I'm trying to say I can blame myself also. The only facts
in real life, we were all gung-ho, all four of us counting
TwoFour-Down, til he was killed. Oh we got smelly and
grumpy before then, but that's when this got serious."
"We would have made it thru easily if he wasn't killed."
"We couldn't have carried enough to feed him this far."
"He could eat tussocks, there's been a few of them around
the last few weeks."
"Very few," she said. "And how would he have dragged
the wagon up to the cleft. How would he have got across the
gap?"
"Probably the same way we did, by wedging himself in
and moving like we did."
"You think he could do that?" she asked.
"I would think so."
"There's no way we could have got the wagon thru there,"
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Valla said.
"No, and I think we knew that all along. The text said it
was just eighteen inches wide at one point. We knew we
would have to abandon it there. If TwoFourDown got thru, he
could have still carried a lot of the gear."
"And what if he couldn't get thru?"
"Kedas can go into thinner air than we can," Rendrak
said, "he would have to go over."
"And how far is that?"
"It seemed to be only another thousand feet or so. I think
you could have made it."
"I probably could, but I wouldn't want to."
"So you do resent this journey."
"All right," she snapped, "So we were all stupid. We all
set off on a stupid quest because we were all too stupid to
back out and now we all want to alternate between blaming
ourselves and blaming each other."
"I am the only one who wouldn't let us back out," he
whined. "Desa wanted to go around right from the
beginning."
"I always wanted to go this way," she reminded him once
again. "Maybe I didn't know any better, but I was always on
your side. I always thought it would be great fun, a daring
adventure. You know how many desert adventure stories I
used to read."
"This is a far cry from riding gruul with Fmaklite
tribesmen."
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"The tribesmen weren't what I expected on this trip."
"You expected to be taken to silken tents and well wooed
didn't you?"
"That would have been exciting," she admitted. "I'd much
rather have that."
"If that boy had kept his spear down," Rendrak said.
"Never, not even if the alternative is the dildo."
"I'm sorry it didn't turn out like you expected, but I do
think you would have found that in reality the Fmak are no
better lovers than the boys of Talthaic."
"Even half as good would be better than that damn stick
of wood."
"I'm sorry," he said once again.
"Don't be sorry, I haven't hardly thought about sex since
Bim-Geegaith."
"And that's not normal for a girl your age."
"Dad, I have to tell you that after this trip, I don't feel my
age any more."
"No, I agree with that."
She had her quilt rolled by now and the remainder of her
things together. He started on his. It wasn't normal to go so
long without passing water, but they had been drinking so
sparingly that sweat was the only outlet. He shook out his
quilt, noticed how badly it needed washing, and had just
started to roll it when he heard Desa scream less than a
hundred yards away.
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He sprang to the front of the boulder and saw her running
this way, with an adolescent theirops looming over her at the
next boulder, claws raised to pounce. With reflexes, not
thought, he grabbed the crossbow and loaded it with the
heavy shatter-tip bolt. Rendrak jumped down the wash with
the crossbow loaded in his hand, still remembering to take the
extra weight into account in his arc. "Down!" he screamed, at
the snap of the bow.
She pitched forward just as the theirops went up for its
pounce. The bolt was in the air and would miss the brain-case
at the base of the eyestalks because of that. He and Valla both
screamed when they saw it come down almost on top of her.
It thrashed, eye stalks writhing, with the arrow deep in its
throat. Its claws clacked loudly but neither seemed to get
purchase on her. She scrambled out from under it just after
Rendrak desperately put another arrow in it, and she stumbled
again.
He ran to her, picked her up, relieved that she still felt
whole. Desa couldn't stop shouting "Uh, Uh, Uh" with every
breath. She retched and brought up some bile before she
could sink into Rendrak's arms and whimper.
He held her a long time, until she could breathe normally.
"One good thing," he said as he still held her, "We've got
plenty of good food now."
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22. What Have I Done
The waterhole was tiny, just a little sink, pretty stagnant,
but with three or four nice trees around it, some brush, a little
patch of killrush, a yoonberry bush and over an acre of
ribbonleaves. As she looked at it from this boulder on the
corner closest to the water of that acre, she thought of
TwoFourDown once again. He would have loved this so, a
nice fresh-grown dinner. Her stomach was full for the first
time in weeks. They'd taken all they could carry of the
theirops. The yoonberry bush was now bare, there were only
two pkattas left as far as they knew, and all the dry twigs had
been gathered for this dark.
The map made her confident the next light would bring
them out of the desert. The only account they had of this
waterhole was a diary from the 42nd. It was on the last page.
There is no way to tell what happened to the writer of that
diary after that, but it was a sure thing that his diary made it
thru to Wescarp because it was published there in 424414.
They were in thicker air, Rendrak was heroic again in
deed, not just in her mind. There was water and there were no
carnivores nearby, at least none she could see by this firelight.
She kept her hand on the crossbow anyway, she hadn't let go
of it since Rendrak put it down to butcher the theirops. They
both let her have it, it had taken her most of Afternoonday to
stop shaking. It had taken til Duskmeal for her to eat any of it.
Soon they would have more of it for Darkmeal, and the
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cold would preserve it for Morningday breakfast. They would
not take it with them, it would spoil by Morningday lunch.
She was actually still full of it from lunch. Theirops is a
special treat, but she was already getting sick of it, she hoped
it would be a good long time before she ate it again.
Nightdays were always boring on this trip. It was two
thirds of the way thru the day and Narrulla was emerging
from eclipse. Only on the way from Bim-Geegaith and after
her crawl had they traveled in the dark. Today she was sitting
on the largest rock nearby, about forty feet from the fire. She
had on her nightcoat, leggings and her quilt pulled around her,
and that was enough for now, the cold of this dark was not
quite as intense as the last few weeks. She had noticed
Kortrax was noticeably higher in the sky already, so they
were at least to Fendeveermon. She hadn't said much today,
Nightday was usually the day they did most of their talking.
The light days of the week they were usually walking and that
often made conversation difficult. She didn't feel like talking
today and so she sat apart from them.
She wondered how long it would take for the mental
damage from this trip to heal. First TwoFourDown and then
that theirops cub. Her brain felt like it was in worse shape
than her body. Valla was at least talking to Rendrak this dusk,
she hadn't said much but the pleasantries and the necessities
since Bim-Geegaith. One good cry two and a half weeks ago
without putting many words to it. If she would open up to
him, Desa wouldn't interfere.
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She was surprised in a way that her lust for Rendrak
wasn't broken. It had been before the cub, she was sure of
that. It wasn't just her memory playing tricks on her in the
thin air. She was resolved that the most she would do is stay a
few years til Valla got settled if Valla chose to stay with him.
But while she got herself in that trouble wandering around out
there making plans to leave him and punishing herself for
driving Kostya off, he was saving her life.
She knew that if it hadn't been for his deep origins, he
would have carried them all. If it wasn't for him, that theirops
cub would be growing fat from her meat. He was helping
Valla thru something now, she couldn't hear the words, but
she could see the sobs. Desa hoped he could help her, Valla
was too young to have to go thru this. Desa felt some guilt
that she was not the one helping her thru it, but maybe she
needed a man's point of view. Maybe Valla hoped Rendrak
could tell her what was in that boy's mind when he threw
himself at her. Desa hoped that Rendrak would tell her
something that would help her mind rest.
Would her own mind ever rest? There was one thing for
sure, the Desa that went into this pass was not the Desa that
came out. There was a saying, 'what doesn't kill you makes
you stronger' from the Troll side of her ancestry and there was
another old saying, 'what doesn't kill you leaves you
damaged' from the Elven side of her ancestry. Where did that
leave her as a whole. Or was that it? Maybe she wasn't whole
any more?
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One thing for sure, if she was ever asked in the future,
'what's the best route from Dos to Wescarp?' this was not
going to be her recommendation. In fact she would contribute
to a warning sign at the Echestain pool.
She wished she could be rational about Rendrak. What
had he really done here? His stubborn and selfish need to
make this crossing had nearly killed them all. In spite of his
strength and endurance, he had been the weak one out here,
because of something they had not considered. If she was
rational, did his strength and skill killing the theirops make up
for the fact that she was exposed to it in the first place? How
different would she feel if one of them had died on this
journey?
How would she feel if Rendrak had died? It wouldn't
matter, he wouldn't have been around to kill the theirops and
she would be dead also. Would Valla have made it out on her
own? She probably would have, but what personality would
she have left after such an ordeal?
How would she feel if Valla had died? There was always
the dark side to her relationship with Valla. After knowing her
less than a year, she had been left with a half-decade toddler
who was utterly dependent. It was impossible for Desa to just
abandon her, the Instinct wouldn't prevent it, but her soul
could not. The fact that the child's mother had taken her soul
mate of fifty decades was also a strike against her. The fact
that she had been a sullen child at first, while Desa was
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desperately despondent over Kostya, made it all the harder.
But after Desa did some daywork, met some people and
got out of her funk, Valla picked up also. She was never a
bundle of laughs, but she became pleasant and content once
there was some company in the house. Once Rendrak came
into their lives, Valla became almost spirited and never a
bother. The two decades she had spent with Rendrak raising
Valla were the happiest time of her life except when she was
touring with Yiheeng and Kostya. When you came right down
to it, Kostya was a musician and a little more open, but
Rendrak was twice the hunk of meat and somewhat more
romantic.
Now that her belly was full and they were, for all intents
and purposes, out of this, she wondered what would happen
to them in their future in Wescarp. She was now physically
healthy enough to feel lust again, but was it just gratitude
because of the theirops? She had to admit that until then, she
seriously doubted that she would join with him again,
certainly not once they reached the other side. Just this past
noon she had been looking at the map of Wescarp and
focusing on that university symbol on the city of
Noonitondow. She hadn't said anything to him because she
knew he wanted to be a logger in the mountains, but just half
a week ago she was all but certain she would part from him at
the town of Hazorpean on a coach to Noonitondow as soon as
she picked up her money.
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Why did she go thru all the agony of this expedtion? Just
to have Rendrak wasn't it. If she was just going to leave him
now that it was over, why did she bother in the first place? Of
course, what made her think she could keep him now that this
was over? He had pretty much admitted that all he had seen in
her was someone to plan his expedition for him. Now that this
was done, he would probably find someone much more to his
liking here. There was plenty of Dwarf in the gene pool here,
he could get a woman with generous breasts and a tiny waist.
He could get a woman already established here, someone
with a home, someone who knew people. Desa's function was
complete.
Could she get over him? Looking at him with Valla in his
arms she felt that she could not. Physically he was all she had
ever dreamed of. It would probably take her longer to get
over him than it would take her to get over this ordeal. Why
did she have to be like this? Why couldn't she be happy with
someone normal?
But she could, she had been happy with Kostya for almost
fifty decades and he was little more attractive than average.
She and Kostya had meshed better in their lives hadn't they?
Why did she... 'But, silly; it was Kostya that left you!' she had
to remind herself, with someone as sexually overwhelming as
Rendrak. But then she had shown little attention to Kostya on
that tour. How tangled is this after all?
She didn't want to give him up. She still wanted him. She
wanted him this Dawnsleep, but it would be too cold without
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the fire for Valla to sleep alone. If she didn't want him, would
she make a more rational decision? What was the purpose of
rational decisions? To produce better life outcomes. What is a
better outcome? She knew having the man she wanted was
way too important to her happiness, but if that is what it takes
to make her happy, isn't that a good outcome?
She watched Valla and Rendrak and understood
something that she felt was profound. They were a family.
Though they shared few genes, the closeness she'd had while
raising Valla and planning for this expedition forged a strong
bond between them before this even began. When all
Rendrak's friends backed out and they had continued to
prepare without them, they had grown even closer. Their
reliance on each other out here had pressed them into one, as
they would be this Dawnsleep, like most of the others on this
trip. Even when the three of them no longer shared a quilt for
Dawnsleep, she thought the bonds they had forged would
hold.
Would Valla become Rendrak's second mate, or would she
find someone of her own, or many someones? They would
have to plan for that in the home they purchased. Or would
they? Valla was very close to adult now, how long would she
remain with them? Or would she remain as an adult partner,
with or without a man of her own? Whatever happened, she
was confident that her life in Wescarp would be much more
sedate than this passage. Maybe even boring.
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23. A Woman's Passage
Valla looked at the narrow chasm before them. It was not
filled with as many boulders as the one a few weeks ago, but
it was the only route north. It went downhill, that was key,
with any luck they wouldn't have to dig at the next water
hole. She watched her parents climb down ahead of her,
scanned the scrub behind her with the crossbow before
climbing down herself.
She could tell it wasn't as hot this week, even though it
was toward spring. They were not sure what week it was, at
least Fendeveermon, probably Chezhervizhod, the same week
they left. They were going to run low on water again this
week, but if it wasn't as hot, she could drink a little less.
She was tired of stinking, she itched all over. Her shift
was gross, she wished there was enough water to wash it. Her
quilt was gross. All of theirs were. Hey, but she was alive. It
hadn't looked like she was going to live to see adulthood for
awhile there, but since Desa's crawl, they had not run out.
She was so in awe of her mom. All her life Valla had
wondered if Desa would make it. She had never doubted
herself, since her youngest childhood when she first
understood the choice she had to make, she had known that
one way or the other, this journey would be the way her
childhood would end. She could never have imagined how
hard it would really be.
They were climbing with more energy than they had in
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weeks, especially Rendrak. Because he was born so much
deeper, he had suffered most. He knew the air was thicker
here and he was wrapped in as much anticipation as she was.
It was hard to tell with Desa, she always looked like she was
in a perpetual state of eager anticipation or delighted surprise.
She had to strap the crossbow on to climb for awhile and
this is the kind of country where a coriax is most likely to get
the drop on you. She needed both hands to climb, so she
looked around carefully, then slung it. She had trained with
this as much as either of them, but when they started this
crossing with two crossbows, they never had her carry one.
After five hundred miles they have one crossbow, and she is
carrying it.
The water hole of Bim-Geegaith had changed them all,
but she knew it had changed her more. She had the most
courage over TwoFourDown's death, then that primitive boy
had died in her arms. That was very disturbing still and
troubled her dreams. He was such a horrid creature, and
ephemeral. She was deeply troubled, thinking what it must be
like to have a life like one of these shatter-tips for the arrows,
designed to self destruct.
If she thought her life would be like that, would she have
had the will to make it thru this pass? She didn't think so,
there were plenty of places when she could have just let go
the way that boy did. Lying in that baking heat while Desa
crawled on ahead was one of them. As bad as it was for her, a
lowlander like Rendrak had it even worse.
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The climbing became even more difficult, they were
descending into a chasm, the boulders were getting larger.
She caught up with her parents as they contemplated a drop
of almost forty feet that would put them at the bottom of a
twisting wash, much easier than this. "Now we could use that
rope," she said, seeing the problem.
"We carried what we could," Desa said.
"I think we can get under here," Rendrak said, looking
into a crack between the mountain and the boulder they were
on. "Let me take a look."
He took off his pack and squirmed into the hole. She
heard him grunt and scrabble, then shout when he slid. "I'm
OK," he said from somewhere beyond their sight, "but it's a
good thing this goes thru because there is no way to get back
up there. Slide my pack down."
His was the water, Desa was too trusting sliding it down
now, she wasn't sure he really knew that he was thru.
"Just climb down onto the next rock, then slide down onto
this one," he said.
Desa went next, yelling from a scrape where her skin met
the rock. Valla passed both packs and the crossbow down,
then went next and found her hips barely got thru the first
hole. She screamed on the uncontrolled slide down the face of
the next boulder, one that ended in at least an eight foot drop.
"So how do we get down from here?" she asked Rendrak.
"The sand looks pretty soft and there's only a few big
stones in it."
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"Jump you say?"
"I'll go first and get the rocks out of the way." With that he
was true to his word and fell to the ground. He couldn't help
crying out, one of the rocks he landed on drew blood.
He cleared the area, then they tossed down the packs.
Valla jumped next, the drop was a lot farther than it looked,
and she banged her chin painfully on her knee in the landing.
She was so glad her tongue hadn't been between her teeth but
she was afraid one of the front ones was loosened.
This wash had once held a stream. It was probably
intermittent, either as dry as it was now, or raging in a flash
flood. There was no hint of a storm anywhere, but the floods
could come from a hundred miles away. The walls were
sheer, even overhung, and the way twisted randomly. There
were more bouts of climbing.
It had now been at least a hundred and fifty miles since
the detailed map ran out, all they knew was that the pass went
north, so they tried to make their way north. The mountains
had forced them west, this chasm now forced them east. The
bottom of this sometime streambed was not all smooth sand,
they still had to climb pretty often. One good thing, there was
more vegetation here, she chewed some actual leaves off
some nullbreak sticks.
A few more turns and they saw ribbonleaves growing in
the damper pits of the sometime streambed. If there were
ribbonleaves, they could dig for water. The twists of this
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canyon might give them shade, they could take Noonsleep
here but she really hoped they would find a water hole with
open water. She was willing to press on several more hours if
necessary to find one.
Then they walked a bend of the chasm where there were
no more boulders, the bottom was soft sand and carpeted with
ribbonleaves and tribreaks. It cloyed at their feet, but they
could see it was more open around the bend. When they
struggled at last to the mouth of that defile, a view spread
before them. They all stood looking.
There was no more gravel, there was no more sand.
Before them the land was green. A plain of ribbonleaves grew
on the outwash of this cleft, bordered on the far side by real
forest. Descending into the distance, range after range of
majestic mountains, tall and sharp, many capped with snow
even now. One after another after another after another til
they disappeared in the grey distance. On all the mountains in
view grew a dense shaftwood forest, deep green and lush.
"Wescarp," Rendrak said as he stopped, "Wescarp at last."
"Wow," Valla said, "That's awesome. I don't think I've
ever seen so many trees in one place before."
She noticed that Rendrak had fallen to his knees. He
brought some ribbonleaves to his lips and kissed them, tears
streaming down his face. Desa screamed out something that
we can only translate as 'hallelujah' and also sank to the
ground. Valla stood and watched. It was just how she always
pictured it, just like the photos in the tourist magazines.
378

None of them cared about Noonsleep, with energy they
hadn't had since the day they started, they climbed down ever
more verdant hillsides. They arrived at a tiny meadow lined
with heavy yoonberry bushes and bordered by a stream big
enough to bathe in.
"The Lhar," Rendrak said.
The water was icy but she didn't care, the heat of noon
made it a welcome contrast. She put all the clothes right into
the water, it was clear as the finest window glass. "Ah, ah,
ahhh," she said and almost felt like she was having sex when
the water rose to that part of her body.
Rendrak had the crossbow and it snapped. She should
have known there would be danger at a water hole in the
wilds like this and jumped, but she looked around in time to
see a small chuff fall from one of the sturdy little shaftwoods
that bordered this meadow. "We can feast for our noonmeal,"
he said.
"Let's camp here thru the dark," Valla said.
"We could probably make it to an inn for dark," Desa
said.
"No," she said, "Lets stay here, we might not make it to
an inn til next dark."
"There has to be people within a mile of here," Desa said.
"I think we need the recuperation before we see people
again," Rendrak said.
"I second that," Valla said. "I don't want Wescarp's first
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impression of me to be a bleary, filthy, starving waif."
"You've held up well," Rendrak said, "and a day's rest
would make us all more presentable."
It was a lazy Afternoonday. Desa found some bigleaves
and built a little shelter for the dark. Rendrak gathered a ton
of firewood and shot 2 large nakettes. Desa and Valla found
something that looked and tasted close enough to rinko to
gather a bunch of. There were more yoonberries than she
could eat, starved as she was. Rendrak was able to do each of
them twice before dark set in. By the next dawn, she felt far
more presentable.
They spent a delightful week in late spring wandering
thru this magnificent forest. They stopped again and again at
a beautiful view or comfortable meadow and asked each other
if they should build here. But why here or there, why be in a
hurry? We are here, at last, in Wescarp. We have a hundred
more miles of this before we even get to Hazorpean.
When they were in a field of ribbonleaves dotted with
iceflame stalks they met locals, for quite a few came by to
chew the sweet cane before it got woody with mid summer.
Their look was Dwarf, Troll and Nordic, not nearly as much
Elf as in the basin of Talthaic. They were happy and hearty
folk, but then who wouldn't be with the yaag-skin they
brought. The locals knew they were strangers to the area and
had to hear of their tales. They found they knew of the pass,
and thought someone makes it thru about once every decade.
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They were lead to a country inn well before the time of
duskmeal. It wasn't really an inn, at least not as she knew
them, he was a local farmer who had a few spare bedrooms
and a still where he could brew a cask. Eight or ten local folk
came by at his tap that Nightday to sit at the single table in his
dining room and share a delicious roast haunch of lentosaur.
During the meal she became more and more aware of her
attraction to the men in the room. There were none she would
turn down on looks alone. Where Rendrak had been a god too
sexy to be real on the south side of the pass, here he was
barely more than average. Bulging shoulders and tight butts
were everywhere she looked in this room. Several times she
had to look away to keep her seat dry.
She saw no youths her own age and wondered if she
would be able to satisfy her desires here. She was a big girl,
experienced and now hardened by that desert. None of the big
virile men she talked to during the meal seemed to think of
her as a child.
"You've come thru the pass?" one said, "That's way on
down by the Kellegorst."
They had the Wescarp map, she opened it and he showed
her that was the first brook they camped at, a tributary of the
upper Lhar. "We've been just wandering around awhile," she
said. She was noticing that they could have easily made it to a
larger town than this a day and a half ago. "Compared to what
we've been thru, camping here is too swank for us to handle
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all at once. This inn was our first indoor bath since the Dos
basin."
She could see that Rendrak was pretty excited to get yaag
back in his system. He was so excited that he put a cup in
front of her. "Why thanks," she said, and pressed what curve
she had to him. Loking at the women here, she really wished
her tits hadn't stopped growing when they did, she longed to
take an elbow deep into her swell.
Meanwhile one of the guys nearer her said, "Must be
some Elf in you to be that cute and some Troll to be that
strong."
"There's plenty of Troll in these hills also," she noticed
because both these guys were almost pureblood in her eye,
"but what are Elves to you?" she asked.
"Pretty rare," he said, "but well respected since the time of
Oliar, the wizard who brought youth to this land."
"I'll lift a cup to him," she said, and did.
Rendrak soon wandered away and the guy she was talking
with lifted a cup with her and made some small talk about the
local conditions. It sounded like the people were poorer but
partied more, there was a lot of logging as Rendrak had
hoped. She tried to remember what she could of what he said
but was too busy enjoying his body and her hormones to be
sure she got it all. He was no taller than she was, but wider,
with hair as long and as curly as Desa's but black. He had a
roundish face and long mustaches but no beard. "Do you
mind if I ask a personal question?"
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"As long as you don't mind the answer."
He asked, "Is he with both of you or just her," he pointed
to Rendrak who was actually talking with Desa for a moment.
She laughed. "That's Desa, she's really my sister, he's
really just with her." She didn't want to say she was her
mother, if there was some chance this guy would take her as
an adult, she wanted it. No, let's be honest, she needed it.
"She made him do me a few times just to keep me from
whining for a bone so much. There were no opportunities
while we were out in the pass." Just so he could be sure she
was active and he wasn't wasting his time, if he did guess her
age.
"Then you don't mind me asking?"
"No, you're fine," she said and pulled him closer. "If there
were more women at this tap he would be flirting with them,
as it is he's glad to tell his stories." She was enjoying contact
with him and ready to get her breast involved. He didn't seem
to mind that and let his arm press back into her.
"It's your story too isn't it?" he asked.
"I guess so," she said, "but let me tell you, I was never so
eager for a story to end as this one. I'm glad it's over now.
We're here."
"So what are you going to do now?"
"Well, he wants to build a cabin somewhere in the woods,
but I'd like to settle in a place a little more populated than
this, so would my sister."
"Y'oughtta check out Yoonbarla," he said.
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"What's that?" she asked.
"It's a pretty good sized town, but still up in the hills. It's
big enough that you stand a good chance of finding a house
for sale just about any year. Just keep on Plauwlie High Road
here, once you pass the ruins, take the logger's ruts over the
ridge about a mile and a half past the king's gate, take a right
at the end of that, following the brook, and it will take you
right into South Street of Yoonbarla." While he talked he put
his arm around her and actually reached up and gave her a
squeeze.
She fought to keep herself from grabbing his hand and
holding it there, instead she showed her appreciation by
smiling and rubbing his chest. "How far is that from here?"
she asked, trying not to get over excited.
"If you leave after a leisurely breakfast and take a nice
early Noonsleep at the ruins you can still be there before
dark."
She would have told Rendrak, but the two women who
were at this tap had found him. A friend of the guy she was
talking to came by and joined them, drawing Desa. He was
another tall guy with thick black hair and big shoulders and
he smiled at her approach.
Valla introduced her as her sister and the friend's arm
reached around her and Desa rolled herself in it, as Valla was
now rolled in the arm of the guy she was talking to. "I'm glad
the people this side of the pass are friendly," Desa said.
"We're always friendly to pretty girls," he said and
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squeezed her.
Desa is absolutely shameless about getting her breasts
handled, "This is my favorite kind of friendly. I see you've
killed that cup already," Desa said to her, "Can I talk you into
filling another round?"
"Sure," Valla said, a little surprised, but trying to act like
it was something she did all the time when she went out
drinking with her sister. "I've got to break an iron too."
"Oh Tyree couldn't break two irons in one evening," the
guy she was with said, "here, take this ten and leave the
change, that'll be good for a free round later."
"Don't get me too spaced," the guy with Desa said, while
Valla was taking that ten, "If you'll be looking for more than
petting later."
"I'll take it easy on you," she heard Desa say.
As the cups filled she posed and looked back at the guy.
He was watching her and looking interested and her
excitement grew, she fought to control it. She knew she
would have him this sleep. She knew none of them would
spend Dusksleep alone but no two of them would be together.
On this evening, she had arrived in Wescarp.
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Author's Note It is 3039ad, almost eight hundred Earth years have
passed since Desa emerged from the pass thru the Kinsheeta.
The starship age has come and gone. If anyone has seen the
report of the second expedition to 61 Cygni, you know that
Desa was involved in some adventures during the early
starship age. Its only lasting effect was cheaper suntower
service to more places. That was so long ago that it is now
taken for granted and many electronics companies are
centuries old and their names are household words. But even
now print media holds more of the market than it's had on
Earth since its 20th century. It is still the main media of the
average person. The average person in the basin where this
takes place uses an 'eye' (data terminal) once or twice a year
at this time.
Desa never took the threat of celebrity seriously. People
had warned her since the 55th, but it had eluded her so
completely for four centuries that she didn't believe the threat
was real. Yes, this same story could take place in New York,
London, Amsterdam, Paris or Los Angeles and appeal to
lovers of that time in Earth's history when music was
important. To some extent it is possible in Nov'rezonts or
Manaus today, but even that might be closer to Centorin
experience. Those stories have been told, those all have
governments to appeal to and contend with, the scene in
Zhlindu does not.
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This is dedicated to the composers of the music that
inspired this story. Jon Crosby of the band Vast, Travis
Zuidema of the band Otherwise, Jimmie Spheeris, Sarah
McLaughlin and Marie Brennan (of Clannad, but the only
song mentioned is from a solo recording). I thank them all for
the beauty they have given the world and encourage any
readers to avail themselves of their recordings and/or
performances. In addition, a very special thanks goes out to
Delain, Leaves Eyes, Within Temptation and many more for
having the sound of ZhlinDos. To really hear ZhlinDos, one
must imagine the songs by those above as they would sound
if done by one of them.
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Book III.
The Perfect Song
Desa had been singing and performing almost all of her
life. For five centuries, she thought she was striving for this.
As a reporter for an edgy fan magazine in a hard-partying city
of over fifty million, Aldya has seen a lot, but this time he
thought he had found the real thing. Would a shy hill girl ruin
it for both of them?
1. New on the Scene
2. Something New
3. Interview
4. At Crystal Scene
5. A Social Visit
6. The Upcoming Show
7. The Stage at Kaprikanus
8. Thlollala Noonsleep
9. The Show at Kaprikanus
10. At the Show at Kaprikanus
11. The Morningday After
12. NeardonPlaz
Discovery of the Year
13. The Article
14. A Visit from Lesahr
15. A Worthy Retreat
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391
403
413
427
436
454
464
476
483
499
513
525
540
544
563
573

16. At Tartain House
17. The House Party
18. Driven Out
19. To Save the Show
20. Another Visit From Lesahr
21. The Whisperer
22. Kalaidia
23. In the Studio
24. Crushed Hallways
25. A Special Year
26. Home in the Vale
27. The Village Reunion
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582
599
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1. New on the Scene
"It's a new year," Desa said, raising her cup, Kelthwiss, to
the person with whom she had made music longer than any
other, a woman from Yoonbarla named Klegnif. It was now
three and a half centuries since they'd first sung folk ditties
for loggers on her old antler-action manual acoustic yandrille
and Klegnif's collection of skin-headed foot-pedal hollow
logs, "and may we sell even more this coming year."
"With eight coppers each we hardly need to. We won't
spend it all this year." Klegnif was talking about the income
from their most successful tape yet, selling more than ten
times as much as any they recorded before they came to
Zhlindu, more in its first year than their last recording had
yet.
"I will," Desa said, "I'm buying a place with a view and
selling this gloomy old cave starting tomorrow." Her place
was big, but down in a deep atrium. They'd bought it because
they needed the room when they first got to town over half a
decade ago, but now they had separate, and much better,
studio space. Since their last recording, Klegnif and Bloric
had their own place, so there was no need for Desa to live in
commercial gloom. This space was almost directly under their
studio space, but twenty four floors was a long way to climb
and her thighs were more developed than she liked. Klegnif
was now closer because she was a quarter mile but only six
floors away.
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The big twenty by thirty foot main room looked empty
without their gear in it. She still had the same three hundred
pound Kniydi all-in-one that she bought on her first trip to
Zhlindu back in the late 55th. Klegnif had a big double-bank
Paduba 44 and a separate Klikenstra quarter million cubic
foot shop air powered block that they took to big gigs. That
block was a venerable piece of classic gear from the 44th, its
passages had mellowed out to a gentle, bass-loaded sound in
the fifteen centuries it had been in service. The Kniydi's builtin block still had more bite than she needed. They had a good
set of KhumeShaker six foot practice horns that they ran
under low pressure, A Deese and Bobbin scene projector
lantern, a big weight set for playing where compressed air
isn't available that they used often, and assorted other stands,
mics, a couple lshi's and foot pedals for them, some
backdrops, a rack of costumes, all the stuff that used to make
this room look inhabited.
Bloric, the logger who followed Klegnif from the
mountains of Wescarp, asked, "What year is it?"
"I think it's 1030142," Desa answered, "But not quite sure.
Hengees Cargo has it on their clock, I check that when I need
to know." That was a bit to the west around the summit of
Rankor Hill, almost down toward the Karthuum, but a
pleasant walk without any long steep climbs on the way from
here.
"So if you're moving," he said, "This was probably the
last three-way we'll have here."
392

"Probably," she agreed. It was getting to feel like she was
really butting in to have relations with Bloric. When they'd
been sailing on the Lhar early this decade, it had been up to
third of the time switched between the four of them. Since
Alan had left for the Yakhan, twenty five years ago now if she
was right about the year, Klegnif had become more and more
exclusive with Bloric. It was rare now that Desa could get her
to come out and have some friendly adventure even though
Bloric wasn't denying himself an occasional sleep spent in
other quarters.
She had known Bloric as long as Klegnif, since she first
arrived in the Zhlindu Basin from that of Dos. She thought, in
the grand scheme of things since then to now, Desa had
wrapped Bloric at least as many times as Klegnif, but for the
present he clearly belonged to Klegnif. Desa figured it was
because Klegnif was willing to do a little oral now and then,
Desa was a 'no, go find someone else,' on that. Even with
Klegnif, Desa suspected he sometimes bought blow jobs,
because she was not going to give him very many, like one or
two a year.
"What are we going to do today?" Bloric asked, "Now
that we've started on the yaag before we're even out of bed."
They had been awake for awhile but hadn't really gotten up to
stay yet. They probably would now because Bloric was
completely used up.
"I saw this thing in Crystal Scene," Desa said, "if you
think you've got a good tape, submit a copy and be willing to
393

be interviewed and they will write up the best eight as 'New
on the Scene'. If we won one of those spots, I bet that would
guarantee we sell another sixteen thousand copies next year."
"It will be like Precious One, we will sell another eight
thousand copies next year, like we sold another twenty five
hundred copies of that its second year."
"But we sold over three thousand copies of that this year,"
Desa reminded her, three more coppers, and another copper
from Tear The Walls Down this year. This ain't bad, this is
better than I did with anyone else, I think I finally found the
right chippongga player to get somewhere in this city."
"Oh right," Klegnif said, "I feel like a hanger-on. I think I
deserve one of those sixteen coppers, not half of them."
"Should I remind you of your choral abilities once again.
I've never known anyone who can work that pedal like you
can."
"I just follow your lead. Let's put all these coppers toward
your new place but one, that's all we need for expenses this
year."
"I'll get plenty from this, it's big and fit for commercial
space. I'll sell it as a site for a research lab or something like
that. If we get that New on the Scene, who knows, we might
sell even more next year."
"If you spend it before you get it and don't get it..."
"I would have to sell the new house. I wasn't going to get
something extravagant, I was hoping to get closer to your
neighborhood. I saw one six floors up and around the east
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side of your building that I'm thinking of. It's a strap-up
actually, but a well grown in strap-up now, solid. It doesn't
need to be quite as big as yours since I've got no one
permanent with me. I would like at least the view you have
from your kitchen in my main room. I don't think that's
extreme. I'll trade size for altitude. I'm willing to go down
slope to go up-building," she added.
"You can get a place with a view. You already own this
place outright for the help you gave us three years ago,"
Klegnif said. The successful launch of Precious One had
fueled their home purchase. "In my opinion that's all I need in
a home here, the ability to see some distance outside."
"Down here was your worst nightmare in that case."
"I had a bad opinion of Zhlindu from down here." They
had lived together down here thirty one years. "It seems a
little more like life, living where we are now. Only the
bedroom window is in an atrium."
In this home, neither bedroom had a window at all. You
could not see the actual sky from here, and you couldn't jump
to the atrium floor because that was three more floors down.
"We needed the space and we didn't bring a lot of money with
us."
"You could sell that original Kniydi and get a new one
and have enough left over to pay for your house."
Once again she was playing an instrument worth more for
its historical value than its playing. Although in the case of
the Kniydi there was absolutely nothing wrong with its
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playing. "I've grown attached to that yandrille. I was taking
such a chance when I bought it. I've dragged it up and down
the Lhar fifteen times already. I love my old yandrille and
don't want to sell it. My last one was twenty centuries old
when I gave it up."
"Are we going to get breakfast?" Bloric asked, "Is nDrea
still cooking?"
"Yes, he's still there," Desa said, "Let me wash up before
we go out."
She tossed down the rest of this first sunrise 'celebrate the
new year' cup and heaved herself off the bed. In the stifling
depths this house was at, on the summit of Rankor Hill but
deep in a well in the thick city covering this summit today,
she wore clothing as little as she could get away with. There
were two showers in this huge old place. The one she picked
was closer, in the middle of a warehouse floor, and had a
much better heater that she set just short of steam and turned
on a little bit of very fine spray. It was cool enough by the
time it got to her, just a hot mist. Bloric went to the sprinkler
upstairs, Klegnif stepped into this one as soon as she got out.
nDrea cooked just off the bottom of the atrium this house
was in. The street down here was mainly used by the
Kobekun Dye Works and some related businesses. Their
workers were most of his clientele. Her home was in the only
atrium that reached down to this little business Khume in over
a half mile. nDrea was set up across the plaza from Kobekun's
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day-work gate, using their rate-sign lantern for light as the
sky they couldn't quite see from down here was still little
more than purple with pink dots. He had quite a setup, fire
box, wood supply, storage vats and cookware all built into
nice big cart that is pulled by his pet blanth. He does a lively
business of breakfast from people on their way into the works
and the blanth hams it up with everyone.
He does thin-rolled pre-toasteds, quite often something
other than kvarit or wevn, deep pan fried in white fish-oil. It's
the only item on the menu and it's mass produced. It's tasty,
nutritious, safe, and cheap. He has two girls that dish it out
and take the penny. He has old shipping crates around to sit
on near his stand. They found one where Bloric could sit and
they could each lean against him. They got a dozen lengths of
roll between them, had their mouths full for a few minutes. A
guy in the crowd stopped by, "Were you the two that played
up at Linkenplaz last dusk?" he asked.
"We did play there, were you there?"
"I was actually just passing thru but I wound up staying til
the end and had a great sleep because of it. I wanted to get a
tape but I didn't have any iron on me. Where can I get one?"
"Imon-Zili carries us, they're up on the foot of Lmuthra
and then there's the Klaterkatch down in Ebenore who has us.
You might be able to just get them at Teeums, they do our
manufacturing. We might be in their factory showroom."
"Thanks, I'll pick one up soon, and thanks for a great
show."
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"Glad you liked it, thank you," she said. Wow, someone
stopped by on the street to thank them for a show, maybe they
did have something going, something worth submitting to
Crystal Scene. There were hundreds of thousands of copies of
that magazine printed. They were distributed not just on
Rankor Hill but all over downtown Zhlindu. The sixteen
thousand copies Sweet Lover had sold in its first year were
almost all sold in the northeast corner of Rankor Hill, in only
half a dozen stores under the slope to the Hyadrain. If they
were to increase their penetration to all of Rankor Hill, they
would have four times as many stores. If they actually got
written up in Crystal Scene, she could probably get their tapes
placed all over downtown if she did the leg work.
She needed to be careful, some initial success can lead to
grand dreams that have no hope of fruition. In her case, she
needed to be careful not to overspend on a new house. "So
I'm off to Crystal Scene," she said, "up in the pinnacle."
"Good luck," Bloric said.
"Are you really sure you want to do that?" Klegnif asked.
"There's an interview and a picture if you win."
"I'll have to get some say in stopping them from printing
the worst of my foot-mouthed statements."
"Will they do that?" Klegnif asked. "Do you really think
you want your name and picture all over the city?"
"We aren't going to be here forever. If we have some
chance to make some good coin, why not take it? Bloric's
been bearing the brunt of our expenses too long."
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"The last three years have been good. We should have
recorded sooner," Klegnif said. "I don't think we need any
more."
"But I don't want to be stuck in this dungeon," Desa said,
"Let me make enough to pay off the place."
"I'll tell you what," Klegnif said, "Leave my picture out of
it, I don't want to be interviewed. I talk thru my butt a whole
lot more than you do and I feel a whole lot worse about it."
"You'd be fine, but that's fine anyway, it just said, 'provide
a spokesman to be interviewed'."
"That's you," Klegnif said, "The more I can stay in the
background the better."
The way to their offices was long, but one of the few good
things about this location was that she could get a streetcar
just six hundred feet away and four floors up. She had to go
thru one hall with no lights but her eyes had always been
excellent in the dark so enough light leaked in that she didn't
need to light her torch.
The Peben Khume line that she hopped on, stepped right
along, it was often dicey to jump on one with packages, but
since she had none today, she just appreciated the speed but
worried about the wobbly bearing on the rear truck. She was
down the end of the wagon and had to call for help sliding her
penny up the channel between the seat backs. This was an old
cart without a coin belt. The Peben Khume streetcar passage
is pretty quiet, not a lot of bright lanterns like on the main
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routes. The guy sitting next to her made idle chatter, pleasant
enough but not memorable. It's a ten minute ride to the center
of the hill.
She hopped out at Hill Circle, dodging the heavy traffic,
and began making her way up Rankor Drop, the loose
collection of random stairways that lead eventually to the
pinnacle. Crystal Scene occupies a hundred and forty floors in
the Kabamandu hyperstructure, from press rooms in the
industrial belt to senior residences high in the tower. The
summit of Rankor Hill had once been wide and flat, the
nearest eroded gullies some distance away. Today it was built
up with some of the largest crystal megastructures in the city.
Many were great companies with residences in the canopies
and production in the industrial knumes far below. Crystal
Scene had its own elevator, but it was a counterweight and
pedal arrangement. She had to go three floors up from the
door she entered but used it just for the curiosity factor, plus
the cabin was lined with beautiful posters of some of the stars
who's careers they had chronicled.
Crystal Scene was a pure fan magazine, it never went into
anything more than the most basic music, acoustic or
photovoltaic theory, but it was a serious fan magazine that
concentrated on the music and not on cheap gossip. The
people were presented as musicians and trendsetters and not
as sex objects. That was good because while she was often
described as 'cute' she was never described as 'wet pants sexy'
and so would have no chance in magazines like 'Fave' or 'The
400

Hot.' Klegnif was the sexier one with a pair of pleasure
mounds the size of Desa's butt.
She found the right room. There was a pretty little golden
pixie handing out forms, way sexier than Desa, that's for sure.
Any posers who came in here would give themselves away
because their foot would start thumping when they saw her.
That didn't work so well on Desa, but then no more than a
quarter of the musicians playing in Zhlindu were female,
while in Dos it was just about half.
The form was simple, some yadda yadda about interview
and pictures to print, sign here, submit recording, name of
recording, some general bio like years playing together. She
loved filling in her best calculation, three thousand, thirty
hundred and fifteen. That was fun, she wondered how many
had to fill in 'just this one' on these forms? Oh well. Under
address she thought she should put, 'in transition'. She thought
they would usually expect to find that entry with the 'just this
one' entry in 'years playing together.' She gave the current
address and a note that she would update them if it changed.
That was the best she could do. Under musical goals she put,
'that it should be felt as a comforting but mysterious
environment thru which we shall explore' and thought it was
sufficiently obtuse, pseudo-deep and easily defended with her
music. She shouldn't think that way, it was their music.
Klegnif had the emotion and thru that the beat and the base of
the song. Desa only tried to put words to what Klegnif felt.
Desa was always in awe of the fact that Klegnif could always
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express her feelings more completely and more precisely
when the harmony she was singing was essentially wordless,
just Ooo's and Ahh's and Yee's. She wished there was a blank
to put that in on the form.
She wrapped the tape in the paper as shown and handed it
back to the pretty little pixie. "If I have a change of address,
what should I do?" she asked.
The girl was more than just an ornament, she actually
answered. "If you could come back please, I'll pull this from
our file, I'll like you here to verify I have the right one, then
we'll change it. But I think they will start conducting
interviews by Ekendosa. Somebody will be listening to your
tape tomorrow at the latest, maybe even later today.
Somebody important, I'll probably put it in just 'cuz it's here,
but they know I'm way left of center in music so they don't
listen to me."
"This isn't the hardest stuff you'll hear."
"Someone will still listen to it," she frowned. "Gession,
that's our content manager, he likes softer stuff so you might
get a message for an interview."
"How many applications have you taken?"
"It's early yet, but we usually get a couple hundred a
year."
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2. Something New
The hallway was empty so Aldya passed his hand over
Via's lovely contours as they passed each other. "Is that an
invite," she asked, "Or just a little teasing?"
"Want to do Dusksleep?" he asked, "I'm open."
"I'm not sure, I'm open, but I don't know if I'll be in the
mood for a social sleep, If I am, I'll come over."
"Hope you are," he said. She was a nice lively little cutie,
one he liked sharing a bed with, with some regularity. He
couldn't linger now, Gession had dropped a message to see
him upstairs. He knew what it would be about, the New on
the Scene tapes, there were so many, if he listened all the way
thru every one of them he would still be at it when the year
ended.
Gession actually had a window in his work space. It
wasn't part of his residence, that was another fifteen floors up
the building. At least he hadn't asked Aldya to come up there.
The six floors up to here was enough work on his thighs. It
was nice to see the light. It was bad that he spent most
Afternoondays deep in commercial space where the light of
Kortrax never penetrates and it was always Nightday. Getting
to see some of the light he was missing was a treat. The
window had glass in it and on this Afternoonday of
Hareenduul he had that glass open. It was a bit brisk even on
Afternoonday in this first week of the year and they were
already twenty one hundred feet above the basin floor.
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"Hey, welcome, how was your new year?"
"Lonely," Aldya said. "I passed up too many chances
hoping for someone more to my liking, wound up going
home alone for Dawnsleep of Knmonaweep."
"Sorry to hear that."
"My own fault, I had two chances but passed them up."
"If you're cruising the taps on Rankor Hill the last evening
of the year, you should strike early."
Gession was probably right about that. It was over, he had
hopes for the coming sleep. "So I see," Aldya said. "Anyway,
it's not like it's all that special a sleep. I actually like
Noonsleeps best."
"Nice and hot. But anyway, I wanted to talk about this
year's submissions before I forget."
"I'd be starting on them now," Aldya said.
"Yeah, find me something different. Things are getting
really stagnant lately. We need somebody that shakes things
up the way KaggusDaggar did back around the turn of the
100th."
"Back in that direction?" The comeback of tower was the
latest news.
"KaggusDaggar was the character of the 100th century. We
need a character of the 103rd," Gession said. He had a small
pot of tea, it just started to whistle so he poured.
"What will be the character of this century?" Aldya asked.
"Any contact with worlds of other stars is always
important. The 100th was also characterized by the starships,"
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Gession said, "and there were signals recently discovered
coming from YingolNeerie again, maybe that will
characterize our century."
"How will that effect music?" Aldya asked.
"I wish I knew. If they have music at YingolNeerie, can
they send it so a suntower can receive it? If so would they?
And if they did, would their music be anything we could
listen to?"
"I don't know," Aldya said. "I find I can't listen to the
music of the Fmak for instance. They never developed the
concept of bass for one thing, it all sounds like pounding nails
into your nose to me."
"But there are many other cultures under Kortrax that
produce beautiful music," Gession said. "Even those spacey
drones from Trenst have a certain beauty to them. The Yakhan
has many interesting musical ideas. Maybe instead of finding
something from YingolNeerie you can just find something
from far away. It wouldn't be as far as another star, but even
the Yakhan is farther than most people travel in a lifetime."
"And that's where the signals are detected," Aldya said.
"If I come across anything from the Yakhan I'll pay particular
attention."
"Just find me something different, something new."
There were twenty two tapes submitted so far, Aldya
found out when he got down to talk to Ganni. "What are
they?" he asked.
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"I didn't get to even start most of them," she said, "There
were lots of power tower songs, there's a great blast ripper by
a group called Carnivorous Babies that I like. Let me keep the
tape if you don't like it. I wish you guys could consider it, it's
pure shredded plasma all the way."
"That's not what we're looking for, Gession told me to
find something new and different."
"The most different is probably one by a cute girl that was
in pretty early. It's a bit tower but a bit spacey. It put me to
sleep but Gession might like it."
"Which one is that?"
"You'll see it, it's the oldest band. The picture is a ship on
a mountain lake with a guy's picture faded into the clouds of
the background. The picture's a lot wilder than it looks at
first."
She handed him the box, before he went he wondered if
he should chance another invite in case Via didn't make it. He
though better of it because Via was so jealous of Ganni's
golden tan skin and Ganni would never tell her where she got
the mod. All Aldya had ever gotten out of her was that was an
hour by streetcar, and that the whole ride was indoor. That put
it somewhere in South Harborwall, East Slope or one of the
spines. Then there was the fact that Ganni had lately been
much less likely to accept such invitations.
Ganni had the submissions all indexed and sorted and in a
box for him to grab and take with him. This is when it would
be nice to have a residence within the company compound
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because he could just take it home with him. As it was he had
a compartment in the office space. It was a bit small but he
had a good player and speaker set with some outboard
conditioning he'd had some of the technology guys plumb up
for him that added a lot more space to the room. He'd sold the
company on the fact that it wouldn't do to rate a recording
highly and then have it turn out the audio was of very poor
quality and couldn't be played on a standard home system.
These days most people converted everything to
photovoltaic and stored it in a data cube and called up songs
by lists that most people called 'performances.' Most people
remixed their tunes to their taste. Most songs were still sold
as 'tapes' that are in fact physical plastic tapes encoded in
compressed frequency domain transforms rendered as nearmicroscopic holes in the tape thru which air or light passed.
The light signals were conducted by optical fibers to the
chips. The tapes could still be played on purely pneumatic
systems also and those were still in use and still
manufactured.
His own system was photovoltaic, driven by light from a
mirroid suntrap high above. It made no sense but to go thru
the tapes in the order they were indexed, by newest to oldest.
It was amazing how that seemed to sort them by category.
The ones who had formed in the last year or two were mainly
blast, motor-blast and a bit of rumble thrown in. There was
one tower-power ballad in the first ten. The next ten had little
blast, still some rumble, even one good one that he put aside.
407

The next to last band on this list had been together over a
decade. Theirs did have some polish to it, it was the best of
the tower, he would put that aside. As it played he saw that
the one she mentioned was last, the sails on a mountain lake,
a face projected on the clouds, no made up of clouds. He
looked at it awhile and let the ship and the shore become
background and saw that the sky and its reflection were
actually a black and white photograph done in highland sky
blue and white and stippled for texture by various cloud
patterns. It was a photo of a Nordic man with a beard and
loose curls. His kiss bellied the sails of the ship. He looked at
their answer to 'how long playing together' 3,30,15. Desa
-yandrille and lead vocals, Klegnif, chippongga and chorus.
Address with an asterisk.
Even though the tape he was playing was one of the three
best so far, he was anxious to get this in. He put the one
before it on top of those and put this in. There was just a
space at first, far beyond the mountains a royal chorus called.
The daintiest crystals tinkled somewhere above, but in the
ground below, a beat began to thump. He noticed the other
discrepancy on their sheet, they had one more digit under
'number of copies of submitted song sold to date' sixteen
thousand. It was then that the sweetest voice ever said,
'There's no Angels here, just those signals far away, Drew you
sailing there, far away' and the notes were so clear. Instead of
the wall of sound, it was a vast space thru which the images
danced. He was reaching for the interview request form by
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the time she got to the word 'here', by the time she got to 'such
a long, long empty road' he had it filled out and in a capsule.
It would be reaching Gession before the song was over.
It was two tense weeks while he waited for the interview
list. He lobbied Gession both weeks to let him interview her
as a favor, because she had been in one of his batch of tapes.
He'd recommended nine others in those weeks, but still
remembered hers as the 'something different' that Gession
might be looking for. Gession promised to consider him.
By the time he was finally given permission, he found the
address was deserted. He hoped that meant that she was just
not home at the time, but since there had been an asterisk, and
Ganni was away, he and Markinsk had to go on to others on
the list that week. He spent the next Afternoonday attempting
to track her down thru her tape manufacturer and retailers. He
got to a guy up on the north side of the hill who said he had
known her for a long time.
"Yep," he said, "She left the first few copies of these," he
held up a couple other tapes out of one of his bins, "herself.
I've known Desa since she first came around. I first knew her
when she was doing masters for Teeum and Magas-m'Nee
back in the 100th or thereabouts, late 55th maybe. She played
in a band then too with this Old-Elvish guy and some partybelly. We sold quite a few of their tapes too."
"This is not their only recording?"
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"As ZhlinDos they've got these three. Now I don't know
Klegnif that well, I have never met her at all come to think of
it, just seen her at a show."
"They play out?"
"They play some neighborhood plaza's and for some
cooks up on the Lmuthra end of the Appalaise pretty often.
They're as sweet live as they are recorded. I got to warn you,
this one here," he showed him the tape. The picture was taken
somewhere far from here, there was a wide sunlit field of
vedn, all in bloom on a mountainside. There was a crumbled
stone wall behind it, grown over with wild, not city growth.
Surrounded by the fallen blocks of that wall was a floor
model yandrille, what looked just like an original Kniydi,
with a big haired brunette, and a nice Paduba double-bank
with a buxom blond at it. The song was Tear the Walls Down.
"This was remastered from a recording and pressing done in
the town of Lastriss somewhere in Wescarp. If you've got
good gear you'll notice, but it's OK for a re-master, the
original was better than some you find the cheap shops
cranking out here."
"They claim to have played together three and a half
centuries."
"Out in Wescarp. Desa's talked about that. This is the first
time Klegnif's come to the city. I've yet to meet her but her
boyfriend's been around keeping up with stock and such.
Their new one's doing very well, I wouldn't have time to go
after as many cases as I can sell if he didn't help out. Teeums
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might not be able to keep up if it was more than just a few of
us in Northeast Rankor Hill selling them. I think I've gone
thru a dozen boxes already. You walk up and down Morranga
or Kalipaicha on a quiet evening and you'll hear someone
playing that song."
Aldya was actually rarely on those vangs, he might take
Kalipaicha for awhile if he came down to Reshplaza
outdoors. He didn't get down there even once a year, and
when he did he sometimes took great Benzai off Lmutha and
then Haken Khume and never saw the sun til the atrium
before the waterpark. "So how do you know Desa?" he asked.
"Oh, she's been around now and then for centuries. I was
still cooking when I first knew her, She lived around
HakenCourt I think. We've always been on good terms."
"You don't know her very well?"
"I've not shared her bed or confided deep secrets with her
but I've spoken with her when she brought the first boxes of
these tapes over. She remembered me as a cook, she was
always nice."
Since the address he had given was less than a mile away,
he thought he might see if she might happen to be home now
so he could bypass the clerks and messengers and set up the
interview himself. He walked all the way, using a shortcut he
knew down Koochess Industrial and Niadeem Commercial
but had to labor up fourteen floors of Alanstairs on his way
back up onto the Hill. There was a hallway off that, he had to
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ask a local cook to decode part of the address, it was down
deep in a tiny atrium that was going commercial.
He reached the address, and found it was the same place
approached from a different direction. There was now a sign
on the door. Large convenient property with good commercial
possibilities, air and gas available, see broker, and another
address only fourteen floors and fifteen hundred feet from the
door he used when he left the Crystal Scene building. From
the looks of that sign, she would not be coming back here
again. He stopped at a little eye room and typed that info back
to Crystal Scene. He would let the clerks and messengers
continue the pursuit. He hoped they found her. He hoped he
got to do the interview.
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3. Interview
Desa slumped into the desk chair exhausted, unpacked at
last in her new home. The view wasn't bad from here, she
could see all the way out to the flats of the southeast. In the
foreground were the fronds and balconies of the northeast
slope of Rankor Hill, not far from the collar. Thru them she
could see a jagged jungle of city scape that worked its way
down Imuna Vang toward the Karthuum valley, a mile distant
and another thousand feet lower.
She had to borrow to afford this home. This altitude with
its sweeping views and pleasantly cool climate did not come
cheap, and though the place was small and technically a
strap-up, it had cost aluminum. She wasn't very worried about
it however. She'd earned a third of that aluminum already and
that enabled her to pay off a third of the loan before she was
even moved in.
It was a good thing she also had a studio twelve floors
below and a half mile away, she could never get her gear in
here. The studio was spacious, but cheap because it was
without windows in the attic of a space occupied by a
toothbrush factory.
She really shouldn't sit, a writer for Crystal Scene
magazine would be here any minute. The resolve to get
cleaned up for that had not yet lead to action when there was
a call at the door. "We are Aldya and Markinsk of Crystal
Scene, we seek Desa."
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"This is Desa, please enter," she called back. She thought
of dashing to the bathroom and asking them to make
themselves comfortable, but that was on the lower level while
she was on the upper and the door was on the landing a third
of the way down. She would never make it, she wasn't even
up from the chair before the door was open and a slender guy
with long shining Tundrite-bronze hair was popping thru,
followed by a husky orange-haired Dwarvish woman lugging
a big, serious camera that she pointed at Desa and fired.
"Hey," she said, "I just unpacked. Let me get cleaned up
for pictures."
"Oh we will," Aldya said. Desa was at the top of the steps
leading to her landing at the open rail. He was mounting the
steps.
Markinsk leaned over with her camera and continued
snapping away. Desa covered her face with her hands. "We'll
only use one candid at most," Markinsk said, and it will be
flattering.
"We didn't mean to be too early," Aldya said, "We can
certainly allow you to get comfortable."
"Thanks," Desa said and motioned them into the room.
"I've got the upstairs habitable, sorry I got so far behind..."
"It looks stunning and tasteful," Aldya said. Markinsk was
already photographing the room, balcony and view from
various angles. "It's hard to believe that it was only two
weeks ago when you were living at that other address."
"Thanks," she said, and started toward the stairs. "I left
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out labels from other recordings I've played on."
"I know 'Sweet Lover' is not your first song. I found the
other two." Then he saw she had nine tape labels on the table.
"So ZhlinDos is not your first band? But you have been
together for centuries?"
"Yes, but not steadily and not always under that name. I
think we were called 'Why Don't You Guys Jam?' for our first
few decades. We were called the 'Mountain Furies' for most
of our career. We didn't start using the name ZhlinDos until
long after Klegnif came down and lived with my son in the
valley."
"The Hyadrain?"
"No, Yoolbarla Vale, a finger of the Central Wescarp
Valley."
It was clear she might as well have been talking about
nation-states the starships came from as far as he was
concerned. He was probably one of those people who's valley
count went to two. "These others?" he asked about the labels
that were not by ZhlinDos.
"I've made some trips to the city before, played with some
guys here and there. Amis-Amon was the longest but we
never recorded. I played with them in twelve different
episodes over the 101st, and 102nd." He looked at the labels,
three with 'Sarsawuf', two with 'BlissCry' another under her
own name but with the guy from Sarsawuf on chippogga. He
must have never heard of any of them, he didn't say anything.
"I don't have labels for a few studio tapes and the ones I did
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in the Dos basin."
"You have performed there also?"
"That was how we got our name."
"It's the name of the two cities, isn't it? And if you are
from Dos, that means?"
"Klegnif is from Zhlindu, but please, I don't want to smell
like an athlete."
"Yes, go," he said. "Take your time."
She didn't, she took a quick shower and tried to get her
hair dry.
"Let us know when it is OK to come down there," Aldya
called.
She put on a clean wrapskirt, a thin royal-blue tie-dye
with a nice thong and pearl-shell belt. "Come on down. The
room's a bit smaller but we can all fit." She heard them on the
steps. Markinsk had her camera at the ready. "I'm still trying
to do something with this mop," she said. She was combing it
up from behind her ears, Markinsk snapped twice. Her Elvish
points would be plain, as would her round eyes and cheeks.
She'd always known that being a pop-eye was her weirdness,
she sometimes tried to hide it, knew this lighting would show
it. Lit by late Afternoonday sun off the tapestries on her walls,
her color might look a little ruddier than normal, but her hair
was still too wet for the fiery highlights to shine.
"You are very beautiful," Aldya said, "Allow it to show."
He pulled up a pad and sat on the foot of the bed. Her wash
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stand was across from the toilet compartment that separated
the bed area from the bath. It had the only mirror in her
apartment.
"Hold your hair up just like that and turn toward the
light," Markinsk said. "Fluff it out a little more so it catches
the light." She sat on the floor in front of Desa's clothes racks.
"Now lean back just a bit and turn your head a bit more left so
it's almost a profile." She clicked a couple times. "We'll use
that shot if we use any," she said.
Aldya acknowledged her with a nod, asked Desa, "How
do you feel about having a hit song?"
"If Blighnitentide or Hallakannon released a song that
sold sixteen thousand copies in its first year, you would be
asking them how they felt after releasing such a dud."
"ZhlinDos is not a centuries old band, you are new to the
scene."
"I've been playing around Zhlindu since the 55th. You saw
the label for 'Finding Ceremony' by 'Sarsawuf' upstairs.
'Sweet Lover' has a long way to go yet to sell as many as
that."
"How would you feel if a hundred and sixty thousand
copies of your song were sold this year?"
Desa knew her eyes popped out. That was the level of
sales Halakanon might make from their latest release. "It
would be," she paused, thought about it, "I don't know, that's
a whole new level. That's more than Finding Ceremony has
sold altogether. I don't know how I would feel about that."
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"You might be able to expect that if you have an article in
our magazine."
"I thought we were doing a 'New on the Scene' shot?"
Desa said.
"We will do at least that. You have charm, your song has a
certain something that's new around here."
"The softness of the Dos basin."
"Whatever it is," Aldya said, "you have it. You can be
big."
"I don't want to be BIG big. It's nice to get gigs and have
them well attended, but I don't want to be pestered, neither
does Klegnif."
"Your form said she would not grant an interview."
"She's a private person, she doesn't relate well with
strangers."
"Can you speak for her?"
"I'll do my best, I've known her three and a half
centuries." She and Klegnif went way back, back to her first
notes in Yoonbarla. She'd met Klegnif when Klegnif lived
with a guy who owned a little country yaagatoria in the
Wescarp hills with a decent enough plastic-string rollerpitched hand-held on the stage. They'd played together off
and on around Wescarp as the Mountain Furies for the whole
three centuries Desa owned her crystal-string.
"This is a beautiful room," Aldya said, "Would it be
possible to get some nude shots in here."
"I thought you were doing a little blurb for the 'New on
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the Scene' column?" Desa asked.
"That may be all we can get, but this is our project," he
indicated himself and Markinsk. "If we can get more, so
much the better, and so much the better for you."
Desa had never minded nudity, but a picture in a major
media magazine might be a little different thing. "I'm not
doing anything raunchy. Don't you sneak any shots of me I
don't want shown."
"If we get a few pages out of this, that's feather in our cap,
so we win, but think of what it can do for your career."
"My career is as a songstress and not a sex object."
"We wouldn't try to do that to you," he said, "You're right,
raunchy wouldn't work for you. But a few polite pictures of
you on this bed with the city in the background would just
show you as a person."
Desa dropped the skirt she had just put on and lay on the
bed. Markinsk stepped in front of Aldya and told her to just
roll around a little. "Stop right there," Markinsk asked. She
came over and tossed some of Desa's thick curls over one side
of her face.
"You certainly are a cute girl," Aldya said.
"Yeah, these will come out great," Markinsk added, and
had her try a couple more positions, sitting on the edge of the
bed, sitting up on the bed. They fussed with her hair and
Aldya pointed her nipples. She had always loved that contact
and certainly didn't object to it now. She could feel the
hormones were not hers alone as his hands lingered a bit.
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Markinsk said it made her face prettier also, and they went
back thru a few more poses with Aldya telling her how sexy
she looked. She complained again that she didn't want to look
sexy, but she was already starting to think that he did and she
actually wanted to please him.
They went up to the balcony above. The tiny one in the
bedroom was just a window seat. They dragged a cushion out
there and had her sprawl on that. A guy named Temick who
lived in a one-room above and to the right could see her if he
leaned over his rail, and he did. They had met at the
transference party last Nightday and she meant to look into
further friendship with him anyway. Her instinct was to spark
his interest also. Her intellect wanted to tone down for the
camera but her instincts were often quicker to react.
Once they were done with photography, Markinsk put the
camera away and Aldya dragged the cushion back in. She
reached for her wrapskirt and Temick said, "Thanks for
moving in."
"Oh I don't think I'll be doing photo sessions often," she
said.
"You'll be cute even if no one is photographing you."
"Oh thanks, sorry I have to go now, it's a magazine
interview," she said, nearly unable to contain her excitement,
"but I'll be glad to see you around." She saw him watch her
put the skirt back on as she said that.
When she got back in the house, Aldya had started her
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player and put in one of the few copies of Finding Ceremony
that she had left. That was, of course, not even winking
toward the Dos sound. Sarsawuf had been Power Tower all
the way with Leshar at the pads. She'd been more in a
'screaming from the tower' mode of voice with them, not the
'whispering over your shoulder' voice she used on the verses
of the latest recording. While it played he asked some general
names, dates, places questions and Markinsk gathered up her
things.
"You did this too?" Markinsk asked as she was ready to
leave.
"Three centuries ago," Desa answered.
"It rocks," she said and with that she was gone.
Aldya put in One More Time, then came back with his
notepad. "I understand you have met starmen?"
"Yes, to be honest I have met a few."
"Please tell."
"Well, remember the starship attack back in the 55th?"
"I thought all the starships came in the 100th?"
"There was one in the late 55th, an Angel ship that actually
returned to YingolNeerie. They did have one human child
with them and somehow we met after they let him loose on
the edge of the Kinsheeta."
"Interesting, was this recorded?"
"Oh yeah, it was written up by Luray in several of
Klarrain House's publications."
"That is no more."
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"I think he donated an archive to Rankor Institute when he
folded his operation." Desa told him.
"So you met someone from that starship, the very first?"
"The very first we had contact with. Alan; that's the kid
from the ship in the late 55th, says the Kassikan has photos of
a very different visitor from the 54th also. And we now know
there had to be at least one in the distant past to bring humans
here."
"A starship in the 54th?" he asked. "I didn't know you were
a space scientist?"
"Just a teacher. The guy was a just-grown kid at the time,
looking for a reading teacher."
"But the ship in the 54th?" Aldya asked.
"No known contact. As far as anyone knows, I was the
first person in all the lands to make love to a starman."
He noticed that and wrote it down. "Where is he now?"
Aldya asked.
"Oh the wizards at the Kassikan think they've detected
signals from YingolNeerie again, he's off to Yakhan about
that. It was time, three centuries is a lot to stay with the same
person."
"You were together that long?"
"Pretty much, we did city decades separately a couple
times, when I played in BlissCry was the longest we were
apart. We were together more than apart."
"A serious love of your life?"
"Oh certainly, maybe the most serious. Oh there were
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some others that might have had a bit more hormonal
influence, but for a guy from sixty one light-years away, he's
been a surprisingly good soulmate."
"Is he the 'Sweet Lover'?"
"Of course," Desa answered, "but years before he left, I
wrote that song decades ago, we still played out as 'Mountain
Furies' then. With every starship that arrived all thru the
whole starship age I feared that would be the one that would
carry him off forever, a journey of a half-century. I've written
about it before, a song called Rocket Ships we did early in
our Mountain Furies personna back in the 100th, but I don't
have a recording of it. Compared to that, a trip to the Yakhan
is a little boat ride."
"Less than a decade," he said.
"You can make it in ten years," Desa knew.
"So you said you've met several."
"Yes, six more from the first major starship, the one with
the frozen people, the Brazilians, they came over to study
with us."
"What were they studying?"
"The language and customs. They were more interested in
Alan than me in most ways. They were all over the news back
in the Yakhan, big celebrities. Wescarp gave them a chance to
see a little of life without a lens in their face."
"How did they find you?"
"They found Alan, he was with me at my Wescarp place.
Klegnif was still living in Yoonbarla village then. Klegnif and
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I first did that song for the logging party when the Brazilians
were the guests of honor. It was a fun time."
"So you must have learned quite a bit about
YingolNeerie?"
"Not as much as any decent text on the subject. There was
a lot of knowledge on the expeditions that reached us and
some of their people wrote some good texts."
"What was your impression of them?"
"Yeee. It was having an energy age. Now that we have
two to compare it seems they both had a certain evil about
them. It seems they both ended badly."
"Their culture?"
"Alpha male," she said, "A bit stricter than I prefer."
"How is your current love life?" Aldya asked.
"First of all, it concerns me and my lovers and is not part
of my entertainment career. Personally, I'm still getting over
Alan and concentrating on getting this band established, no
serious attachments and not quite ready to think about one.
We only got off the boat thirty four years ago. I just moved
into this neighborhood so I've yet to make friends here. But I
don't want any of that printed, that's just so you know me."
"What is your preference?"
"That my libido or lack thereof, is not part of the music
business."
"Are you and Klegnif...?"
"I think I already answered that question. I don't want to
be a celebrity, especially a sex symbol celebrity. I'm a
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musician, that's all, part of the team that makes the show, like
the speaker calibrator and the lighting operators. I'm part of
the show and in this case and 'One More Time' I composed
the song more or less on my own."
Aldya flipped a few folds of his notepad. "I see a list of
credits, pages long, going back deep into modern history. I've
heard some impressive music. What I see in you is a great star
who deserved discovery long before this."
"Please, I'm not interested in all that. I want to play some
little better places than cook's courts and I'd like the recording
to be successful, but I'm not the 'Great Star' type and certainly
neither is Klegnif."
"But you are already in the pubic eye. It is up to the public
what we are."
"Your publication has a lot to do with this. The music I
perform is public, when I'm off that stage, my life is my own
and I implore you not to spotlight it."
He looked her in the eye, she hoped he saw that she meant
it. He took the time to think before speaking. "Your private
life will not be part of anything we publish about you. If
you'd like we'll not even say the pictures were taken in your
home. It will be confined to the music and the ideas in the
music," he said. He closed his notebook and stood up.
"Thank you," she said. "I will go as far as a performer that
my music can take me, but not as a celebrity."
"I understand. You are in public about your music and not
your person."
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"You're getting warmer."
"Got it," he said. He clasped hands with her and went out
the door.
She hoped he did get it. She didn't want to let a pretty guy
make her do something stupid again and she didn't think she
had retained as much control as she should have.
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4. At Crystal Scene
Aldya watched Gession's face as the song played. "See,
real talent hey?"
"This is a good song, she sings and plays competently."
"She's a professor of music."
"This is pretty strong, I've heard snatches of it in the
vangs to the northeast." Gession admitted. "Maybe I'll hear
the rest of it after, let me hear some of those."
"These are all of her works that I could find on viable
masters. This one from the 101st is a good song but the
Chippongga player is amateur. This one is from a century
ago, it's solo studio stuff a lot more like her latest but with a
professional chippongga player." It was called The Nest.
Gession listened thru the whole thing. "The gentlest
power I have ever heard. What name was that under?" he
asked but reached for the tape. "Keeper of the Canyon. And
this is from a century ago?"
"Right."
"You have one more?"
"This is an earlier recording by the current duo, under the
name ZhlinDos, that was actually recorded all the way out in
a little town called Hazorpean. Desa managed to get a few
copies onto some masters she compiled earlier in the decade.
There were four hundred fifty of these sold in the last two
weeks."
"Tear the Walls Down," Gession said, and listened all the
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way thru that.
"You have responded well to her more recent work."
"That one wasn't unique, it's some of the best beach I've
ever heard, but it's definitely beach. There is something
unique about the newer."
"Dos."
"The city?" Gession asked.
"She is from there, she brings something of its style."
"That's good, we do need something new around here, the
days of Dwarf and Troll armies meeting over this patch of
rock are very long gone, I don't understand why our music
has to still celebrate it."
"Cultural momentum. People like about all the music
they're going to like by the time they're full grown, and most
of the people that were here for the end of that are still here
today."
"Too many of them are running our biggest businesses
today in this city. I think the public is bored with cultural
momentum. I think they need something different. Look how
popular Orkestrus-Rankonistica has become."
"So you agree, they should be our pick."
"Oh, I agree they should get a better writeup than a
paragraph in New on the Scene, at least a page, a couple
pictures, but I don't know if we should go so far as Discovery
of the Year. That would be going a little too far on that limb
don't you think? I meant it when I said they're good but right
now they are in-fact street music aren't they?"
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"Aren't we supposed to be leading edge? Don't we make
taste?"
"We are not the biggest fish in the school. If we turn and
the remainder of the school doesn't, we can be a niche
publication in three years. And remember, we are the
mainstream that keeps the company afloat, our serious news
titles don't even pay their way. Look what happened to
Klarrain publishing, even with two hundred niche titles they
couldn't survive."
"The public is the school and the public is from the street
and they are winning the street. If we and the public turn and
the other mags don't, we become a much bigger fish."
Gession thought, then asked, "How can the public turn
when there is no additional supply of this music?"
"If it becomes a big enough fad, others will follow. She
plays out, she must have quite a bit more material."
"We'll give her a page or two, but I need someone more
mainstream for discovery of the year. Someone who can play
a big hall."
Aldya played his trump. Gession would never miss an OR. performance, and he had seemed to enjoy ZhinDos. "With
them we could have an opener for OrkestrusRankonistica," he
said.
Gession gave a sigh. "I'll think about it. Deneen was just
telling me he had a cancellation for Nightday of Thlollala.
Run down and have him book them into there, I'll keep my
choice open until after I see that show if you can get them in
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there. We need to see if they can handle that. Selling sixteen
thousand neighborhood tapes is nice, but the bands we
usually discover have about ten times that."
"There's six weeks til press time and ten weeks til the OR. show. She'll get there."
"You have a lot of confidence."
"Because I think she's the real thing. I've seen her, talked
to her, checked her credentials. Compared them with the
hundreds I've seen make it and the thousands I've seen fail.
This woman is overdue. Have I thanked you for this
assignment yet?"
"You weren't thanking me when I gave it to you."
"We didn't know she would appear at this time," Aldya
said.
"Set up that gig, we'll talk after."
"I'll have to see Vollin-Madin, we really should have a
video ready and I think that show would be a good place to
get some footage."
"You haven't booked that gig yet," Gession said.
There was no sense trying to get a streetcar til he got
down to the circle. The thirteen floors of stairs needed enough
hallway between them that he might as well walk some
pleasant hallways and use some back stairs and get all the
way there. Then it was a one-penny ride under Hgnattas and
Kundagore khumes to the Hyadrain side of the hill. At this
time of the week he only peeked into the hall and asked the
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dutyman with an eyebrow and was answered with a frowning
shaken head. It was a seven floor climb to the nearest
outdoors, nine more up to Deneen's quarters.
"Will he receive someone of Crystal Scene representing
an act that can fill his vacancy Thlollala?" Aldya asked his
doorman.
"I will enquire sir."
He sat on the doorway porch. It was a small bench with a
view twelve stories down into an atrium. You could see many
balconies from here, but only the fronds above them.
Deneen's door was thick wood and pictureglass, oval in shape
with articulated hinges young enough that the bark was still
on them. This bridge spanned an upper path only six floors
below with penthouses every fifty to one hundred feet along
the side of this slope.
"He welcomes you," the doorman said upon returning.
"You will find him on the glass balcony near the bar."
Aldya walked as directed. Once out here he saw that
Deneen had a forty foot glass ball veined in with archwood as
a dome over his bar. He had three large kegs set up, one was
of Boemba's. There was a compressor-chiller fuming behind
him and the twinkle of the suntower feed tipped him off
before he even saw the private flat-eye Deneen was typing
on. Aldya was seldom in the presence of such wealth.
Deneen as a fuzzy-headed guy, tight curls in a big tawny
'fro the size of a quibarta pup. He's got a set of shoulders and
knobby fingers and strong wide feet. The girls like his cute
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little cleft chin and the dimples in the top of his butt. Aldya
liked the size of the crowds his stages drew. Kaprikanus was
actually the smallest but had the best acoustics and location.
It was the only one that charged for admission.
He was lounging in a frame-cushion blasting tunes,
something old, from the 55th he thought, by KaggusDaggar or
one of their later imitators. "When that's done, here's a couple
more from that time." He handed him copies of Finding
Ceremony and One More Time. Once you hear those, I have a
couple more for you to hear, then I'll be ready to tell you
about the spot you've got open. We'll talk about the
opportunity Bellartis gave you.
"Put it in now," Deneen said, "and bring that cask over for
us would you?"
Aldya was glad to see Deneen was a in a good mood
today. When he'd felt shorted by their magazine he could be a
very difficult person to deal with. Aldya decided to put in One
More Time first. They listened thru and did a good portion of
a cup from that cask. "This is still her big hit from that time,"
he said when that had ended and he put in Finding Ceremony.
He knew it had passed the hundred thousand mark soon after
ZhlinDos began playing out in Zhlindu itself and it became
public knowledge that this was Desa. He didn't say anything
about that to Deneen. He listened thru that. "This is
something she did with a chippongga player who can
harmonize," he said when he put Tear the Walls Down in. He
could see that Deneen was still listening. "You might have
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even heard this," he said, and put Sweet Lover in the drive,
giving the low bass a tiny tweak toward 10.
"I have heard that," Deneen said, "are you about to tell me
this band is looking for a gig that Thlollala Nightday?"
"And we of Crystal Scene would consider it a very great
favor if they could get into there."
"I've been meaning to enquire where I might find them
before they get too big for me."
"On your stage this Thollala Nightday."
"What do they want?" Deneen asked.
"Oh I don't know for sure, but I'm sure they'd be happy
with copper."
"Can you get an offer of forty to them?" Deneen asked,
"Are you negotiating for them?"
"I recently interviewed the yandrille and lead singer, I can
get you in touch with them, that's my educated guess on what
you can get them for, my best judgement looking at what
they've got. I would guess they would not take an offer of
forty irons as an insult."
"Where have they been playing?"
"I think you can agree from what you've heard that they
are ready to move up to a hall like yours."
"Smaller places?"
"They come from Wescarp," Aldya said. "They would
have been scared to play on your stage just ten years ago."
"Will they be now?" Deneen asked.
"I think they're ready, Crystal Scene is backing them and
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testing them with this gig."
"So I'm doing your testing for you?"
"This is turning a hole in your schedule into your biggest
opportunity of the year. Bill this as 'One of those shows you'll
be very sorry if you miss'."
"OK, I agree, from these recordings alone that they're
good enough to fill that spot, but I expect promotion from you
guys."
"The whole hill will be plastered with Crystal Scene
'Don't Miss!' signs."
"If you'll pick that up, under your logo, I'll book them in if
you can get one of them down here to sign up. They do
understand contracts and such. I hope they're above the 'argue
with the kegmen after the gig' level."
"She's quite professional, a college professor of music and
music technology. You'll see. I'll get her down here as soon as
I can," Aldya said. "I'll convey the offer. If she demands
copper?"
"Tell her to come down, we'll talk. Convey my initial
offer of forty irons. Is she pretty?"
"She's cute and pretty, a bit serious but warm. Her shape's
not real flamboyant, but pretty. I would advertise sweet
music, not groaning boner sex appeal."
"The chippongga player?"
"She's got some nice tits, a pleasant face and nice blond
hair, but again, pretty enough to go with the music, not the
other way around."
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"What's their current repertoire?"
"I've only heard their recordings so far. Your stage might
be the first place I get to see them play."
He sighed, but said, "Get one down here to sign up, I'll
put them on, but I won't go above copper."
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5. A Social Visit
Nightday was winding down and Desa should really start
thinking about Darkmeal. She didn't have anything in the
house and wasn't presentable to go out, not having showered
and with a soiled jersey tube for attire. She was trying to
work on a new text, a 'things to know if you want to be a
performer' thing. There were chapters on dealing with venue
owners and contracts, yandrille and sound system repair,
photovoltaics, where to stay and how to transport your gear,
what the profit margins are on various intoxicants and
merchandise. She was using almost as much eraser as pencil.
She'd written out her chapter titles and a few entries in the
'this chapter covers' list. She had a couple pages already
written out about patching and sound shaping on most of the
common sonic blocks on the market today.
'Where to stay' had so far generated only two entries in
the 'this chapter covers'. Then she remembered to put 'free
space' as an entry in the list and found she could write a page.
She was about to just do that when there was a call at her
door.
"Desa, are you receiving company?"
"I look and smell a mess."
"You won't be too beautiful for me to think clearly in that
case."
"Then come in, you sound familiar but I..." but he came
thru her door and then she remembered, the reporter from
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Crystal Scene. "Oh yeah, Aldya right? No camera or
notebook?"
"No, nothing, this is simply a social call. I was hoping
you might be free for darkmeal?"
"Certainly not in this condition."
"May I wait? I don't need to remain here if you'd rather..."
"Of course you can remain here, you waited while I
showered the last time. You must think I'm quite a grub."
"Just busy. You've got notes out?"
"Yeah, I was thinking of writing another text. I was
thinking of calling it, 'Yandrille Slinger's Road Guide,' how's
that name sound to you?"
"We'll get it published as soon as you can get a
manuscript to us."
Desa laughed heartily. "Is that a promise? I can pen some
pretty dry drivel if I put my mind to it."
"I also believe you could write a book under that title that
the general public will read. Begin each chapter with a onepage illustrative anecdote from your career and it will be a
best seller. The million people in this city who dream of
playing yandrille but can never afford one can afford the
book."
She laughed again, "I wrote a text before, and no
members of the general public read it."
"But you could, especially if it had a lot of anecdotes."
"Well, yeah, there have been a few of those in my life. I
was just going to write down the chapter about how to find
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free space to stay."
"Where do you find that?"
"Everywhere from on the stage after the crowd has gone
to under your equipment cart to abandoned rooms in cities, it
depends on where you are, but our most popular by far is the
nicest guy who asks us over. I've played in at least a hundred
cities in my life, if you call Hazorpean a city and it's only in
Dos, Hazorpean and Zhlindu I've had space I can call 'home'."
"I've never heard the name Hazorpean til I met you."
"It's in central Wescarp, it's about thirty thousand, has one
suntower, a lot of houseboats, pretty mountains all around it."
"I've never been to Wescarp. I've been to Quanwark."
"There the Imoneeya is right at your feet, in Wescarp it is
a year away across the basin floor," Desa told him. She had
put all her notes in order and clipped the cover back on by
now. "Are you sure you don't mind waiting?"
"I'm thrilled that you'll agree to take darkmeal with me,
I'll wait as long as you'd like, til last call if you'd like?"
"No, no, I was just thinking about it myself, I won't be
long."
She ran downstairs and tried to get cleaned up quickly.
She didn't know if he was up for a whole evening or would
just as soon come back here after. Temick hadn't come down
after the interview so it would be fine with her if they just
came right back here after dinner and commenced getting it
on. She didn't think Aldya meant to deny her the sleep, but
might want her to be out and about with him, acting like a
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celebrity.
She didn't want that. There was no doubt in her mind that
he knew plenty of people all over the city and all over the hill
in particular. There would be lots of introductions, it would be
too much. There would be people she was expected to
remember. She'd rather get a nice buzz and not be tested on it
when she went out. She wasn't in the mood for politicking
this evening, instead she hoped Aldya was good for at least
twice before they went to sleep.
When she was showered and dry, she walked thru the
room on her way back to the bedroom so he could get another
look at her, just in case he needed to refresh his memory. She
wondered if he kept any of the pictures they took of her? She
put on a silky snug-knit mid thigh in length, with a lace in the
top to let her breasts out if she wanted. She left it open when
she walked back out, laced it up in front of him to give him
the opportunity to tell her to leave it open if he wished. It was
OK to close it, the temp was on its way below eighty at this
time and she had no idea where he planned to go.
He took her to the roof plaz, then took her arm. She
wished she'd left the top open, (maybe on the way back?).
"Are you going to report on this evening?" she asked, hoping
her voice didn't sound nervous.
"I won't even mention it to anyone at the office. I'll say 'I
was home all Nightday, I must have been in the toilet when
you called.' if someone asks."
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"I wanted my social life to be excluded from anything
written about me."
"Does that mean I am excluded from your social life?"
She avoided yelling 'no!' but quickly said, "Only if it gets
written about."
"You will see. There will never be any mention of this
evening in Crystal Scene. It will never be spoken of in that
publication's offices. If you question other people there they
will never know it occurred."
"I don't want to be a celebrity. I don't want my life to be
public."
"Have you read the publication?" he asked.
"Yes."
"Is my life public? Is my publisher's life public?"
"Well no but..."
"That is because we don't want our lives to be public
either. We celebritize only those who want it. There are many,
they jostle to get in front of the camera. There are people who
want to have crowds gather around them any time they are in
public."
"I would never want it any different than this, just another
cuddly couple on their way to darkmeal."
"I'm glad you're cuddly," he said.
"I've been called a smotherer vine by some."
"Smother me," he said.
She hoped to later. She wasn't really big enough to, but he
looked like he had strong enough lips to give her nipples a
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good time. "Where are we going by the way?"
"I thought of just strolling the Golenaise until our noses
pulled us to a cook."
"I've brought Kelthwiss," Desa said, holding up her cup.
"And I, Moonspire," he held up his. She had seen it on his
belt since he arrived at her place, thought it was time they
were introduced.
"I can walk with a cup in the dark, Desa told him,"
stopping at Nimbai's.
"I understand," Aldya said and whirled in his pace. Desa
had already thrust her cup under the tap of a big new keg
tended by the bushy-bearded Troll she had known far longer
than she had lived in this neighborhood. "That looks pretty
dark," he said to her.
"I'm convinced it's the city's finest black yaag. With
Narrulla up and the torches of Zawmathii lit, you may think
it's Afternoonday."
"So it's got mirrol in it?" he asked.
"You see fifty to one hundred percent better in the dark."
"And how's the head," Aldya asked.
"Clear, good altitude," Nimbai said in his mountain
rumble, "just a touch of boost."
"It'll make you feel like Afternoonday, sunny and warm,"
Desa said.
He held his cup next to Desa's as it poured, Nimbai
shoved them across under the open tap. Aldya dropped the
four pennies on his counter for Nimbai sought a premium for
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his black but Desa thought was worth it ever since the 101st
when she'd first found him pouring here.
Then she looked up and saw Temick at the rail, and let's
face it, she had been all over Aldya right along, just so he
didn't get any doubts about where he was going to dip his
wick this sleep. And now, there on the other side of this rail,
all by himself with a feathered cup, was Temick. If she'd
come down here by herself, she might have snagged him after
all. Oh well, he was now going to think she was taken. She
hoped he didn't recognize who this was. They did greet, but
he was on the way up from an early Darkmeal.
"Look's like I'll turn in early for Dusksleep," he said.
"Oh, uh, I'm really sorry," Desa said.
"For what?" he asked.
"Yeah?" Aldya said.
"That you have to turn in early?" What did he think she
meant? She was sorry that she hadn't looked him up earlier
instead of wasting time with that text. How did that sound to
Aldya, who was fine himself, and certainly seemed to have a
lot more interest in her. Maybe Temick was destined to be 'the
hunk upstairs on the right' and Aldya would eventually come
with her to the home in Yoonbarla Vale?
They strolled for hours and she got comfortable with him.
Temick was forgotten by the time they got all the way around
to the west edge of the hill and their paths became more
bridge than plaza. It was out on Lindeaous pinnacle that they
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finally came to rest. That cup had lasted that long. With that
last bridge they seemed to be off the hill and out onto what
some called the first of the Yornakite pinnacles. They were
five hundred feet up on this pinnacle, really an industrial
chimney but without the balloon-like water condenser over it
like the Hyadrain chimneys have. The view over the lowlands
was spectacular and their table was right at the rail. There
were a whole line of cooks near the kegmen, they each only
took a couple rolls and another cup of a lush green before
they sat down.
Desa hadn't been here before, neither had he. There was a
fine view across the dark. On one side the mountain of the
city was a mottled pattern of dim green glow across half the
horizon and halfway up the sky. She wondered if it was a
good idea to get this wasted on a first date. This green didn't
taste like it was going to leave them laced in heavy boots
either. There was a skinny crystal rail and tables set up all
over the courtyard. Near the columns that held up the
penthouse of this tower, a fine, four-trunked forest castle only
a hundred feet below the mouth of this chimney, the cooks
and kegs were set up.
She was drawn to the rail on the southwest, half
mountain, half flats in their view. She thought she could see
the Lhar in the distance, outlined by the torches on its docks
and the lanterns of its ships. So much was blocked by the
back sides of the structures along the near shore. The other
side of their view was the Kimoneea, bigger, closer and with
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even more traffic. Ship's lights made a path down the center
of the black water of the river, outlined by lanterns on the
docks of every shore. They ate fairly quietly for awhile, too
stoned to really say much even if their mouths weren't full of
some very fine rolls.
"This was one of the three cities on the isle of Zhlindu
when music first became a major industry here," Aldya told
her as he pulled his chair back from the table and closer to
hers now that they were done with the initial feeding frenzy.
"Yornakite, Hyadrain and South Karthuum," she said,
"Rankor Hill and the Karthuum valley were urbanized thru
the 40's and the Central Fastness and Eastern Slope not until
the 50's. But Klikenstra was already world famous when the
produce their employees bought in the markets of Hyadrain
was driven over Delthonis pass by farmers from the
Karthuum valley."
"That's right, you were a history scholar as well," he said.
"Mostly yandrille history, but I learned the high points of
all aspects of history to put it in perspective. The instrument
has been driven more by technology than culture."
"I can believe that, it must have been hell playing
something like that," he pointed toward the far end of the
grills.
She hadn't noticed that there was a little stage at one end
with acoustic instruments set up, including an old manual
from pre-pneumatic times. "I used to play something like
that."
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"You've played one of those before?" he asked.
"That was all I owned up until the Kniydi I still play.
That's what I played when I toured with Yiheeng."
"Why don't you go start a jam now?"
"It wouldn't be fair."
"How long has it been since you've played one of those?"
"Seriously? About three and a half centuries."
"I wish you would sit in with them when they play, I wish
I could write that up in Crystal Scene."
"That would be dangerously close to putting my personal
life on display. What you will do is convince me to refrain
from jumping in any jams in places like this. Not that I
intended to anyway. Who knows if that stuff even works, it's a
bit dusty. I saw no notice than anyone was playing today.
"I might get another of these green rolls," she said, trying
to get off the idea of trying to play that archaic stuff this
evening. "The thesh is so well vedn'd in it."
"Let me get it as soon as I finish this redberry."
"They sure have a lively crowd up here," she said.
"The cooks from Rankor Hill can just cross that bridge,
they don't have to cart stuff up the stairs of this pinnacle."
"I guess that makes some sense," though the price of food
was certainly a lot higher on Rankor Hill than it was down at
the docks. There were only ten more public elevators in the
city today than there had been in the 55th.
He pushed the last of his roll into his mouth, grabbed the
cups again, and went back to the cooks. She could look out
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over the city. Alan had told her how the cities of YingolNeerie
blazed with lights from sealed windows. Back in its day.
Maybe someone yet lived there if there really were new
signals, but something had clearly happened to YingolNeerie
as soon as they began contact with the worlds of Kassidor, the
Kassikan in particular. Alan thought it was a war between the
mortals and the Angels, but there was so little real data
received. These signals might be from a whole new
civilization. After all, their mortals were still ephemeral and it
had been twenty two generations since the last signals from
YingolNeerie were received.
Anyway, compared to YingolNeerie in its energy age, the
city of Zhlindu twinkled dimly in the dark of Nightday. The
brightest lights out there were the corners of West Harborwall
she could see far to the south, lit by the great torches of the
docks.
A big floater drifted in to a landing a few floors below, a
shadow across the lights of the harbor. She watched it, almost
as amazed by them as she had been by starships. Aldya was
back with some more of those thin and crunchy rolls. They
were almost a desert they were so sweet, but the greens rolled
up in them were vitamin pills. She ate two more of them
while they sat there.
"So how old is that yandrille," he asked.
"I would say it's from the 35th to 41st. They were still
making serious manual yandrilles in the 41st in some places.
I'd have to check my notes to be sure but the scale that's tuned
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to looks like the one they used in the Korst at that time. I
don't know of anywhere that scale's used south of the
equator."
"The only one I've seen before was from Sunhillow but I
can't tell how it's tuned. It had that same look."
"It could be, I've only seen one early sunhillow device, it
was unresonated, a classroom piece from the 34th. You're
quite knowledgeable about the music scene," she said.
"It is very refreshing to meet someone I can actually
converse with. Especially someone who is as cute as you are."
"Glad you like it. My look is really all about the hair, the
remainder of my person isn't far from average."
"Your nose is smaller than average, your eyes protrude
more. Their brown matches your hair so well, matches your
pubic hair and nipples so well also," he said in a softer voice.
She smiled. "As long as you think I'm human enough."
"Way more than that. I'm stupid and silly about you,
haven't you noticed?"
"Well I haven't been chasing you away, and it is a bit cool
here on this exposed peak. It's almost two miles back from
here you know." She squeezed up next to him.
He did put his arm around her and let her get her breasts
on it. "I ate a lot," he said. "Two of those fat ones and four of
these thin ones so far."
"I'm only one of each behind you," she said, "And you're
thinner than I am."
"I'm already bloated, we've got these cups to finish."
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"And then two miles to stagger home," she said.
"You're not up for anything more?" he asked.
"I really better not drink any more or I'll turn into a sot."
"This is our third cup."
"That black stuff is treated," she said. "And I've been at it
more than I should lately. Maybe one more for the walk
home, but an evening of elbow exercises wouldn't be good for
me."
"I just don't want my time with you to end."
"You're acting a bit like that kid from YingolNeerie we
talked about. Really, I'm no big deal, it's just we've been busy
and it's been a couple weeks. Again, nothing about this gets
printed, I don't even want to see an unexplained 'B-' hanging
in the same hallway your office door is on."
"My boss has the only office in the room, everyone else
has a work table and file rack. There's four listening rooms
opposite my bosses office. There is nowhere to hang an
unexplained note, the studs in my office grade by numbers
and I have never even discussed that game, even as an
investigative project. If you must know, it's not often I let a
girl pick me up on the first date."
She laughed at that. "I would think every aspiring star
would be dropping into a split before you everywhere you
went."
"I keep my life private from the magazine. I've never been
in front of the camera, there is no one who knows who I am
but some of the staff."
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"That's how I want it to be with me and my music."
"But you are a performer. You would have to perform in
disguise. You wouldn't have let us take pictures."
She thought about that. It was true. Just the fact that her
picture was published meant people were going to start
recognizing her. She would have no idea who or why, they
were going to question her on things that she didn't remember
saying. That was not what she wanted. "Perhaps I shouldn't
have allowed pictures."
"Desa, I'm sorry, it is done. The article is in the works,
I've turned in my notes."
"I know, I know. It's just that maybe Klegnif has it right,
we really shouldn't be in a magazine article. We really are just
a couple of country folksingers not used to big city ways."
"Desa, you are not, you are intelligensia. You are a person
who should be forming public taste. You should be setting the
trends. I can see your need for a personal life, but you have
been working toward this all your life. You've studied, you've
practiced, you've played. You've studied in three worlds, even
the Kassikan! You've been recorded for centuries, in Zhlindu
and in Dos before. You can keep your private life, but your
music can have greatness if you reach out and take it. There is
your city before you, Desa of ZhlinDos," he stood up and
waved his arm at it. She stood beside him so his other arm
was around her. It was a pretty picture, a mountain of
twinkling green fireflies with yellow eyes on its harbors. The
torches on the bridges above the harborwall sparkled like
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jewels in the focus of this yaag. "Just reach out your gentle
voice and take it."
"How will I do that?" she asked.
"Starting at Kaprikanus, Thlollala Nightday."
"What?" she almost shrieked.
"Let me tell you about it, there was a cancellation and
Deneen does a lot of business with us. We thought this would
be a great time to get you into a bigger place and see how
well you do, that will determine how much of a writeup we
will do about you. I've been by your place a couple times
today trying to get a chance to tell you."
"I was down at the studio. But Klegnif likes playing
places like this," she waved at the plaza they were on, "for
about this many people."
"The guy you played with in Sarsawuf was stronger on
the pads than Klegnif, is he still around?"
"He may be, but he's nothing on vocals and Klegnif is the
best harmony I've ever had in my life. It has to be the
mountain air. We both have highlands in our blood."
"So that's why you are up on Rankor Hill and not on the
harborwall."
"Somewhat, the spices in the cooking they use on the hill
has more to do with it for me, that and the RIS campus is
close."
"Do you still teach there?"
"I did a few classes this trip down, but not steady. I have
use of their labs, that's the plus. I'm not doing an actual class
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this year, just the band and that text I was making notes for."
"Desa, you are destined."
"What?" she asked.
"You have the perfect song, the perfect sound, the perfect
look, the perfect background, Desa, Professor of Music from
Dos Kassikan, Yandrille, lead vocal and songwriter of
ZhlinDos."
"You are not to use any of this meeting in your
magazine."
"Of course not, by my wish as well as yours, but don't be
afraid to let your music be successful. Nothing on that list of
accomplishments says a word of this meeting or the many
others like it I hope to have with you. Your look is the pure
and wholesome girl-next-door beauty of your music and
nothing more."
"I would think of it as being a niche market around here."
"It may be, but if so, it is one you have all to yourselves."
He went right on with, "We will have a rehearsal with
Kaprikanus. There's a light guy and a smoke guy, you can get
them as familiar with your material as you would like. They
prefer to choreograph the whole show, under your direction."
"We pretty much just play. Klegnif is rather graceful at
some of the spins and flips the Dwarvish girls used to do for
gymnastics, but that doesn't fit our music very well. Playing a
sit-down yandrille that weighs three hundred pounds limits
the choreography you can get into also."
"Valos-Eigree will be set up in front of you, perhaps we
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can get some dancers in there..."
"Valos-Eigree is opening for us?" she was incredulous
once again. Wuff's son was even more successful than he had
been. Wuff's was doing their house sound these days. They
had played together four years ago at Conchidenabla but at
different times and stages. ZhlinDos had played at the gate
stage early and then she had gone over to see them and have
sex with Eigree after that gig.
"They were booked in there before the cancellation."
"How do they feel about that?"
"I doubt that they know yet," Aldya said, "You still have
to go see Deneen and sign up."
"Not today I hope? It's getting pretty late now." She was
far too wasted to conduct any business anyway.
"Morningday is fine, you've still got two weeks."
"Good, but my cup is low," she said, looking into it, "what
about yours?"
"What were your plans?" he asked, "you just talked about
heading home?"
"Yeah, you know almost every Nightday I'm usually out
on a gig somewhere. If I get to dine with anyone it's usually
noonmeal but we had this Nightday open because Klegnif
wanted to surprise Bloric with an anniversary dinner before
he went off to sleep shift at the kilns."
"So you're trying to say?"
"To bare my innermost feelings to you, I'd rather just go
back to the house and see if I could coax you into making me
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a boner I could ride."
His smile was spontaneous, she guessed that would be a
'yes'. "I scarcely dared dream."
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6. The Upcoming Show
On Morningday of Chezhervizhod Aldya received a
messenger at his home with a note from Deneen.
- Desa of ZhlinDos has come and signed for Nightday of
Thlollala. You are correct, she is impeccably professional, a
pleasure to do business with. The lights guy you sent down
here is one of the best on the Hill, thanks. He wants to see
you today at the hall, as soon as you can get down there.
Thanks, -Deneen
With some muttering about a three day work week, he
showered and dressed and made his way down there. While
he was on his way he stopped at Vollin-Madin to see if he
could get them down there at the same time. Madin was in
but hadn't been messaged so he had to go thru the whole deal
longhand.
"Yeah, we can do that, a regular one-song. Sounds like it's
nothing special, come in at the usual rates."
Aldya knew those rates, an iron per shift, man and
camera, an iron an hour for shot film and a copper a minute of
edited approved output film. It was just over a four minute
song, five coppers and another for filming. The editing was
free, covered in that copper a minute. "That's fine, we may
want to put more than one camera on them."
"Let's go look around, is the hall open?"
"I'm on my way to meet the lights guy now, not that I
know him. Some guy must have showed up and said I sent
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him, I never sent anyone."
"Well if he's some fake, we work with Innagee a lot, he
can get this done and get us some good film out of it."
"It might be him for all I know," Aldya said. "Maybe the
message got to him instead of you."
"I've gotten the message to the wrong people when I've
delivered it my own self." He grabbed a camera and rumbled
down the rickety company stairs just outside his office door.
They took a quick streetcar out Orisongee, Madin had
taken a camera he was fascinated with to get some layout
shots and was going on about it, waving it and pointing at this
or that delicate little assembly of fibers and springs and
lenses. Aldya didn't write any of it down, he wasn't a
photography techno-junkie, he pretended to be impressed
enough to keep Madin happy.
Kaprikanus' stage door is only two floors down from that
keda tunnel so they were soon inside. The guys who were
actually on stage strapping hoses were working on the
Noonmeal show that was a very theatrical thing with sets and
even some pneumatic animatronics that two orange-bearded
techs were scratching their heads over.
The lights that were going up for this were very stage,
meant to illuminate various areas within the sets where
different musicians would perform. It was trying to take
Orkestrus-Rankonistica the next step toward theater.
He climbed up to the control bridge with Madin, lugging
455

what was actually a pretty big camera for taking a few survey
shots. It was obvious he wanted to test the camera more than
the hall. Deneen's Kaprikanus hall was pretty sophisticated
for one that couldn't hold much more than twelve hundred
people. The ceilings were a bit lower than they should be and
there were mini speakers set into them. The columns on each
side of the stage held the main speakers. Madin had gone
right to work on this and was already snapping layout shots
from there. He took one of the patchboard and pressure
regulators up on this bridge.
"Are you with today's show?" he asked the big blond guy
that was standing at the console writing down channel
assignments.
"Actually no, I just came down here with my dad and
Bandor. My dad's working sound here later today and the
show I'm playing here next week. Bandor's bidding on the
lights for that show."
"What show is that?" Aldya asked.
"The one I'm playing at. It's actually Desa's show." He
yelled up to the light bridge above, "Who's Desa playing with
now?"
"I didn't hear you." / "ZhlinDos" someone and Aldya
answered at the same time."
"Some other girl from the hills," the guy upstairs yelled
back down. "Blond with big ones."
"That's the show I'm here about. I'm Aldya, I'm producing
that show for Crystal Scene magazine."
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"So you're who's collecting the bids, not Deneen?"
"There are some financial details Deneen's bead counters
are working on," Aldya said, "But I'd be happy to collect the
bid."
"Bandor's the best, you shouldn't even take bids, you
should be glad he's got the time open..."
A wide, black-bearded guy rattled down the slanted ladder
that served as a stairway to these bridges. "Bandor, I do
lights, like Valos is flapping about." He held his hand out and
laced fingers. "I'll do this show cheap just to do it, Desa's
always been special to me. This show'll be special, I'll like
seeing her in here."
"You know her?"
"I go back with Lesahr since way before his burn-out,
way before he ever played with Desa. I knew Desa from this
guy she was with who did shop work for me, same time she
started playing with Leshar back in the 55th. He was kinda tall
and shy and from somewhere far away. I'd guess Prvest,
maybe, maybe Knidola some time in his past."
"So you know Desa?" Aldya asked Valos.
"We did Conchidenabla on the same evening, other than
that, I wasn't born the last time she was in town," Valos
admitted, "But she played with my dad three centuries ago.
He knows she's good, and she's got a good voice. He says she
might have even worked on it since then."
"Are you hurt by playing before them?" Aldya asked him.
"No, I'm cool with that. They are good and they are cute
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and that song has a catch to it. It's nice to see them get some
media attention. Desa's been at it, I think this is the third band
she's been with in the city, plus her studio tapes. I don't know
what she does when she's out in the hills but she brought a
tape with her that ain't bad. It's her first duo here in the city
and they're both cute girls, that's good. They both have good
voices.
"We played with them once before," Valos continued. "It
was a good time. We were after them that evening, but they
were still new in town. We were doing sound checks while
they were on the other stage, but I heard about it after. I'm not
surprised to see them follow us now that a few people have
seen what they do. I think I had to admit I knew from what
people told us back then that it would be this way the next
time. I expected this, I'm very good with this, I'm glad it got
to be us, I want to play for their crowd."
"I am so in love with them," Aldya admitted.
"Which one? Though I do understand the one on
chippongga is pretty much with someone who came down
from the hills with her."
"Klegnif, and she is, except for a party now and then,
Desa tells me."
"I understand Desa gets around now?"
"She doesn't talk about that part of her life with
reporters."
"She spent the sleep with Eigree last time we played
together, but then he's always in trolling mode."
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"Out of respect for her wishes I don't print things I even
hear about her personal life, even if Eigree tells me himself.
But between you and me, I would never say no to either of
them," Aldya said, truthfully. He still didn't think he'd lied,
just followed Desa's instructions on what was private.
"Yeah, me neither. My dad says she used Leshar up when
he was playing chippongga with my dad. He says he used to
lie around the house like a wet towel all the next day."
Aldya tried to get the conversation turned, "I have three of
Sarawuf's recordings and they are all out on the table with my
tape deck."
"No shit? I think you're the first person who's ever come
up to me and told me they have some of my dad's
recordings."
"Desa's recordings. They're still available and have sold
more in the last ten years than they did when Sarsawuf was
playing."
"No shit?" Then he leaned over and yelled toward the
stage, "Hey Pops! They're still selling Sarsawuf songs and he
has three of them."
"No shit?" The big man with the two-foot orange ball of
hair with a nose, mouth and eyes on the front, jumped down
from the stage and paced over to meet him. "I thought we
could have gone somewhere with that band if weren't for
those robots."
"Robots?" Aldya asked.
"Yeah," Wuff's sighed, "she had some kind of starship
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trouble back in their day. I don't remember any details, I had
other involvements at the time so I heard most of it from
Leshar."
What do you know about her?"
Wuffs spoke seriously. "She's a sweet girl with beautiful
music in her is what she really is. She's as sweet as she looks
my friend and her legend is recorded on tape."
"Everything you say makes me love her more."
"Then wander on up to her like you would an orphan keda
you wanted to befriend, because she's just what she is. She's
not standoffish but other than her music she's a nice cute girl,
a tad to the party side of average. But always remember that
she does have her own agenda whether you agree with it or
not. She can be as independent as an old keda about some
things."
"Thanks for telling me, I've found her strong where she
needs to be also. So how often have you worked this hall?"
Aldya asked.
"Oh, now, I'd say three, maybe four thousand times."
"What are you getting from Valos-Eigree?"
"Why is it your business?" his eyes narrowed.
"Because I mean to offer you one and a half times that
much to stay on for ZhlinDos."
"And you are?"
"Aldya, of Crystal Scene, the producers for Thlollala
Nightday."
"It would have been a lot different if Desa was asking me,
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then I could understand."
"Desa is probably putting her set list together at the
moment. She will be meeting with you that Morningday if
that suit's you?"
"If it suits me? Whenever you want unless I'm at a
pressurized board."
"I'll write Morningday in pencil, thank you."
"You're Desa's agent?" Wuffs asked.
"I'm just trying to put this show together. They've played
in some plaza's, some pretty nice little rooms. They've been
on the dinner tour more than the halls so they need sound,
lights, smoke, costumes, choreography that they never had to
think about before."
"What will happen to them after this show?"
"The gigs they do at cook's courts are going to be a lot
more crowded and people with balconies that open onto those
plazas are going to sell tickets for an iron a pop."
"Doesn't sound rational."
"Some producer will pick them up, or some hall or even a
network. You'll see," he said, knowing he was going out on a
limb now, "they'll be worthy of even a Klikenstra tour."
"The Desa I knew is a sweet kid that plays a mean
yandrille," Wuffs said, "but she'd never hold up to a tour like
that. I don't know if she could have held up to the tour we had
without Lesahr. She clung to him in strange neighborhoods."
"I'll try and convince her she can cling to me."
"So you are her agent?" Wuffs asked.
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"No, just an admirer who would love to have her cling to
me. If I can make this show work, maybe I can presume to
ask her to be her agent. Til then I have a job on
Afternoondays."
"Well I'll be glad to do sound for Desa, who's the other
girl?"
"Her name's Klegnif, her and Desa go way back, she's not
in the meat market at all, privately or publicly."
"So Desa is privately?" Wuffs asked.
"I see it matters to you?"
"Like I said," Wuffs said, "we had times together. They
were short, but good."
"And Lesahr, where is he now?" Aldya asked.
"He wants to play out but all he's getting is studio work
on soundtracks for those supernatural spookers that Dripping
Tooth Video puts out."
"When did you see him?" Valos asked.
"Your second decade party" Wuffs said. "That is a while
now isn't it?"
"I'm already seven," Valos said, "not a calloused old thing
like you, but some time has passed."
"Five decades ago. A lot could have happened since then,"
Aldya said.
"Well; I ain't heard no different," Wuffs said. "If he was
into some gigs I'm sure I'd have heard from him. He knows
I've been doing sound this last century."
"So where will you be on Morningday?"
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"I'll go see her, where's she staying?"
"I'm not to give out her address without permission,"
Aldya said.
"Then she'll have to come see me. I haven't moved,
Blmartn 1-2 Enggenstairs -5f. She knows it."
Aldya dutifully wrote that down. The pocketbook he took
for this project was getting pretty full. "She will see you
Morningday."
"Tell her to come early for breakfast, I'll be up by the time
Kortrax breaks free. But meanwhile, I'm working Noonmeal
today."
Bandor had stood in the background listening to all of
this, as Wuffs strode away Aldya asked, "You go back with
him also in that case don't you?"
"Yeah, yeah I do."
"Trouble? Should I have not hired him?"
"Oh no, it's not that," he said to Aldya, "but you and I
aren't hiding anything from each other. Be careful with her.
She's a soft and gentle treasure, make sure the media
understands that. She likes her privacy and she has a lot of
friends in this business."
"It is my goal that her personal life be separated from the
music and that all discussion of her personal life be kept out
of the media. That's her request."
Bandor put his hand on Aldya's shoulder and nodded.
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7. The Stage at Kaprikanus
Klegnif looked out at the misty Morningday, wondering
what had kept Bloric so late. It was true the Khovike works
ran round the week, should the kilns go cold it would take
blasting to get them clean enough to start again. Still, the
empty bed for Dawnsleep was always lonely. She was usually
able to sleep til he came home, they usually coupled in
passing on sleeps when he worked.
It was a decent place she had here in Zhindu, large and a
bit rambling with three windows that peeked out from under
shade at different angles. This one in the kitchen had a bit of a
view of the Hyadrain Valley down a branch of Elhondra
Vang. The one in the front room opened directly onto a tiny
court where a bridge leapt over the top of that branch of the
vang. The one in the bedroom was in a light well deeper in
the building.
She could see the bulk of Second Chimney down in the
lower Hyadrain Valley of downtown Zhlindu from this
kitchen window. The water condenser of that chimney
bloomed like a great white cloud above the parts of the valley
open to her view. The valley looked expansive thru this small
window, but was smaller than the vale of Yoonbarla or one of
the valleys that joined at Yoonbarla village. Having a
thousand times the population of those valleys was what
made the Hyadrain Valley in the mountain of Zhlindu so
much more famous.
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When she was 'home' here she usually either lay on the
bed reading or sat at their smaller table near the basin and this
window. Right now she was sitting at this table, a cup of hot
tea in her hand, wondering when that misty spire of industrial
fumes would give off Bloric.
She had never tried to live in a big city before, not even
Lastriss. Rankor Hill was much bigger than the urban core of
Lastriss. She had visited there and stayed a week in one of
their tourist barracks, but the biggest city she'd lived in was
Hazorpean. An hour's walk from any part of urban Hazorpean
puts you in plots or even forest. Here there is no direction that
an hour's walk will get one out of downtown, multilevel city.
Not from this house, or the last one they had, or Desa's new
one. This was the first time she'd ever been beyond Lastriss,
where one could not walk for an hour indoors in a straight
line. She thought seeing the pictures all her life would have
prepared her for life here, but it hadn't. Not having a garden,
never getting to eat anything that wasn't bought, that was very
different. Even when she lived in Hazorpean she could hike
into the wilds and pick fruit or paddle out into the lon up the
south end of the lake or pinch spices from planters on her
balcony.
She wondered if she could have come down here without
Bloric. Just her and Desa was hard to contemplate. Desa was
comfortable in cities, much more so than Bloric, though he
wasn't as frustrated with it as she was. Also, Desa could get
carried away with music and Klegnif was so compliant to
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Desa when music was concerned. It seemed like she couldn't
really use rational judgement when Desa's musical plans were
concerned. Ever since that girl had come out of the Kinsheeta
pass, her tune had been in Klegnif's ear more than Desa ever
knew. Certainly more than she could ever tell her.
She thought of tunes, thought she might go down to the
studio where she had several pads that needed service before
next Nightday. By this time she was pretty sure Bloric had
found some variety to spice the Morningday, he was usually
back before Kortrax actually broke free of the horizon. The
shadows on the high peaks told her she had lingered halfway
to lunch at this breakfast table and she really should do
something with the day.
Or she could have yet another cup of tea here, she
thought, as she heard Desa's voice at her door.
"I have quite a bit of news," Desa said as she breezed into
the booth that surrounded their window table.
"About the interview?" Klegnif asked.
"Better than that, I just booked us at the Kaprikanus."
"What?" She had only been in the city thirty four years,
but she knew of the Kaprikanus. She had been to several
shows there with Bloric, it was only a twenty minute walk
from here and thirty two floors down. It was nothing like they
had played so far. "Who are we opening for?"
"Valos-Eigree is opening for us!"
"What?" Klegnif nearly spilled the tea she was ladling up
for them. "Didn't we open on the small stage when we played
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with them last time?"
"Yeah."
"You did the chippongga player as I remember."
"This time I think I want to do Valos," she giggled, "I
think he's cuter anyway."
"Desa, you're impossible. You should have brought Kaha
along to film this."
"Last I knew Kaon had her in treatment for tpsii."
"Oh yeah."
Desa got more serious, "Are you OK with this, can you do
it?"
"Can I play at Kaprikanus? I don't know," she gasped and
put her hand to her breastbone. "I have to let it sink in. I'd like
to see what it looks like from the stage before I had to
actually play, and I certainly wouldn't want to play nude in a
hall like that."
"We haven't played nude since the party when you bought
this place."
"But they were all gonna be neighbors, at least some
connection and there were fourteen people here. Twelve
hundred strangers is different." She thought about what a hall
that size was like. Kaprikanus was actually no larger than
Lappranile was it? She was comfortable nude in Myimpaden.
It was her house at the time. She never got as comfortable at
Lappranile and never played there nude. Desa had a couple
times, but since then, neither of them had anywhere. She was
joking when she said that anyway. After seconds of silence,
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"I'd really have to go see that stage."
"We could go down there this Morningday or next."
"This," she said.
"I've just come from Deneen's, I still have the contract on
me. His handwriting's not bad at all."
"We can keep it safe here," Klegnif said, "I've found six
secret compartments in the ceiling so far."
"I'm not really worried about it, we used three sheets of
copy paper. We can keep it in your paperwork rack as well as
mine." Klegnif folded it and put it with the other band papers
she kept in a big wooden folder on top of her
desk/workbench.
"I haven't been down there myself since we saw Riklore
there about thirteen years ago wasn't it?" Klegnif asked. "I
wasn't quite bored with city life then."
"You're bored with it?" Desa asked. "We're just getting
good, we're just starting to know people."
"Yeah, but I miss my garden."
"I hear you on that," Desa said, "You don't get any direct
sun here, that's what I think the other problem is. It's roomy
but a little gloomy."
"At least that kitchen window has a view," she said.
"Since this tea isn't very hot any more, we can just down it
and go whenever you want."
Desa took her cup and just poured it down. "No sense
getting sat," she said. Sometimes she wished it wasn't so easy
to admire her. Desa could lead headlong on some adventure
468

and Klegnif might not be able to slow them down.
Desa lead them via Morgongaiga and down the Ebel-N
stairs to the Kuguum and toward the front doors of
Kaprikanus. Delthonis passes a few blocks away and only
two floors up, it's not a bad location. Klegnif was beginning
to form a map in her head of the neighborhood. She never had
to have such a large third dimension in any map before. She
used to think Lastriss was huge with a third level of streets in
places. She hadn't been in many neighborhoods here in
Zhlindu where even long-term residents are sure just how
many levels of streets there are below them. 'Is that counting
the abandoned levels?' was a clarification some need ask.
When is a hall a street, or khume as they call them here?
They decided to stop for an early lunch of inglethor sticks
and fruit when they saw some that looked especially
attractive. "I was just thinking," Klegnif said, "I'm beginning
to get some idea of what's connected to what. I don't
understand how it fits together the way it seems to..."
"The landscape was jagged crags here before we built city
over it," Desa said.
"And still is, but that's not the point. It doesn't seem to fit
into a 3-d box yet. The parts of the city should fit into a model
with no two things in the same place and taking the same
amount of steps up and down no matter what route you take
to get there. I swear I've found several of those optical
illusion stairways in this city where I've climbed up many
stories of stairs to get somewhere and found I had to climb up
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twice as many more to get home."
"All stairways in Zhindu are up," Desa said, "It's about
time you noticed that. That's what keeps us in shape.
Chronos-Weillum is compressing air off of it somehow, it's
been this way since the start of the 101st."
"You are so absolutely full of shit," Klegnif told her.
"No, just swaging because I haven't had any yaag yet
today. I think I'm giddy from withdrawal."
"You know I have noticed your consumption go up since
we left Hazorpean."
"That boat was hopeless," Desa said, "I got used to the all
day blither. It's a wonder we didn't run aground."
"I heard we were one of the fastest rafts from Lastriss to
Shempala that year."
"We probably took a few shortcuts thru the fields across
some of the wider meanders on some of those foggy, steamy
darks," Desa said.
"You are silly today."
"I'm excited. The Kaprikanus. I played as big a hall with
Sarsawuf but it wasn't as nice, The Dulindor, I don't know if
it's still open. We were first of three that Nightday. That was
when Finding Ceremony came out, the start of our first tour
of downtown Zhlindu. Kaprikanus to me is better than that
whole tour put together. The acoustics are SO Good, they
have to be one of the best halls I've heard in the city, of any
size. We need to be sure we tune that chorus button on your
mic exact also, it'll fill that room with liquid when you
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harmonize."
"You are excited about this."
"Let's go in the stage door, we're allowed. But we left the
contract at your place."
"I'd try a good bluff before walking all the way back up
there after it, we're two floors away."
"The stage door is one more down from that."
"Oh."
"I know the way," Desa said.
How she could, Klegnif had no idea. She went down
some residential hallways that seemed like they must have
been ten floors up from where they were because they went
across a small crystal bridge with a view of a vang, then
climbed up another flight of steps and came up to the floor
that was three floors down from where they started. That's
what she meant about some of the stairs around here.
The stage door was just another loading dock on a tiny
industrial hall at the end of this residential hall. The guy
working the equipment dock was huge, with shoulders the
size of navigator's globes. He probably moved floor
instruments by himself. As soon as Desa was on the two steps
leading up to this dock he asked, "You are?"
"Desa and Klegnif of ZhlinDos. We've just been booked
in here for Thlollala Nightday."
"Oh, so you're Desa. Wuffs was telling me about you."
"The Wuffs I know?"
"Yeah, he's here. Guy named Bandor who says he knows
471

you was here too."
"Bandor the lights guy?"
"Yeah, you just missed him and your producer, Aldya."
"Oh? who went where?"
"Oh you know Bandor, they went off to get some elbow
exercise I think. Wuffs is still inside, he's working the
Noonmeal show for Audio Circus."
"They're playing here this Noon?" Klegnif asked.
"I think they're in the house now. G'wan in, say hi," he
said and rolled the heavy door aside for them.
Once inside, she saw that the dressing rooms and
equipment rooms were under the stage. There was a big light
pipe compressor chuffing away merrily, filling a pressure tank
big enough to carry the place for a week. There were a couple
guys trying to repair a kinked gang hose taking up most of the
room. She recognized three of the guys from Audio Circus
hanging out at the dressing room door. "Oh hey, Desa,
Klegnif, there you are now, hey we just heard."
"It was just before lunch," Desa said with her greeting.
"Wuffs was telling me, he's upstairs now. It's going to be
good, my nose tells me the cooks are doing something special
too, a lot of them are setting up tables and chairs. You should
stick around." He wound his arm around her in a half-hug as
they went by.
Perhaps, if Bloric did after all? She thought, passed her
hand across him. "Sure, or be back, it's a few hours yet."
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"Right," he said. "I'm excited to play here, I'm glad to
hear you two are playing here too."
"I need to see if I'm too excited," Klegnif told him,
hanging back a second to enjoy his attentions. "I hope I'm not
scared to play here." Desa was already on the zigzag ramp
that lead up to the stage, she hurried to catch up with a,
"later," and a wave.
She got around the corner in time to see another big guy
with an orange ball of curls pick Desa up and spin her around.
He held her like a baby on a hip with her legs around his
waist and his forearm under her butt. He turned and buried his
face in her chest while her arms were wrapped around his
orange 'fro. Klegnif figured they knew each other.
By the time Klegnif got to the top of the ramp he put her
down, "This is Wuffs," Desa said. "Played lween and lshi, did
other vocals and dance troupe..."
"I permanently tweaked my back doing that," Wuffs said.
"I had to go thru re-gen. You must be Klegnif," he said and
hugged her in a bit more staid a manner than he had Desa.
They still had their arms around each other, but he did not
squeeze her. She noticed that she wanted him to however and
did press on him after they separated.
"The doorman says you'll be doing our sound," Desa
asked him.
"Yep, and Bandor's doing the lights and bringing in a
smoke guy."
Klegnif grimaced and Desa noticed. "It's harmless."
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"It's not that," Klegnif said, "A big production makes me
nervous, I'll get too tense."
"I'll tell them to keep it subtle," Wuffs said, "you'll hardly
know it's there. The best effects are those that the audience
never noticed were effects. Notice what's happening here." He
pointed to the sets that were undergoing final touches on the
stage. "This side will be outdoors from the lighting. You won't
notice it as a light show because it's still. When a later scene
has them standing by a fire over here, the lights flicker as a
fire would."
Klegnif was doing what she needed to do, look out from
the stage. She took a couple steps forward and realized she
had only been in the balcony here. She hadn't noticed that it
was like the Lappranile, a place that almost felt like home
after the cramped courtyards in this city. This was not even as
tall as Lappranile, just a little wider and not very much longer
at all. Like Lappranile, the best place to watch the show was
from the balcony. The floor went under the balcony, and
farther back, farther than Lappranile went, there were cooks
setting up. There were taps at the top of the balcony, with a
few more tables up there, and more beyond the cooks. There
were no middle stairways from the balcony to the floor, but
four stairs, at each end of each cross aisles. That little back
street under the balcony was missing here it seemed, but there
might be a way to an upper street beyond the taps and cooks
up beyond the balcony.
The framework of the hall was ornately cast crystal, but
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most of the wall space was upholstered with bright tapestries
heavy with reds and purples, highlighted with yellows and
whites in vaguely lightning-like patterns. The spaces were
beautiful shapes that fit into the arches of the hall's ceilings.
The ceiling was a little close compared to Lappranile, maybe
only thirty feet, certainly not over forty, but she could see it
was acoustically treated. The sound bridge was at the front of
the balcony and the lights bridge a long ladder above that.
The ladders would come down during the show, isolating the
lights bridge except for a catwalk to the top of the forward
stairways.
The balcony didn't come quite as close to the floor as at
Lappranile, maybe eight feet instead of six and a half. That
made it a little more open. The way this theatrical show was
being set up made it a little more cozy. There was a big floor
yandrille but the furniture around it made it seem like it was
set up in someone's home, she immediately saw something
like that for their set, but more like a garden. She turned to
tell Desa but saw that she and Wuffs were winding around
each other again.
Good, they could make a day of it here and maybe each
find someone to do for Noonsleep. She could play here, she
thought, especially if it was decorated as a garden. It would
help make up for the one she missed. It would also say
something of where they came from where mountains are full
of rock instead of city.
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8. Thlollala Noonsleep
Desa came down to her door at his call, "Aldya, it's the
Noonsleep of the week of the show, I have choreography to
go over tomorrow. I have only one more chance for sleep
after this."
"I'll give you someone to wake up with, we'll sleep well,
then I'll give you your Afternoonday and probably won't see
you til Kaprikanus."
"I do like someone to wake up with," she admitted.
"I passed that test before," he said.
"Well, but only once," she poked his belly lightly.
"You want me to come in," he said.
Yeah, she would like a man, as long as he didn't keep her
awake. "Let's not make it a neighborhood drama," she said
and pulled him thru the door, closed it. "Why are you sniffing
around me so?" she asked.
"Desa, my Goddess..."
"I ain't climbing no pedestal here. Someone to sleep with,
sure, your goddess, not happening. All this choreography
you've laid out is a lot more work that we usually put into a
show. That changes your voice you know. To sing a lot of
these songs I need to be somewhat rested, not panting from a
tumbling run."
"It's not tumbling," he said.
"Well the twirling then, that might make me dizzy enough
to throw up."
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"Like Wuffs and Bandor say, you're such a tender and
delicate flower."
"Wuffs also says I'm a sex fiend that could ride a
jackhammer. The truth, as you know, is somewhere between."
"But closer to the flower," Aldya said. "You are a
treasure."
"I am a tired. I was just getting in bed already."
"I wouldn't have guessed, you don't often wear clothes
when you're home."
"That's probably what get's Wuffs going about me."
"He's doing your house mix," Aldya said.
"I know, I brought Klegnif down to Kaprikanus after I
signed up with Deneen. We just missed you. Wuffs was still
working on Zawmathii's set-up so he was there. We talked, I
got to hang out on the sound bridge thru the musical they put
on, it was lots of fun actually."
"That's where you must have been that Noonsleep."
"Keeping tabs are we? You better not be saving this up for
a big expose or you'll never pass my door again."
"Trust me, it is only personal."
"I don't need you stalking me."
He gave her a shocked, hurt look, "All I did was call at
your door like I did this evening. The Noonsleep before last,
there was no answer."
"Where were you all last week? Every sleep of
Chezhervizhod I was home alone."
"I was tied up with the magazine and the show. My stones
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are heavy, I only slept twice this Chezhervizhod and both
times alone, only once was at home. It was all working up
that choreography that I dropped off Nightday."
"We were playing at Hnmarten Cook's Court. I never gave
you one of our schedules did I?"
"No, come to think of it, I've been so wrapped up in this
Kaprikanus gig that I completely forgot you two play out.
How'd that go?"
"Not bad at all, most people stayed, forty eight bought
tapes and a hundred and twelve bought tickets for
Kaprikanus. Only two of the kegmen skipped on us. You want
a cup before we go to bed? I do."
"I didn't bring one."
"We'll share Kelthwiss," Desa said. She pressed against
him as she twirled into her kitchen area. The cup stayed on
the highest shelf. She had a jug from Imore who set up four
floors below in a hallway among the leaner-houses. She filled
it and took the first sip before twirling back to him, "Here's to
Thlollola," she said and handed it to him.
"Here's to thank you for everything."
"It's just a cup of murky gold and a pretty ordinary female
body to lie with."
"I think you are more than that because of your music."
"Don't be slavish or I'll send you home."
"Can I admire you? If I can't, then I guess I shall have to
go home. You are beautiful and talented and honest and
modest, what more could one ask of a fellow human being?"
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"The answers," Desa said.
"I can't form the questions you dwell on. The most
significant thing I could understand talking to you about is
how do you think you will deal with fame?"
"Don't ask me that question, I barely want to deal with
that question as a 'would' not 'will'. I will deal with fame by
avoiding it. I have always been torn as a musician. There has
been a side of me that dreams of stardom, and another side of
me that dreads it. I've never had to face that dilemma."
"I think you do now, sweet Desa of the hills, I think you
do now."
"You can make me famous can't you?" she asked. Her
heart hammered and she knew this was a live mic she was
standing in front of. "I feel like Myanfyinga when she was
offered the key. If I was to say, 'let's become as famous as we
can,' you could make anything happen couldn't you?"
"Only because of you. I can supply the fame, you have
supplied the knowledge and the talent. You have supplied the
sweetness and the light."
"You're as bad a flower-mouth as Alan when he was a
kid." They were standing by the bed. She still had the
daycover of plush white yoniss fur on it. She usually slept on
this for Noonsleep, it was too hot to be under. As she jumped
up on it she told him, "I don't really want clothes on this fur if
I can help it."
"I think Wuffs has some truth to what he says."
"A little maybe, but I'm not into it the way he can get into
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it. It was Lesahr acting spent that really set up that story. The
reason he was spent is he stayed up for ever and ever talking
song ideas until I became unconscious from the drone. He
may have gone on for hours more, yaag would do that to him
sometimes. The sleep with him was hardly better than the sex,
and the sex was usually the morning after."
"But fame," he said, unbuttoning the bodysuit he wore, "I
can make you famous. I admit, that will probably help my
standing at the magazine if I do. It is true, the key is offered
to you, say you want it and it is yours."
Desa saw that scene in the movie with her hair streaming
out and the sky turning black behind her. She felt the hollow
in her stomach that one does when wobbling on the edge of a
deep chasm. "I will do as Myanfyinga and not take the key."
She felt her heart start to slow as soon as she let those words
out. "I do not want to become a celebrity and have my name
splashed across cheap news. My public face is only my
music."
"Do you wish to allow your pictures into print?" Aldya
asked. "None have gone out yet. The publisher is watching
the Kaprikanus show to determine how much print we get. I
have every confidence in the show we are putting together."
Desa avoided answering that question about her picture. It
was nice to know it hadn't gone out. She hadn't fallen off the
cliff yet. She was even more worried about Klegnif than
herself. "Let me talk to Klegnif first. She is going to want a
run-thru with the lights and smoke," Desa said, "at least a
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couple songs to get comfortable with it."
"That will have to be early Nightday afterlunch."
"Beautiful," Desa said. "I'd just as soon come down to the
hall when I'm done with breakfast."
"I'll see you there."
"Oh? Are you leaving?" she asked.
"No, I mean after this Noonsleep." It left them laughing.
He had undressed by now and jumped up on the bed and
wrapped her in his arms and held her as she liked. She
squealed with it, wound up laying on her back on his belly
with his hands cupping her. "We probably don't need to get
under this in this heat," Aldya said.
"I've got a little thin-knot for after," Desa said. "I combed
his out just last week, but we can get inside if you want."
"Fur brings out the animal in me," he said. "This is coriax
ain't it?"
"Ranched yoniss actually," Desa said. It was clean enough
and the great thing about the fur of coriax, axio and all their
relatives was how easily they washed and dried.
She slid off him and they faced each other on their sides,
his upper hand was able to caress her. "You don't want your
personal life to be known, but you do want your music to be
known, is that the truth?"
"Yes, as close as I know it. I know there is always some
linkage, but I want as little as possible and I'll chose gigs like
last Nightday and my personal life is my own over fortunes
with people hounding me everywhere I go."
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"Never been a secret," Aldya admitted. "Mine is my own
also. Even if you wanted this encounter known, I would try to
keep it out of publication to protect my own privacy. You are
more private with me than without, you are doubly protected,
by my honor and my self interest."
"That is good. I like your hand."
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9. The Show at Kaprikanus
"Good grief, I know you," she said to the big guy with the
bushy black curls and knobby fingers. "Just take it right to the
stage," she told the guys with the hand cart with the yandrille
on it and pointed to the ramp.
They met and his arms were around her, "Desa, what's it
been, a century?" Bandor squeezed the breath out of her, let
her go. "If anything, you're even cuter."
"I'm thirty four years into my first trip to the city this
century and I don't think I look at all different than I ever
did."
"You're doing well, maybe I just forgot how cute you are.
You're partner's a sweet one also. I underbid this job a lot to
get it you know. After hearing your song I had to see you
play. I brought a friend with me I want you to meet, he's up
on the stage."
"That's where I have to go anyway, I have checks of my
own to go thru. But it's great to see you again," she said.
"You're looking good too." She had her arm around his waist
as they walked, she reached around and fluffed his thick
beard.
"I been OK," he said, "I been five centuries in the same
place now so I guess I'm pretty comfortable. Oh, I bought the
home that was above mine and added on. My mom got into
some problems a while back, in the 1025200's, so she's still
with me."
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"Oh? How's that?"
"We've been arguing about some guy she wants to have
move in with her that I don't want to share a bathroom with,
other than that, well, there's... never mind, it's like living with
any other woman but no sex."
"Is she attractive enough?" Desa asked.
"She looks a little like you, but looks her size."
"I don't?"
"No, people who see your picture think you will be five
feet on your toes and eighty pounds."
"Hah," she bellowed heartily, "I'm half a foot and sixty
pounds over that."
"You're just right as I remember."
"I always thought of myself as a moose."
"Nah, I like a girl your size, you're not big, you just have
a look that makes people think you're tiny like a pixie."
"I'm Elf, Nordic and Troll, about half, quarter, quarter."
"I should have remembered that."
"I was around for a few years over three centuries ago. I
never played a place we needed lights after Sarsawuf except
for awhile in the 100th with BlissCry."
"I never knew you were with them," Bandor said, "til I
happened across a tape decades later and saw your name on
it. When I heard their music I always thought their vocals
sounded a lot like you. Then I saw a tape and knew why."
"Yeah, I was with them for decades, that was my longest
continuous urban spell, over ten decades. I can usually find
484

musician work when I come into the city, I played with AmisAmon a bunch of times. Some work is better than others but
doing solo dinner shows is a lot less stressful than a rock
stage. Klegnif and I were just doing dinner duo work with a
little rack of tapes when Aldya found us."
"Your tape gets played in tape houses. Yomang's up on
Hgnathas has a sign in the window and a whole rack of your
tapes now. The four khumes are plastered with signs for this
show. So far the only picture the public has seen of you is the
one on the top of the Tear the Walls Down tape. Soon the
magazine will publish your picture and you will be extremely
famous." They were up at the stage now, the stage hands were
just wrestling the yandrille into position. She was paying
attention to Bandor but motioned them into position with
Klegnif's decorations. "I hope you'll stick around this time,
Iylsaign would like to have you do some studio work with
them if you're going to stay in the city."
"Nah, I loved sitting in with them those couple times, but
I'm too country these days. Klegnif is already starting to feel
the tug of her garden. That's why she's done this with the
decoration."
"It's really nice. I'm going to like how this will come out,
but come on, you've got to meet Imrey." Bandor lead her to a
clean-shaven guy with sleek silver hair in a tail. He was
kneeling over tiny hoses that delineated the stage. "This is
Imrey," Bandor said, "He does more with smoke than I do
with lights."
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"And you must be Desa," he said as he stood and turned.
He was tall, as tall as Alan. "You're even cuter than your
pictures and not as small as I pictured."
"My sister used to call me Og."
"Not hardly that," he said.
By now Klegnif had gotten up from the vines she was
tying. "You must have come down here right after breakfast,"
Desa said.
"Just about," she answered. "It's my idea so I should be
willing to do the work on it."
"I like the trellises," Imrey said, "I can get a couple small
generators in there on each side."
"You cut an awful lot of vine," Desa said.
"All just shoots though, no pods on any of it."
"And no blooms," Desa observed.
"I found some fake ones," Klegnif said, "we could clip a
few of these on?"
Desa picked them up, they were decent fakes, not flat
paper drawings. "Too bad we can't put the garden out here in
front of us where Valos Eigree is setting up."
"Oh but we can," Bandor said.
"How?"
He placed his hands nicely when he turned her toward the
light bridge, she pressed back against him when she looked
up at it, "I see you have some new stuff."
"Yeah," he let go of her and pointed to the projectors,
"They're still Deese and Bobbin optics and mechanics, but the
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plates are by RankZapp, it turns every light into an image
projector. They are linked together into one picture. It's called
'virtual stage'. You'll like it, just don't let it spook you. Once
Imrey's set up we'll start the checks and you'll see what it's
like to work in it."
"Could we run thru a few songs with everything before
people start coming in? It's been awhile since I've played on a
stage with all this and Klegnif never has. Will we be ready
before Darkmeal?"
"We will, Imrey and I. I don't know about sound, Wuffs
ain't here yet."
"I can get us hooked up," Desa said. "I was going to go
work on it once I'm sure it's where Klegnif wants it. I had a
chance to talk in detail with Wuffs about the hookups in here.
He works this room a lot and knows what works in the builtins." They were obviously not using the Yandrille, Klegnif
was winding vines onto it now. "Where are you putting your
boards?" Desa asked her.
"Right here, the guys can see what I'm doing with this
post, they put it right where I want it. I'll be on this side of the
post, (that was tied to the built-in with a trunk of vines) at the
same angle. We'll be facing each other almost as much as the
audience. The image I'm trying to create here is that we are
playing in the garden for the love of music."
"I see that in the set list," Desa said, "Even though we did
it to match the choreography."
"That was done to match the garden decor, from the first
487

meeting we had with Aldya, Wuffs and Valos."
"They are better artists than I suspected in that case,"
Desa said. "So where are the pads?"
"Downstairs, I wanted the room to get around this first."
"Should I have left this downstairs?" Desa asked about the
yandrille.
"No, I told them to bring mine up whenever they want."
Desa looked and found them pushing the cart up the ramp
with the Chippongga on it.
"I was hoping to get sound up before Valos Eigree got
here just to get the sense of the hall."
"Go for it. Hook mine up too while you're at it. I want to
get more vines over the hoses once we're sure they're hooked
up right. I've got some plants I want to bring out to put around
us also."
"And they are going to sit there thru Valos-Eigree?" Desa
asked. "What does that do to their set?"
"Their's happens at clearings in the jungles," Bandor said,
"They use more smoke and lights than you do. Yours will
seem very elegant and refined compared to what they're
doing."
"Good," Desa said.
They had both gone thru a gross sound check before they
stopped for lunch. Her old Kniydi crystal-string really cut in
this hall, she'd have to be careful with the highs unless the
place was really full.
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There were a couple cooks in the back of the balcony,
reminding her of the seamen's hookup in Lastriss. These
cooks weren't the best Zhlindu had to offer, but they had some
serviceable kvarit rolls they could sit with.
"It's just keeping up with the crowd now," Bandor said,
"You did most of Wuffs work for him."
"You seem as skilled as he is at sound," Imrey said.
"Check the signature under 'instructor' on his certificate
from R.I.S.," Desa said.
Imrey looked to Bandor.
"Desa taught Wuffs," Bandor explained. "Those guys
could barely work their gear before Desa showed them how."
"Klikenstra gear has been available in Dos since the early
40's," Desa said. "The main halls play local clones of their
stuff. What Sarsawuf had was a generation newer than what I
played thru with Shenon-Maina. The concepts were the
same."
"Desa understood them," Klegnif also explained.
Imrey looked to Desa, "You are quite an impressive lady."
"Music has been my life. The yandrille, its technology, the
technology around it, its playing and how to get the most out
of the least playing. That's what I think the yandrille is really
all about."
"And then there is your feel for the music itself," Klegnif
said. "The clarity of the pictures in your music has always
held me in thrall. Even after the centuries we've played
together I can still see that the hills of your homeland are
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rounded."
Desa started to look at her like she came from a hamlet in
the hills, but then understood what she was saying about the
softness of the Dos sound. The scenery has rounded hills in
Dos, even all the way out to Talthaic the hills are rounded, but
much more rocky than in Dos. Very rounded compared to the
mountains of Wescarp on the Zhlindu side of the Kinsheeta.
"I think I see what you mean by that." If she left her alone
Klegnif would do a mystery chant over a pound-variant beat.
She had been doing that for quite a few decades before Desa
came thru that pass.
"What are you going to do this afterlunch?" Bandor asked
her.
"Lean back and watch Valos-Eigree set up, try not to get
wasted, try not to get stuffed at Darkmeal."
"You think you can just hang out here at this cook's
counter until then?" Bandor asked.
"No stinking way. I'd go thru half a dozen cups by then if
I sat here. By the time our set comes up I'll be inside the cup
and you'll have to set that on the stool. I'll probably hang out
with you or Valos unless you want to do more decorating?"
she asked Klegnif.
"We might as well use up the remaining vine coiling in
from the stage corners."
"We'll do that. I should have room for the last of this roll
within three minutes."
"No rush," Bandor said. "You don't want to spend any
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more time pacing than you have to."
"Yeah, Valos isn't even here yet."
"Neither is Wuffs," Desa noticed.
"Oh one thing about Wuffs when he's doing sound for
you, he'll be in after Darkmeal," Bandor said
"Very fucking nice," Desa dripped.
"In trump," Klegnif added.
"Just the crowd adjustments," Desa said. "I'm used to
doing it with room mics and headphones, so I guess it takes a
little stress out of the show. I just have such visions of being
the odd one out during the whole dance routine leading up to
the intro."
"I wouldn't mind going over that one more time myself,
Klegnif said, when will those girls get here?"
"Probably during Valos set," Bandor said.
"So I guess I'll do the sound check for Valos when he gets
here," Desa said, "after we finish the vines."
"If he gets here, you do that, leave me the vines. It'll be
less time I have to pace, drink or eat before the show."
Just then Eigree showed up, pulling his chippongga and
block on a smallwheel cart. There were 'hey's and 'hi's. He left
his gear on the stage and began the climb up to them. They all
waited for him to get there. "Valos is on his way, he had to
run an errand for the housemate but he'll be here within an
hour." He turned to the nearest cook, "I need a lunch, you got
anything?"
"Pre-matted self-rolls, toasted if you want."
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"Nice," he turned back to them but went to the
ingredients. "I don't know when Wuffs will be down, he's
having darkmeal with some woman. He promises it'll be
before the first note of the show."
Desa could see it now, she would be stuck at a pressurized
panel until minutes before she went on, never mind ValosEigree. "The only way Wuffs could keep that is if the woman
was coming to the show."
"She is, she's Luray's daughter elNahn," Eigree said, "and
she would have been out to see you sooner if she had known."
"Now there's a name I haven't heard all century, Luray. I
never knew she had a daughter. If you know Luray, where is
she?"
Eigree looked around. "elNahn wanted to be the one to
tell you, but I don't know if you'll see her in the crowd."
"If she arrives with Wuffs, he will probably be relieving
me at the pressure panel."
"Let her tell you."
"Just before I go on? I don't like that. I'll pretend to be
shocked when she tells me, but that won't actually cause me
any stress." He was reluctant, "Come on, I thought we were
friends the last time we played together."
He sucked in and made a grim face. "Luray is now more
than twelve decades late getting to Yondure. Oliar is worried
and messages elNahn often. She is thinking of trying to
follow her trail."
"Good luck!" Desa said, feeling the dark cavern beneath
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her from this news. "Twelve decades behind her scheduled
arrival? How old is her daughter?" She had to be more than
twelve decades, enough to have been a person many times as
long as it takes to grow to adulthood.
"Thirty One I think, not more than forty." Of course that
was decades. It had been a long time since she'd seen Luray.
With Mountain Furies doing well all thru the 102nd, it had
been quite a while since she was in the city.
The after-lunch flew by while she got Eigree and then
Valos hooked up. Eigree tried to talk her into a quickie in the
below-stage bathroom but she wasn't into it. He wasn't into a
sleep with her after, not with the lineup a show like this
would bring out. Not if he would have to wait thru their
whole set to get started.
Wuffs was actually true to his word and arrived before
Valos-Eigree were ready to start. There were already quite a
few people in the hall at the cooks upstairs and down. There
was someone with him that she thought an Angel should have
looked like. Her face and her manner were so sweet but at the
same time so strong. "You must be elNahn?" Desa asked,
almost transfixed by her gentle radiance. She'd heard a rumor
the blood of Myanfyinga flowed thru Luray and if it did, it
had all come out in her.
"Yes. I know of you, Desa of Yoonbarla and Dos, Desa
the star man snarer, Desa, yandrille of the hills." She took her
in a hug. There was already no doubt in her mind that this
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woman was a priestess of some kind.
"Glad to have you here for the show, is Luray coming?"
Desa asked to show she 'didn't know' and to get this over
with.
"She's on her way to Yondure." She paused.
Desa wondered how long she should let it go, decided not
too long, "To reconnect with Oliar?"
"Yes."
"I've been in the city thirty four years and I never thought
to look her up yet. Now I've missed her."
"By twelve decades," elNahn said, as slowly and calmly
as a mystic oracle.
Desa paused long, had to say something. "I take it she
wasn't checking in on the way?"
"There were some mis-communications," elNahn said.
That could cover anything from who was supposed to
message first to an angry expulsion from the house. "I'm
sorry," Desa said, "but I wouldn't suspect the worst. I'd
suspect a new life forgot the old one."
"That would be mean of her, we were close," elNahn said.
She said it as a perfect Angel device would, but with perfect
innocence.
"Luray has been known to drop out of touch for a
century," Desa said, remembering the blur she had been in,
back in the 55th."
"Her drinking was moderate this century."
"I'm not going to fill myself with fear," Desa said, "I
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know Luray is very capable."
"I am thinking of following her," she said, "but I know it
is hopeless."
"Not without a last address or something. If the last you
saw of her was a dock on the Kimoneea, I don't know what
you would follow. How is Klowa?"
"He's had no one as close so far. He and I are close."
"Does that work for you?"
"In all ways but the mystery of my mother's
whereabouts."
"Luray has another child from the 41st she knows nothing
of."
"I know," elNahn said just as calmly. "I read all her
diaries. I've re-read them all since she left." Desa had seen her
collection. It took her a few years to fill a notebook. There
was a walk-in closet full of them that Desa had shipped from
her country home to her home with Klowa back when she
bought Luray's country home in the late 55th.
Meanwhile Wuffs was looking over the panels and trying
to get her attention. "What patches change when you come
on?"
"We'll do it at the stage end. These effects aren't on
Eigree's chippongga so they just don't do anything during
their set. It's speaker distance tuning. I went thru it with a
meter just after lunch."
"There's a lot of snap in this house, you have to watch out
for that."
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"I'm trying," she said.
"It sounds good, I think they're ready. Too bad more
people haven't come in yet."
"They will."
elNahn was going to stay very close to him, Desa decided
to climb the long ladder and get in Bandor's way. She found
she had to be careful to stay out of the way, he was pretty
busy at times calling up new patterns, making modifications
to the ones running.
From up above here she could watch Wuffs at work on his
son's sound. There was a lot of like father, like son, in his
music, but it had been more Leshar than Wuffs that had
played this sound. There was some of Wuffs in it, a few bends
and sways here and there, but it was tower, more crystal than
stone, more stone than rock. Desa wondered if the long lost
mother of Valos also knew Leshar?
Bandor remarked on the same things in his music when he
had a chance. They agreed they were as proficient as any
they'd seen, but wished they were more creative. About
halfway thru their set she left the bridge and took the
stairways and the back hall to the under-stage. She hoped they
wouldn't be too crowded. They weren't, but there were a
couple guys lugging some big cameras up there.
Aldya was already there in the under-stage, Klegnif had
been there playing with her choreography since they finished
decorating. Aldya took her in his arms. "This is going very
well. The stage looks great. These guys are blasting these
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effects too."
"Yeah they are," Desa said. "We're going to look like a
country folk duo after this. You're going to look silly putting
us next."
"You're going to sound silly saying things like that by the
time the sleep begins."
"They play with a lot of power," Desa said. "More than
we used in Sarsawuf."
Desa found it impossible to participate in the very
different rhythm of the opening moves that Klegnif was now
comfortable with, with Valos-Eigree's newest hit, 'Hammer of
Continents' pounding above them.
The first three dancers showed up, greeted and joined
Klegnif in running thru that. Desa tried once more to fit with
them and didn't do too bad. She knew if there was not that
other rhythm upstairs, she'd be OK. A couple more of the
troupe showed up and there was no longer any room to
practice.
"They're going to be coming down any second," Desa said
when she was near Klegnif a little later. "We never got to run
thru a song or two with the effects."
"I got to see them in action with Valos Eigree. I can play
thru that," she said, but swallowed hard, "especially if it's less
strobing."
"Good," Desa said.
"We should start lining up," The leader of the dancers
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said. She could tell by the crowd noise that Valos-Eigree was
done.
Desa took a deep breath and let it out slow. Klegnif gave
her a wry smile. There was no time to discuss that however, it
was time to perform.
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10. At the Show at Kaprikanus
The dancers came out, clapping to the rhythm, calling in
chorus. They swayed across the dusk mists in the garden,
calling the spirits out to play and wafting the mists into gentle
light above them. The light was dim, only the mists were
glowing. It was so much less the extravaganza than what
Valos-Eigree did that it looked real. They began the chant of a
song in a rhythm, swayed and spun in that chant, began to
build it to a song. One dancer spun out to some old
instruments overgrown in the yard. She began to push the
vines from the chippongga. Another spun out and began to
push the vines from one of the yandrilles when the chorus
gained strength and clarity, the beat began to be felt in the
ground.
It was obvious the vines had been rigged to fall right off
these instruments in two blankets. Desa had a beat or two of
trouble getting a few straggling vines off the stringrack, but
had the sense not to power up and let Kegnif carry on by
herself a couple extra notes. She came in on the correct note
and not too hard. But it was when she first sang that Aldya's
backbone almost vibrated out of his body. That was another
big risk, that they could open a show like this with the first
public performance of a new song, and one as emotive as 'Hill
Children Play.'
They were still in the intro to this song when he felt
Gession's hand on his shoulder. All he said was, "Yes," and
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went back to watching. The remainder of the dance troupe
went thru one of their two main routines to this song. The
song was very jungle in sound, featuring Klegnif's percussion
more than Desa's yandrille. What Desa played on the song
was highly rhythmic also, and the whole floor of the hall was
in motion with it by the end of the first verse. By the end of
the first song most of the people there were pretending they
had been ZhlinDos fans for most of the past century.
The second song they did was 'Keeper of the Canyon,' all
in blue light and mist. They were into it, playing as they
would have played it for a hundred sixty people in a hill town
meeting hall. They had played together three centuries, they
had played this song all of them. It was here, in the second
song that his heart rate slowed. Gession was still with him
and still riveted. "Shall we go upstairs?" he asked.
"Yes, could you get us a cup and find a place as close to
the middle as you can. I'll find you."
It was a few minutes before Gession came back from the
restroom. Aldya brought the cups closer to the front around to
the side Desa was on. When Gession came back Aldya had a
hard time getting his attention because he was walking along
watching the show. The balcony was relatively steep in here,
he was afraid Gession would tumble down the aisle.
He was glad to settle back with the cup. "Thanks for
finding someone to open for Orkestrus Rankonistica." He
toasted once he had his cup.
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"Thank you for letting them be the discovery of the year."
"Is this your first one?" Gession asked.
"Yeah, but it's just ten decades I've been a scribe."
"I think you've done more than scribe. I know you've put
a lot of work into this show. You just better hope they can
hold up without you."
"I'm sure they can," Aldya said, but he worried about
Klegnif. She was even more private than Desa, too private to
be in this business. Any competent musician with some feel
for their music could take her place on the pads, but her voice
was suburb for harmonizing and she was a goddess with the
chorus pedals. Still, scarcely a quarter 'Discoveries of the
Year' in any given decade are still active by the end of that
decade. Only Garzokol and Maius-Malveer have stayed as
top draws ever since they were discovered. Crystal Scene
needed another big win to stay relevant.
He saw them send a messenger up to the light bridge, the
song after that wasn't on the set list, Aldya had never heard it.
It was lively and rhythmic. The floor was very active, he
looked to Gession to tell him about it, but found Gession
about to speak to him.
"It seems like they just adapted the show to the audience,
did you know they would deviate from the set list?"
"No," Aldya was honest. "I noticed it also. They might
throw a couple more Sarsawuf and BlissCry songs in, it
wouldn't surprise me, though I don't recognize this song at
all."
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"I've only heard their tapes," Gession said.
"This is the only show I've been to. I've seen them in their
studio, but they work bits and pieces and fool around with
things a lot." They went into Finding Ceremony, which was
unscheduled, but then the Yiheeng part of the set, The One on
the Mountain, Wake Me, Black Water and Eternity.
They were now about an hour into it. Desa picked up a
mic and walked out in front of the yandrille. Bandor widened
the lights to include the floor, all in a sunny, friendly yellow.
"Hi," she said, "Welcome to our garden party. We thought we
would warm up by playing a few old songs from our pasts for
you, and a couple experiments from our future I will admit.
"Isn't this a beautiful room? We're so honored to play
here. We thank you all for coming. I'd like to thank my old
friends Wuffs on sound and Bandor on lights, the best I know,
each of them, thank you so much, and our new friend Imrey
with his smoke machines."
Aldya thought it was a good time to go talk to Valos and
Eigree. They had a cup in their hand and were settling down
to watch in one of the back rows right in front of the balcony
taps and grilles. He bid good-bye to Gession, who was going
to keep his seat, and got up.
Desa continued to talk to the crowd. "So now that we've
played some of where we came from and a bit of where we're
going, we'd like to play what we have become out of all that,
and we're going to have a little help starting this off." She
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turned, raised her voice and pointed to the back of the stage,
"I'd like to welcome back a dozen of the most beautiful
bodies in creation..." As she said that they began coming up
the ramp doing handsprings and cartwheels. "The Rhythm
Pack."
Klegnif was already supplying them a beat by the time
they started coming up the ramp. As Desa returned to the
Yandrille she supplied a rhythm section and thousands of
voices raised in the distance from several different
mountainsides. They stretched out the intro and the dancers
spun cyclones in the glowing purple fog that coated the
ground.
When the air nearly cracked with anticipation she reached
for the mic and whispered, 'There's no Angels here', written
for one who escaped from Angels. The roar of the audience
nearly drowned them out.
Many in the audience knew the song already it seemed.
Aldya estimated that twenty thousand copies might have
actually been sold by now, almost all of them in this
neighborhood. If one in eight came to this show, everyone in
this hall could know this song. As he got to the upper rows of
the balcony he was astounded by how good it sounded. He
never knew his ears were this good. He fell to his knees on
the steps, turned around, stared at the stage. His chest was
tight. He had made love to this woman, twice, like she was
just another girl he found out on interview. She wasn't, she
couldn't be, not and make this music. But his skin still felt the
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press of hers, his sex still remembered the heat of hers. He
had to dab at his eyes. All the voices around joined softly in
the chorus. He didn't know a song could be this perfect.
The dancers sent the mists to where the lights caught it
and projected pictures of ships behind sail on the Kimoneeya,
and for a good part of the song their garden was on a point on
that riverbank as they waved him off to the Kassikan and
maybe even back to YingolNeerie after all.
He was able to get back up, continued on, sat down in the
row behind Valos. Valos turned around as he sat down. "You
know those posters you folks put up around the khumes,
'You'll be real sorry if you miss this,' well they're true."
"The place is pretty full," Aldya said, "not too many
missed it."
"I don't think ZhlinDos is going to be able to play cook's
courts any more," Valos said.
"The next place I get to book them is the Kalaidia."
"What!?" Valos said and even Eigree took his eye off the
line of girls streaming past.
"Opening for Orkestrus Rankonistica," Aldya explained.
"What!? ZhlinDos? What? Thats... well, ...actually yeah,
Wow, Yeah! I can see how that would work. The right side of
them, this side, not the 'I got here by stokes of lighting from
the towers' side, but this stuff would work."
"Did you get a chance to meet them during setup?" he
asked.
"Professionally," Valos said, "but we've worked with them
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before."
Eigree was obviously going to devote the remainder of his
evening in search of a companion for the sleep, he had not
taken his eyes out of scanning mode since before Aldya
arrived so he devoted little attention to him. But that got a
response from Eigree, "Yeah we did, about twelve years ago,
they were good then too," with a look that said 'in more than
just music'.
He wondered if Eigree could tell. "Their lead singer was
worried that you would be insulted opening for them," he said
to both of them, but Eigree wasn't really paying attention any
more.
"Desa was worried about that? I shouldn't be insulted. Let
me tell you something, the act we worked with a few years
ago and what we're seeing out here right now; not the same
act. I recognize that song, but they weren't this poised and
polished then."
That song ended, out of the silence a crisp, skin-headed
beat began. Aldya knew his one. "This is one of their old
songs now, one they recorded out in the lands of those folk
dances." They listened to the first verse of 'Tear the Walls
Down'. Aldya wished he could relate how well that girl spoke
her mind in this, how few walls she had around her soul. But
he had identified himself with the magazine and only his
professional knowledge of Desa could be discussed.
"I'm not at all insulted to be playing with these girls,
they're very sweet. It's a relief in a way hearing someone like
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them. We're trying to do something a little like that, but not as
far as these girls have gone."
"Dos is where the lead singer and yandrille player is
from."
"She's SO cute," Valos said. "I'd probably be afraid to
make love to a girl that cute. Her voice makes me want to
pick her up in my cupped hands."
"I know, can you imagine?" Aldya bit down on his tongue
and remembered in silence, trying to maintain as neutral a
face as he could, remembering how few minutes ago this
same realization had brought him to the floor on the balcony
steps.
The next one, Need a Summer, he had only heard in
practice, it was not on a tape yet. Valos listened thru the
whole thing. "That was a new song since I heard them, it's so
quietly powerful, like the lights and smoke they're using. It's
like they're saying, you know the power is there, why flaunt
it, just use it for accent like there. I still say I'm not insulted to
open for them."
"I'll make sure she knows it, unless you tell her yourself?"
"I've got people to do and things to go problems, I doubt
that I can stay til the end. I'm mad at myself for staying this
long but I'm loving this." He went right on to another topic,
"You know I heard Lesahr's been seen around too, if you're
reporting for the gossip column of that magazine. Word has it
he's looking for gigs again."
"And Leshar was chippongga for Sarsawuf if my history
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serves me. Did you ever wonder why people wind up in
places on cycles."
They interrupted their conversation to say good-by to
Eigree who'd selected one from the four who'd undressed for
him after recognizing him and making the offer. Valos waved
the other girls off. "Don't think I'm going to take their place
this evening," Aldya warned him.
"Pppp. I've got a home and homebody up over Hgnattas
Khume," Valos said. "Once in awhile at a party we might join
in the rest of the species but we're pretty straight in home
life."
"And Eigree?"
"That's the only reason he's in the performing arts," he
pointed as they walked off, the other girls seemingly reluctant
to give up their claim.
Valos stayed for almost their whole show. Gession came
back to where they were sitting in time to meet him. He had
good words for him also, said they should be complimented
in the article, but implied it was going to be a nice little 'New
on the Scene' writeup. Valos thanked him warmly, gave him
and Aldya free copies of their last two tapes on his way out
the door, pushing his yandrille on a two-wheel walker cart.
"Fine man," Gession said, give them some good words in
that article, they deserve it. Where's the chippongga player?"
"In one of the upstairs rooms with the fourth of those
nude girls over by the green keg." Aldya pointed to them.
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They were quite pretty and a few guys had stopped to chat
and check them out. The girls apparently liked to be
intimately caressed and rubbed up on the guys, handling them
also as they flirted. As they glanced, there were now only two
as one had picked a guy and was heading for the upstairs exit.
They had all left their clothes in Eigree's panel board case
since it was left open in the aisle in front of them.
"I guess he's having fun," Gession said.
"We could probably wow our way into the other two,"
Aldya said, though he really didn't want to.
"I've got the Dawnsleep scheduled," Gession said, "She's
probably there now. She has a key and knows I'll be late."
"Why didn't you bring her here?" Aldya asked.
"Ah... No. I really couldn't do that."
Aldya looked at him and knew there was a reason and
knew Gession did not want him to know what it was. It wasn't
Desa because she was still doing the last song, a slowing
down and ending piece, Forever Chasing Sail.
It was Klegnif who came forward as the stage went black
but for a single candle in her upraised hand. The whole
chorus was still on her mic. "The people of the hills of
Wescarp thank the people of the hill of Rankor for giving us
your evening." Then the single candle found her way down
the ramp, the two walking beside each other in the dark with
the candle between them and a darkening mist shrouded the
stage.
The roar of applause took a long time to die away, the
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babble of conversation gradually replaced it, but almost as
loud. People began to get up and get out, a reasonably slow
process. Gession burst for the exits as soon as it was over.
Aldya wondered if he still dared try to get below stage.
It took a few minutes to get to the first stairway. He went
to the basement because he knew whoever was checking id's
there would be a regular who would know him. He had his
Kaprikanus card on him anyway, didn't need to show it, it was
Korvy. "Everyone say's they were great," he said to Aldya as
he came thru. There weren't that many people hanging around
in the stairway who had been turned away now that they
knew the stairway was manned.
"Unbelievable. Beyond everything I could hope for. I've
just been officially told that they will open for Orkestrus
Rankonistica this year."
"I want a chance to see that, where's that going to be?"
"Kalaidia," Aldya tossed back over his shoulder as he
hurried down the hall. Last year's show at the NewImage had
sold out. There were only four halls larger than that, eighteen
thousand tickets would be printed for Kalaidia.
Desa and Klegnif were there, along with Wuffs. "Great,
you were so great!" Aldya yelled as soon as he came into the
room. "One of the best concerts I've ever seen anywhere any
time by anyone."
"Yeah, all fine except for the dance routine. I have to
admit I stayed in step, just continued one beat too many,
wrong side of the yandrille, snagged the decorations, came in
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three notes behind by the time the quake was over." She was
flounced onto the shelf at the end of the understage area,
leaning on an elbow.
"It was the first time you ever played the song," Wuffs
said.
"No one knew how it was supposed to look, it still looked
fine and the show was a huge success," Klegnif said, "More
success than I ever needed, maybe more than I ever wanted.
There are more people than ever around out there."
"We'll sleep on the stage and go out the front doors
sometime in Dawnsleep," Desa said. "Where is Valos?" Desa
asked.
"I saw him in the audience until Homecaller," Wuffs said.
"Yeah, we shouldn't have played that," Klegnif said.
Desa spread her hands in surrender.
"He told me he was very much the home body," Aldya
said, "He said he never partakes in the line at the stage door."
"Well all three of you guys get to pick before anyone in
any line there may or may not be outside that door," Desa
said. "Not that I would be looking outside that door if you all
turn me down. What happened to Eigree?"
"Your music was so erotic that he and a random, naked,
object of desire were overcome with lust and left a bit more
than halfway thru your set," Aldya said. "Underhanging Skies
I think was the song that did it."
There was a banging on the door to the industrial hall,
"Hey, it's Bloric, let me in. There was no way to get up on the
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stage."
Aldya was nearest the door, barely recognized him. He
popped thru the door as soon as Aldya opened it, set himself
to help force it closed again. The crowd noise was pretty loud,
but garbled, '...sleep you'll never forget...' muffled over
'...yours forever...' and a few other voices of babble. No one
tried to actually force their way in while the door was open,
the door to the stage was closed and locked again with Bloric
inside.
"How may people are out there?" Aldya asked.
"A dozen, dozen and a half, a gang with low-hung eyes if
there ever was one," Bloric editorialized his answer. "Where's
the gear?" he asked.
"The hands got that out right away," Desa said. "Bandor
put it on his wagon and was going to drop it off at our
practice space. I gave him my key."
"So you feel like hostages here?" Bloric said.
"I'm sure we can get thru," Desa said.
"I think now that I am with someone they should
understand," Klegnif said.
"You have good reason to say no to them," Desa said,
"Not that you needed one."
One of the house guys came in, "Take the front stairway,
the one the light bridge is on, on the far side," he pointed.
Keep going up, it comes out on a residential off the
Golenaise, and don't any of you ever tell anyone where that
door goes."
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"Thanks," Klegnif said.
"We can get home that way," Bloric said. "And by the
way," he told both girls, "that show was so great it scared
me."
"I know," Klegnif said as they started toward the far side
hallway.
"So Valos left already," Desa said. "He's a homebody you
say, not just miffed about opening for us this time?"
"No," Wuffs said, "That's not how he feels, he already
thinks of you as the ancient yandrille wizard of the Kassikan,
any more of that would only scare him off further. So you're
stuck with the old man again."
"No, that is not true. I felt I owed Valos because I went
with Eigree last time. I think your contribution to this show
was great," she told Wuffs, "But I think Aldya did even more
and the times we've been together before the show were under
stress because of the show."
"Is it about contribution to the show?" Wuffs asked.
"No," she admitted, "It's about breakfast."
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11. The Morningday After
She was glad that Bloric had switched his shift for the
show. He was still on a sleep shift, but it was now Noonsleep
instead of Dawnsleep. That way he was with her when she
woke up. It was now well into Morningday, but they were up
late after the show. She noticed she was still a little wound. It
had taken three shots of lantern fuel to get to sleep this
Dawnsleep.
A few minutes later she peered out the window in the
kitchen. The far side of the Hyadrain was still shaded, but
there was sun on the building far above her. Its reflection was
on the nearer fronds of the lean-to's below them. What was
nice about the city was cooking gas, it was so much easier to
get going than a wood cook fire. It was pretty expensive, she
paid a couple irons a year, so cooks didn't use it, but they
need a fire all day anyway so the bother of getting one going
wasn't as much of a problem.
The problem was there was nothing much in the house.
They had thesh, but nothing to roll in it. She needed to wash
out the brine jars and get them filled and get down to a
produce dock. There were a few flavors of dried lon left in the
bins, that was all they had for now.
She was just about to start soaking it when Bloric shuffled
out of the bathroom. "It's late enough for an omelet don't you
think?"
"No eggs and nothing to put in it."
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"Let's climb down to Kolwik's, he's got good omelets."
"If we can afford that, we can afford the elevator to get
back up." There were fourteen public elevators in Rankor
Hill, other than the ones coming up out of the harbor or the
Hyadrain. The one nearby was short, just from Voboest
Industrial Extension, from upper Hyadrain, up to the top of
the building her home was leaning under. The elevator was a
block and a half from here at the far end of that building, and
was what let that building stand out near the crest of Rankor
Hill like a monolith on a mountain.
"Sure. You guys are going to be selling more tapes after a
show like that, and what did you get for that, forty irons,
twenty each right?"
"But we only have one more show lined up after this."
"I'm sure you'll get plenty more. You two were absolutely
astounding. You know, maybe I shouldn't admit this because
it'll piss you off, but I didn't think you were actually capable
of doing the show I saw last evening. That was really bigtime."
"I didn't think I could either. I was just tagging along, it
was really all Desa."
"It was not. You're silly to say things like that. Modesty
may be a virtue, but to the point of being completely
ridiculous? No. You might want something more on, it's kinda
cool today and we won't find any sun down there."
"Yeah," she said, and found her quilt vest was clean
enough to wear in public.
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Kolwik cooks in one of those smokey industrial hallways
where dark movies about scrounges, addicts and burn-outs
are filmed. It's not as bad as it could be, the industries in this
area are mainly fashion sewing on rows of pedal machines. A
hundred floors farther down at Khovike's level there are many
bearing shops and belt works, but in these mid levels of the
industrial zone the smell is honest but not unpleasant.
Kolwik sets up in the plaza between Imlerl and VagisMaikong's employee entrances. They have big boards set up
with stick-on numbers for their rates and hand-stamps for the
rate you were hired at. They even hire first-line inspectors on
day rates, with bonus for finding rejects. There are three or
four other cooks set up here most days but Kolwik is the only
one you can count on to be set up for breakfast on
Morningday.
In a way Klegnif hated to give up a day where there was
daylight to a cook deep in an industrial khume, but as Bloric
pointed out, his omelets were the best and being so deep in
the hill, you didn't pay full hill prices. He did a big enough
business that he employed a couple huge Trolls to haul from
the docks for him. He also drove karga from the docks and
butchered them himself somewhere deeper in the city that he
kept private. They'd found it safe and delicious but he only
did those for main meals.
Getting down there was a pain. The easiest route included
fourteen floors of Eggelton drop, a winding, narrow
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collection of plank steps of various ages and levels of repair.
There were a few places where the level of repair was such
that there were a couple notes asking for volunteers to help
with heavy beam rigging to get a couple of the great stringers
replaced. They walked down on the side opposite the notes.
The notes had been there longer than Klegnif had been in
Zhlindu.
For the most part the stairway wound thru residential and
light commercial districts, it was only in the last six floors
that it was industrial, most of those were just the swishing
looms of the weaving floors. Only on the uppermost floor or
two in this district did they actually sew garments.
Down where Kolwik cooked, the people came in on their
way to spinning or weaving. Six floors above, they wanted
thin rolls with spicy sauces, not omelets. Bloric preferred this
cooking, Klegnif enjoyed it also, but didn't mind thin rolls
and spicy sauce for breakfast either.
"Yo Bloric, hey, good morning. Chopped trap crispy?" he
asked.
Bloric pointed at the grille in agreement, Kolwik looked
at her. "Dried lon fine with kalic and a bit of trap," she said.
She knew there were plenty of inglethor traps all over the hill
and some exclusive cooks probably got some of their catch,
but for the most part the traps caught for the dwellers in the
high fronds and for all others, 'chopped trap' was usually a
euphemism for chopped kvarit, also known as shitslug, the
recycled protein grown in sewage tanks. One had to adjust in
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the big city.
The eggs were fresh, from millions of talrins in tiers of
cages deep in the dark levels of the city. Their droppings also
fed the kvarit tanks. Extra talrins were 'fresh teriyaki
inglethor' on the cook's stands. Klegnif wasn't certain some
people in this city didn't eat the bodies of people who fell
from balconies above.
The people here weren't too bad, but Bloric went over a
hundred floors lower to his job, deep into the bottom of the
Hyadrain Valley on the great underground river in the
basement of the city, lit by the great fires of the kilns of its
heaviest industry, down in the inferno of the city's bowels.
This was as deep as she liked to get in this city. Desa had
taken her down to where Bloric worked once. She could only
think of the realms of the damned. She knew the money was
good, but she was reminded of Kiethying's furnaces in the
tales of the Wars of Magic.
Kolwik had a big urn of tea up, penny for a bottomless
cup, free with meal, and she put Jebot to that urn while they
waited for Kolwik to cook. "I heard about your show," he
said, "There were a couple people talking about it in here this
breakfast. I guess it went pretty well."
"Yeah, some old time friends of Desa's came in and did
sound, lights and smoke. It was much more extravagant than I
would have ever done, but I guess Kaprikanus is kinda
special."
"Kaprikanus is pretty special," a guy across from them
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said, "were you there yesterday?"
"Ah, yeah?" she replied. "I thought it went pretty well, I
was just remarking it was pretty extravagant."
"Well, no offence intended, but if you were a guy, you
wouldn't have thought it was extravagant enough."
"Were you there?" she asked.
"Nah, I was one of the people those posters were talking
about, sorry I missed it."
"Yeah," Bloric said, "That's too bad, I was there too. It
was a really good show, a top class show. I know the
Kaprikanus is a really nice hall, but the show was bigger than
that."
"I know, I heard about it all thru breakfast. Anyway, if I
want to eat this week I better sign in." He got up from the far
side of Kolwik's counter and eventually went into one of the
small shops that lined the other two sides of the square where
Kolwick cooked.
Kolwik serves his omelet folded in a padme leaf. You
usually hold it by the vein of the leaf and eat everything but
the vein. The padme leaf has some nutritional value of its
own, B vitamins in particular, but it is mainly an edible
container for the omelet. The plaza wasn't too crowded this
breakfast and they were able to find seats on the edge of one
of the planters.
They had only been there a few minutes when she noticed
a couple guys looking at them, at her in particular, talking and
pointing. Klegnif is not one who usually causes a lot of
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notice. She looks good enough, but ordinary, nearly pure
Nordic. These guys were taking more notice than just 'there's
a pretty nice pair of milkmelons'.
Finally they approached, "Forgive me, but are you with
ZhlinDos?"
Klegnif was instantly suspicious, "Why?"
"I was at the show yesterday. I have a little tape shop a
few floors up from there and towards Hgnattas. I'd like to
carry you if you're open to new outlets."
"Well, uh, normally it's Desa that makes those
arrangements. Teeums is manufacturing them, you can get
them from him, they're on open distribution."
"Oh, thank you. I just have to tell you I was really
impressed, that was one of the best shows I've ever seen
there."
"The guys on lights and sound were really good."
"So were the women on stage," his friend said around a
big byte of padme'd omelet.
"How many of your songs are recorded?"
"Teeums has three, Sweet Lover, Precious One and Tear
the Walls Down. We're going to put down Need a Summer in
the next couple weeks, Sweet Lover should be nearing the
end of its run pretty soon," she said.
As she did that another couple that was walking by
stopped. "I have that," the girl said.
"She's their chippongga and chorus," the guy with the tape
shop said.
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"Oh my, wow. You guys are so good. Did we hear you say
you're going to be coming out with another song? I'm so
excited to meet you, I'm Delthann by the way."
"Klegnif," she said, "I know, it's very Nordic," she had to
explain at seeing the incredulous look over her name. It
happened often enough. "We're from Wescarp. Desa's from
Dos before that."
"They have three recordings, I'm going to be stocking
them at my shop," the guy said.
"I'll have to be right there. That's one of my favorite
songs, if the others are as good you'll be right up there with
Halakannon."
"Desa toured with them twice."
"Who's Desa?" her friend asked.
"Our Yandrille and lead singer. She's played with a few
bands around, BlissCry was her longest one." They had never
heard of them. "It was back in the 100th."
"You should have been at their show," the guy with the
tape store said.
"Where?"
"The Kaprikanus."
"Oh that's a sweet room," Dalthann said. "I'm sorry I
missed it. Ever since I got that tape I wanted to see a show. To
think I got to meet you in person first. Everybody's gonna flip
when I tell them. But where else are you playing?"
"We're recording, so we only have one more show
scheduled this year. We'll plan more after the tape's done."
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"When's that one?"
"It's just a little outdoor thing next Duskmeal, Imnotn, up
on the Appalaise where it's closest to the Purpadrome."
"That plaza in front of Kaddis-Viper and the Neardon
cooks?"
"Yes, there," Klegnif said.
"I'll come early," she said.
"The Vangspire Singers are opening. They're an a-capella
choir."
"I might not be ready for that. Is this a religious thing of
any type?"
"Neardon considers himself the messiah of dining I
think," Klegnif said. "It's the Neardon Foundation that hired
us."
"Will there be preaching or leaflets?"
"No, there's a few thoughts of selfless wisdom in their
cookbook but that's about all you're going to get out of them,"
Klegnif said.
"How hard do they push their cookbook?" Delthann
asked.
"You have to know it exists, ask to purchase one and pass
a cooking test. It is a privilege like a fine musical instrument
that you must prove you can play before you can possess."
"I didn't want one anyway. Their food's too complex for
me. Now here," she held up her chopped lon omelet, "this is
my style. But I'll be there, and I know I lot of others that love
your song, I'm sure we'll all come up. That plaza's nice up
521

there. It's a bit of a hike but not a problem."
Ameen showed up just then. She had known Klegnif and
Bloric since they moved into the neighborhood and Bloric
started eating here on his route to the kilns. Klegnif knew she
and Bloric had joined on several occasions. "Hi guys, how
was the show?" she asked.
"We played background music for the light show and
dancers," Klegnif said.
"They did not," the guy with the tape store said. "It was a
great show, they were simply superb."
"You were there?" Ameen asked him.
"Right, as was Tigee," he pointed to the big man who had
been silently munching his carnivore omelet the while. His
mouth was full but he nodded agreement.
"So you weren't at her show?" Delthann asked Ameen.
"No, I have a regular shift at the Conchidenabla. I'm one
of the actresses."
"Wow, another in the entertainment industry. How's that?"
"It's fun actually, especially the when I get on a petting
party. I feel guilty taking pay for it sometimes, like when I get
off work and my nibs are already tingly."
"Do you have sex with the customers?" Delthann asked.
"It's frowned on, but sometimes I just can't help it. Sliding
around on the glass floor does it for me, make a pile with
three or four guys caressing me and I may be overcome with
hormones and the relaxants they put in the mists."
"Do you guys play at Conchidenabla?" Delthan asked.
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"We did once, in the gateway, not in the flames."
"Stick to Kaprikanus," the guy with the tape shop said,
"You should play there three times a year."
"Desa thinks we should tour the city when we get the next
song recorded."
"You have the perfect song now," he said, "Tour now. I
know I should be saying just the opposite because more tapes
is better for me, but to hell with business; tour, I'll follow you
around," he said. "I'll go get a few cases down at Teeums, but
I've got to go. I'm proud to meet you, that was an excellent
show," he said and started to leave.
"Thanks," Klegnif said, Bloric agreed.
"Don't forget to tell me where your store is," Delthann
told him.
"Yeah it's just off Hgnattas..." They walked away, the
people with them followed. The tape store owner's friend got
to say goodby and nice meeting you after swallowing the last
of his omelet in padme.
Ameen finally sat down with them. "So it went well?"
"Blowout," Bloric said, "Way over the top. You know I'm
partial and have always said they're much better than people
think. Well yesterday was well beyond what I thought they
could do. It gave me a new perspective on the woman I'm
with."
"Oh come on, it was just the theatrics," Klegnif said.
"Kleg my lover, you were magnificent, you were
profound. I'm more in awe of you than ever."
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"Oh stop. You're embarrassing me in front of your friend."
But at the same time she noticed another couple walking by
and pointing. The guy made a comically awestruck face and
waved. Bloric didn't notice, but she had to at least nod.
"I'll be able to make it to NeardonPlaz, Ameen said.
That'll be the first time I get to see you actually do a show
since you were at the gate stage."
"It sounds like your show at NeardonPlaz should be pretty
well attended," Bloric said.
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12. NeardonPlaz
Desa took the mic and went to the front of the little stage,
so tiny after the one at Kapricanus. The sea of faces pressed
in shoulder to shoulder and butt to belly to every wall of the
plaza stared back at her expectantly. A shout went up. The
people in the front rows were leaning back into the press of
the crowd. She brought her arms down for quiet, it helped a
little. "Please everybody if you push you're hurting someone.
That pressure gets magnified by the crowd. We're really sorry
there isn't room for everyone but if you keep pressing in
people won't be able to breath."
During the choir before them, the cooks had done their
best business ever at one of their festivals. As the set break
began, the cooks had to shut down and move their equipment.
Desa was sure the plaz wasn't designed to hold this many
people and since their music often brought people to their
feet, this many people bouncing in unison would certainly
bring them thru into whatever was below, probably
somebody's back office.
They were by themselves again here, as they had been
before Kaprikanus. She had a room mic to adjust the sound,
actually she had set up four around the plaza. This was a nice
place to play actually and she had been looking forward to
this show as the highlight of their year until Aldya and
Crystal Scene and the Kaprikanus. This was going to be the
last thing before the next tape. When she booked this, she'd
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hoped at least two hundred people would show up. There
were probably closer to two thousand.
"I don't think we can do this," Klegnif said.
"This time, I think you're right," Desa admitted. "This
floor will come down if this crowd starts jumping."
"Someone will get hurt."
"This could get ugly," Desa said, "But if we're going to
back out, we better do it sooner than later." She took the mic
again. "Listen everybody, I have some bad news. We aren't
going to be able to play for you today. We fear for this plaza
floor, we fear someone getting hurt. The Instinct prevents us."
There was an ugly noise from the crowd.
"The cooks who put this on have already had equipment
damaged. We all know that no one means any harm to
anyone, but there isn't room up here for this many people."
More babble, nothing intelligible, people's voices raised
to each other. They were set up in a corner, there was cut
stone behind them on both sides. To their left, the space the
cooks were set up, behind that, the walkway of the Appalaise
went up a flow of steps and around behind them. To their
right two bridges spanned little Impenna Vang and went on
around both sides of the Kinosk, a tall clump of apartment
trees here on the north face of Rankor Hill. Those bridges
were full of people. Across the plaza, the merchants Kaddis
and Viper sold dinnerware and cups, rather pricy as things
were along the Appalaise. As she watched, a rack of cups in
the front of their store was pushed over. "Please everyone,"
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Desa said, "stop pushing."
"Then start playing," someone yelled out of the crowd.
"We can't play, people will get hurt," she said back to him
but with the advantage of the mic.
"We were promised a show," someone else yelled.
"Yeah," another raised voice yelled.
Desa knew the situation was slipping out of control. It
reminded her of the time her house was stolen and students at
the university rioted on the thieves. Like that, this was a
situation she caused but one she could not control. She
thankfully saw Bloric pushing his way thru the crowd. He
worked his way to the stage, sat up on it. He pointed to a
couple other big guys in the crowd, had them sit on the edge
of the stage and face the crowd.
Toemeek, grand exalted of the Neardons was also pushing
his way thru the crowd. He also got on the edge of the stage,
but stayed only long enough to thank Bloric. He took the mic
from Desa. "Hello people, I am Toemeek of the Neardon
Cooks. We are the sponsors of this event. We cannot have this
event here folks. This plaza was designed for a maximum
crowd of two hundred people, there are far more than that
here. This could collapse at any time and surely would once
you start moving to their music. Desa is right, the Instinct
prevents her from playing for you today because it would put
you all in danger."
There were many boo's from the crowd, then a lot of
'woo's' because there was a push forward and the front row
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was pushed against the stage.
"You have just hurt people," Desa yelled, "you guys back
there that are pushing." Not many could hear her.
"Move back everyone please!" Toemeek yelled. "There's
no show, there's nothing to see. You're damaging property by
being here."
"ZhlinnnDOS," someone yelled, and others took it up.
"Can we move this down to Reshplaza?" Bloric asked. "I
know their's no one scheduled there this dusk now that they
have two pumps down."
"Who can set that up in this time? I don't even know
where Resheel lives."
"It's got to be one of the pinnacles around the park."
"How many hours would it take to check them all,"
Klegnif asked.
"Yeah," Bloric said, "the dusk will be over by then."
"I have an idea," Toemeek said. "We'll open up KaddisViper..."
"I think we should just tear down," Klegnif said, "Once
we're gone the crowd will disperse."
"Yeah," Desa agreed. "That's the only thing we can do to
help the situation." She got up and began to unplug the
speaker hoses. The chant was getting louder. Bloric had to get
the house mics. "Your people brought the speakers, is there
anything we should do about them?" she asked Toemeek.
"They're out of reach, but how can you get out of here?"
"We have that cart against the wall there. Believe it or not
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Klegnif and I can wrestle this gear onto it and drag it thru the
cargo halls."
She had the patch cords removed and packed. Klegnif
took the weight towers down. Bloric was back to the cart and
she slid the weight towers right onto it. Bloric was very quick
but unhurried getting the end of the chippongga and they
stepped that onto the cart. Between the three of them they
were able to carry the yandrille instead of walking it end by
end like she and Klegnif had to do when they were by
themselves. The mic stands went on, the cloth went over it
and clipped into place.
Thru this there were protests from the crowd who could
see what they were doing. Toemeek and the guys Bloric
picked from the crowd continued to block the edge of the
stage, Bloric was in the way by the wagon. Now they just had
to get out of here.
"I'm not moving until you play," the guy directly in front
of them said, "You'll have to wheel that wagon over me." He
lay down in their path. Bloric gave the tow bar to the girls,
then bent down and picked the guy up and put him aside.
"Hey, that's cheating," he said, jumping from Bloric's arms
and attempting to get in their way again.
Bloric said to the people right beside him, "I'm sure you're
intelligent enough to understand that what we've said is true,
it would not be safe to play here. Please be reasonable and let
us thru."
With many disappointed groans they made a slight crack
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for them to pull the cart thru. Bloric went first with one hand
on the handle, Desa and Klegnif on each side right behind
him. They made some progress, pushed into a group doing
the 'ZhlinnnnDOS' chant. Someone screamed "Oh look it's
them." and they were besieged with a ring of faces screeching
"Pleeease play for us oh Pul-eeeeease," and stupidities like
that. Someone in that crowd yelled, "Play at Reshplaza,
there's no one at the lower stage this dusk." "Yeah," "Right,"
"Follow us to Reshplaza everybody," and they were swept up
in a tide moving thru the Appalaise toward TduunStairs. They
even tried to get to a cargo hall because getting the smallwheeled cart down the stairs would be a problem. Two girls
got in their way shrieking that they would die if they didn't
play for them, they came all the way from East Slope to hear
them.
"But who do we see?" Klegnif asked.
"Whoever's on duty at that stage I would guess," Desa
answered as best she could.
Getting the cart down TduunStairs would have been
tricky with just the three of them, she wouldn't have gone that
way, but with eight people to carry it, the cart floated down
the stairs like a leaf on a stream. The mob was starting to
seem a little more orderly by the time they crossed
HakenCourt, where she and Alan had first lived together, over
three centuries ago.
As the crowd started barreling into the upper end of
Reshplaza, alarms went off and crystal gates began to
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descend across the colonnade. Desa and Klegnif were being
swept along in the vanguard of the crowd and were in the
plaza. The waterpark gatekeepers had stopped them because
the crowd was too big to process all at once. On the Eve of
Midsummer, admission to the park was three pennies even
though only a few waterslides were running.
There was a lot of shouting about playing on the lower
stage with the 'ZhlinnnnDOS echoing in the corridor under
the building between HakenCourt and Reshplaza. The head
gatekeeper saw a clear business opportunity here, "You are
ZhlinDos? I might have heard the name but I don't know
you?"
"We're from the east side of the Hill, though I lived in
HakenCourt when I played with Sarsawuf."
"Now there's a name from way back. You were their
yandrille player weren't you? You guys were one of the best
bands in the neighborhood back then. Let me message
Klingken and see if he can get the stage powered up."
The stations around the park had vacuum-tube messaging.
The gatekeepers began processing people into the park.
Reshplaza might have four or five thousand people in the
park on a given day. Imnotn Afternoonday was usually a big
day but two of the three pumps had broken down this year
and without the rides working, the crowds had been too small
for them to book entertainment. They had a few of the best
waterslides going with the one pump, but mostly just the
pools were open.
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In about four minutes a message came back saying that he
was powering up the stage and would have someone there for
sound and lighting within a quarter hour. "Pass the word,"
Desa yelled as best she could without a mic. "We go on in one
hour."
There was a loud cheer.
The kid they got for sound was given an address of RIS
where he should take a few classes. She got it set up and
worked out signals with him of what to adjust by what signal.
Other than plugging in her own stuff, Klegnif spent most of
the hour with her forehead on Bloric's. Desa did remember to
thank him for all his help. Toemeek seemed to have
disappeared along the way, she wanted to thank him also.
The atmosphere was a little less pressured here. There
was a sixteen foot wide moat eight feet below them. The
audience was on a four acre lawn that sloped gently toward
them. There were quite a few people here, maybe more than
had been in the plaza. Some of the people on the lawn were
wet, meaning they had probably been in the park already. The
last glimmer of Kortrax was slipping below the horizon, but
only the balconies around the park could see that, she knew
because the light left the faces of the buildings.
She gave a few last minute instructions to the lighting
guy. He was someone she didn't know, but he knew of
Bandor. He had only plain spots, focus and color. But she
gave him a playlist and wrote colors and how aggressive to be
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with each song, a few motion suggestions like 'swirly' or
'strobing' with some of them. He understood, said he was
good at picking it up from the music and she shouldn't worry
and just play.
She took the mic out front again. "Hello everyone, this is
a little more roomy don't you think?" There was a cheer.
"Who was up at NeardonPlaz?" There was another cheer.
"Please understand, I mean this only in affection, what you
did was dangerous and destructive. We are not worth pushing
for, we've been around here for years, we'll be around years
more. But only if we can have some room. We are both hill
country girls who play hill country songs. We aren't used to
the crush of crowds like this. We do not wish to be known for
destructive crowds. We don't want anyone hurt or anything
broken because of us."
"I'm sorry I had to get that off my chest, but there you
have it. But now that we have the room we need, we can play
for you. We would like to start with something really new that
we're working on called Lumins of Purple, and we'd like to
follow that up with the song we're going to be taking into the
studio starting this Nightday called Need a Summer. We hope
you enjoy."
As it got dark, the guy doing the lights showed that he had
some talent. It wasn't the gig she expected to play this dusk, it
came out more like a parody of the show at Kaprikanus in a
way, but it was nice because it was outdoors and they were
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facing the lighter side of the sky. They played late, played
almost everything they knew. The crowd got pretty loose, it
was obvious Reshplaza wasn't going to pass up the
opportunity to empty any kegs they could while the people
were here.
Finally they were done, "That's all we have my friends,"
she said to them, all the people on this lawn, all those on the
balconies of the buildings around the plaza. The crowd was
pretty tired by now also. "We're off to record 'Need a
Summer' and when we're done we're thinking of touring the
city, so we may be back here next year. Thank you all for
coming."
While in all ways the show went well, Desa was still not
happy when it was over. She could feel that they were trapped
on something beyond their control, a creature called 'mob.' It
was calm now, but it had been appeased. They still had a forty
minute hike across the shoulder of Rankor Hill to get home,
but now that this monster had been appeased, they could take
a cargo tunnel.
A big man came up to her, tall, wide, blond with a beard
that covered his whole chest. He wore a body knit, a supple
purple one with straps and shoulder pockets. "Very good
performance, one of the best we've had on this stage," he said.
"Too bad we hadn't made arrangements for this."
"We were caught up in a situation. Your head gatekeeper
seemed to approve. You are Resheel right?"
"Yes Desa, it's me."
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"You remember me? I've only played here once before
and that was back in the 55th." AmisAmon and Blisscry never
toured this neighborhood.
"I was informed. I got down here about an hour ago. I
remember you, Lesahr and Wuffs, you were good with them
but I was enthralled this time."
"Thank you very much. I'm sorry we sort of
commandeered your stage."
"Oh, no, no harm done, you are all professionals, my staff
was involved. No, my only problem is a budget problem. You
see I hadn't planned for this. Someone must have told you we
have two pumps down and crews working round the week on
that. What I can afford for this evening's performance is not
what you're worth, but if you would like to come back next
year, we pay three coppers to headline this stage."
"Three coppers?"
"Wait," Klegnif said. "We should talk before we make
plans."
"Oh?"
"I don't know if I can handle another hostage situation,"
Klegnif said.
"It was much more calm here," Desa said.
"Let's talk first," Klegnif said.
"If she doesn't go back to Wescarp I would tend to accept
playing here next year for three coppers. But listen, you did
make a profit here this evening, do you think you could give
us anything? It's not for us but there was a rack full of wares
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that went over up at Kaddis-Viper, I like to be able to give
them at least their cost back on that, and one of the cook's
kettles got knocked over and smashed, I want to get him a
new one."
"I have a copper and twenty I can spare right now, maybe
a little more after we count the receipts. I have to give
something extra to my staff this dusk also, we didn't have the
staff here we would have for this event and they worked a lot
harder than they would have."
"A copper is generous."
"You don't know what Kaddis pays wholesale. Everything
they stock is artisan made, nothing is molded. If a rack went
over he's going to be out more than copper."
"Uh." Desa could only grunt. She felt responsible for the
damage since they attracted the crowd. She would give him
what she could. She imagined a grim scene in Kaddis's
workroom as he tried to glue a fine cup back together. She
could imagine him explaining how he'd paid the craftsman
seven coppers for this piece alone.
Resheen held the money out to her, as a copper and two
nickels. She thanked him again, but took it. She would go up
to see Kaddis tomorrow.
"I thank you," he said, "excellent show. But I have others
to see," he said and took his leave.
Bloric and Klegnif had already wrestled the chippongga
back onto the cart and came back to help with the yandrille.
"So is Wescarp what we have to talk about?" Desa asked.
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"You don't have to be like that about it, like you're
accusing me of running for the hills."
"I'm sorry," she said, and tried to sound sympathetic
instead of angry. "What else?"
"This was scary," Klegnif said, "nothing between us and
that angry crowd."
"I was scared too," Desa said, "but you kept calm and
figured out the right thing to do. I was the one that was
paralyzed."
"You were the one that pulled this off. You were the one
that told the crowd, I just hid behind you," Klegnif said.
"I never saw that." They had the cover snapped into place
again now.
"How do we get home from here?"
"I'd take the Camborini Tunnel and then that freight
elevator by your place," Desa said. "We have to walk up thru
the park to get to it however, the way I know is via
GazaggaStairs."
"So we'd have to walk thru the crowd," Klegnif said.
"Give it another hour," Desa said. "We'll be alone here."
"There's got to be some staff corridors up to the end of the
park," Bloric said, "the crew went up this hallway, lets follow
that."
"See; this is more of what I don't like," Klegnif said, "We
have to sneak home. What if we can't even walk the khumes
any more?"
"The two thousand people that were here today are still a
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very small fraction of the population of the city, about half the
people who would normally be in Reshplaza waterpark on an
Imnotn Afternoonday."
"I like to get done with a show and find the audience
treating me like the friend I always was afterward."
"They still would by twos and fours," Desa said. "If you
run into a couple people at a time, try and be gracious," Desa
said.
"I will not be taken hostage by fame," Klegnif said as they
wandered down this dark hallway. "Just remember that, I can't
stay here if I can't live in peace. I know this means a lot to
you..."
"Are we doing this only for me?" Desa asked.
"No, our music is important to me also, but for me the
success we had in Wescarp was enough. Keeping my life
mine, is more important to me than ZhlinDos, that's what I
want you to know. I'm not like you Desa, I'm much more
limited when it comes to people, contracts, effects and all
these city things that we've been dealing with this last half
decade. I'm a much simpler person than you are."
"You don't give yourself enough credit," Desa said.
"I don't want the credit," she said, "I will not be held
hostage by fame."
"Neither will I," Bloric said. "I'm glad you girls are doing
well, but this city's quite hectic compared to a logger's life, it
wouldn't bother me to see you girls run the Lappranile again,
that was all the notoriety Kleg ever wanted."
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That had become intense at the time, and cost her
Rendrak for the second time in her life. Still it was a calm
Afternoonday by a slow stream compared to this past
evening.
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Crystal Scene Magazine's
Discovery of the Year
ZhlinDos
[Title over full-page picture of Desa's face in the
foreground, lit by the torches of Kaprikanus, with Klegnif
in the background]
Almost anyone who hears these two beauties from the
scenic hills of Wescarp seems to pick up a copy of their
current release, Sweet Lover, a tune that is as close to a
perfect song as we have ever heard. Almost all seem to
wish Desa, the vocalist, yandrille player and songwriter,
was their sweet lover.
Like that hit that seems to trickle over balcony rails all
over their Rankor Hill neighborhood lately, most of their
repertoire has a gentleness and a haunting melody that
is something different on the scene. The clue is in the
name, Dos, for Desa's origin lies in that distant basin
where she toured as part of a folk band for nearly a
century in the late 50's. Desa is not really a newcomer
to our own basin either, her voice and strings being
found on the originals of songs such as Finding
Ceremony and One More Time as far back as the late
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55th.
Her current Chippongga player is making her first
appearance on the Zhlindu scene, but has been playing
with Desa since the mid 55th, where they got started
running a small country music hall and playing as the
house band. She is a quiet and buxom blond who grew
up self-taught playing for hunters and loggers in the
country traditions of a Troll/Dwarf hill village.
Desa's history is far different. She was a music and
history professor at the great Dos Kassikan during the
54th. She has a published text on Yandrille history to her
credit. She was a professional musician in that basin
who appeared on fifteen recordings and toured for
nearly a century before migrating to the Zhlindu basin.
In Zhlindu she has taught music and audio technology
at Rankor Institute of Sound, Kalgar's Institute and
North Central Tech. She has played in Sarsawuf,
AmisAmon and BlissCry among others and appeared
twice with Halakanon. Those who work in the industry
have seen her name on masters. All these references to
Desa are likely to be the same Desa. This one.
[a quarter page picture here of her naked on the
cushion out on the deck. It wasn't at all raunchy, more
cute than short-of-breath sexy. The late light showed the
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red in her hair well, the pose showed her smooth and
gentle curvature. What a woman should be without
overstating it.]
Desa thinks of music as an exploration, an
exploration that she, her bandmates and the audience
undertake together. Her definition of success is when
she can make the music sound like she imagines it. She
thinks she is getting successful at her art.
— In the magazine, this was a new page —
[Another half page picture from the Kaprikanus, dark
and smokey with them both swirling out of the mist.
Bandor's friend had done a good job on that effect]
All who were at the performance pictured were treated
to an unforgettable evening. The powerful and artistic
multimedia performance put on by Valos-Eigree to start
the evening was easily worth the venture to the
Kaprikanus this Thlollala. The two and a half hours by
ZhlinDos was a work of art. Their performance might not
leave one as awe struck as KangKhume or Sahmabahk,
but it may leave you warmer and more relaxed. Their
performance shows the breadth and depth of their
music, and opens a whole new genre that will be
imitated we are sure. Their performance shows that
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there are more perfect songs to come from this duo.
Save this date Kalaidia - Nightday of Iyosaign 1030142
Opening for OrkestrusRankonistica
As is tradition, the winner of our Discovery of the Year is
presented in a major hall before the end of that year.
This year's winner presented both a unique challenge
and a unique opportunity. Because of their uniqueness,
finding an opening act for an OrkestrusRankonistica
performance has always been a problem. This year, that
problem will be solved. Come early and fall under the
spell of sweet wildflowers from the hills.
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13. The Article
She was shaking by the time she finished it. She knew,
right then, that this would change everything in her life. She
thought of the Kalaidia. She had never set foot on that stage
as a performer, only as a student of its technology. The builtin was an ancient steel-stringed floor model that she had been
too reverent to even touch. The late Kazag, of YarzImoneeya,
had specified that Yandrille. Could she sit at the strings he
would never touch again? That legendary founding member
of the whole Zhlindu scene had been killed in a fall not long
after her first visit to the city, ending their twenty century
reign atop the whole Zhlindu scene.
Not only that, what would this do to every other
performance? Crystal Scene printed four hundred thousand
copies a year, one of the top ten fan magazines in Zhlindu,
resold thruout the basin. If ten people read each copy, four
million people might hear of them. If a thousand seat hall was
to have ten thousand people trying to get in, they would not
call them back.
Look at the bright side, they would sell a lot more tapes
now. They would be in much greater demand. Another
positive side was that they had left her personal life
completely out of it, no 'seen in the company of's, no address
or mailbox. That was good, but she was pretty confident
Crystal Scene was reputable or she wouldn't have allowed
them the interview.
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They would be known. People would recognize her in the
khumes. Men would be after her image and not her self. Who
would she bed now? Would it be so bad? She wasn't looking
for anyone serious just yet was she? Temick was nice, would
he be scared off? She hoped not.
In an hour she was able to go down to where Klegnif and
Bloric were staying. It was around the east side of this
building and six floors down. Bloric was opening the door
just as she was about to call.
"Desa," he said, "I was just going down to the works, I'm
still on Noonsleep shift."
"What's it, the whole year right?"
"Right."
"It's not Noonsleep yet."
"I know, but I've got a stop to make," he held up a big
lever that Klegnif must have used to re-skin the base pads. "I
promised we would only have this a week and it's minutes
until that time is up." He gave her a hug and a squeeze, "But
what's this. Oh, a copy of Crystal Scene." He started to
dismiss it and turn away, then stopped. "Wasn't that the one..."
"Yes," she said, and folded it open to the page and held it
up.
He let out a long low whistle, then stuck his head back in
the door. "Kleg honey, you better see this." He went back
inside, taking the magazine from Desa and holding it in front
of him. Their place was all one floor, the door opened into a
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hallway with main room on the left side, a generous kitchen
straight ahead and sleeping/bathing areas to the right. There
was a large window in the main room looking into the
courtyard where she stood, a small window in the kitchen and
a mirrored light well in the bedroom. The mammoth
apartment tree soared a least another twenty floors above
them.
Klegnif met them in the kitchen doorway. Her eyes went
wide when she saw it, she grabbed it unconsciously and
began to read. She went thru the whole thing in silence,
backing slowly thru the kitchen and dropping into a chair at
the tiny table they kept at the end of the kitchen.
"Desa," she whispered, "What will we do?"
"You should make plenty of money now. They won't need
me at the works," Bloric said.
"I thought they depended on you."
"Oh I'm going in, I just thought you should see this. I
have to stop at Aglie's."
"Oh yeah, bye honey again," she said distractedly, never
taking her eyes off Desa.
"Yeah, nice going," Bloric told her and gave her another
squeeze. See you soon hey," and he was out the door.
"What will we do?" Klegnif asked again.
"Do what we've been doing."
"Desa? Strangers are going to recognize us out and
about."
"We'll probably have no problems with men."
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"We'll have lots of problems with men. Bloric and I have
been good, we've been more steady these last few years, not
less. We'll have problems getting some to accept no for an
answer."
"Are you not going out?" Desa asked.
"I think I'd be afraid to after this," she said.
"That's no way to live."
"We went down to breakfast the week after the
Kaprikanus show. Too many people recognized me then. It
wasn't like the Neardon trouble, but we didn't get to eat our
breakfast in peace."
"I'm sorry," Desa said.
"So I've stayed in since then. I've been cooking at home, I
make Bloric pick up some of our food. I guess he'll have to
pick it all up now."
"I got here without anyone stopping me or saying
anything. Not everyone reads this magazine."
"Enough do that we couldn't walk any of the Four
Khumes without being recognized. I thought that guy was
going to leave our personal life out of it?"
"He did."
"He gave everything but our addresses. He told where
we're from, he told where you've worked and who you've
played with before."
"That's all professional stuff."
"They shouldn't have taken pictures."
"Our looks aren't even that distinctive, you could say, 'Oh
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thanks for thinking I look like her. That's very nice of you,'
and then try to follow it up by hitting on him. I bet he'll run
like a theirops is after him."
"Desa, this picture of you is hard to get out of. You're
appearance isn't that common, I admit I'm pretty ordinary, but
there's something exotic about your look. You aren't going to
be able to get away with that."
"I'm not very special in appearance either. Maybe not
totally common, but pretty normal."
"You'll be recognized." Klegnif said.
"OK, maybe I will be. I was recognized in Sarsawuf a
couple times, I've been thru it in Dos a couple times. One or
two people at a time is not a problem. Just be polite and stay
humble, act like you're no larger than life and people won't
treat you like you are."
"Desa, look at this." She held up the article again.
"Remember Imnotn? We acted smaller than life that day I
think, and it didn't help. We are not in control of it," she said
and Desa knew she was right, she had felt it that day.
"I admit that article is a problem if we want to maintain a
low profile, but it might not be so bad. What if we stabilize
out like Halakannon? They play places like the Kaprikanus
and Reshplaza all the time and they still have private lives."
"They don't live here."
"Wouldn't you like to have a little nicer place than this, a
place with a view from the main room?"
"Especially if we're going to have to keep the mats down
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all the time. But if I get driven out of here, I'd just as soon go
home."
"Now? We're making it Kleg, we're going to do well,
we're going to sell a hundred thousand copies now at least."
"But why?" Klegnif asked.
"You could buy back Myimpaden."
"That wouldn't buy back Varnis, it wouldn't buy back the
comfortable life I had in the 54th and 55th. Nothing can buy
back the past."
"True, but the future could be comfortable too."
"Yeah, if I go somewhere far enough to escape the
notoriety."
"Kleg, nothing has happened yet."
"How long has that article been out?" she asked.
"Just today," Desa answered. They sat silent a minute.
Desa tried to think of something to soothe her but thought of
nothing.
"You know when we came down here," Klegnif said, "you
said we were going to come down and see the sights. You
wanted to show me the city. You said maybe we could play a
few gigs to pay for the trip and wouldn't that be fun. Even at
that, I was a little leery of playing for so many strangers. But
I've held up, I've done my part and made nice with them. I'm
surprised I've been able to do as well. I was really afraid of
coming to the big city."
"I know you were and you have done very well."
"But like I told you the evening of NeardonPlaz, I will not
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be held hostage."
Desa leaned back, drew a breath and said, "OK, so when
are you going?"
This time Klegnif stopped for seconds. "We haven't set a
date," she said, "But I know once the reality of this sets in, we
will. When Bloric leaves, I'm going with him."
"You two have come together a lot on this trip. Before we
left you were worried that you wouldn't be able to stand him
with us."
"He changed," she said, "He hasn't pestered me for oral
since we passed Lastriss. He feels out of his element in the
city also."
"Yeah, I see that. Bloric the Great reduced to a foreman at
the kilns, asking me for directions."
"He's always respected you. He says he knew you were
special as soon as Rendrak brought you thru the pass. Any
woman who could come thru that pass, and with a child..."
"Valla was nearly grown," Desa said, "She pulled her
weight on that trip."
"Still, he never crossed that pass, he respects you for that
as well as everything else you've done."
"Do you respect me enough to stay and finish that tape?
We won't be out in public much."
"I'm not going to speak for him," she said, "If he can stay
another ten weeks, I can too."
"What if there is no furor?" Desa asked, "what if we lay
low for awhile and it all blows over?"
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"If it does..." she stopped because she heard voices
outside.
"...the one right on this side of the court I think," someone
said.
"Right here?" someone else asked.
Klegnif had sheers on her front window, that gave them a
little privacy. They could see out without being seen in
daylight. Three guys had come into the little court here where
Klegnif's home was. The first was pointing right at them.
"I don't know her, but she sure looks like that and she has
a really nice chippongga."
"This is not what I call 'blowing over'. That one has a
magazine."
Desa just groaned.
"If they see the two of us together," Klegnif said, "There
is no way we are going to get out of it."
"We can pretend we're not here."
"Yeah, we can," she said, "but then I am hostage again."
Desa sighed. Klegnif was right, they were now held
hostage in her home.
"Well that's cool," one of them said, "that there's someone
famous in your neighborhood, but you have to be cool about
it, she deserves her privacy just like everyone else."
"Well yeah," the first guy said, "But I just wanted to show
you the place."
"It's probably not the same girl," the other one said, "why
would someone in a band like that be living in a
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neighborhood like this? She'd be living up there," he pointed
to the nearest penthouse. The second one was pulling the first
one away by now, they crossed over the foot bridge and out of
sight.
"How little they know," Klegnif said.
"But if we sell four hundred thousand tapes, that's twenty
aluminums each."
"Like I said, if I have to move..."
"That's not fair," Desa said, "we come down here and we
find some success and you aren't willing to make any
adaptation at all?"
"I'm not going to live as a hostage, I'm not going to live
with people lurking outside my door, even if one of them does
have the sense to be polite. There are too many that don't."
"But if we made twenty aluminums this year we could
afford a penthouse and a staff to screen callers."
"What part of 'no' didn't you understand?" Klegnif asked
her. "I'm not going to live in a penthouse. Maybe you can live
in a place like that, but I'm just the mud of the fields, I can't
live in a place like that. I can't employ domestic staff. I'd be
more comfortable being domestic staff."
"Can we make the recording?" Desa sighed, growing a bit
exasperated and not wanting to show it. This probably wasn't
the time to discuss this, it was too new, they didn't know what
the fallout was going to be. Give it some time, let the shock
wear off a little.
"I'll see what Bloric wants to do is all I'm going to say."
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"Coming down here was a commitment," Desa said. "I
know I can't hold you to it, but it was."
"I committed to coming down and seeing the city and
maybe playing a few gigs to make some spending money. I
did not sign up for having my picture in a major fan
magazine. I did not sign up for a concert tour of the city after
this tape, especially in a crush of screaming groupies. What
I've done so far is already well beyond the commitment I
made in my mind."
"Shall I cancel our time at the studio today?" she asked.
"Yes," Klegnif said, "I may be weak, but this has me too
rattled to perform anything worth recording today."
"OK, I'll do that. They probably wonder what's keeping
us."
"I'm sorry Desa, but this is more than I can handle."
"Do you want me to come back up after I've talked to
him?"
"No, I've got nothing to talk about until after I've been
with Bloric awhile. You can keep the Nightday session open
for now if you want, maybe we'll know what we want to do
by then."
"OK." With little further ado she got up and left, under the
distinct impression that Klegnif was afraid she would lead
others back to her.
After telling Vimran that they would not be using the
studio that day and withstanding his tirade about wasted time,
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she thought the best thing she could do was go see Aldya.
Yes, the damage was done to a certain extent, but if they got
no more press, maybe it would blow over.
Aldya was about to get in bed with a girl when she got
there, a tiny redhead with big green eyes and a bouncy, lively
way of talking. She was the one who came to the door, naked
but not yet fully aroused. "I'm sorry," she said, "My name is
Desa, I wanted to talk with Aldya about an article he wrote."
"He'll be at the office tomorrow," she said.
"I'll see him then, I should have known this was not a
good time," she said.
As she turned to go, Aldya made it to the door. "Desa,
please come in. Via, this is Desa of ZhlinDos, my 'Discovery
of the Year', the cause of the bonus I was celebrating."
"Yeah," Desa said, "That's what I'm here about."
"Pleased to meet you," Via said, "I've heard so much
about you and your band."
"Too much I'm sure. I really can come to the office
tomorrow," Desa said.
"No, this is fine, I'm glad to see you, we weren't going to
sleep yet anyway, it's not that late. Let me go get dressed
again."
"Sure," she said and let Via lead her inside. She had been
to his place once before on the Afternoonday and Dusksleep
after Kapricanus. Even then he hadn't told her what article he
was writing about her. She thought they were getting pretty
close, she thought he understood her.
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"So Aldya chose you to celebrate the article with?" Desa
asked.
"It was my calligraphy," Via said.
"Oh I see." She was wondering, if they were starting to
get close, why he'd picked someone casual at some tap. Just
because he hadn't talked of anyone named Via before did not
mean they hadn't been friends for centuries, he had talked of
only Gession, his boss's boss, until now.
"Aldya is in too much awe of you," Via said
Desa sighed again. "He shouldn't, I don't want it, I don't
want you to be in awe of me, I don't want anyone to. I mean,
here I am, what's so special?"
"You have a nice look, but I've heard your tapes, I was at
Reshplaza and Aldya said that wasn't as good as the
Kaprikanus show."
"No, it wasn't, that's because the best artists at Kaprikanus
weren't there, that would be Bandor and Imrey who made the
movie we did the sound track to."
"Your tapes are great, I like Precious One even better."
"We made that five years ago. It only sold about thirty
eight hundred it's first year. They're still making them, it got
up to ten thousand this year."
"I think it will sell ten thousand more this week," Via said.
"There aren't that many made, the stores that carry us
never have more than a hundred of those on hand combined.
"They better ramp up because now there's no way that
song is going to remain hidden any more."
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"Thanks for your confidence, but that is not all good
news."
"Why?" Via was surprised. They were sprawled in the
front room now, but it was really just an alcove with cushions
and windows overlooking Goronz plaz, thirty five floors
below. They were on the east wall of the Benekaiya, about
halfway up. It was quite a climb from Klegnif's, but she did it
in stages of less than ten floors each.
"Your article in Crystal Scene might have destroyed us."
"What? No! Why?"
"It may drive Klegnif back to Wescarp."
"Woo," Via inhaled. "Why?"
"As she says, because we will be hostages. She doesn't
want to move, even if we can afford it, she doesn't want to
live like that."
"But where does she live now?"
"I don't want that published."
"I didn't mean to publish it, just, is it very public?"
"She's ground floor on a little courtyard, so it doesn't offer
intrinsic privacy."
"She can't stay there, she can't live in a place like that.
What about you?"
"It's a nondescript residential hallway, not scrounge but
not quite as class as this space."
"You might be OK, but you might need to go to a hallway
with a doorman."
"She won't do that, she says if she has to move it's back to
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Wescarp."
"Moving twenty five stories up is work but it's a whole lot
easier than a trip to Wescarp!" Via said.
"You're telling me what I'll tell her when she calms down.
There's a guy that came down with her, she wants to talk to
him."
Aldya came back into the room, dressed and toileted she
thought. "Tell me I'm not hearing this."
"Oh you are."
"Desa, they took a video at that concert, they could make
one to go with each of your songs."
Her eyes rolled up in her head and she flopped over.
"Good grief. Klegnif will never stand for that."
"We could edit her out."
"Edit us both out, set it to random scenes and scenery
from Wescarp."
"We have some of that, we were able to match some
footage up with images from the songs."
"Use only that. Do not even publish our names again or
show our pictures in print again."
She saw his eyes roll up in his head. "Five hundred copies
of that video went out yesterday, you have fifty irons waiting
for you at the office."
"Klegnif will tell you to choke on them I bet. I never
should have let you take pictures."
"You got here," Via said.
"There were already people talking about it in front of
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Klegnif's house. You notice I've pulled up my hair."
"Yeah, you'll have to do a few things like that," Aldya
said.
"Klegnif will have to move," Via repeated.
"To Wescarp, she says," Desa told them.
Aldya got up, pulled down a cup and a good sized skin,
filled the cup and brought it over. "We'll have to share," he
said. "I need something after this."
"Can you get those videos back?" Desa asked.
"We've got the money," Aldya said.
"I'd give mine back."
"The people who manufactured those videos have already
been paid," Aldya said, "and probably already spent the
money."
"I consider it dirty business to do that without my
consent."
"When you came down and submitted a tape for the 'New
on the Scene' column, you signed a document agreeing to an
interview, agreed to be photographed and agreed to let the
words and pictures be published."
"For New on the Scene. A nice little picture about an inch
and a half square, a line like, 'A cute song by two girls from
Wescarp making sweet music for fine dining,' you might have
even said, 'yandrille player is also a music and yandrille
scholar and teacher,' you know something like that was what
we were expecting to get."
"When I put that tape in the player back at the office I
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knew as soon as you got to the word 'Angels' that we were
going for more than 'New on the Scene' with you. I wanted at
least a two-pager right from the start, and I told you about
that, I never held that back from you."
"Discovery of the year? Opening for Orkentrus
Rankonistica at the Kalaidia?"
"I wanted to surprise you. I thought you'd be thrilled."
"You kept it secret so I couldn't put a stop to it."
"I did not!" he said, "Desa, I worked very hard for this, I
love you Desa, I'm in awe of you, I wanted to give you what
you deserve, I picture myself publishing a beautiful picture
book about you, Yandrille Queen."
"I was very clear I didn't want that."
"You were very clear that you didn't want your personal
life in it, our times together, or any other."
"We didn't want to be recognized on the street."
"Why? There should be a statue in the Hyadrain museum.
I looked this little tidbit up, the first use of a crystal-string
yandrille on a popular market tape was The Harkening by
Sarsawuf in 554225"
"I'd only been with them a few weeks when we did that.
Lesahr wanted to have a new tape out right away."
"I found a used copy, I think I can have it remastered from
that. I don't dare play it because it was manufactured in the
early 100th. My point is that you pioneered what is now the
standard world wide."
"It was strictly financial necessity."
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"You could have played built-ins."
"If I could prove I could play them, and it was part of the
same thing, I didn't want to be that big that I would be playing
places that had built-ins. We played a couple places like
Kaprikanus, I've forgotten their names, they may not still be
in use. Anyway, we were never the headliner in a place like
that. The biggest place Sarsawuf headlined was Reshplaza
upper stage."
"Because you left, you could have become big, another
Halakannon."
"Nah, Lesahr was too dark. Wuffs and I probably would
have gone on with someone else if I'd stayed in the city, but
as it was I stayed much longer than I planned to."
"You guys were good," Aldya said.
"Valos Hallow was a disaster," Desa said. "It was
probably what turned me back to the Dos side. I grew to hate
that song."
"It still sells in music schools," he said.
"Yeah, teachers require listening to it to show you how to
get lost in music theory," Desa said. The cup had gone around
three times by now and the stuff was pretty fumey for a gold.
She could definitely get relaxed. The view was pretty nice but
the railing bars were pretty far apart, about three or four feet
and the room was open so the floor overhung a bit. This
alcove had no balcony because it had once been part of the
balcony on this face of the building before they matted it in.
This being technically Noonsleep since a clock she saw on
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the way up had shown 40th hour, the mats were up. It was
getting pretty hot, though the dawn had been cool. She was
going to get too sleepy to walk home from here. It was over a
mile and she didn't know an upper route. She could probably
ask, but the shade of a deeper route would be welcome.
"What's the newest tape of hers you have?" Via asked
Aldya.
"I found one by BlissCry, it's used, but it was from while
you were with them."
"Oh please," she said, "We were so spacey, I'd sink right
into this cushion for Noonsleep."
"Why don't we get on the bed," Via said.
"Stay with us," Aldya said, "we could have a very nice
three way..."
"Have you got enough for two?" Desa asked Aldya.
"This is a celebration miss Discovery of the Year, I'll find
as much as I need, I've got a few tabs of ReLoad around if I
need one."
"I don't want to be 'Discovery of the Year'," Desa said. "I
only wanted an entry in New on the Scene, I was ambivalent
about a larger article, I admit, I wasn't excited about it. I was
worried."
"You don't have to sign for the Kalaidia show if you don't
want to, you can just say personal conflict and back out. You
haven't gone down and signed already have you?"
"No."
"Wait, if that's how you feel, let them come to you. Gellis
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will probably have Kalaid pay you a visit."
"The owner? That Kalaid?"
"That Kalaid."
"You don't have to pop a pill for me," Desa said, "but if
I'm staying for the sleep, I'm taking this off."
"There's plenty of hooks along the closet hall, hang it
there, we'll be on the bed."
Desa had planned on spending the sleep with Aldya when
she came up here, just hadn't brought it to the fore and
examined it. She was hoping to use the pillow to plead her
cause, as well as enjoy the physical pleasure. Her worry about
Klegnif was going to make her a little tense anyway, it
probably would him, give her more chance to plead their
cause as hostages.
She was also a bit nervous about a three way, she hadn't
done anything like that since she'd visited Mingalle and that
was a three way with Mingalle's guy at the time. That was
five or ten years ago already. Their bathroom was at the end
of the closet, she made sure she was clean, but worried that
the presence of another would make it more difficult to get
her point across.
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14. A Visit From Lesahr
Klegnif did get down to the studio for Nightday, but they
spent as much time talking as recording. Bloric had been
reasonable, said he was going to look for a nicer and more
private place immediately. It would be a good investment if
nothing else. Klegnif had given in to him and he was off
doing it. She complained, but Desa had a lot of thanks for
Bloric.
Desa was not able to get her to agree to play the gig at
Kalaidia however, as much as she could get from her was that
she might if Bloric found them a better place to live.
Since the development of photovoltaics, recording has
become a lot easier. There's no more developing film, mixing
and editing no longer require a machine the size of a small
home taking as much compressed air as woodworking shop.
Playing to guide tracks is much more precise and much
easier. All they really got down that day was the guide tracks.
Kleg left early and Desa burned them to film and settled up
with Vimran and stopped at a cook for a nice Darkmeal.
When a guy went by her and looked, she invited him to sit
with her.
"You look so much like that singer that won Crystal Scene
this year."
"Oh? Where's Crystal Scene?" she asked.
"It's a magazine, I saw this year's copy at a buddy's house
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just yesterday. You have the same face, you might have a bit
better figure though."
"Yeah?" she smiled. "We might have taken a couple of the
same pills. So who was that? What did they win?"
"A duo called ZhlinDos, they won 'discovery of the year',
they get recognition and a gig, opening for that big gang band
with all the strange acoustic instruments, I forget their name, I
can't pronounce it anyway."
"Where and when? I'll have to pop by and get a look at
them. But you know there are only so many looks, if you
could search all the people in the world you would find three
or four more that look just like you, if you're very unique. I'm
only mildly unique. I wonder what the odds are right here in
Zhlindu?"
"I wouldn't have a clue. If I were a comparative geneticist
instead of casting bearings off the boards, I might."
"Me neither. I'm a teacher when I need some cash, I'm not
doing a class right now, so I guess you could say I'm an
unemployed teacher at the moment."
"What do you teach?"
"Oh lets see, from history to photovoltaic repair. No
finance or heavy math though, I can't go that deep into
things."
"Yeah, do you think you could fix a problem I'm having
with my mini-eye?"
"You need the source code to fix those, but most of the
time you find it's doping migration and you have to change
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the chip anyway. Everything else is simple like a light pipe
disconnected."
"I did all those. Maybe I even had you once, did you teach
at RIS?"
"I have."
"I might be getting you mixed up from there, you look
similar."
"Oh well."
They continued to converse, but she avoided giving him
any reason to ask what she was doing for Dawnsleep. She
avoided giving him a reason to ask her address and didn't
even volunteer a name, if pressed she might have used Sagar.
She got clean away and was actually home a bit earlier
than she expected to be. But when she came down the hall
she found someone loitering at her door. She was pretty sure
she knew who it was as soon as she turned the corner. His
hair was completely different, skinhead with a bush beard. He
was dressed in a dojo suit with flamboyantly patterned purple
sash. As she came closer she was sure.
"Desa, I was about to give up. I hoped to see you in time
to invite you to Darkmeal."
"I've just come from an early one. How did you find me?"
"Wuffs told me where you live, is it secret?"
"I'm fending off stares in the khumes, I'll be calling
myself Sagar and telling people what a coincidence. 'Since
that article came out you're the fourth person,' dot, dot, dot."
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"You hit big," Lesahr said, "I congratulate you."
"Thanks, want to come in for a few? I'm sorry about
Darkmeal but we could spend a few minutes catching up."
"Yes, please."
"I've got some dried gloribards and yoonberries. I could
whip up a lon roll I think if I got the stuff soaking."
"No, don't go all domestic. Cute place, there's a
stairway?"
"The bed and bath are down there, main/kitchen is right
here. There's a balcony and a sliver of view down the vang.
Choose you for first in the bathroom."
"Oh, go ahead."
"Make yourself to home," she said.
She hadn't expected this. It was a good thing she'd been
warned that he was back on the Hill. Last time she'd been in
the city Leshar had been living over in East Slope, an hour
and ten pennies on a streetcar, at least two hours on foot.
When there are a million people within a mile, one seldom
runs into someone from the far side of downtown Zhlindu
when out and about.
She'd heard a little about his burn out, it was starting in
the early 102nd during a time in the city when she wasn't
doing any serious playing. She hadn't seen him since then, but
he was certainly not in the same phase of his life as that time.
She hoped this visit would be pleasant, she didn't really want
to sleep alone.
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When she got back upstairs he was chewing a few dried
gloribards and sitting at the table. She was ready to sit on the
cushion, but Lesahr was like that, probably still was. "So I see
what you've been doing lately," he said. "I pick up a copy of
all the major mags every year."
"Someone said you were looking for gigs again."
"I've been playing again, you heard what happened?"
"No details. I think I told you back before it all happened
that I saw it coming."
"I was bad, I lived scrounge for decades. Wuffs was the
only one who ever saw me. It was down in one of the places
Alan cleaned out. I came back from there. I know where I
went wrong."
"Chasing fame?" she asked.
"Letting you get away."
"You had so little to do with it, it was those goddam
robots."
"It wasn't Alan that took you from me but Rendrak. Alan
took you from my bed and I regret that, but he didn't take you
from the band. It was Rendrak that took you away."
"That all wouldn't have happened if Alan hadn't left. I was
getting close to going back anyway. That tour was more bigtime than I really wanted to be."
"And what about now?" he asked, eyebrows high toward
the shine of his dome.
Desa had to admit, she hated the do. Might not be able to
accept the sleep with him because of it, the more she looked
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at it. "I'm in trouble," she said, trying to stay on the subject,
"Klegnif really hates it, they have to move, I'm not so sure
about this place, after all, you found it."
"Do you dread seeing me?"
"Not at all, I wish you still had hair but I don't blame
Wuffs for giving you my address. What I'm saying is, there is
no gate on this hallway and a lot of people have seen that
magazine already."
"I heard about the Neardon/Reshplaza show but I didn't
get there in time. I was coming up Kalipaicha Vang when I
saw the traffic start to come down. I knew what that meant
and turned around in front of them. I did pick up your tapes
however, and I'm really impressed. You're playing better than
ever and you've taken on a lot more of the music, even some
that I used to do."
"You are on the melodic side of chippongga while Klegnif
is on the drum and bass side."
"It must leave you very taxed during a performance."
"I'll admit I really can't get up from a party and expect to
perform the recording on stage, but you know what, there are
layer and chorus effects in the block that sound almost as
good as the multitracking we did in the studio, so we cheat a
bit. Everyone expects that with a duo."
"Still, I think I could add a lot and relieve you of some of
the burden."
"Are you trying to say..."
"Desa," Leshar said, "We've played together before. It was
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I who told you we could have had this centuries ago."
"I'm playing with Klegnif now. You and I played together
for three very fine years. We made some great music, we
made some great love also, but I'm playing with Klegnif
now."
"I've heard her play," was all he said, knowing he needn't
say more to make the comparison.
Guilt slapped her, was she more comfortable with
Klegnif's playing because she was the obvious lead and
Klegnif was the obvious support? "She is an able rhythm
player."
"And that is all you want? It wasn't that you didn't want
the spotlight back then, it was that you didn't want to share
it."
That hurt, she tried not to stagger, she covered with anger,
"And you didn't come around wanting to play together again
those times I was playing around here when I could barely get
a gig. I was playing on a picnic table in HakenCourt when I
saw you. It was early last century."
"The 102nd?" he asked, answered it himself and continued.
"I was bottomed out then. You were farther above me then
than now. I was living in the court on my way down to the
abandoned area. That bag I had with me was my life. I
noticed you, saw that you were still playing with a pretty
good band. The level I was at then, I hid in the corner behind
those elflower plantings and cried about where we'd been and
how it ended."
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"That starship was no fault of yours."
"Pressuring you was fault of mine, getting between you
and Alan."
"You're pressuring me now and trying to get between me
and Klegnif. And it was you and Rendrak that glowered each
other wary."
"Is there something between you and Klegnif?"
"We've been friends for centuries, since I first came to this
basin. She's the first player I even jammed with in the whole
Zhlindu basin, so yeah, I think there's something between us."
"I am the outsider?"
"Leshar, as far as being my chippongga player, you sat in
for a few gigs. They were some nice gigs, but all indications
are that this tape will pass 'Finding Ceremony' this year."
"Since that article."
"You did not come here attempting to take Klegnif's place
before that article."
"I didn't know you were back in town, this isn't our old
neighborhood. These aren't your old digs."
"I haven't been hidden from you. The mail still works."
"I haven't been hidden from you either," Leshar said.
"I already knew I had a chippongga player this trip. Since
Sarsawuf sold the masters to Gelfin-Railie, we haven't kept in
touch."
"We shouldn't have done that."
"You needed the cash," she reminded him.
"Yes, yes, that was the beginning of my trip down the
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sewer." He didn't want to talk about that. "So are you
romantically involved with Klegnif?"
"The only sex we have with each other is comparing
notes. We make an effective hunting team."
"I see."
"You and I probably could have gotten back together
sexually if you hadn't come up here and tried to bully your
way into the spot she's earned for centuries."
"I'm sorry, Desa, it's just that you're riding a wave, I
wouldn't want anything to hold you back..."
She could see from him that her face had 'wrong thing to
say' written all over it. "You were always too concerned with
fame..." Now that was the wrong thing to say on her part.
"Look who's talking, miss Crystal Scene Discovery of the
Year."
She could hear the sizzle of the poison in his voice over
that. He had been filled with pride to see that paragraph in a
'new releases' column over three centuries before in The
Rankor Observer. Seeing a full page picture of her face and
yandrille at the Kaprikanus must have been a kick in the
bowels for him. He would have known immediately, she
looked exactly as she had for five centuries now. It was the
same yandrille. "Lesahr, this isn't going to work. To me this
seems like the most blatant rip-off I can imagine. I can't
imagine any pleasant outcome to further conversation with
you after this." She stood up.
"Are you throwing me out of your house?"
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"Yes I am Lesahr. We made music, we made love, we
haven't seen each other in almost a century. We've had
important changes that we could have shared but no, a yidda a
yadda and then a bare-fanged lunge at a deep and long term
friend. Drawn by the stink of fame. I detest the thought that I
once joined with you, it gives me the shivers and makes me
feel like I have to rinse out again."
"You needn't get all peasant-mouth with me, I'll leave," he
said, and did. She was so glad he didn't do the theatrical
slamming of the door right out of its casing.
They hadn't even touched the yaag. She poured some,
took a good swig, as if to wash her mouth from the most
gruesomely unpleasant reunion she could imagine. She did
not want the day to end this way. OK, Temick it's now or
never.
She went out onto the deck. His mats were up and there
was a candle inside. "Temick, you alone?"
"Yeah," he yelled down.
"You want to stay that way?"
"No," he said, with what she hoped was some cheer in his
voice.
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15. A Worthy Retreat
The next Morningday they set out to look at the best of
what Bloric found in his day of house hunting. As they set
out, Klegnif did not think there was any sense in this. She
wasn't happy in the city and Desa was getting them into
exactly what she'd always feared. She tried to tell Desa that
on the way over, but Bloric was so excited about the house
they were going to see and the view to be had from its
balcony that she never got a chance. She would have to find a
way to get some quiet time alone with Desa in the studio.
What Bloric found for them was quite nice, but not too
ostentatious. It was a real easy walk down Desa'a hall and
across a few bridges then out into the trees on the northeast
slope of Rankor Hill. Only four real flights of stairs, not quite
half a mile of distance. The last bridge to the tree the house
was in was quite a leap. There was a spiral stair and three
apartments on each floor at this level. Each was a substantial
home with two levels, a functional cooking area, main room
with guest or servant nook on one level with a Yakhanian
style bed and bath on the upper level and separate inner mats
that could be let down to separate that level from the main.
The growth was thick and a trifle knobby but nothing that got
in the way.
The view was even more than he promised. It was a
panorama that had the spires of the hill on the left side with
Kigatta Spine looming above them all. The Konchidrain
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bridge Swept across a wide arc of the view, under it the lower
Hyadrain and the great chimneys could be seen. The ridge of
the CanalWall was visible beyond that. Across the bridge was
the jagged urban forest of the Fastness with the great dome of
the Blarch Ig drop prominent right across from them. From
there the view swept on to include the whole upper Hyadrain,
a great pocket of city within the heights of the city, webbed
with bridges in its depths. At the right end of their sight were
the heights of the collar, great spires between the upper
branches of Delthonis Vang, the surface route across the
narrow neck of high ground that separated the Hyadrain and
Karthuum valleys and connected the Central Fastness to
Rankor Hill.
Desa walked out beside her, held the rail and stared. "It's
like a tourist postcard for the Hyadrain valley," she said. "All
the landmarks right in front of us. It's so close to where I live.
You can see Kigatta Spine from Reshplaza. Rankor Institute
of Sound is just back in there up behind us, probably not over
half a mile. I think Haikon plaz is just over that way, they
used to have some tasty cooks over there, we'll have to try
and find it again someday."
While Desa reminisced, it reminded Klegnif of how long
and hard Desa had been working on this. She was the one
who should be rewarded with this house. Instead Desa was
offering this to her just for staying in the band, staying in the
city and let her be what she was always destined to be.
Klegnif really felt guilty enough for not sucking it up and
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help her achieve what she deserved, but she just could not
remain trapped on that public square.
But if she lived here, could she find the courage to do her
part? "I like this," she said, "I really like it, it's really nice
without being too big or stuffy. It doesn't stand out like a
penthouse, but those aluminums haven't come in yet."
"We can get an advance from either Imwar Press or the
Colucor for a new manufacturing contract, at least get them to
finance this. You can hold their feet to the fire like you're
doing with mine, you need this place to continue playing and
to do the show at Kalaidia."
"This is very nice, I can see the inside is too. It's nicer
than what we have back home, but it's close to our East Street
house. I have to admit that where we're living now is worse
then what we have back home."
"This closet behind the kitchen is actually another toilet,"
Bloric said, "So you don't have to go upstairs all the time."
"Is it any good?"
"Better than the one in our place now, a little cramped but
higher quality. I've lived in places with worse and smaller in
an all-in-one as the main bath."
"It's not too ostentatious," Klegnif said, feeling very
scared but trying to understand Desa's point of view. The fact
that there was no clamor at this door made her feel a lot more
at ease. "It's not too big or fancy, that's what I really like. I
could stand it here," she said with a gulp. She had walked
back inside and was facing the u-shaped area of shelf and
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table. "I can cook here, that's good, and I can still get here
from the Atheron Square Market, I'll just get another couple
floors of exercise."
"I'll probably come over a lot more often," Desa said.
"So we still won't have any privacy," Klegnif joked.
"This bed's big enough for the three of us," Bloric said
from halfway up the stairs. And we got that understair cubby
if one wants out."
Desa went over and looked in that and Klegnif peeked in
also. Half of it was actually on the balcony. You could get out
onto the balcony from the bed on one end. The balcony rail
became a wide windowsill in here that short mats came down
over. This room had most of that same view from the bed.
Two could use this bed but not for the whole sleep very
comfortably.
Klegnif checked out the kitchen. There was a gas flame
and either rack or griddle to put over it. She talked to the
owner, going over the gas and sewage rates. It didn't pay to
get your own digester unless you meant to stay a century.
Even then, few did. One of the guys in the building ran the
gas and sewage. She could tell he had a tank on each floor
because she saw the service doors halfway up each turn of the
stairs. She figured he actually made most of his living off the
kvarits anyway.
Toolar, the current owner, came over to her when Desa
went upstairs. "We did have people live with us here," he
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said. A guy named Pindar lived here as friend, cook and parttime lover for a few years."
Klegnif knew he meant part time homosexual lover. They
had already learned that Toolar was an advertising account
manager and something about his lips lead Klegif to believe
he gave as good as he got. "My courtyard's getting crowded,"
she said, "We might have to put a gate and master key at that
bridge, how will the neighbors take to that?"
"They are about evenly divided on that issue now into
three camps, don't care if you do but won't contribute to the
cost, don't want the bother at all, and want it and will
contribute to the cost."
"And they haven't afforded it?"
"There's a supervote on the 'don't want the bother' side,
Hingmeem, architect of this tree, structural supplier to us all
and superintendent of facilities for the entire Hyadrain Halls
Network on Nightdays of the week."
"So it's up to the door on the stairway," Klegnif said.
"This is much more out of the way than where you are
now I think. If I understand your address correctly it's almost
a third of a mile away and two floors down, there's a little
bridge over a skinny little vang right beside your house?"
"An upper path of Margellis Vang," Klegnif said.
"Yeah, I've seen that house, it's one of the more public
places. You're very right, you need to get out of there. This is
dark and light. The people here are discreet, no one will ever
brag about who they have for a neighbor."
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"Good to know, where do we have the transfer party?"
"Right here, the whole tree above the bridge will be here.
I will not drop names now, but there will be chefs, plumbing
geneticists and cameramen who's names appear often in the
media. These addresses are not bandied about. None who
know anyone up from that bridge tell people who shouldn't
know, they may question you on your sincerity to remain
private, your credentials will most likely pass."
"How soon can you have the ceremony?"
"Unfortunately probably not until Nightday of K'shitn.
There are a few people who live in this tree who are all
involved in the same project over in South HarborWall and
won't be back until that Morningday, maybe the Dawnsleep
before. I could shoot for dusk but that might be pushing them,
I'd rather be sure they'll be here. I know what they drink so
I'm sure I can get them all down here once they've had a rest.
This party will have some nice bottles, I can promise you
that."
"We'll get someone here to represent the money by then,"
Klegnif said, knowing she was going to need Desa and
Aldya's help to even gain access to someone at one of those
big tape manufacturers. Why was Desa trying so hard to make
this happen? It was more Aldya's fantasy than hers. Or was it?
Once the real possibility of playing on Kalaidia's stage was
presented to her, she had pursued it like a quibarta hadn't she?
On the very first day she had started trying to talk Klegnif
into it hadn't she? In spite of knowing she would feel as out of
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place on that stage as a deep swamp fish.
But wasn't Aldya right, didn't Klegnif deserve to feel as at
home on the stage at Kalaidia, in front of as many as eighteen
thousand, as she did in Yoonbarla? What was Zhlindu but a
great big Yoonbarla? One where the hills are hollow and full
of the same rollicking stonies as in Yoonbarla. After all, the
peaks are much more jagged here than even the Kendaids of
Wescarp. Shouldn't the people be even more mountain?
Desa and Bloric came downstairs. "Are you buying it for
me?" she asked Desa, "or are you going to just buy it for
yourself?"
"No, no, I want you to have it, I hope you'll let me visit. I
want to help with financing it, I know how you don't like
doing business negotiations."
"No, you're right." she turned and told Toolar, "I want it,
consider it sold."
"At two and twenty four," he said.
She went thru a couple quick deep breaths, "Yes, if we
can get it."
"You can get the twenty four for the place you've got,"
Desa said, it's a cute place, it's a quality home."
"I'll get thirty coppers for that place," Bloric said, "I know
guys who'd give me that today. It's more convenient than you
notice at first with that elevator to Torgoth just down the
way."
"We can get two aluminums by this time next week,"
Desa said. "I kept that magazine, that's cred right there."
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"I know we can get it, as long as you do the talking."
Klegnif walked back to the balcony, leaned on the rail. There
was a little path at the base of the tree, it went over a lower
little vang on the slope down into the Hyadrain. "Before we
do leave, I want to get a good camera up here and take a
panorama of this view and blow it up and print it on the
inside of my mats back home. I'll play on the stage of
Kalaidia to have this view."
"There's three more coppers right there, I'll even throw
my three in to keep you here."
"You don't have to do that, like you said, even a hundred
thousand tapes would be more than enough."
"If it came down to it, would you let me sell mine and
move in with you?"
"Of course we would," Bloric said. "I'd kind-of like that,
but I'd like it to be more evenly divided."
"You two are the couple."
"But you have plenty of company."
"It could just as well be his place, I finally got onto
Temick last sleep."
"Oh yeah? How was that?"
"I think I oversold the sex in my mind but he's more fun
and deeper thinking than I thought at first. Not as cuddly as I
like but not an isolationist either."
"So you've got a close neighbor now?" She asked Desa.
"I hope. I'm not going to back away."
"Have at it," Klegnif told her. Maybe that would take her
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away from Aldya and stardom.
Instead she switched back to talk of the Kalaidia gig. "So
can I sign us up?" Desa asked,
She didn't answer right away, just stood there and took a
few deep breaths. "As soon as we have the finances."
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16. At Tartain House
She got home from the studio without having to try the
'gee you're the fifty first person today who's told me I look
like that singer' ploy. There were three or four on this hall
who knew but didn't say anything, just nodded a little more,
maybe with a little more eyebrow in it. Temick's place was
dark but his mats were up on this sultry Nightday of
Voratainin. She called just in case, there was no answer.
She thought long and hard about Aldya in spite of all the
stairs between them. Didn't Aldya represent fame, wasn't she
rewarding him for Discovery of the Year by seeking him out?
Did she want it? Him? Both? How fine a line was she
treading here? If she was seen with Aldya by someone from a
gossip rag, or worse yet, some long lens caught them romping
on his porch, she couldn't survive that. Her fear was keeping
her from someone she really enjoyed being with and really
enjoyed making love with, maybe even more than Temick
when all was totaled up.
The documents with Kalaidia were signed, she hadn't
really celebrated that yet. Three coppers for one show. To
open. The magic of eighteen thousand seats. She couldn't help
be excited. She was scared and excited. Until now the biggest
hall she had actually played in was the Glass Cathedral on
Lake Bonnakaiya in Dos, five thousand seats, another twenty
five hundred, at least, on the floor. It was one of the five main
halls of Dos, the main commercial hall of the university
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district. There were fifty halls like it in Zhlindu, but Desa just
could not believe the numbers that said Dos was three fourths
as big as Zhlindu were accurate, to her Zhlindu seemed a
hundred times the size of Dos. It probably was twenty times
the size of Dos Central but Dos had so many other centers.
But she had not played in a hall as large as the Glass
Cathedral in Zhlindu yet.
Shenon Maina had been publicized in the media, but in a
more high brow manner, not as pop culture. Shenon Maina
was not pop culture. Shenon Maina was top tier in their form,
second tier in total draw. But she was one of eight in that
band. She played a lshi and sang in a chorus of four. She
always thought the only reason she was in that band was that
she shared a bed with their lead yandrille.
Here it was just her and Klegnif. She wished their lights
guy could be Bandor, knew it could not, so it was just the two
of them. Kalaidia was more than three times as big as the
Glass Cathedral, she knew that from math and personal
experience from the ten or twelve times she'd been there in
the audience.
It was the fourth largest hall in Zhlindu. The largest hall in
Dos, the Agridome, holds 12,250, which would make it the
eleventh largest hall in Zhlindu. The Indoor Hills is said to
hold over twenty one thousand if you count all the levels
above, but the actual seats do not outnumber the Kalaidia.
The other two are larger by a few hundred seats.
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She really didn't want to spend this sleep alone. Since
she'd been living on the East side of Rankor Hill, the Tartain
House was a place she often went to look for male company
when there was no one else around. This was where she
would come when Klegnif was with her, on occasions when
Klegnif didn't want to be alone for the sleep when Bloric was
on sleep shift. In the thirty four years they had been in the city
so far, they were almost considered regulars in the place, and
had settled down to a list of about six guys they would pick
from if they were here at the time.
This Nightday it was rather quiet. There was a show by
Kwandeveen at Godovy's that had drawn quite a few away
from a quiet place like this. Tartain had a media screen that
was on, it was showing a big muscle-ball match in an arena
down on the Karthuum slope. Most of the unpaired guys were
shouting at that. No one she was close to was here.
She wondered what she wanted this Dawnsleep. What she
really wanted was someone she was close to, someone she
didn't have to explain the obvious to, someone with whom
she could continue a conversation. To be honest with herself,
Alan was what she wanted.
She reminisced with a cup of tawny about the leisurely
trip the four of them had down the Lhar this time, stopping
often, changing ships, playing a few gigs in Shempala and a
few more in some bump-and-rolls they found friendly. They'd
spent four years on the Lhar altogether. She idly wondered if
copies of the song had reached those areas yet. She wondered
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how many would remember. She knew when it reached
Lastriss, Hazorpean and Yoonbarla, almost all would
recognize it.
The four of them had become really close. Though she
was with Alan, she became closer to Bloric than she had in
the three and a half centuries they shared a small town. It was
really too bad that Alan had continued on after all.
She and Alan had been apart for some time, even four and
half decades in the 100th when she played with Blisscry. The
times she played with AmisAmon in the 101st and 102nd were
actually her best time playing music in Zhlindu. They played
regularly at a nice plaza a few blocks off Konitrag around the
south face of Rankor Hill almost to West Harbortop. They got
an iron from every barrel the kegmen sold. They did only
covers and never recorded a note under their own name, but
they made the songs they did their own, and they had just the
right amount of fun doing it and never took it too seriously.
They did a few other gigs besides that plaza and she worked
in some of the old highland standards that she still played
with Klegnif. Songs she would play at Kalaidia.
She looked around the room for someone who caught her
eye. Was she looking for someone more for conversation or
for sex? She wasn't going to be able to talk with this person
about what she was celebrating, it would have to be
something to do with her teaching career. So far she hadn't
taught very much on this whole trip to the city. Mastering
tapes and playing had been her main source of income. She
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had to admit, there had been times in the first few years when
Bloric's steady shift at Kyovike Works had been the only
thing that fed them.
She didn't see anyone here she was going to run after, she
would see who came after her thru a second cup, maybe
something darker this time. She went back to the taps and a
few minutes later she slouched at the end of the bar with
Kelthwiss full of Tartain's green. She backed into one of his
tiny cheek-cup stools and watched what was happening.
There was a rail where the guys were leaning watching the
muscle ball. The booths were half full of couples. Tartain's is
not real wet as meat markets go, he doesn't like anything
more than hands going on in the public room. He has twenty
one rooms upstairs, but this was ten minutes and four floors
from her place, ten minutes and two floors from Klegnif, so
they rarely paid to go upstairs. Most of the people who went
up there were those in the neighborhood that would be having
more than one.
Klegnif was hanging home this evening, she still felt like
a prisoner and no doubt had her mats down. Desa was not
cooking Darkmeal for herself, so she would probably see
what hGnunore was cooking in here this evening. If he
brought a table, she would eat here, if not, she might wander
a couple more floors down to Aknoreen. Sweet Lover had
now sold fifty one thousand copies and over ten thousand
more of Tear the Walls Down and Precious One had been sold
since the show at Karikanus. She did not need to worry about
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the price of Darkmeal any more.
"Hi," someone said from her left. He was tall, not like
Alan but close to six feet, with long wavy blond hair and
beard. Not as red as Alan's, but as long and almost as thick.
"Hi," she replied. He was undoubtably here for the
purpose of this place and looked good to her. She was down
here at the end because she wasn't really ready to get into this
just yet, but she could be polite. "Do you know if hGnunore is
cooking today?"
"He's downstairs loading his gear on the lift."
"Does he have a table with him?"
"And a fresh quarter of karga I think, it was hard to tell
thru the spices it was bound in, but it was the right size and
shape."
"Good, I'll have Darkmeal here."
"hGnunore's a good cook?"
"When he brings up a table, he's got something good to
put on it. His rolls are just rolls, his stews are thin, but if he
has something to roast he does an excellent job."
"He's got a haunch of something," the guy said. "Do you
follow muscleball?" he asked. There are little benches along
one wall in here, he pointed toward one. It would be
comfortable, so she went that way, glad to have his hand on
her waist.
"I don't even know what it's about." They would have a
better view of the screen from over here.
"Pushing that big ball across the goal line. The team that
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pushes the ball across their opponent's goal line scores a
point. It's very simple, but complex in practice because of the
Instinct. Imoneya Island just made a great defensive play
there, those four paralyzed guys stopped the momentum of
that four hundred pound ball dead. That was a Paralysis Wall
that East Slope just pulled."
Imoneeya Island was located on the south west corner of
downtown between the great locks and the turbine bridge. It
took her awhile to guess that it might also be the name of the
team with a stylized map of it as a logo on their comically
overstuffed clouts. "I doubt that I'll become an expert on the
sport."
"There's only half a glass left in the game," he said. He
pointed to the diagram of a small sandglass in the upper right
of the screen. All she saw were big guys struggling to push a
ball about seven feet in diameter around on a field of
ribbonleaves ruled with parallel lines every ten or twelve feet.
There was a screaming multitude somewhere nearby that was
reaching a crescendo. The sandglass went empty and the
players collapsed, gasping for breath and pressing palms. East
Slope had won six to four. Some people came on the screen
and started to talk. Tartain switched his screen to a music
network. Jorricore was on with shots of the street parties in
the upper Hyadrain and the sea of dancing nude babes they
always had in their videos.
"I think they are going to dominate this round of play,"
the guy said, "But I can see on your face you're glad they
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switched to music."
"I'm sorry," she said, "I've always been more for music
than sports. Not that I'm against them, I like to play torrock if
it's not too killer."
"The guys I play with are mild," he said, "sometimes it's
the women in our games that are killer."
"I'm not."
"I'm Malric," he said.
A tough spot now. Her name was starting to get known
and the pony-tail she wore lately was a pretty thin disguise,
especially when it was as clipped and partial as she had done
it this evening. She'd thought about using a different name in
casual situations. In the Dos tradition, Envitta had given her
daughter a three syllable name, Desagar. She had shortened it
to just Desa centuries ago, long before she crossed the
Kinsheeta. But in truth, Sagar was her name as much as Desa.
She didn't like it as much and felt like she would almost be
hiding to use it. She wasn't ready to hide. Maybe it was
stupid, but in spite of that article, she was still just herself.
"I'm Desa," she answered.
"Pretty name, is it Elvish?"
"I think so," she answered truthfully.
"You're Elvish aren't you, Wood Elf I would think?"
"Partly, I do have the ears." She had to move her hair very
little to show him.
"They're pretty smooth and cute. I think you're quite high
in Elf."
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"About half I think, a quarter Nordic, a quarter Troll." She
knew from Zhlindu's brief history that it was founded soon
after the breakout by refugees from the flooded desert around
it. All thru the 30's three small cities grew on a pleasant island
in a warm and shallow sea that provided well. On this idyllic
tropical isle hostility was brief and people concentrated on
art, music and good times. One's racial heritage was never a
matter of contention here, but a source of pride and tradition.
"And to me I'd say your history is half Nordic and half
Dwarf."
"I think so," he said. "Nice cup," he said of Kelthwiss.
"It reminds me of something Elvish from the settlement of
the Dos basin in the early 40's. It's a 53rd century reproduction
done in Lastriss however," she answered.
"This is a Benthon's Glass Warehouse from an iron and
fifty." he held up what looked like a house cup with a tag
affixed to it using a hole drilled into the handle that no true
house cup ever had.
"It doesn't appear to leak," she said of it.
"Exactly," he said.
She saw hGnunore setting up a gas flame across from the
screen. "It's going to be at least an hour before we eat," she
said.
"Are you inviting me to Darkmeal?" he asked.
"That's fine but I meant 'we' as in all who are eating of his
creation this dark. If you would like to join me in that, by all
means."
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"I would love to. As it is, I have come into an iron extra
this week and would be glad to make it my treat."
"I also have an extra, so there is no need of that."
"Oh I would still be glad to, you are a beautiful girl and
have such a pretty voice. You should be a singer."
"That's a sweet thing to say," and she smiled as genuinely
as if she felt it, because thru all of this, she still did.
"No you do, you've got a honey-mellow voice, I don't
know how else to describe it. You really ought to try out with
someone. Can I top off that cup for you?" he asked.
"Don't get started on that, I can pound you into the poor
house and me into oblivion before he gets that karga grilled."
"Just let me top it off so we're even. I'm going for mine.
Please stay here, you're cute."
Like she was going to run off and leave her good cup with
him? He skipped over to the bar. She was afraid this guy was
too active, she wondered if he was on boost. Spending a sleep
with a boost addict wasn't what she wanted. She wanted to be
held close, petted thoroughly and left to sleep til it was light
enough to get up without a candle.
He came back with a friend, "This is Elkane" he said, "I
didn't know we were meeting up here this evening. You don't
by any chance have a girlfriend around?"
"She stayed home this sleep."
"Boring," Elkane said. "Do you mind if I invite someone
else over?"
Desa spread her palms, "Please do," Malric said.
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Elkane stood and looked around, he spotted a girl in line
for the yellow and pointed to the spot beside him. She
signaled 'as soon as I fill this cup' and he waved her on. "So
you are?" he asked.
"Desa."
"I like that outfit Desa," Elkane said, "what do you call
that technique?"
"Knotcraft," she answered.
"It's an excellent fit, did you make that yourself?"
"It does look home made doesn't it?"
"It looks hand crafted," he said to her. He turned to
Malric. "She's got talent, don't screw this one up."
"Thanks coach," Malric said.
"Don't mention it." He turned back to Desa, "He's a good
kid, he means well."
"I'm a country girl at heart, never looked for slick." She
squeezed Malric's hand, fearing that Elkane was thinking of
slipping between them.
"You should get along," he told her. She hoped he caught
the scent.
The other girl had her cup filled and turned to sink into
the seat beside Elkane. "This is Tartom," he said, and
introduced them to her. "So do you have sleep plans?" Elkane
asked her.
"Not as of yet," Tartom answered, "just that it will be after
Darkmeal and a couple more cups."
"I believe I could fit into that plan," he said.
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"Yeah? I guess, but I have to warn you I don't want to stay
up and listen to you babble for three hours afterward."
"I'm sorry about Zawmathii. I was wound that sleep.
Anyway, sure, we sleep after, I'll probably need it."
"What have you been up to?" Malric asked.
"Jillsaw and Rallooi. I ran into them at that flash place
above the Eleknane and they took me up to their place after
the show."
"If you're burnt, why did you invite me over?" Tartom
said.
"Not that burnt," he said.
At the same time Malric said, "Oh I love this song, let me
see who does it, I want to get one." he said and turned to get a
better look at the screen.
She knew the gentle notes over the hubbub in here, the
notes she and Klegnif had been playing together for nearly
ten decades now. She felt very, very, hollow as the notes
unfolded. She knew her fingers were moving with them
instinctively.
"Wow, she looks just like..." he went silent. She had seen
the video, she knew how close the camera was when she sang
'there's no Angels here...' "Oh my; Elkane look," he said
quietly.
Desa had her hands over her head by now. Elkane and
Tartom had to get up and turn to look at the screen, then
turned back to look at Desa. "Imagine that," Tartom said. "Oh
I'm sorry, we must be acting like such bumpkins. I'm honored
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to meet you."
"Please," she said, "Please don't make a big deal out of it."
"Oh OK," Malric said in a whisper. "But I've always liked
that song. That really is you isn't it?"
"Perhaps I shouldn't be out in a place like this." she saw
people at other tables pointing. "I shouldn't have used my real
name."
"You're safe with us," Elkane said, "Just sit tight like
we're just minding our own business.
"It really is a good song," Tartom whispered. She couldn't
help getting up and looking again. "That's Kaprikanus isn't
it?"
Desa only nodded. She noticed Jeerita and a couple of her
friends were in one of the booths right across. They were
hurrying over. Malric noticed them before she started
shouting. She thought one of the guys with her was named
Iyotta, she knew she had done him once, a few years ago. He
wasn't here often. The other guy didn't look familiar.
"Desa, wow, Desa!" Jeerita yelled as she rushed up to
them. "Look at you up there on the screen! I never knew it
was YOU that did this song."
Desa put her hands over her head and her head down on
the little table.
"That's quite rude," Elkane said.
"Desa's my friend, she's just being Desa," Jeerita said.
"Why didn't you tell me? I know you said you were in a band
but look at you!"
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"Will you shut up!" Desa snapped at her.
"You are being very bubble-gum," Iyotta said.
"But she always said she just played a little dinner music.
I didn't know you were a big-time star with a video and all."
Desa felt like yelling 'We are having dinner here soon,' but
didn't get the chance. "I didn't know it was you that did this
song. Why didn't you tell me?"
"Maybe because I was afraid you'd be this loud and
obnoxious about it," Desa said with some acid.
"Desa!"
"Jeerita."
"Let me congratulate you," Iyotta said in a much more
reasonable tone, "Very good work, you should be proud."
"Thank you," she said, looking up and taking her hands
off of her face.
"Yes, very nice," the other guy said. "Sorry about Jeerita,
she's a little hyper sometimes."
"So? She's just being Jeerita," Desa said.
"We don't want to lose our table," Iyotta said. "Good
fortune to you Desa," he said as he pretty much dragged
Jeerita back to their table.
"Sorry," the other guy said.
"I'm really sorry too," Malric said and touched her hand.
She put her hand atop his.
"That is embarrassing," Desa said.
"Not because of anything you've done. You've produced a
beautiful song and video."
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"I didn't even know they were making the video. Now I
can't come here any more."
"No one else is being such a jerk," Elkane said.
Maybe not, but the next two guys who came by from the
taps gave her a congratulatory sign. It would be impolite of
her not to nod her thanks. That is not the same as being
unnoticed by all but the ones she was with.
It was the same thru the meal every time she went up to
the serving table, polite congratulations, 'way to go's' and
such. Most were acquaintances and if this was as bad as it
got, she could deal with it. Jerrita apologized, said she was
just too excited for her. "I should be cultured and say
'congratulations' quietly like normal people do."
"I don't want a fuss made, I want to be able to live like a
normal person. I always thought I was a normal person."
"Desa, I'm sorry I've found out that you're not. I've never
known anyone like you before. I've never known someone
who was lead singer and yandrille on a hit song before."
"Does that make me abnormal?"
"Supernormal, above normal. But certainly not average."
"Normal includes much more than average," Desa said.
"Right, I'm sorry I was rude."
"It's OK," she said, not wanting even this much more
noise from this person.
By then they reached the karga and got to cut themselves
a couple more pieces. nGnunore had done a really great job
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with this and this was her third slice. He was doing self-rolls
with a condiment table with this karga roast. The seared
kavafruit is what she put with it in her roll, and she wrapped it
thin, just a layer to hold it with. Jeerita babbled on, Desa
didn't pay attention.
Back at her table, it seemed much more sane. Malric was
at least able to make her believe he thought he understood her
plight and did his best. Their problem was, they got too
caught up in the secrecy aspect of the situation and couldn't
stop whispering. They put her on the inside of the booth.
They tried to lean in front of her when people went by. They
meant well, but this was not normal life.
Once Darkmeal was over, she didn't feel like staying, She
finished her fourth cup, one yellow, three green. She was a
little fuzzy about what was what, but thought she could find
the way. She stood up OK, feeling a thousand feet tall and
made of cables and pulleys, but she got upright. "I'm heading
home while I can still find it among these thickening mists of
larorlie vapors," she said to everyone. She reached out her
hand to Malric, "You coming?" she asked.
"Probably too soon," he said as he got up.
Elkane and Tartom laughed a bit.
Desa thought about continuing the humor and saying 'well
in that case,' but Tartom said, "Thanks so much Desa," and
squeezed her other hand.
"I appreciate that, I appreciate you speaking to me as a
friend," knowing she'd done her best.
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Tartom only smiled. Elkane got up and gave her a hug and
a squeeze. She purred but wrapped around Malric and left
with him. "So lead on," she said. A snatch of conversation she
overheard on the way out confirmed that she couldn't come
here any more. One guy in line telling another that he heard
she comes here often.

598

17. The House Party
When Klegnif got to her new house, there was already
quite a crowd. She knew Desa and Aldya had done a lot of
work in the last two weeks to get them a new manufacturing
contract with Eionis-Glaldile. They could turn out ten
thousand copies of a tape in a batch. They didn't have quite as
good a rate as Colucor, but Colucor did not do advances and
they really needed one to get this house. They probably could
have got a loan from a cargo company, but they would have
had to put Desa's place up as collateral also.
It was the view that excited her about this place, but why
this view? Was it because all the names she'd heard all her life
would be right there in front of her? Was it because she felt so
much more out-of-the-way? Safe in a treetop looking at all
the landmarks. Whatever it was, she knew that she could face,
even enjoy, life in Zhlindu from here, but was beginning to
dread it where she was.
There were a few that had taken to loitering at the rail
right near their house, there were others who were sure to
greet her that never had before. She could not go to a meeting
place any more, there would be someone there who would
recognize her. She could not look like a different person by
pulling her hair back like Desa could. So much of Desa's look
was her hair while Klegnif thought she was only recognized
by her bosom. Now Klegnif got offers at the produce stands
every day, even from people who pretended they didn't know
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who she was.
She hoped she would feel safer here, among people of
substance who might not want to act so cheap. She would
have felt a lot better if most of the people here were her
friends, but this gathering was all about meeting them and
making them her friends. That was not the easiest thing for
her to do. As she walked in, she could see they all knew each
other and could see they all knew they didn't know her and
Bloric. There was a murmur of 'ah-ha's, and 'must be's, when
everyone looked at them. "Greetings," Bloric said, with his
characteristic confidence. She was more nervous than she
wanted to be, she raised her hand and mouthed a greeting
without any actual sound.
"Toolar's upstairs," the guy nearest them said. He was
leaning on a long wall where Toolar had once had three large
tapestries. He didn't have his cushions moved out yet and they
were full of people in earnest conversation. "Hingmeem just
got here."
Klegnif advanced into the room. It had gone quiet. "I see
you have a close-knit community in this tree," Bloric said.
"It's not really a transient community, but there really isn't
a community hang-out, or community get-togethers around
here."
"Is Desa here yet?" Klegnif asked, knowing she needed
someone besides Bloric to do her talking.
"We don't know any Desa," a woman on the cushion they
were approaching said.
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"She's with me," Klegnif said.
There were four girls on that cushion. They were all fairly
small and dainty. All but one had long dark hair, that other
one had light, almost blond hair and wasn't quite as thin as the
other three, though none of them would be considered plush.
The light haired one spoke, "There is no one else here but
Toolar and Hingmeem and they're upstairs."
Klegnif was now far enough into the room to see that the
curtains were drawn around the bedroom.
"I understand you are a musician?" one of the woman
asked. "With who?"
"Me and Desa are a duo, we play under the name
ZhlinDos."
"And you play?" one of them asked.
Bloric lead them to the cushion next to the one who
enquired, opposite the other three."
"I am Chippongga and chorus," she said, "Desa is
Yandrille and lead."
"Is it true that both of you will live here?" another of them
asked.
"Bloric and I."
"And this Desa?" the one on the cushion with them asked.
"She wants to be able to come over. So far she's pretty
good over at her place. The place where Bloric and I live now
is too public. Did Toolar tell you about the article in Crystal
Scene?"
"Yes he did."
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"What did you think about that?" the light-haired one
asked.
"I almost went back to Wescarp as soon as I saw it."
"What changed your mind?" one of the girls on the other
cushion asked.
"Being able to live here. This is a nicer house than our
country home, and the view is so spectacular."
"Here in an outside house," the one in the middle said.
"Where are you?" Klegnif asked.
"Three more up and on that side," she pointed. "My
name's L'ttaia. I share the place with Inuum, he's the skinny
guy with the blond pony tail betting way more than he should
on those dice."
There were five guys playing dice on the kitchen table.
When they sat down over here with a good portion of the
women in the room, the guys went back to playing. There
were three more girls in the room leaning on the counter and
watching the dice game on the table. One of them had
gleaming gilded skin, a copper-gold mixture, and was devoid
of clothing and hair. Klegnif knew she was an actress staring
in a series of Sci-Fi adventure movies defending Zhlindu
against continuing attacks from outer space. She didn't know
her real name, her movie name was Ray of Kortrax. If there
was anyone here who would understand Klegnif's
predicament, she would be the one.
"This is Bonzai," L'ttaia said of the girl with the widest
face sitting across from Bloric, "who lives in my position of
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your floor, right there, your main rooms are back to back.
Tomoge shares her space but only temporarily," L'ttaia
continued.
"You don't need to make idle chatter about us," the girl
next to her said, "we haven't conducted business yet."
"We all know the business is being conducted upstairs,
right now, the light-haired one said. "If Hingmeem doesn't
like it, who here will witness it?"
"Mella!" the girl sitting next to them said.
"Will you?" Mella, the light haired one, asked.
"It depends. I value my privacy," she said. "I don't..."
"So do I," Klegnif whispered, but as an experienced
vocalist her whisper was heard around the room.
"So that is why you are here?" Mella asked.
"Exactly," she said.
"We've all seen the magazine haven't we?" the one who
sat next to them and hadn't given her name asked.
"I didn't get to really read it," Bonzai said. "I saw the
pictures, I recognize you."
"We want to escape from that."
"I think we can all appreciate that, L'ttaia said.
There was a familiar voice at the door. The room went
even more quiet. "Come on in," Bloric called, "Welcome to
the inquisition."
She came in, looking around. A guy at the table was
holding up the magazine, all he said was 'yeah, all right.' "So
what's wrong?" Desa asked.
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"We might attract too much attention."
"Even here? Those stairs are no place to camp, a crowd
can't really..."
By that time Desa could see that she wasn't providing the
reassurance these people needed. Like maybe a change of
identity, genetic make-overs, that whole shtick. As Desa made
her way over to them, almost every eye in the room followed
her. "Where's Toolar?" she asked.
"Upstairs with Hingmeem conducting business."
"So you don't want Klegnif and Bloric living here?" she
asked the audience. Klegnif had to admit Desa was much
more composed in an audience situation than she was.
"We don't even want people from our neighbor's office
clumping up and down the stairs at all hours. This tree doesn't
have a penthouse bridge, Hingmeem climbs eight floors from
the bridge where we come in."
"And he's upstairs talking to Toolar?" Desa asked.
"Yes," he answered, with a snicker from the girl with
them on this cushion.
"We don't want people clumping up and down these stairs
either. We are in a band, I would be here once or twice a
week. How much other traffic?"
"We could afford to employ a doorman, another guy at the
table said, but we don't want to, we don't want to be known as
people who have to employ a doorman."
"You may be people who need to think about places
where they already employ a doorman," the girl who sat with
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them said to Desa.
"I also hoped to be a person that didn't have to employ a
doorman," Klegnif said.
"But you wound up splattered across the middle of
Crystal Scene, admittedly it was mainly your friend here," she
pointed to Desa, who was now leaning against the wall next
to Bloric.
Desa looked unjustly stricken.
"We've never had a resident who's nude picture has been
published in a mass market yearly before," Bonzai said, "so
you have to understand their nervousness."
"I didn't think that picture was lurid," Desa said.
"No, it wasn't," the guy at the table said. "You did a good
job of trying to say it was only about the music with that
pose, but still, it's not just a head shot with an 'authored by'.
That's the most notoriety we're ever had around here."
"I can't make light of that," Desa said. "You would feel
like you are giving us asylum."
"Exactly," the girl sitting next to her said. "I don't see why
we should be the ones to take that on."
So Klegnif knew, even before she heard feet on the steps,
how this was going to go. It wasn't Toolar that came down, it
was someone else whom everyone seemed to hold in some
regard. All he said to them was, "There's plenty of food here
everyone, let's not let it go to waste. Toolar will be down in a
couple minutes."
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Klegnif tried not to think of what that meant. She already
knew, even if this turned out to be just a misunderstanding,
that she would never be comfortable living in a building
under this man, not if he took this much personal interest in
the going's-on of the stairway.
Hingmeem went over to the little party-cask Toolar had
for this occasion, asked everyone to let him top off their cups.
When Toolar appeared at the top of the stairs, he was well
groomed and smiling, but only by mouth. He had to grip the
thin crystal rail. Everyone looked up to him. He began, "As
you know, the purpose of this gathering is to witness the sale
of my home to Klegnif and Bloric of Wescsarp. Before we
proceed, Hingmeem has requested that I allow him to say a
few words."
There were some murmurs and a couple cheers.
Hingmeem did not go back to the top of the stairs, only up a
few so he could be seen by all, even those in the kitchen area
who could not see Toolar.
"You all know me I'm sure, the architect and structure
provider of this tree. You all know we who live in the top of
this tree have a kind of an agreement with each other to stay
low key and out of the public eye.
"I don't think this sale is in line with that tradition. No,
instead of people who want to remain out of the public eye,
just an anonymous stairway in the upper mid-level on the way
to some where, we have someone who performs in a big-time
music group. Here we are my friends of Tree Hingmeem with
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these people." He held out a copy of the magazine, passed it
around, made sure everyone saw that Desa who was here with
the buyer was the naked woman in the magazine. Then he
showed them the cover. It seemed like these people might
have looked on Crystal Scene as the official publication of the
devil himself. They must be on the side of the Conchidenabla
in that dispute. "Now I," he drew it out long, "will not witness
your sale of this home to Klegnif of ZhlinDos." And with that
he stepped down from the stairway and was out the door. The
room was pretty silent for a few seconds, she could hear his
feet on the stairs.
"I'm stunned," Desa said, "We came seeking refuge."
"We understand..." was all L'ttaia got to say.
"I understand none of us have any reason to attract a
crowd," the one on their cushion said. "She'll probably have
reporters for Crystal Scene coming around."
She heard a sharp intake of breath nearby. She hoped no
one knew that Desa spent about one sleep out of three with a
reporter for Crystal Scene. If that came out... It didn't sound
like it needed to because someone else was getting up. "I'm
sorry Toolar but they're right, I don't want media attention on
our stairs. I won't witness the sale either." That was Inuum,
that took L'ttaia away also.
"I have to agree. I'm sorry ladies, I understand your
problems, but that doesn't mean I want them to be my
problems. Sorry Toolar." And another was gone from the
table.
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"Guys," Toolar said, "I got a good price, we got a party..."
he stopped when he heard more people getting up off the
cushions.
"I'll take another of these brined lentosaur strips," another
guy said on his way out, "They'll go bad now that you've
boiled them out."
In little more than five minutes, Toolar, Desa, Bloric and
herself were all that remained in the apartment. There was
some humor about how they'll know he's got yaag for awhile
by the last few to say goodby. No wonder she hadn't warmed
up to these people as they gathered. She was what they feared
most, a naive bumpkin in the entertainment business, tied to a
fire-girl who's picture is now displayed in tape store windows.
She couldn't say anything. She went to the balcony and
looked out over the Hyadrain Valley once again. Maybe for
the last time, she thought. But no, she could not just run, Desa
had signed for a show at the Kalaidia. She should have made
her wait until they were actually in the house. Now she was
stuck on that public street with the crowd building up in it
every day.
"That was absolutely unacceptable of them all," Toolar
said. "I've a good mind to sell to you anyway, regardless of
whether they like it or not."
"We can't live in a place where we aren't wanted," Klegnif
said.
"It would be miserable and we'd have to hire guards,"
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Desa said. "I think people as creepy as these would start
moving our things out as soon as we weren't looking."
"No doubt," Klegnif said.
"We really don't interact much with each other in this
building," Toolar said.
"It shows," Klegnif said.
"There are other houses for sale in the city," Bloric said.
"This was my first choice from what I saw two weeks ago.
You never know, one even better might have opened up."
"I wonder how many of you have to give the guy in the
penthouse a blow job just to ask if they're allowed to sell to
you?" Desa said.
Toolar blushed but said, "I don't know of any others like
this, but then Hingmeem has his own reasons for his low
profile."
"We can probably change his profile," Desa said.
"Not a plan I would recommend. You might be surprised
all the doors that close where you thought you were on long
term good terms. Walk away and stay as you are, fight him
and you'll find his reach goes way beyond Hyadrain Halls."
"Why is he doing Hyadrain Halls from up here?" Desa
asked. "This is more Hill than Valley."
"The stairs are his conditioning device. He does a hundred
floors each way. These stairs are the only thing he has named
after himself. But he does as much business on the hill as in
the valley."
"I'll start looking now," Bloric said. "I know what kind of
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neighborhoods to look for and what kind of questions to ask."
"Thanks love," Klegnif said, "no nicer dwelling, I love the
view, but it need not be this one, where Desa is, is fine. But
it'll have to be soon because I can't remain a prisoner in that
house much longer."
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18. Driven Out
It was Morningday of Kyebenwae, getting well past
breakfast and far too close to Iyosaign to be lounging around
engaging in random acts of blissful sex until half the day was
wasted. In spite of the pleasure she was giving up, she
wrested herself from Aldya's clutches and dashed to the
shower, leaving "I love it but I really need to get going," in
her wake.
She got out of the shower to the sound of Klegnif
shouting upstairs "...We had to jump on a streetcar to get out
of it and I was afraid the driver was going to avoid us but his
keda made sure people moved out of the way."
Since everyone up there had seen her naked at least ten
percent of the time they'd been together, she grabbed enough
towel to keep the splash off the paper articles upstairs and
brought that towel with her. While she was doing that, Bloric
was telling Aldya, "Due to your publicity, our home is
uninhabitable. You can go down there and look for yourself."
"We never published that address," Aldya said.
"One or more neighbors talked and word got around,"
Bloric said, "but if it wasn't for your article it wouldn't have
mattered. Up until then it had been more of a hobby for them.
I've got a regular shift down at Khovike. I'm a floor director, a
rigger, like we do for logs in the hills we do for big parts in
the city. I need my sleep."
"I missed most of that?" Desa asked as she got to the top
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of the stairs.
"Desa," Klegnif sobbed, almost hysterically, "the little
wide spot in the path where it goes over that upper arm is full
of people right now. That chant is happening. People can't get
by on the bridge. The only way I could save the neighborhood
was to leave it."
"I'm so sorry," Desa said.
"Well you should be," Klegnif snapped, "it's one of the
side effects of the stardom you pursued."
"Do you think this is what I want?" Desa asked her. "You
should know me, we've played together since I first came thru
the Kinsheeta pass, you know this isn't what I wanted."
"I don't know that. You were all about running the
Lappranile. You let Rendrak leave again over that."
"He got to be too full of himself again," Desa said.
"Maybe he was trying to keep up with you."
"I don't believe I'm hearing this."
"I think you took me along so you could always have
someone to lead. I think that's why you took Alan over
Rendrak, so you would have someone to lead, so you would
be the teacher. After all, even though you are the yandrille
player, it's you that taught me chippongga."
"You are self-taught," she said. Aldya was just trying to
stay out of the way by now. He didn't slink downstairs, but
she could tell he wanted to.
"All I ever did was practice what you told me," Klegnif
said.
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"All I ever told you was a little theory of how instruments
work. I don't understand why that makes you think I wanted
this to happen?"
"You could have refused to pose for their photographer,"
Klegnif said.
She was hoping Aldya would say something here, but he
just looked at the floor, so Desa looked at him while she said,
"I thought they would take all these pictures and render out
one little one by one and a half in the corner of 'new on the
scene'. I was hoping to bump up our sales to twenty five or
thirty thousand copies."
"And what is it now?" Klegnif asked.
"We signed on fourteen stores today," Aldya told her.
"There will soon be a million copies cut. That makes you
multiple aluminum."
"Just so I can get home," Klegnif said.
"You can get home. You will be the same Klegnif there,"
Desa said. She hurt from the barrier that had come between
them. "What if I came home with you. Would you play with
me at the logging party?"
"You aren't coming home. What is really home to you, the
Dos in ZhlinDos?"
"The home we shared when we planned this trip. The
home my son holds for us."
"I don't know if I can go back to him after this."
"So you'll go home with Bloric?"
"Desa, this isn't Myimpaden. We were respected as
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musicians by everyone in Yoonbarla, by a great deal of
Hazorpean while I lived in the vale."
They had started ZhlinDos in the four little clubs of
Hazorpean. "So why have you turned on me now?" Desa
asked.
"I might not if you come with me."
No doubt she meant, to Wescarp. "We've made
commitments. My name is on contracts, I value my
promises."
"And how will you live?"
Desa wasn't having much trouble here so far but didn't
want to say that for fear of jinxing it. "The Kalaidia is the last
one we have, then we can disappear."
"I can't live another two and a half weeks like this."
"We can get up higher. You can stay in the Eigenod now."
"That's not real in there," Klegnif snorted, "That's not us.
Desa, we jammed for wasted lumberjacks at Myimpaden, a
converted stable, just decades ago, for the joy of making
music. Now you're talking about the Kalaidia?"
"There is a gate, we won't have the pack to deal with."
"I want it to be people I've known forever who can say,
'hey, great song, how's the new keg taste?' and go on about
the crop or tree they're thinking of felling."
"I don't see why it can't be like that here?" Desa asked.
"Because there's fifty million people in this town, you
don't get to say hi to all of them, they haven't all known you
since way before you wrote the song, and I do mean you
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because you wrote it."
"We got it from a jam you started," Desa said. "You
wanted me to keep you out of it." She looked at Aldya again.
Klegnif also looked at Aldya, "I would send them away
and tell them to talk to you."
"Why?"
"Because I thought we could send them back and forth
awhile and keep them from doing this to us," Klegnif said.
"I never wanted success beyond our wildest dreams
either," Desa looked more pointedly at Aldya now.
"You could have said we just play music, we don't do
interviews."
Desa could see in Klegnif's face what the real problem
was. It was that she and Aldya had become close. "I thought
they'd just ask a few questions." She knew it was lame, but
with Aldya here she didn't want to have it out about that issue
here and now. Aldya hadn't grown up on the waterfront and
might be embarrassed by what she might say.
"Yeah, and a few questions later and you will probably
never meet a guy again who doesn't know what your pubic
hair looks like."
"There's nothing special about my pubic hair. Crystal
Scene prints four hundred thousand copies. There are a
thousand times that many guys in this basin. Every guy we
know back home has seen our pubic hair since before Crystal
Scene was first published."
"Everyone in the village has seen mine, but I don't know
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about everyone in the vale."
"I don't think there's a male in Yoonbarla Vale I haven't
spent at least one sleep with," Desa said, "So I'm not really
concerned if the guy I'm chatting up already knows what my
pubic hair looks like."
"I don't understand why nude photos should be taken of
musicians?"
"You are entertainers. You are in the public eye," Aldya
finally said something.
"I heard we were seen on the eye," Klegnif said. "Sutai
told me that Rankoreye has the text of the 'Discovery of the
Year' article and some additional photos of both of us."
"I could do nothing about that," Aldya said.
"They wouldn't have it if there was no article," Klegnif
glowered at him.
"It's too bad there couldn't be some middle ground," Desa
said.
"I thought we were there before that interview," Klegnif
said. "Like I said, I declined, you didn't."
"You thought we were there?" Desa asked. "As successful
as you wanted to be?"
"We were getting gigs, we were getting iron. With Bloric
making iron at Khovike, I was fine."
"I'm not with Bloric."
"No, you're with a media reporter!"
Desa was so close to getting into a screaming match about
that one, but swallowed it again. Maybe Klegnif really did
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want to have it out about that right here and now. She wasn't
going to do it. "Speaking of Bloric," she turned to him, "are
you going with her?"
"Yes, of course. I only wanted to spend ten or twelve
years in the city. I could have stayed a decade if it stayed like
it was. Like it is now, I'm sorry but I'm smothered."
"I'm smothered too," Desa said, "but we have
commitments."
"Maybe you can take the stage at Kalaidia," Klegnif said,
"But I can't. I've read of Kalaidia since I was a child, since
long before I thought I would ever actually PLAY music. I
couldn't walk out there."
"I worry about that too," Desa admitted, "but I know I
could with you."
"Me?" Klegnif asked. "I'm just a kid from the hills."
"And what is Rankor but a hill?"
"In the heart of the greatest city of the basin."
"And what are all these people but people like us? A point
in their lives where they have to come to the center, see what
their culture holds, cross paths with others. They are all us,
from some little place they really call home. Most will return
there, some will move on to someplace new, not many will
remain in the city for more than ten decades at a time."
"I cannot take ten more weeks of this," Klegnif said.
"I could help, there's room for you here," she could leave
them this place and go stay with Aldya til Kalaidia was done.
She could sleep in the studio if she had to.
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"That's not the point," Klegnif said. "I have to get away
from this. We're leaving to find passage now. I'd like you to
hide me when we get back." She turned to Bloric. "Do you
think you can get us packed?"
"You never gave me a chance," Desa said. "Yes, no
problem," Bloric answered at the same time.
"I can't give you a chance," Klegnif said, turning back to
Desa. "If I do you always win."
"That's not fair."
Klegnif sighed. "Life is not always fair. You were blessed
with the better voice and greater talent on the lead instrument.
You are cuter than me, so pretty but you put guys so at ease.
You are smarter than me, as well as more educated. You can't
help but win in a contest with me."
"What is this about?" Desa asked.
"We run in different planes Desa. You are of the big cities
and recording contracts, I hope to use the income you've
given me to buy back Myimpaden. I wish you luck in all you
do." She spread her arms for a hug.
"Klegnif you've known me three centuries."
"Oh I always knew this side of you was there, I always
knew I'd lose you to it some day. When the chance came by, I
knew you would grab for it."
"Klegnif?" Desa called but Bloric was holding the door
for her. "I didn't grab," Desa said while Klegnif closed the
door behind her on the way out.
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19. To Save the Show
"How irrationally incoherent can you get?" Desa gasped.
"What just happened?" She didn't want an answer and didn't
give him time to supply one. Over the next hour he
shepherded Desa thru the gamut of emotions toward her
partner, anger, hate, disgust, resignation, panic and most of
all, heartbeak. Aldya sat thru all of them without too much
comment. There wasn't really very much he could say except
be sympathetic. Eventually a neighbor was drawn to the
sound of her wailing, he jumped down from a balcony
diagonally above and once he was there, he commanded more
of Desa's attention than Aldya.
No doubt there was a lot of truth in what she said, if the
article hadn't been written, Klegnif would not have been
driven out of town by her popularity. Of course, if the article
hadn't been written, the show wouldn't have been scheduled
in the first place. 'Now is that true?' he re-examined. Could it
be that Gession might have been willing to bring ZhlinDos in
as an opener for Orchestrus Rankonistica without making
them Discovery of the Year? If they had just had a paragraph
in New on the Scene and, as a totally separate event, never
linked in print in any way, open the OR show? That certainly
would have served him better at this point and would have
served them better. Their popularity would have grown at a
more controlled rate so they could have adapted.
He bid goodbye to Desa about an hour after she made
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lunch, some pretty tasty rolls for dried lon and spices. She
was OK now, he told her not to do anything, not to talk to
anyone until she heard from him or a chippongga player. He
asked for her to remain calm til next Dawn, give him two
days, three evenings to see what he could put together. She
re-iterated the harmonies. She could hire a chippongga player
any time, it's the harmonies. They clutched at each other a
little where they were out of the other guy's sight before he
went thru the door.
He spent the remainder of Morningday lining up vocal
try-outs, lining up a studio, getting flyers printed and put up.
It was late when he was done and he had a Noonmeal of a
couple thin rolls on the go. He found a note from Via on his
door. She had stopped by but figured he must be with Desa
again this sleep. That was painful. He wasn't with her, he was
doing all this work for her while she was probably writhing
over that upstairs neighbor even now. Why? This time, he was
not individually on the hook, but Gession was and what
flowed to Gession would certainly continue on downstream
and might even pick up some debris. It was in his interests to
save this show and not have Crystal Scene look bad.
That was even more important the next day at the office.
He was called to the front room first thing so he never had a
chance to say a word about the situation before Gession
announced to the gathered host from the upper floors of the
company that he had given Aldya the title of Special Events
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Facilitator reporting directly to him, private office space and
the right to a twelfth level home. The twelfth level home was
key. A free house, worth twice as much as his current one
even without the horizon view.
He put the For Sale sign up on his house on the way back
from the office that day. He got to inform Desa about the
vocal try-outs. She would have had them at her studio instead
of hiring a different one, Aldya had to explain how that would
make their studio a public gathering place. Some guy named
Malric showed up while he was there, it seemed that had been
planned.
Nightday he had too much laundry and other personal
chores backed up to go out. Via did come over, but he got
down to the studio early on Morningday and helped them get
organized. There was a respectable group of people lined up,
even a few that looked a little like Klegnif. The chance that
they were going to fool anyone who had already seen
ZhlinDos was nil, but if they could achieve the same look it
would be nice. They got info on everyone. They would be
auditioning using some of the old standards that ZhlinDos
played, everyone here knew at least one of them.
Desa was late showing up, she complained of someone
lurking in the hallway near her home and seemed a bit shook
by it. Klegnif and Bloric were already under sail, she'd gone
to the dock with them that Nightday. She seemed too wound
to sit right down at the yandrille, but once she got behind the
strings and played a few riffs to get familiar with it, she
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seemed to relax a bit. This was her element after all. The girls
here to try out were impressed with what she did to warm up
on this little studio workhorse, a late model crystal-string with
Yingolian logic. He was so awed and proud once again that
he was almost staggered.
The statement that she could hire a chippongga player any
day was a figure of speech and not an action plan she had
taken upon herself, so soon after lunch he took that upon
himself also. He was beginning to wonder if a twelfth level
home was worth all this, especially if he was never home to
sell his old one. He made sure he had reservations for
Noonsleep before he left.
"Aldya I'm sorry, I guess I've been too busy in so many
ways. Of course, please come back for Noonsleep."
"You'll have your pick of important people now."
"You are the most important person I've ever joined, with
the possible exception of Alan."
"Of course he's more important than me, he's a more
important person than Gession."
"His business employs two to four people and has a
hundred and ten customers," Desa said.
"I think he is more important just because of what he is."
"He hardly had to ever deal with crowd control, even
when we came to the city with the Brazilians on a floater we
didn't have as big a problem."
"Zhlindu is hungry for an act like yours."
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"Well if it's going to have one, we have to stop chatting
about old memories and get it done."
"Gladly, oh yandrille queen."
"And shut that off, dammit," she threw a few paper balls
from the trash at him as he escaped thru the door.
He didn't need to wrack his brain to figure out who would
know how to play chippongga for her and was looking for
work. Bandor had been trying to sell him, so had Wuffs.
Aldya also knew he and Desa had been intimate from the
graphic descriptions Wuffs and his son gave. He already
knew he should be more attentive to Via and be grateful that
he had a few interludes with Desa.
The only way he could find any of them was to go down
to the area around the upper end of Reshplaza and start
asking, or head down to Bandor's shop down on Koochess
Industrial. It was almost an hour walk to get there because he
went out Lmuthra and it was packed with shoppers this
Morningday. He eventually got to gBobbinStairs and down to
a little alley in what seemed to be a soap making district that
climbed down into Koochess. He got all the way to Torgoth
before he realized he'd gone the wrong way and had to go
back up. This underslope toward the Hyadrain was a
confusing part of the Hill because of the twisted canyons in
the bedrock deep under here.
Bandor's place was busy but he wasn't there. The foreman
of the day shift knew where Lesahr was staying and gave him
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the address. "It's only a couple blocks up Koochess and then
at the stone plaza go fourteen stories up AlanStairs and six
hundred feet down that hall.
That was an industrial hallway, not residential. He found a
door for a machinery maintenance company called
AlanWorks with a dusty and faded rate sign over it. If
someone should know what was on AlanStairs it would be
here. It turned out that AlanWorks was run by a guy named
Kuna and Alan himself hadn't been here for more than an
occasional stop-by since the 102nd and hadn't been here at all
in twenty five years since he left for the Yakhan. Kuna had
never formally bought the place from him was what Aldya
thought had happened. The foreman listened to the address
and said it was Kuna's and called him. He lived just thru a
door in back of the office. A short, husky guy was soon there.
"You just caught me, I'm on my way to get some lunch.
What's the problem?"
"I was given your address as the address of Lesahr."
"Lesahr? Oh, yeah, Lesahr, he knows Alan. This babe
Alan was living with used to be in a band with him way back
when," Kuna told him. "He lives the next hallway up. Take
XallabaStairs right there or GazaggaStairs right thru here, it's
easier this way actually. Three floors up, it's just a little
hallway, go left, it's not marked but you'll see the Eirzatz
poster on the door across from it. It's the second door from
the left in the third group of doors."
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Aldya was actually surprised that after all this, Lesahr was
home. He knew he was here because there was a thunder of
chippongga notes coming from his door in what he guessed
was 13/7 time, not being well educated in music theory but
recognizing an abrupt and complex time signature.
During a three beat pause he got to yell "Yo Lesahr," thru
the speaking tube and it turned out to be in perfect time with
the song as it switched to 17/7 for a couple measures. The
next "Yo Lesahr came in such perfect time with the sudden
attack of a new verse that Aldya began to suspect 'Yo Lesahr'
might be the name of this song. Finally he recognized a
pattern that would lead to a fade out and slow down ending.
Unfortunately Lesahr blended that into the next song, a good
long pound with a complex walker churning under it. Aldya
couldn't understand how he could play that base with only
two thumbs.
He tried the door, it opened. Lesahr was facing the door,
had headphones on, and nodded, first to Aldya and next to a
cushion just inside the door on the right. Aldya sunk into it as
quietly as he could. He could see the light streaming from the
glitterbox in the thicket of patch hoses converging on it.
Recording was in progress. He wondered if he was
multitracking a solo tape. He was almost playing the
chippongga like a lead instrument. He saw that he was using
the heels of his hands as well as his thumbs on the bass, he
had heard of that technique because of the business he was in,
but had never been close enough to someone who could use it
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to actually see how it was done. When Aldya tried to fool
around with a chipponga he could do a two or three note
pounding base with the thumb of one hand and tap a ditty
with the fingers of the other hand. He had worked hard to get
there. A quarter of the music that Lesahr was unleashing.
He got to look around the place as the song unwound. A
good portion of the home was taken up by the three
chippongga's grouped around him taking up the main room
and back into the kitchen where the tubes of his old Menrack
HornVibe projected toward a bank of Lemeese 31-50
mushroom-cup studio mic's. His other two panels, including
the double bank Paduba 72 that faced him, went directly by
tubule to a big patchboard hanging over the Klikenstra Shrike
that made up the third side of the U of chippongga panels
around him. The remainder of his life had been crowded onto
the floor of the bedroom end of this small one-room. The bed
was unmade but with the plush tawny fur of a lavish coriax
quilt sprawled over it and some clothing.
The walls in his place were close because they were
covered with thick tapestries nailed to the wall holding back
piles of what appeared to be scrounged rags. No doubt that
was to provide enough soundproofing to keep his neighbors
friendly. The only thing open on the kitchen counter was the
sink, there was a file cabinet facing the front door, a few
audio tool boxes, the top one open and too full to close. His
speaker blocks were piled next to the sink on the other side of
the sink bowl and an inverted pyramid of speaker road boxes
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piled above, topped by a forty inch sub-bass pumpkin that
barely cleared the highest point of his ceiling where a
chandelier used to hang.
Aldya sat and was impressed for awhile, a whole tape it
turned out. It faded slowly, minutes later, he stoppered the
torch in the glitterbox and puffed the last pressure off the
pneumatics.
"Aldya, of Crystal Scene," he introduced himself.
"Lesahr, of Gigs Wanted," he laced fingers. He was a
fairly short stocky guy, a skinhead with a thick bushy beard.
He didn't look like someone he would expect Desa to get
close to. "What's your pleasure?" he pointed toward a row of
small casks on the back of his kitchen shelving. "To what do I
owe this pleasure?"
"A possible gig."
"Oh, where, with whom?"
Lesahr had gotten up and was getting down a couple cups.
"The Kalaidia." He had to make a great save on an artistic
drinking vessel that probably set him back almost a copper, a
tall picture-glass and claw-root thing with worked leather all
over it. Aldya was out of his seat to back him up in trying to
save it, unnecessarily as it turned out. Aldya grinned and
pretended he was just pointing to the dark amber so Aldya
continued with, "playing with ZhlinDos."
This time Lesahr spilled yaag and almost dropped that
heirloom again. He got the cup back and got his eyebrows
and chin back onto his face with some difficulty. "I believe
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they already have a chippongga player," he said, filling that
cup with a fairly steady hand.
"Things change, Desa no longer has a chippongga player.
You know her, you should go ask to take Klegnif's place."
"I have already been to see her," Lesahr said, "It did not
go well."
"She will be in a different mood now, Klegnif just sailed
for Wescarp."
"What? With Kalaidia coming up?"
"It's part of the reason she left. She couldn't take the fame,
neither can Desa."
"Desa never believed she could have it," Lesahr said.
"She's deserved it for a long time," Aldya said.
"I hope she doesn't stress out, she's not really ready for it,
she never really faced it."
"I know," Aldya said, "She's so naive about what she's
getting into. I don't know what to do for her. I want to put up
a monument in the ArtsPlaza to her, but I want to keep her as
my own secret treasure."
"Ah, you admire more than just her music don't you?"
Lesahr asked him with a little chuckle.
"I admire a lot, know little and would protect her privacy
even if I did."
Lesahr laughed. "Yeah, well; Desa's always been
ambivalent to fame. She wants it to stay in the hall, doesn't
understand that it does not."
"I think you're right," Aldya admitted. He had to admit
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that Desa wasn't perfect in some ways and this was one of
them.
"I heard she's using Eionis-Glaldile to manufacture now?"
Lesahr asked.
"You know about that?" Aldya asked.
"Funny how small a town of fifty million can be at times.
Actually, there's no more than fifty thousand working
musicians in the whole city, but we're not talking about things
happening all over downtown, we're just talking about what's
going on in this neighborhood along the Rankor/Hyadrain
boundary and your magazine up over Hill Circle."
"Yeah." Aldya didn't really care about that, Desa's
problem was the Kalaidia and they had strayed from that
subject. "She needs someone on the pads at Kalaidia. Can you
play the part?"
"Of course I can play a little rhythm for her folk tunes.
But I cannot sing her harmonies."
"We are interviewing backup singers now, there are three
with promise so far."
"What is Desa doing?"
"Trying to get over Klegnif's leaving, trying to avoid too
much pressure."
"Where is she staying?"
"At her place I believe," Aldya said. "Do you know where
it is?"
"I've been there." Aldya probably gave him more eye than
he should have because Lesahr said. "I said, I'd spoken with
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her before about playing with her. She did not take it the way
it was intended."
"I'll speak with her," Aldya said, "I'll let her know you'll
take the part, it will take a lot of worry off her mind."
"I've said no such thing. I don't know her material, will
there be any rehearsals?"
"Of course, when are you available to start?"
"Well, tomorrow, but..."
"I'll write you in for her this Afternoonday."
"I need to talk to her first, not her secretary or whatever
you are. I thought you were a reporter for a magazine?"
"On Afternoondays. On other days I just do what I can to
help because I think she deserves it. I think she's so good and
she's done so much, brings so much, that she's the next big
thing."
Lesahr looked at him, "I tried to tell her that once, before
she let that gigolo back into her life. She laughed, told me to
get a grip. We were in a spire room on an eastern spine. The
view of the whole arc of the Imoneeya was incredible. I think
that Noonsleep was the closest I've come to the next big
thing."
"Then what?"
"We weren't even done with the next tape when those
robots attacked and then the pretty boy father of Desa's son
came back on the scene and she went off to the hills with him
within a year, just left what we had going behind."
"Like Klegnif has done today."
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"There is an attraction to mountains," Lesahr said, using
his most philosophical voice, "that's always been the
attraction of Zhlindu and the cities that stood here before it."
"And under it today," Aldya added.
"Yeah, so?" He paced the room, it was small so he took
only a couple steps each way. "So she needs someone on
chippongga as you say. I'm going to talk to her personally
before then. There is still time to get there before Noonmeal."
Aldya wanted to say that he suspected Desa already had
plans for Noonmeal and Noonsleep, but thought he might
have to explain how he knew. "Would you like me to inform
Desa you are on the way?"
"I'm sorry," Lesahr said, "but I still think of Desa as a dear
old friend and hope I don't need an intermediary to make me
an appointment to speak to her. If I do, I'm obviously not
close enough to her to play a show with her."
"I'm sorry, I'm not trying to get between you, I was
planning on heading back to the auditions anyway."
"Well in that case, you can tell her I will be down. Before
lunch time tomorrow at the very latest, maybe as soon as I
finish this session. I only have another hour with this
glitterbox and these tracks are due at network by lunch
tomorrow. Will you be up late?"
"We ha..., You slinking hkyiitn."
Lesahr laughed. It was deep, much deeper than his
speaking voice and that was deep enough. "I won't be too late,
not after fortieth hour."
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"Desa doesn't have a timepiece," Aldya said, still
embarrassed.
"I won't be late if I can get there today. But I am going to
be late with this glitterbox and the late fees are a penny a
minute."
Aldya ducked out, began the hike back around the hill to
their studio. From a distance one would think you could just
stay on the same level, the same distance from the center and
get there, but Rankor Hill's skeleton is almost as intricate as
the work humans have done above it, it was a network of
deep canyons down which the deepest industrial khumes
thread today. The route he wanted to take would need to pass
thru two hundred to four hundred feet of bedrock three or
four times on the way. He had to climb forty stories over or
walk almost an extra two miles around. He chose the two
miles.
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20. Another Visit from Lesahr
It was pretty late in Morningday, getting close to
Noonmeal. Desa was exhausted from singing with all the girls
who lined up to take Klegnif's place. They all had decent
voices, they would have to pick the first one who could learn
how and when to use the chorus buttons. When Aldya
returned she decided she'd had enough for the day. "Are there
any more out there?" she asked, blowing a few stray curls out
of her face.
"All who showed up late. Three."
She grimaced widely, went to the waiting room door.
"Girls, I'm very sorry, but I will hurt my voice if I sing any
more today. But I have had to turn away many beautiful
voices because they can't work a chorus button."
These three girls looked at her like she had three heads.
"What's a chorus button?" was asked by every blank stare.
She handed the microphone around. "It's the third button
in after the shriek kill and echo. You set it all up on your
vocal block, is there anyone here who has used one of those?"
"I thought a mic was like a bottle that was hooked up. I
never knew there were switches on them."
"The modern lween is really a microphone with
switches," she told them. She turned to Aldya, "We could give
any one of the three girls on this list a dead feed and run it off
a remote block. We'd have to get Wuffs some help up there to
run it for her."
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"So we're up to three people to replace Klegnif," Aldya
said.
"And of us?" one of the girls asked.
"If you can operate the mic, we will have more try-outs
tomorrow. You were late getting here, we know you came in
after 18th hour."
"I know all your songs," one of the girls said.
"All hundred and eight songs that ZhlinDos could play
out?" Desa asked her.
She could only shake her head bewildered, "No; the three
that are on the market, even the one originally recorded in
Wescarp."
"We're putting on a show at Kalaidia," Desa said, "I think
we need a little more material than that." She turned to Aldya,
"Those three were the only professionals that showed up," she
held up the small piece of paper with the short list of names,
then turned back to the others. "I'm sorry but these try-outs
are done, thanks anyway."
Aldya helped shoo them out to a chorus of whines. "At
least you have someone you can use?"
"Yeah, I'll need to pick one of those three. I don't know
how we do any better on such short notice. I'm for baking
some pre-rolls at home and a nice big jug of something good
and dark."
"Fine, I'll sign us out."
"And I'll try to set this yandrille back up somewhat like I
found it."
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In less than an hour they were back at her place, but the
same creep was in the stairway lobby and had a buddy with
him. He waved to her again but didn't say anything. As soon
as she went by, he went down the stairs. Aldya didn't know
him either, but she was still very glad he was here and maybe
clung to him a little too closely.
She was just about to light the gas to bake the rolls when
a voice came from the door. "Desa, I was told to talk to you
again."
"That's Lesahr, of Sarsawuf," she told Aldya.
"I told him to talk with you again, let me not be here,"
Aldya said.
With that Aldya dashed to the deck and swung over to the
bedroom deck below, not a negligible feat of gymnastics
because the top deck overhung the lower by four feet. She
was left to say, "Come in."
"I know many of the songs you'll be playing at Kalaidia,"
he said as he came thru the door."
"I don't even know what songs I'll be playing at Kalaidia,"
she said to Lesahr as she walked past him.
"We can play enough together to make the show."
"We have one week and one day to find a singer. You
have less than a minute to tell me why I should forgive you
for what you tried to do only a few weeks ago."
"Because I was right all along," he said, "Because I am a
professional who is still here."
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"You're not endearing..."
"If you can't face what she did to you Desa," he said with
enough compassion to make it possible for her to listen and
not fly up at him, "you are in denial. You have a week and a
day left, you have to choose a harmony singer who will show
up first thing tomorrow, you have to send runners today. If
you want this show to happen, we have to get to work now on
making it happen and not waste precious minutes wounding
each other about past mistakes. Like I said, we could have
been here centuries ago."
She was furious about that, but knew he was so right. She
should lash out in anger, send him away and tell everyone
involved to re-schedule. She took a deep breath, but kept her
voice under control. "I regret that I have to work with
someone who tried to do what you tried to do. I'm sorry it
came out this way, but you are right. I can't take this stage,
one a side of my mind has sought for centuries, without
making room on it for you."
"I know you have sheet music," he said. "Have you got
anything left in you today?"
"Like you said, I must choose a singer. I'm going to
choose the one I personally liked more but not the one who
sounds the most like Klegnif. We'll have to work hard four
days. If you want to get on that stage, you will play your part
and defer to her."
"Yes, oh yandrille queen," he said.
"And stop that shit. Like you said, we don't have time. I
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am the only member of ZhlinDos remaining, I don't have time
to argue about what we were or why or how. If you want to
do it, just do it."
"OK, I'll do what you say."
"And what mmBele says, I'm choosing her for harmony."
"I don't know who mmBele is," Lesahr said.
"You don't need to til tomorrow. Let's get you the sheet
music, I have a spare copy of most of it in this cabinet over
here."
"You were about to make Noonmeal?"
"Yes I was."
"There is enough for two."
"Yes," she said. "He went downstairs, he didn't want to
interfere in case we couldn't be professionals about this."
"I don't see why..."
"But we can be. I don't have to bring up what you tried to
do a few weeks ago and you don't have to bring up how far
out on a limb she left me." She found a full set of the sheet
music, all together, in a folder. "Here, this is everything," she
said. "These three are our recordings, we have to do these."
They were right on top. "This is one we almost finished
recording, we should probably do that also. A few of them are
standards you might know already. Let me get you a copy of
the recordings..."
"I have them," he said. She looked quizzical so he
explained, "To the best of my knowledge I have a copy of
every note every member of Sarsawuf ever put in tape. I'm a
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music junkie anyway and did you really think I would come
up here saying I know your material if I had never even heard
it?"
"No, I guess not. Here, look this stuff over, pick out what
you really like and hate. I know it's not your style but..."
"It's your show Desa, not mine, it's your band, not mine.
I'm a hired hand here and we don't have time to debate
philosophies. I always do my best to get into the mood of
whatever I'm hired to play, I think you know that."
"Thank you."
"I see you have the address of your studio on here, I'll be
there early tomorrow, til then I'll get out of your way. Sorry to
interrupt your Noonmeal."
"Oh it's OK, it's not a big deal, I have to get some sleep
anyway." She saw him to the door. "Oh, and thanks for
rescuing me."
They hugged. She was glad he hadn't pressed her for the
sleep, she didn't want to grant it and she had been putting
Aldya off too long.
"That went well," Aldya said, coming up the stairs as she
shut the door.
"Except for the bad taste it leaves me." She went back
upstairs and lit the stove, put the raw rolls in the baking box.
"Why?" he asked.
"A few weeks ago he came up and tried to push Klegnif
out just because he was a better player and didn't want me to
638

be held back."
"So he's an asshole? The guy can play, I've heard him.
You don't have to live with him, just get the show done."
"I know he can play, I've played with him before. Part of
what gives ZhlinDos more coherence is that we knew who's
playing what part, the instruments aren't fighting to get out
front." By now she had the rolls going, it would take them a
few minutes to cook, enough to down a cup.
"There is that," he said.
"This is all I've got for a guest cup," she said holding up
what had once been a house cup at a place down in Orin's
Court that had closed four years ago. The place was named
Alinglossos and that title was carved deeply into columns on
each side of the bowl, a picture of their entrance was in the
glass.
"As long as it don't leak. I could probably tip that jug if I
had to."
She had already filled it, handed it to him and started
filling her own, "I don't want to have to fight Lesahr on that
stage, a little back and forth once or twice in a jam, OK, but if
he wants to get out front I'll just back off," she said. "I'm not
doing a Sarsawuf reprise at Kalaidia. If he runs away, he's on
his own."
"You're worried about that?" he said, settling onto the
cushion.
She tossed her skirt toward the stairs and snuggled in with
him. "Klegnif played a melodic rhythm, sang the feeling,
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gave me the feelings I wrote about. Lesahr is a technician, an
athlete, a production worker. He glories in the chippongga,
admittedly, like I do in the yandrille. Maybe he is right, I
don't want to play with him because I don't want to share the
spotlight."
"Then you have to face the fact that your life will be of
interest to the press."
"I think my life should be out of the press because it's so
mundane. Why should anyone hear about my life? I set my
traps, brine inglethors, coax plants out of the ground and
scour them for pests like anyone else when I'm not in the city.
In the city I'm giving a class, practicing, suffering writer's
block and flogging myself for it, struggling to convince
Klegnif the shady kegman will indeed pay us a nickel at the
end of the show. Why would anyone want to follow me
around with a camera?"
"For your beauty alone."
"Aldya, I am not a fool. Go down to Linkenspalz right
now, sit there an hour, count the number of girls with the
curly-haired part-Elvish look as pretty as me that stroll by.
Once you've counted them, find out about their lives, see if I
still have the most interesting one."
"Oh you certainly can," he told her.
"How do you know?"
"Because I can make it that way."
"While you are still at Crystal Scene."
"I can devote one day a week to each, Afternoondays to
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Crystal scene reinforcing the ZhlinDos buzz, Nightdays as
your agent."
"Aldya, you don't understand, I am playing out the
contracts that bore my signature before Klegnif set sail. I
won't be signing any new contracts to play with this
frankenstein band you've put together and calling it ZhlinDos.
Maybe if we call it something else or even a ZhlinDos tribute
band. This is not ZhlinDos with new members."
"You are the heart and soul of ZhlinDos."
"I am merely the technician, like Lesahr. The soul of our
music is already on the Lhar. I just try to play what she feels.
Once this show is over, so is ZhlinDos."
"If you leave, hang on to your songs, you may buy your
hill town..."
"I'll leave my hill town as it is," she said, "and hope they'll
have me back after what happened to Klegnif."
"After she deserted you, you mean? She should be
worried about having you back. Or do you mean she'll
concoct some outrageous tale of your grandiose ego..."
"That's it, but it is the truth as she sees it. You don't know
of the days we sat in that old converted stables where she
lived and the old loggers drank. I'd been asking her for two
centuries now to come play in the city with me. She was
honest when she told me she thought the lights would be too
bright, the crowds too big and too many strangers asking
questions she didn't have the answer to. I told her 'no, it's just
like Yoonbarla only the mountains are city'.
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"She was never happy here. She stayed out of sight in her
home here, cooked for herself and Bloric. Gigs and food
shopping got to be the only times she left her home. Even that
was hidden under the bottom balcony of a great apartmenttree towering above it."
"Just because she wants to act like a baby wevn..."
"Don't, you can very well endanger my participation in
this gig by talking like that. I'm playing these because I
consider my word good, but not if you ever insult my partner
again."
"Desa, you know what she did to you..."
"And I also know Klegnif and what I did to her. She's a
very tender soul. Very tender. Very scared. I promised her the
city would be safe. I lied."
"It is safe. She could have found a spot with privacy, yes,
there is a price. Even you were naive about the price."
"Oh I most certainly was. I've learned a lot this year. I'll
be sure and keep my music away from the media from now
on."
"At least we have kept your private life away from the
media, just like you asked."
"Yeah, but I have to hold you hostage to do it," she
grabbed and held his with a giggle as she said that. They got
to play around a little while the rolls cooked. Once they were
ready they ate them a little hurriedly so they could get to bed.
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21. The Whisperer
It was Morningday of Iyosaign, just two days til the show,
when a runner from Kalaidia showed up at her door and
invited her to an urgent meeting in their offices. She really
wished they hadn't scheduled a meeting now, she still had a
very long way to go with mmBele, they would have to spend
Afternoonday in intensive sessions if she was to miss today
and then could only have a few light touch-ups during
Nightday to keep their voices from injury. She would have to
get Leshar to participate. They were going to have to drop a
couple ZhlinDos songs from their set list and insert a few
standards that they already knew and mmBele was going to
have to fit in some 'Ooo's and 'Laa's into some of them. Either
that or read if off a paper somewhere. They could probably
get her behind a desk or table for some of the songs.
She jotted that all down in the note and sent the runner on
with it. She had to give him a ten to get him to stop whining
about his schedule. She would wear her snug tube-wrap and
take a folder with her latest notes and some blank paper. She
figured this would be their last-minute schedule and
personnel tweaks. They might want to bitch some more about
the personnel changes, let them, would they send a floater
after Klegnif? Would they find her on the river?
She hadn't left the studio all week, Aldya had brought her
food, yaag, paperwork. She had to admit, the end of that attic
behind the gear closet was the most private space she'd had in
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awhile. There was now someone here constantly, Aldya for
Dusksleep, Lesahr for Dawnsleep. It was just the two of them
once again, there was no one else here. He talked of how they
would have the city at their feet as he made love to her. If she
wasn't so tired she would have shut him up. Today she left
him to go thru what he could, told him to check in with the
hall's effects guys and see how they wanted to handle it. She
took a little longer shower this morning than she usually did,
glad they'd had the foresight to have one installed here back
when she still lived in the old studio.
Kalaid's office space is way up over the stage above all
the equipment rooms. It seemed like twelve stories to the top
of this house. She wished she knew a higher level way to get
there, down here the briskness of this Morningday never
penetrated, making her reach the office out of breath and
sweaty. A tall dark man greeted in the office lobby. "You must
be Desa," he said, "Kalaid himself wants to talk to you first,
before you see scheduler Binick. Feel free to wash up, he may
be a few minutes." He pointed to a swank rest room, went
down the hall behind his desk.
She was glad to make use of the facilities. She was used
to plenty of stairs, but not the stuffy air in that stairwell. By
the time she had washed the sweat off her face, he was back.
"It will be ten or fifteen minutes I'm afraid,"
"I could get the scheduling done during that time."
"Binick is in a meeting with Kalaid now."
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"I see."
"Can I get you something?"
"A few more weeks?" she asked.
"The date is too imminent," he didn't know she was
joking. "He would never let you move it now, it would be a
major cancellation. He's not happy with the whole situation, if
it hadn't been for Gession and his pull with Orchestrus, you
wouldn't be here at all."
"I know that, I didn't volunteer for this and feel like I'm
caught in a flood."
"Oh? That isn't how it looks from here, we see a girl who
used her body on to snare a writer for Crystal Scene and
seduced him; and Gession too no doubt, into making you
their Discovery of the Year and putting you in here to do this
show."
"What? I never knew A... anyone from that magazine until
after a crew came out to do an interview for 'New on the
Scene'. I had filled out an application, with a copy of our
song. That's all I applied for and how it all started."
"This is what Kalaid wants to talk to you about." He
flipped a two sheet flimsy fold-over gossip rag at her, one
called The Whisperer. It was poorly printed on cheap paper
but in bright colors and bold print. They were often
distributed free in public rest rooms and it was sponsored by
personal representatives and sex entertainers.
The whole middle fold-out of the thing was taken up with
a nude picture of her, astride Aldya, lost in the ecstasy of
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orgasm with her mouth open and eyes closed, a few strands of
hair stuck to her face with sweat. They were on his balcony so
the picture could have only been taken from a floater with a
long lens. It was poorly printed and grainy, but plain enough.
She and Aldya were both recognizable and there was
certainly no ambiguity in what they were up to.
The title said it all 'How a Discovery was Discovered'.
It documented Aldya as the Crystal Scene reporter who wrote
the article and worked on promoting her shows. It speculated
that she had worked on Gession the same way without
naming names 'and possibly other staff members' was the way
they worded it.
All she could do was exhale, shake her head, wander the
tiny room in a small circle like she was delirious. A million
things collided at once at her voice, only a strangled "Ooot,"
came out.
"What can you say?"
"I can't talk, I can't believe how they can twist things so,
and what did I do to them that they should want to hurt me
like this? I never met Aldya til he came out to do the
interview, I obviously can't deny I've enjoyed his company
since then, but they have the direction of things wrong. I've
been dragged into this as much as chased it. Yeah, I'd love a
chance to play here, but I'm doing it because it was scheduled
and a contract was signed. This rotting ass-rag has just made
sure it is the last show I will do in Zhlindu. I can't even stay
here now, even if Klegnif had. I can't even go work off the
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boards now."
"Not many read this rag before they use it," he said. "I'm
sorry if you are offended."
"If Kalaid wants to see me about it, you've already paid it
more respect than I think it deserves. How can something this
low exist?"
"It exists because it can. Notice there are three other
couples who've been caught at it in this magazine. Their
floater and their long lens and catching people in the public
eye getting it on is all there is to this business. You got the
most space because you're the most attractive couple and
having better sex, don't read anything more into it than that.
They could make up a bigger scandal about any of these other
couples if they were as pretty as you are."
"Pppp, it's because they can make up a more tawdry story
about us. Who cares about Chronos-Weillum any more, it's
done, five hundred more square miles of lon, the Darva's rerouted. Chasing them down is getting tired."
"Your story will never be as tawdry as theirs," he said. "I
see you as wholesome, even in this picture."
"I've never engaged in public sex," she said, "a little dry
petting, OK, but I don't do this for an audience."
"As a public figure, you have to assume that anywhere
where you can be photographed, you will be photographed.
This rag is known for their aerials, they have a floater and it's
always up there."
"Now I know," she said.
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"Sure looks like a good time though," he said, looking at
her and the magazine.
"Not a good come-on," she said, "not right now. With this
going on, I think I'll pull in my horns til I get out of town."
She had to admit, since Alan left she had been pretty rangy, at
a glance she couldn't think of someone she had turned down
since then, and she knew she had spent a lot of time seeking,
trying hard to avoid sleeping alone. It was time she got over
him enough to get back to her old self and find someone she
wanted to be close to long term.
"Sorry," he said. "You are much prettier than I would have
thought from this picture."
"I'm sorry too, but this bothers me," she said and took it
away from him and closed it.
"Yes, I'm sorry. You're not who they imply you are."
"Not at all. I'm kind of a bookworm, I'm more often a
teacher than a musician and socially I tend to be a clinger."
"You don't look that," he said.
"Because I can fuck?" Desa asked him, as innocently as
she could.
"Well..."
"It's part of life for just about everyone but scrounges and
some cultists," she said.
"Your music," he said, "portrays a much livelier life than a
cloistered academic."
"Have you been in any academic cloisters?" she asked.
"Well no but..."
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"Then don't assume. People are no drier within the walls
of learning than without."
"So what will you tell Kalaid?"
"Nothing different than I told you."
"What if he asks for some as a precondition?" he asked.
Desa stopped, thought about it. She had never seen
Kalaid, seen only a small picture in an audio magazine ages
ago. Did it really even matter? In this case, she didn't think it
mattered at all how attractive he was, or not. It was the
circumstances, it was having a private moment published like
this and then have someone in a position of power demand
his share. They would have to play recordings until
intermission if it came to that. "Then there will be no
ZhlinDos performance the day after tomorrow."
"I see."
"So you think that is what he will ask?"
"It has happened, but I don't think that's what's on his
mind this time. He favors women with outrageous figures."
"Not me, that's for sure," she said.
She had to endure a lot more loitering in this hallway. She
sat on his desk and tried to keep the conversation at bay.
Eventually he did most of the talking when she started asking
about the business of the hall. If she had known what this
summons was about she would have worn something more
substantial. It wasn't til she got him expounding on the
intricacies of schmoozing important people that he took his
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eyes off the edges of her garment and her person within.
Clearly if it was within his power to demand some of her, he
would have.
There was a bell by which Kalaid announced his
availability. She passed Binick in the hall, all he said was
"He'll explain," before she even got to ask a question.
Kalaid is tall with a huge thatch of snaky black hair,
sunken eyes and white skin. He looks to be part Gnome, part
Tundrite, though she didn't know how those two would have
met. Of course you see almost anything passing thru Zhlindu.
Zhlindu was born as a melting pot, especially down by the
docks. "Desa, welcome, please sit."
He had comfortable stools at a table, they each took one.
He had another copy of the rag rolled in his hand like he was
going to try and house-train a mindune with it. He was
already pretty well-worked and started right in, "I'm
concerned, again, with this Nightday. We were bamboozled
into putting you on this stage in the first place. Then one of
you quits. We should have had the good sense to go to a plan
B right then but your boyfriend at Crystal Scene, with his
boss backing him up, talked me out of it. Are you following
this so far."
"I'm riding the same tide, I think you're following me."
"Good," he said, with a brief pause. "Now normally we
disregard the din from gossip rags, it's a sordid distraction
from real life. But still, Crystal Scene has been very involved
in your promotion, especially Aldya. You have a relationship
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with Aldya do you not?"
"I applied for their 'New on the Scene' column with a
copy of our song. I hardly talked to anyone there while I did,
just 'Where's the forms? Where do I leave them?' and did not
meet Aldya until he came out to do the interview and photo
session. We got together after that."
"But before this year's issue came out."
"I didn't know, he kept it secret from me."
"But that's not how it looks from outside."
"Listen, if you don't want me to play because of that, I'll
understand. I've been swept up in this, I've been struggling to
put a show back together and I have a lot more hard work to
do. If you don't want me there, I can save the effort. Frankly
the twisted tale in that ass-wipe you're holding means
dropping this show would allow me three days less delay in
arranging my trip up the Lhar and out of cesspools with that
kind of diseased dung in them."
"We do want you to play, we have nothing to take your
place, there are many people coming who want to see you.
That is, if you will agree to certain revisions."
"Oh?"
"First, we will make your preparation easier, we are going
to shorten you time by a third. We want you to play the hits,
take your bow and get done. We want to delete the Dos folk
songs and your old harder stuff."
"That's what Leshar knows."
"He had to learn the hits anyway, or were you planning on
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leaving some of those out?"
"There are only four."
"There are eight other songs that are recognizable
ZhlinDos that we want on your set list." He put that horrible
smut down without actually opening it and picked up another
list.
She saw 'Thought You'd Stay, Keeper of the Canyon,
Blown Out, Mighty One, Eternity Spin, Into the Fire, Sunken
Garden and Mooncaller were on that list. At least Mooncaller
was one Leshar had always known. "Who gave you this list?"
she asked.
"An anonymous researcher," Kalaid answered.
"I'm not sure we can get the harmony for Mighty One
ready in time. I'll put in something similar if we can't."
"Binick will manage the details, please do your best." he
sat back a bit, but said, "Because the performance has been
shortened and because we perceive your actual worth might
not be what we were sold, we are also going to re-negotiate
your fee to a copper and thirty."
"Half?" she said.
"I believe you were commanding four irons this time last
year."
They'd been getting at least ten for the last two years but
she didn't argue. "A copper and thirty is fine," she said. "I
agree it was a mistake for us to come here. This whole
incident was a mistake. I should have never submitted that
application."
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"You must admit, where you were a year ago and where
you are now makes it very difficult to believe you didn't use
heroic extracurricular efforts to get here."
"I tried to get them to slow down, I didn't want Klegnif
scared off, I didn't want as much attention as I was getting."
"You picked a fine way to get that done," he said and
tapped the cheap paper again.
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22. Kalaidia
It's funny in a way, no matter how problematic the
rehearsals, no matter how horrible the death each member of
the troupe wished on the others only moments ago, once the
spot lights come on, it is all irrelevant. It didn't matter if the
last sleep was fitful and lonely, it didn't matter if the program
was unfamiliar and questionable. It didn't matter that the
effects guys might not have been informed of the latest
changes. Mighty One was in, mmBele had found a groove on
it that Desa really liked.
She had to go out to the front. The light was so bright on
her, the house was so dark that she could have been talking to
the depths of outer space. There was quite a cheer for her as
she came to talk to them, but not what she would expect if the
place was full. She peered into the black, it appeared that a
third of the seats were full, but people were streaming in. It
was already as many as she had ever played in front of, even
in Dos. "We are ZhlinDos," she said, "with a couple small
changes. We have the fabulous mmBele on backing vocals
and chorus today," she said, and aroused a smattering of
applause, "and I am proud to present my old friend Lesahr
from Sarsawuf on chippongga." That brought more response
than she would have expected. "I'm sorry to say that Klegnif
was unexpectedly called back to Wescarp and won't be with
us today. We all wish her a safe and comfortable trip up the
Lhar and a speedy resolution to the emergency she must deal
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with. Meanwhile, we will do our best to be true to the music
and spirit she gave us. Thank you."
And it was on. She had to admit that Leshar gave the first
skin-drum notes of Tear the Walls Down a lot more crispness
and bounce than Klegnif did. mmBele had a lot of Klegnif's
look, at least her chest, hair and very sensuous moves as she
sang. They put her in front of and between her and Lesahr.
The stage was decorated with the same theme as the
Kaprikanus show, vines, flowers, a piece of ruined column
here and there.
The effects guys were more heavy-handed than Bandor
and Imrey had been, but played to the same theme. This was
all they knew of a ZhlinDos show, that was the only one like
it there had ever been. Now we are into another, the second
performance since the magazine article.
For her, the hard part was over. These were songs she'd
been playing awhile, and she barged thru them like an
unstoppable flood, nailing one after another after another. She
was focused not only on herself but directing the others. She
was not going to let them screw up Klegnif's memory either.
She had so much practice lately that she could relax into the
feeling. It didn't matter any more, all the work was over, you
are here, you are in it. If nothing else, it could never be taken
away from her, she had played on the stage at Kalaidia.
By the time their set was over, she felt triumphant. The
place was nearly full now, most of them were standing. She
wished they could do an encore, she wanted to do The
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Harkening, the song she had blithered the worst ever at her
biggest show with Lesahr before this one, she knew she could
nail it today.
The houseman gave them permission for one more, O.R.
must not be ready yet. She came to the front again, when the
noise let her talk she said, "I'd like to thank mmBele so
much!" and let them cheer her again. She knew what that
meant and bowed off. She told Lesahr what she was up to
while the crowd cheered her. His eyes got big but he was
excited. "Folks, that was all the ZhlinDos songs we know, but
they've given us time for one more and Lesahr and I do know
a few songs we played together in the past so if you'd like, we
could do one of those for you?" Bedlam. "This was the first
song Lesahr and I recorded together, and folks, I may be the
Dos in ZhlinDos, but I warn you that this song is all Zhlindu.
It is called... The Harkening."
Man oh man there is no doubt in anyone's mind by the
middle of the first note that this is NOT a ZhlinDos song.
This was a song that was maybe more current in the Power
Tower revival of today than when they first recorded it in the
last third of the 55th. This was a song more like the shows
Azananon and Hooves of Dawn played on this stage earlier
this year. Neither one of them pulled a punch and since the
guys who did the effects did this kind of thing week-in weekout, they had everything spinning and fanning and billowing
like the five hundred million year old volcano that put the
basalt under the city was about to erupt again.
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She did not flub the transitions this time, they both arrived
at the end faultless, grinning from ear to ear at each other
over the pads and stringboards. They walked with their arms
around each other to the front of the stage. The crowd
probably couldn't see the tears pouring down Lesahr's cheeks.
The crowd stood once again, most of them were shell
shocked. Something like that sounds a lot more powerful after
an evening of ZhlinDos than before Borinactivide or
Halakannon. But, prejudiced as she was, she thought the two
of them had just delivered a song worthy of Borinactivide.
"Thank you all, Orkestrus Rankonistica is coming up real
soon."
The dressing rooms are up above the stage here, but
mmBele had waited down at the foot of the ladder for them.
There was a flood of hands coming down to tear down their
set and unveil Orkestrus'. She trusted them with her gear.
"That was different," mmBele said, "I can see why you
waved me away on that, but I could learn it."
"It was unplanned," Desa said. "I didn't know they'd give
us time for another."
"That was more you," she said.
"It was more him," she said. "He wrote it. I wrote the
ZhlinDos songs, with a lot of direction from Klegnif."
"That was you?" she asked Lesahr.
"Since time immemorial," he said. "I've only elaborated
on that beat since then in my writing."
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"I could do that, we could work songs like that into our
show." mmBele pressed into contact with him and Lesahr
noticed her plush curves.
They went up the ladder when they got a chance. The
dressing rooms were lavish with a shower the three of them
could fit in at once. Desa left them and she was pretty sure
mmBele pulled a quickie out of him in there. They didn't
come out til Desa was dry and had a snug jersey tunic on.
"Now I would call this a success," Lesahr was saying.
"I'm sure that Kalaid will have to admit that also. He should
give you at least an extra half copper. Bug him for it, tell him
we proved ourselves."
"Yeah, yeah. OK. I'll tell him we proved we are worth
two."
"And book us back," Lesahr said, "I'd love to do this
again."
"I'd love to sing with you guys full time," mmBele said.
"We're the new ZhlinDos."
"This was NOT ZhlinDos," Desa said. "This was the best
imitation of ZhlinDos we could come up with to put on this
show. We put this show on, it is over. ZhlinDos is done."
"This show was a huge success," Lesahr said. "We could
put this on tour."
"If that tour is to proceed directly up the Lhar all the way
to Hazorpean where we came from, I'll play that tour."
"Many halls right here in..." he started to say.
"What part of 'Lhar' didn't you undertand?" Desa said. "I'll
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talk all about price and venue, a bit about schedule, but not
about destination. You don't understand that the Zhlin in
ZhlinDos is gone. Musically, my technicianship has been
riding her soul."
'You can't,' they each said in their way.
"I'm going back up that river, back to try and re-unite with
my soul."
"Woah, OK, ZhlinDos is gone," Lesahr said, "but what we
just did was real. We have that in us, we can play that show
again. We can write new songs like those, we can finish the
recording you're doing. Maybe we don't call it ZhlinDos, I
don't care what we call it, Sarsabele works good enough for
me. Don't lose sight of this fact, we just put a show together
that rocked the Kalaidia. We did that on an emergency basis,
what can we do if we have a year together?"
"We'll need to get a secure place to live," Desa said.
"Tall towers don't scare me," mmBele said. "Do you think
we can live together?"
"I don't know if I can live without Klegnif. I need to do
something about what I did to her."
"Send her a letter full of apologies," mmBele said. "Pour
your heart out in it."
"We've got the city in our hands Desa," Lesahr said, "even
more than we did in the 55th. Even you can see that now. After
this show we can come back to Hemniss (of Old Hyadrain),
ask copper and get it. We can tour, I know guys all over the
East Slope now, I could get us in front of ten thousand people
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in three different places over there. We could headline in front
of ten thousand after tonight."
"As what? Sarsabele?"
"You can call us Kids From the Hill for all I care. With
what we just played, I can get us in there if we were named
Seething Maggots. I know Hemiss would take you, he's
probably looking for you, whoever you were with."
"He can get other people to play songs like The
Harkening."
"But he can't get the actual people who were three
centuries ahead of their time anywhere else."
"The Tower Power revival phase is getting threadbare,
that's where we came in. We proved that. Yeah, people are
still up for an old saw now and then after an evening of
lighter fare, but we should have re-done the Sarsawuf thing
twenty decades ago."
"We can continue the ZhlinDos thing," he said.
"That's not you," she said. "Yeah you can play it
beautifully, but it's not where your feelings are."
"My feelings can change, we could do a bit of both, you
saw how well that worked."
"I like what we're doing," mmBele said, "I could work
some harder stuff in too but I liked the feel of what we were
doing. I could make it mine."
"I don't doubt that," she said, 'but he will not' she thought.
"Maybe we can find yet another new music space that we
can both inhibit?" Lesahr asked.
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"That doesn't solve my problem with The Whisperer and
it doesn't solve..."
"What problem?" mmBele asked.
"They put Aldya and I in the centerfold. They caught us
climaxing on his balcony."
"Oh no," mmBele clucked, "How awful."
"Let them eat their hearts out," Lesahr said. "I would get a
bubble for my bed and relish them watching my sexual
ecstacy. The ones that read that and live by that are those that
can't get it. If Whisperer is photographing me, I'm getting it
and getting it good. I'd rather be seen in that than have to
actually pick it up."
"I don't want to be interesting to them," Desa said.
"Then don't have sex," Lesahr said, "and you will not be
interesting to them. If you had to give up sex or music, which
would it be?" Lesahr asked.
"Ha," Desa said, "My mother made sure I have no choice
in the matter. Music was fun while it lasted."
"So if you are not famous, Whisperer doesn't care how
much sex you get or who with, unless that person is famous?"
mmBele asked.
"So what do I have to do to get them off me?" Desa
asked.
"Usually just stop having sex on the balcony or in a tap
room or on the streetcar or wherever they're getting their
pictures."
"Oh I'll be sure," Desa said. "And if you WANT them to
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photograph you, I'll be sure and avoid you also," she said.
"That's not fair. It's how I feel, and I'd certainly be proud
to be with you," he said, "but that doesn't mean that's what I
would do. At the studio it's pretty private, I'm sure there won't
be pictures of us in there."
mmBele looked at him with quite an eye. He wouldn't be
needing Desa's company, she could see that already. mmBele
had confessed she found the skin head erotic while Desa was
turned off by it.
Lesahr noticed mmBele's look, tried to give her a warm
smile, "Whether you want to repeat that or not doesn't
matter," he said, "So long as we continue this band."
Desa was ready to leave by now. After all the work this
had been and the let-down now that it was over, she just
wanted to collapse alone in her space. "I'll think about it," she
said, "but don't get your hopes up."
"We'll give each other couple days off," Lesahr said. "We
can rest and think it over but shall we meet at the studio
Nightday? Can we at least talk it over?"
"I'll be there," mmBele said.
"Yeah," she sighed, "I'll talk about it. I'd be down there by
Nightday anyway. I'll probably check that all our stuff got
there early tomorrow, but I'm too beat to do it now."
"I had my gear sent to your studio to sort out," Lesahr
said, "I hope that's all right?"
"For now at least." She turned to mmBele, "Don't get your
hopes up. This isn't me, Lesahr and I have a lot to settle."
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"I can love this music Desa," he said.
"I never loved Valos Hallow."
"I think that song is what happened to me, I started
downhill on that song. I don't acknowledge that song as mine
any more. I haven't played it since the 100th."
"Good," she said. She was still hanging on the door to the
stairs, "Guy's I don't know about you, but it's been an
exhausting week for me. I'm not even going to stick around
for Orchestrus..."
"What?," "You'd miss O.R.?" They were surprised.
"I've seen them here twice before. Two of them were in
my classes in the 102nd and I knew them when they were
playing cook's courts in the Central Fastness. But I'm beat, if
you see Tahny and Misak, give them my best, if they're
insulted, tell them what we just went thru."
"You went thru it Desa," mmBele told her, "I was just the
beneficiary. Let me thank you once again." She gave her a
hug on her way.
"Get some rest, you've earned it," Lesahr said and hugged
her also.
As she finally made it thru the door, Misak was hurrying
up the side ramp towing the frame filled with sensored gongs
that he played. "Oh Desa," he said, "Did I miss it, don't tell
me you've already finished?"
"They cut us a half hour because of the Whisperer article,
you should be on now."
"Damn the stopped-up toilet," he said, a figure of speech
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he often used as she remembered. [There just isn't an
equivalent English idiom to translate this too.] He'd been a
fun student to have in class. "I really wanted to see you, I
have your tapes."
"Yeah, and I'm afraid that's all there is for this round.
Klegnif's gone back to Wescarp." He looked at her like he
thought 'wescarp' was some strong drug that would make a
bad disease take a turn for the worse. "Wescarp is where we're
from, Klegnif was my chippongga player. We had a tribute
band here this evening with Leshar tapping the pads and a girl
named mmBele on chorus. You might not know her but she
was with the Zhlindu Tech Chorus for decades."
"I'm sorry I missed it."
"I'm sorry I have to miss you guys but I had to build this
tribute band in a week and a day, I'm on too much boost
already and got to crash."
"Well, we'll play again next year, it might have to be a
park, and let me know where you're playing next, we'll all
come down and bring our friends."
"Oh, if there is one, thanks." She staggered off blearyeyed into the late evening of Nightday.
Most who were going somewhere were there, only a few
were out in the khumes at this hour and she kept to the back
ones. She used residential hallways if she could. She had a
nightcape on and clutched it close, trying to act like someone
else. She was ill-at-ease at being secret, unlike Alan from the
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star YingolNeerie who was raised to be secret from birth.
Many lanterns had burned down to the tiny blue flame
already where merchants had closed their booths and left the
last of the torch to gutter out. Those places with kegs still had
fuel in their lanterns. Of the twenty million people living in
downtown Zhlindu, only a mist drop were in Kalaidia
watching OrkestrusRankonistica.
This back way included a long spiral stair that got her to
the closest commercial khume to her neighborhood. There
were a few people who passed her on the way down, easing
down politely on the inside. There was one she fully enjoyed
the contact with, but it was nothing more than that. She was
too beat for anyone to share her bed this sleep. She was used
up, wrung out, picked clean. She was so delighted that there
was no one lurking in her hallway early this Dawnsleep. She
was so glad her bed was so soft.
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23. In the Studio
She stayed home all Morningday, lounged on the balcony
when the deluge allowed and wished Temick was home, ate
dried stuff and generally laid low. She knew she should get
down to the studio and check that all the gear was there, but
she needed a day off, she had food in her kitchen, plenty of
clothes to wash, enough homebody domestic stuff to putter
around with for the whole day.
It was Afternoonday before she went down to the studio.
She was sensible enough to not look easily recognizable.
There were a few people lurking in the hallway early that day
who accosted her, but she ignored them and pushed her way
by quickly. One of them was the same one who had been
there the last couple days. Again he said nothing and
disappeared as soon as he had seen her. None of them
followed for any distance and she had some hope that this
would soon die down. She got down to the studio without any
further incident and arrived feeling a bit more upbeat than the
day before.
She tried out some ideas they could do together, tried to
think of what that would be like. Because Lesahr searched for
fame, it would probably avoid them. He would probably scare
Aldya off, she had to decide what she thought of that and
picked those lines into a rhyme. She'd rather make love with
Aldya, Leshar was too rough and quick for her taste though
she was not overmatched in strength with him. She knew she
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had progressed in her playing since the 55th. Leshar was a bit
out of practice since the 55th. He sounded like he'd been doing
studio work and sound tracks.
mmBele could sing what you taught her, but couldn't
contribute the feeling that Desa could put to music the way
Klegnif could. Desa had once written a whole song about
love for the land just from the look on Kleg's face when she
surveyed her garden.
'No, it wouldn't work,' she thought as she listened to the
music those thoughts brought from her fngers. She would
much rather be ZhlinDos at Myimpaden than Sarsabele in
Zhlindu. With the crowds that had bothered them lately,
Zhlindu was not as comfortable as it had been. Klegnif could
hardly be to Shempala yet, Desa could be on the Lhar behind
her.
But then the other side of her mind came over her again.
She could get into the Liakstair, the Tikenaze or any number
of exclusive addresses where she would be drinking with
others seeking refuge from the media. She would be in the
company of people she had admired for centuries. She would
enter a part of society she hadn't known since her life with
Kalotie back in Dos. She wondered how different that society
would be in Zhlindu? She knew the facts, Zhlindu's elite
tended to be from old families like Klikenstra, Khovike and
Resh more than Dos, in Dos there were more self-made
intelligentsia. There were a couple addresses where the top
people of the music industry congregated like the upper floors
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of the Rikannon and the Coluccor, maybe she could even live
in there?
She had only seen the top floors of Zhlindu as a tourist up
until now, walking high residential streets for the views,
something the rich provide to the poor for entertainment, and,
some cynics say, to weed the most stupid and blotto out of the
population over the rails. Anyone in the city can climb to a
high residential street among the penthouses and enjoy the
view from dizzy, skinny, crystal bridges. The upper streets
connected in a city-wide network that totaled over a thousand
miles because the rich made sure they could visit each other
without having to descend into the levels of the sweating
masses. The aspect was of rope bridges thru the canopies.
Many of them were rope and swayed alarmingly with the
wind or with the clumsy gait of one inexperienced on them.
She would live beyond a gated stair with someone hired
by the house to keep random people from calling at her door
from nearly dinner til long after she wanted to be asleep. The
Whisperer had published their addresses. Aldya had already
put his up for sale by the day of the show, she knew she
would have to sell hers if she was going to get any sleep. She
had to decide if she was going to invest yet more in an even
more expensive place in a protected address, or split for
home. What she really wanted was the home she had now, it
was the cutest city home she'd had yet, but without being
bothered.
Maybe knowing that it could have happened was enough.
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She could have been a big star. She had the music, the voice,
her playing was up to it, she was even pretty enough in a nonsexual, girl-down-the-hall way. She just didn't have the
personality she needed to live that way. She tried to think
about being like that, but she was thinking maybe she could
not. She could give it another week, see if people stopped
coming to her door. If it died down and she could kindle a
good rapport with mmBele, maybe she'd try and make some
kind of peace with Lesahr, give Sarsabele a chance. But that
was all she could agree to in her mind. Give it a week or two,
see if things cooled off.
Though the Kalaidia show went well, it didn't seem to
have the energy of the Kapricanus show. No doubt half their
fans from Kapricanus who saw the Whisperer write-up
thought it was true and would always think her skill with a
quilt brought her fame, and would never accept a note she
played after that. Of course she hadn't been out listening to
the public around the taps, she'd been in her house and here in
the studio except for a quick dash to Yimney for her last three
meals. She hadn't been besieged at his stand but Yimney was
helping her out. 'No, don't know anyone by that description,
not even as an occasional customer.' 'Never heard of that
band, what are they like?'.
She would have to invest more in disguise than this
bigknit head scarf and granny glasses. She would need a
cheek piece and some lens caps probably. She might have to
give up her hair or at least put it completely up when on the
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street. That was a problem, she wanted to be able to be
herself. Up in some tower she could look like herself, among
people who's signatures were checked against blind lists at
gates many floors below. Strong gates would roll open to
admit a man to her stronghold for the sleep. That was some
novel, that was not Desa. She couldn't live where she had to
inform a doorman of the name and description of anyone
coming to her bed that sleep. Not the same Desa who'd
bedded whom she pleased on third floors all over the urban
complex of Dos since the dawn of the 54th.
"Oh no, it looks like you just finished lunch," mmBele
said from the doorway.
"Yes, just about to wash my fingers. You..." mmBele held
up the rolls she brought up. Desa skipped ahead to, "I couldn't
possibly. Don't even think about it."
"What will I do with it?"
"There's no ice in Zhlindu," Desa said, "So unless you can
find a needy mouth in the next hour, I would say it's wevn
food."
"What's 'ice'?" mmBele quipped, having only heard of it
in theory.
"Frozen water. You can find it in the mountains of
Wescarp in the darks of some weeks of the winter."
"I've seen picture books of Wescarp, there are some
majestic mountains there, the Kendaids are particularly
imposing I think."
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"I've seen them, they are," Desa said. "There's a little local
mountain near the hill village of Yoonbarla that you can see
the Kendaids from. When I lived in the hills..."
"I thought you were about to go home to the hills?"
"Actually, I live twelve feet above Hazorpean harbor on
the flats of the basin floor in Wescarp. My place here in
Zhlindu is at least fifteen hundred feet higher in the
atmosphere than my three acre farm and twenty four century
old farmhouse in Yoonbarla Vale back in Wescarp. And that's
giving the Lhar the benefit of the doubt that it drops a
hundred feet in its journey."
"I've never seen the Lhar in person," she said, "But I have
seen the Darva."
"New or old?" Desa asked. There was a four story
difference in mouth height. The new Darva actually inundated
more land than raising the Imoneeya a story, at least until it
was turned into a causeway across the mouth of
Morningbottom Flats and those were drained back out,
salvaging 142 square miles from water for the time being
anyway.
"New," mmBele said, "I cruised it on the Lost Eastern til
the Darva would take her no more, a little town of seventeen
thousand called Humbedu."
"What's the Lost Eastern?" Desa asked.
"A party expedition ship. It was pretty swank, probably
more than you would like."
"You know that about me?"
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"Lesahr remembers a lot about you."
"I hope he hasn't kept me on a pedestal," Desa said.
"Not quite. You're a hard one to live up to at times, but I
have things to point out in him that take him a long way from
pedestal material." mmBele was nearly done with her roll
already. She was a big girl and rather husky so she probably
had a hearty appetite. "So what brought you back here
today?" she asked.
"I needed to think and sometimes I think my brain is in
that yandrille."
"It's such a beautiful classic and in such excellent shape."
"Thanks," Desa said. "I was worried when I bought it if it
would be taken seriously."
"And who plays metal today?" mmBele asked.
"Blighnightentide and Yingy-Marluke."
"I though Marluke was killed late last century coriax
hunting?"
"He survived, had to grow a new arm, that's why he was
off the stage so long. He's back now though, they played the
Tabled Hillside just last year," Desa told her. They were a
classic Crystal Tower duo, playing very image-driven, spacey,
free-form stuff.
"I never knew that," mmBele said. There was a pause, she
was eyeing that second roll and fingering the thickness of fat
on her belly and eyeing it like it needed to cease its coaxing.
"I wish I could figure out a way to say this," she said and
looked up at Desa. "Let me start by telling you how good I
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think you are. I think your playing, you might have it over
Marluke in speed, and you're not as extreme with the effects
as he is, but you have as much nuance."
"You're so sweet," Desa said, "But I'm a tier below
Marluke in my playing. I'm sorry if you do not see the
difference, but when you've been playing yandrille four and a
half centuries, you can tell. But thanks."
"Your playing is as good as the average human ear can
distinguish within Marluke's playing."
"I'll argue with you even about that. If you conduct a
survey only among my fans over whether or not Marluke or I
was better on yandrille, I think my fans will admit Marluke is
as much a legend as Kazag and I'm worthy of trying to cover
a couple of his simpler works."
"But you're good."
"But even if I am, my celebrity is because I can have a
deep vaginal orgasm while leaning my chest into my partner's
hands and looking up at the camera with my eyes almost
closed."
mmBele put her hand out to Desa, "And that's what I'm
here to talk about. I'm with you against that, I don't want them
to run you out. Lesahr is with you also, he's afraid to come
down here now that he and I have been together. He invented
a plumbing emergency he had to take care of back at his
place."
"Lesahr can get very emotional," Desa said. "A step to the
open-air side of passionate even."
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"I saw that last sleep. How deep does it go? You know
him, will I hurt him?"
"mmBele, I don't really know you enough to answer that
question. You could hurt him if you tried, he puts his balls
where his mouth is pretty often."
"I don't want to hurt him, I don't want to get hurt."
"He's not out to hurt the women he loves, he's out to
ensnare them in his quests for grandeur."
"Ah," she said. "So that's why he sent me to try and talk
you into staying."
"But how do you really feel?"
She didn't answer right away. "I want it," she said, "but I
feel like we would both be riding your tail."
"Do you want to do that?" Desa asked.
"Only if we convinced each other this is what we really
wanted."
"I've convinced myself that all I needed was to be able to
touch it, to be able to get there and play at Kalaidia to a
positive response. At least fifteen thousand were in the hall by
the time we finished," Desa said.
"And that's what I'm here to talk to you about," mmBele
said. "I like Leshar's expression, holding the city in the palm
of your hand. We can pick a tower and live in sunshine and
fresh air." mmBele's eyes were glowing as she said this. Her
face was upraised to a sun that wasn't even in that direction
come to think of it. She was looking south on the map, toward
the nearest pole, 48.5° from here. Not that sunlight had ever
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reached within two hundred feet of this space.
"You both see me as your ticket to that tower don't you?"
Desa asked.
"And now that Klegnif has deserted you, we see ourselves
as your ticket to that tower."
"But let me ask you this," Desa said. "When did I want to
live in that tower?"
"Why would you work as hard as you have for centuries
to become as good as you have on that yandrille?" mmBele
asked in return.
"So I could make it sound like I wanted it to," Desa
answered with an 'of course' tone of voice. She had never
really thought there was any other goal in yandrille. There is
music in the audio-scape of your mind, you need to make that
music happen in the ears of your listeners. The yandrille is a
device to help make that happen. She could do that from a
studio in Lastriss as well as in Zhlindu. Lastriss had grown
enormously in three centuries and was now as big as
Shempala and the recognized center of Wescarp. There was
the same gear in use there as in the studios of Zhlindu.
"Have you made up your mind?" mmBele asked.
"Almost," Desa said. "You're a sweetheart," she said, "and
I respect Lesahr and his playing a lot, but Klegnif is more
than that. The only son of my womb is the only family I've
had closer than Klegnif. She's still on the Lhar and the Lhar's
call is strong in my mind right now."
"We could have it..."
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"If your goal is to make me feel guilty about leaving you,
please don't."
"No," mmBele said, "not at all. You are included in that
'we.' Give us a couple more years and you could return to
Wescarp as..."
"No need to go there either," Desa interrupted, "I need to
be who I always was in Wescarp, the spice farmer and folk
singer down by the brook. I need my home space these days.
In my first century I could be a city person, but since I've had
a country home, I can never stay here permanently."
"A couple more years. You have to ride the wave when it's
here."
"I'd like to wait til after the wave breaks. I'm still worn out
from that show." Desa was looking around the room, spotted
the sailing crate for her yandrille. "Oh good, I still have that."
"What is it that's driving you off?"
"People pointing at me after that Whisperer spread."
"That will blow over, you'll see."
"My decision's not final," Desa said. If mmBele was here
about the music and wanted to go over stuff or learn more
about that. If she wanted to learn lshi or lween even, if she
even wanted to talk about musical ideas, she could have
turned her, or at least given herself some more time. She
wasn't doing that, she was into the exclusive tower and the
crowds at the shows.
Desa had to remember how Klegnif viewed shows.
Klegnif didn't really like to play if there were strangers in the
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house. Even Lappranile in Yoonbarla had been tough for her
at first. Playing out in Hazorpean had been another milestone
for Klegnif. What they had been doing here in Zhlindu had
been perfect. She would have been living here as a normal
person, Kleg and Bloric a few blocks and two flights of stairs
away on hallways with some natural light. Closer than they
lived when they both lived in Yoonbarla village.
If they had stayed on the path they were on, they were
going to make a modest living from their music over the next
few years. By the end of the decade they might have worked
their way up to a small hall like Kaprikanus and Kleg might
have been a little apprehensive, but not overwhelmed. 'Its just
the Lappranile' she would have said. Instead Desa destroyed it
for her by submitting that tape. Klegnif and Bloric had both
tried to warn her hadn't they? Klegnif was much more
comfortable playing outdoors in the city. She didn't really like
the deep places and had only followed Bloric down to
Khovike once and hated it. She hated the fact that there were
thirty floors of homes, shops and mills below her house, that
there were many floors of indoor space below every inch of
the surface of Zhindu.
With that Desa began tidying up to take her leave. She
was pretty sure the next thing she would be doing in this
studio was putting the yandrille in that crate. She gathered up
her patch hoses and tied them.
"If your decision's not final, why are you packing up?"
"I'm just getting things together in case. I use the old
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built-in block in here anyway, we only use these cords and
blocks playing out, but at Kapricanus, Reshplaza and Kalaidia
we used their stuff. Bilbo's was the last place we used our
own sound."
"I've sung at Kapricanus before, the school got us in there.
It was some kind of media event for the school."
"What did you do there?" She was getting up to check that
all her cases were also around somewhere as she asked.
"Harmony, no solo," mmBele answered.
"Was the show just the chorus?" Desa asked. The lshi case
was here, her spare tweaking pegs, the blocks to hold the
yandrille in the crate.
"We had an acoustic quartet that were mic'd."
"What were they playing?" Desa asked. mmBele didn't
seem to understand that Desa was making her final decision
based on these answers.
"There were two crybows I think, large and small, a lshi
was the percussion section and what looked to be a lween
without the hose."
"How did it go?"
"There was quite a buzz after. Nothing like last week but
it was exciting for me at the time."
She certainly was the opposite of Klegnif. But would she
keep up the day to day grind of practice? After the show she
said she liked both types of music they did, but it seems it
wasn't really for the music, or at least it wasn't enough about
the music. Desa would not feel guilty about leaving this
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person. She probably owed Lesahr a little more, but he had
used her more than she had used him.
She put her notes all back in the folders and slid them into
her note bag. "Would you mind taking a message to Lesahr?"
Desa asked.
"No, not at all."
"I'll be here tomorrow, I'd be glad to talk with him, as we
planned. He needn't worry in the least that you two hitting it
off bothers me. I think it's great. I'm not really a good judge
of these things, but my guess is you'll be fine together. He can
get into dark moods at times, that's the only negative I found
in him. The main thing we were close about was music."
"He is into that," mmBele agreed.
"So if you're here," Desa said, grabbing her note bag, "I'll
see you then, if you're not, I may not see you again til my
next trip to the city."
"I'll be here tomorrow, I hope we can talk you out of it."
She didn't go straight home. The deluge was taking a
break so she climbed high and watched Kortax disappear over
the hills of Elevnos, for Wescarp is actually as far south as
west of the city. She had a rambling duskmeal of upper street
morsels, no longer caring about the cost.
Almost three and half centuries she had been away from
Dos and for all that time, this had been her city. By now it
was almost as familiar to her as Wescarp, well, at least the
northeast corner of Rankor Hill was, since it was the
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neighborhood she always settled. She hadn't remembered that
it was not at all familiar to Klegnif. Klegnif had trusted her to
be her guide. She should have brought her to more places like
this, the open. Of course it was getting pretty cool this late in
the week and this late in the fall and so far from the sweat of
the kilns. But she might have liked being here with her right
now, it might have been the kind of place to be when
mentioning a show at Kapricanus.
If anyone recognized her up here this dusk, none said
anything. Twice people talked with her at some length, she
even got a tempting invitation, but her mood wouldn't support
social interaction. But it seemed that up here there were few
who read the Whisperer. About the only thing that stood out
about her was that she was pretty scruffily dressed to be up
here at the dinner hour. There might have been some looks
with that on their mind. She was less than a mile from Aldya's
and thought about going over there, but that was the place
where the picture was taken and there were probably more
people lurking around there than at her place.
Instead she spent a long time by herself at a bridge rail,
thinking of Klegnif and how she'd betrayed her. She ended up
high on the north side of the point of Rankor Hill. She could
see the great bridge across the Hyadrain and the dome of
Blarch Ig on the edge of North Fastness on the far side of the
Hyadrain Valley. She could look to her left and see the
northern pinnacles of Yornakite between the nearer towers
and tall trees of Rankor Hill. The view was magnificent, but it
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was lonely up here.
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24. Crushed Hallways
Dark filled the world, flooding from the deep places in the
city. When it reached the sky and a few drops began to fall
again, she came back down the stairs to her place, entering
from an unaccustomed direction. Everything went smoothly
until she got to the last stairway down to her hall. She heard
the noise even before she got to her floor. At first she thought
a neighbor must be having a humdinger of a party, but when
she emerged from the stairs and a shout went up, she knew it
was no such thing.
The hallway was packed, but since the hallway was small,
it was jammed with only a couple dozen people. There were a
few girls, but most were guys, half were naked and three
started vigorously working themselves to erection as they saw
it was she who had appeared. She didn't even try to sort out
the din, she had eleven doors to go to get to hers. The longer
she stood here frozen by the scene, the worse it would get.
She grimaced and gripped her bag like a shield. The nearest
guys were already reaching for her. She was wearing only a
wrapskirt and almost all their hands were reaching for her.
None could hurt her, but so many of them trying to just touch
her at once left no patch of skin uncovered. She didn't say a
word, just pushed past them. It was hard, they leaned against
her, all shouting ridiculous supplications at once. She had to
squirm thru, her toes were stepped on, she screamed in pain at
the guy who did that, overacting badly, and he actually went
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paralyzed, good.
Getting past the guys with the big boners was the worst,
their shouts about how much more they could give her than
that wimp reporter. The pressing into her path and pressing
them on her, making her force herself against them to push
thru. She tried not to look, not to do anything that would
encourage them. She thought one was trying to cum on her.
She had to scream again when two of them tried to push
thru her door after her. She screamed and shoved at the door,
Some of the others at least had the decency to pull them back.
She finally got the door closed and bolted. She collapsed
against it, panting and shaking. She just noticed that her skirt
was gone, let them have it. Hope they choke on it. This could
only be because of that Whisperer spread. She wished she
could burn the home of the kvarit-food who published that,
but she knew she was powerless. She thought of Hingmeem
and wondered if that was his secret power.
She had to get away. She might have to sneak out, run
with nothing but what she could carry on her person. She had
a couple coppers handy, she could book passage now. She
hated to leave a yandrille now worth ten aluminums,
production contracts, friends, with nothing but a mystery.
They might think she had been dismembered by the crowd.
She had no one to turn to. Kleg and Bloric were gone, Aldya
was a mile away and probably in as much trouble as she was.
Lesahr would tell her to enjoy it and be jealous because it was
happening to her.
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There was a constant chorus outside the door, she
wondered if they would break it. It had a good sturdy
hardwood bolt, an inch and a quarter thick and three inches
wide, let deep into the trunk her door was in. With this many
people out there, even that might not be enough if they tried
to force it, but they weren't even banging on it all that much.
They were doing more whining and pleading than anything.
She heard a couple of the neighbors come out and shout, one
started into a diatribe on what low-lifes they were that set up
a louder babble that resulted in his door slamming shut. She
had never seen so many of the city's sexual deviants drawn to
one place before. It was further testament to the slime that
publication festered among.
She had to admit, even in her darkest nightmares she
would not have thought the residents of her city capable of
this. Of course the crowd out there in that hallway didn't
represent one out of a million people in the city, barely one in
a million who lived Downtown. There are a hundred times as
many shitslug farmers in this neighborhood as there were
people in her hallway.
She heard a noise on her balcony, she screamed, thinking
they were coming after her from that direction.
"Easy Desa, it's me," Temick said. "From the noise I
figured you must have come in. No one can get thru out there.
I had to climb over the balcony to get to talk to you."
She ran to him, he stood and took her in his arms. "Do
you have any idea what it is like for me?" she said. "They
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hurt me with the crush, they took my skirt. I can't come
home."
"Neither can we," he said. "That hallway was pretty full
since before duskmeal."
"I can't stay here," Desa said. "It doesn't matter who with
or where. I can't stay in the city any more." She still clung to
him, buried her face in his beard and thought about the times
she wished she had here, the times she wouldn't have. "Can
you help me get out?"
"I think we might have to lower your stuff over the next
few rails down to the vang. I can get the residents to help,
they'll be glad to cut down the clatter."
"Thank you," she said, "I wish this could have been better.
You know I really wanted to get to know you," she told him,
wiping her eyes.
"I was hoping for that also. I knew that couldn't happen as
soon as I saw that write-up on you."
"I never should have submitted that application for 'New
on the Scene'. We were getting some gigs, selling a bunch of
tapes, enough to afford this place. I'll always kick myself
wondering what it might have been like to live here if I had
just left well enough alone."
"Hindsight," he said. "But then you were all over that guy
right from the start." She was embarrassed about that now but
could say nothing. She'd been stupid about a beautiful guy
again, nothing new in her life. As soon as they were quiet
they could hear the noise in the hallway. "Let's go up to my
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place," he said, "There's a bit less din up there and that door
will hold til Nightday."
"I need to make arrangements to get my things to the
dock. I still have gear in the studio. I'm going to need
shipping," he was already climbing up the porch rail and
reaching for her hand. "I'm going to have to find an agent to
sell this house, it's a cinch I can't do it. I really don't have
anyone..."
"Now give me your other hand," he said. He was already
on the strut that held his balcony rail with the other hand on
the rail. "Grab hold of the rail and hoist yourself over."
She was perfectly capable of making this climb unaided,
but there was a certain sensuality about his hands helping her
up and she was conscious that these fronds really wouldn't
stop her and it was about eight floors of bouncing off railings
to the flagstones of the vang below.
"Let's not worry about all that til tomorrow, dark will
cover us, we'll get you on your way."
"Thanks," she said and drew his hands to her now that
they were standing face to face on his balcony. The din was
much more distant here. Maybe she could put her troubles
aside for a sleep. "So can we share a little of what could have
been before I have to go?" she asked.
"I would like that," he said, "I remember you make love
as sweetly as you sing."
"It's too bad they didn't get pictures of me with you
instead of Aldya." His porch was about six feet square with
686

one plastic-skinned cushion on it that took up about three
quarters of it. The fronds of his rail were large and sloped in,
forming a little bubble over the porch. It was now dark
enough that it didn't matter and the rain was fairly light right
now. "That couldn't have meant anything to them," she said,
"they couldn't have seen anything newsworthy about it."
"Oh they would have found something, they just publish
the picture and make up a story about it after."
"What could they make up about us?" Desa asked.
"Not much about a common dayworker like me," Temick
said.
"You have some skill I'm sure."
"I can read prints and draw them with a ruler. I know
which way screws turn, that kind of stuff. Last week I worked
on office partitions, an iron an office, building them out of
tapestry-frames." He had ducked inside and grabbed a cup.
He had a little cask strapped up between the clothes racks that
constituted his closet.
Temick's place was partly above hers and a bit smaller
and arranged differently. He had a bed, a convenient height
above the balcony, the same height above a three foot aisle of
floor space with a kitchen shelf on the other side of that aisle.
There was a big skylight above it where he had a few plants
and some implements hanging. He had stairs down to the
same hallway she was on that went under the kitchen shelf, a
big windowless storage attic across from the main room and a
pretty nice all-in-one toilet/bidet/shower stall with a gas water
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heater.
The bed was the home, the window to the balcony was
tall and faced northeast toward the Kenairia but this vang was
wide enough that his fronds got good light. "You're still
shaking," he said as they cuddled up against the cushion on
one end of the bed. The bed was almost eight feet square, a
ribbed airspring. It was covered in a soft leather and he had
several striped axio-fur quilts on it. There were two mini
cushions on this side, two pillows on the other. Her hair was a
little too wet to put on them just yet.
"I know I am," she said, "I admit it. I'm full of fear and
anger and both make you shake." They just held each other a
few seconds. "They took my city," she howled. "I have to
leave here, I hate that," and now she shook with sobs.
He held her, kissed her cheek but looked bewildered more
than anything else. "You don't have to leave the city, just live
behind a doorman for awhile."
"I thought of that, but not after this. Not with what's in
that hallway right now. I can deal with the kvarit industry, I
can even usually deal with scrounges."
"Half the people out there are scrounges," he said. "I
know the hole the guy with the fourteen incher lives in. It's
what you smell in that hallway down behind the glass
smelter."
"The nerve of him thinking I could be so deformed that I
could fit that thing."
"He doesn't care in the least, he's not showing off for you,
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he's showing off for the other guys there. Guys with wangs
like that don't intend to use them with a woman, they are
showpieces, something they show off at pervert-parties like
this one and play with by themselves in their lairs."
"Oh I know," she said, "There used to be a guy in the
village I came from who was even worse than that guy. He
was like you say, using it to show off with. He always
pretended he was entertaining the few women in the
audience, but it was really the men he was showing off for.
The men pretended they were there to see the girls who
stripped and came up on stage and stroked him."
"That's what's in our hallway."
She sobbed again.
"You don't have to let it take the city from you. We can
climb to Dellig's place from mine, he's on the next hallway."
In these growths leaning onto the great crystal-framed
structures, the hallways did not often run in straight lines or
remain completely level. The hallway they lived on was
inclined and had a few steps between her door and his. It
wandered almost like a river and varied in width from thirty
inches to eight feet. Someone had once finished the walls of
the hallway in sanded plank and most residents had kept it
that way. The hallway above was actually three floors up but
Dellig was below his hallway and had a little smoking chair a
couple steps below his lower balcony. The hallway he lived
on was near the top of this grow-up and actually reached the
outdoors in a few places. "So I can escape."
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"Let's hope by Nightday they'll be gone."
Desa took a long time unwinding and she had to thank
him for being so patient with her. When she first got home
she was afraid she would want to sew it up and forget about
it, but after a couple hours and a couple cups of yaag, she was
relaxed enough to enjoy him for the remainder of Dusksleep.
It was hard to say when Nightday really began. When she
was clinging to him more awake than she was in her sleep, it
must be Nightday. She had to get up anyway, so after that, she
went down the stairs and listened at his hallway door. His
door was heavy but slatted. She could look out into the
hallway where there was a candle burning. She could see that
there were at least three or four people sleeping on the
hallway floor. Someone who must have been leaning against
the wall next to his door was still awake. He must have drank
a keg of beer or a skin of lantern fuel during the sleep because
his mumbling was 99.7% one continuous slur with a bit of m
m m punctuating it. Whoever that was, would probably be
dead from alcohol poisoning when Kortrax next rose. She
could smell the alcohol metabolites from him even in here, it
was overpowering.
"Desa?" Temick called from the top of the stairs.
She pressed her hands down and came quietly up the
stairs. "That hallway's still full of people!" she whispered.
"There's one drunk enough to die right outside your door."
"We'll climb up to Dellig's," he said.
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"I can't stay here," she said.
"Not right here, not now. I know a place we can get
breakfast, it's a little pricey but no one will bother you there."
"The Gilded Caldron right?" she asked.
"Right."
It wasn't far on the high path that Dellig lived on. "I could
go there. I need some things from my place first."
"I'll hand you down," he said, swinging up onto the bed to
get across to his porch.
"Sure, but I can make it. Could you stay here though, I
want to get the money and paperwork out of my place just in
case."
"You're sure you're leaving?"
She was now completely sure. There were some things
she would have to do today, she would have to see Lesahr and
let him know what happened. She would like to see mmBele
also. She had to arrange shipping for the yandrille and some
other gear, but that could be arranged in one day. She would
have to start moving with a purpose when breakfast was over.
She would have to shed her last tears for the might-havebeen's while they ate. "I want to see Kortrax rise from the
Lhar."
"I don't think you can do all that in one day," he said, "But
in a week you could. You need to do something about your
home."
"I can't sell it, not with that crowd out there. I wish I didn't
have to sell it. Every time I come to the city I have to find a
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place to live. I seldom find one I like. Now that I found it, I
wish I could just keep it til my next trip to the city."
"I'll caretake if for you," he said, "I'll write you a witness
contract and everything."
She just looked at him, she didn't know him well but
already his word was almost as good with her as any contract
could be. "I'm sure the neighbors would witness anything so
long as I went away."
"I'll go to an architectural company with you."
"What will you do with this place?"
"Put a trap door thru? Sell it? Put in steps on the porches?
I haven't thought of it, but I would be glad to have the use of
your place while you're away. How much of the time are you
in Wescarp?"
"Most of it, I seem to spend a decade or two in the city
three or four times a century." She would like to keep a place
here, but knew it was a silly idea. The last time she left a nonrelative with her property it hadn't worked out too well and
she had known Pahneen a lot longer than Temick.
"So this is your retreat?" Temick said.
"Yeah, you could call it that."
"There's companies that do that, the value of your house
stays on deposit, they investigate the people they put in as
caretakers. They would investigate me."
"How?" she asked.
"Talk with the neighbors mostly."
"What will they find out?"
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"I sleep here and don't bother anyone. They'll check out
my space to see how I keep it but everyone knows that and
cleans up before they come. You've been here before I knew I
was going to be investigated."
"How long does it take to set something like that up?" she
asked.
"They send at least one guy in robes to look around. You
and they have to agree on the value of the property. They
charge the caretakers rent, it's likely to be at least an iron a
year on a place like yours."
"How do you feel about that?"
"I can save up an iron every year, it is saving them forty
decades til I can buy a decent place that I find difficult."
"No," she said, "I haven't got the time. I locked up, I'll be
away for awhile. You've got your way back and forth, here's
the key. I'm keeping the house, you're my caretaker. Your pay
is you get to use as much of the place as you want while I'm
away in country. Is that a good enough deal for you?"
"I guess it will have to be. You'll see, it will be here for
you."
"Have fun," she whispered and patted his cheek as she
climbed from his balcony to hers. The deluge wasn't
pounding today, but it was soaking and the vines were a bit
slippery.
She was very quiet in her place. She did not run water or
open bins. She got her clothes together, stuffed her note bag
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with a good deal of her personal papers. The books could stay
as part of the furnishings, she hadn't brought many down with
her, most of these she'd come across in the last few years.
Most were technical manuals anyway. She was still able to
get all her clothing but what she had on, into her duffle bag.
"You're moving out now?" Temick asked as he helped her
back up.
"I can't stay here. I'll stay down at the studio for the
week."
"You can stay with me."
"And keep climbing thru Delligs?"
"I see your point," he said.
She felt really desperate, climbing up someone's rail vines
in the dark of Nightday in the pouring rain. It was above
Temick's balcony so the fall was less than ten feet and it
would be onto his fronds. As in all grow-ups in downtown
Zhlindu, the larorlie is thick and nobby. One had to grab
knobs of the bark with fingers and toes or you could wind up
trying to hang on the pod stems. Once up to the smoking
chair he'd built on the front of the union of branches making
up Temick's roof, there was a short little ladder grown into
place that lead up to Dellig's lower porch. Once there, they
found the house was dark.
Temick called from the porch. It was late enough in
Nightday that someone should be awake. All they heard was
the claws of a big milliclamp rattling to the floor like a short
length of stout anchor chain. These animals can be fuzzy and
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affectionate but some have poor dispositions. It emitted that
low, sticky, mewling sound that is more indicative of a foul
tempered one. "We need to get thru here buddy," Temick said
and struck his torch. "I forgot he had this thing," he said to
Desa. Dellig and Temick were only casual friends.
It was a big milliclamp, at least forty pounds, with a big
round head festooned with at least two dozen eyes counting
the vestigials and split almost in half with a mouth full of
what Alan used to call piranha teeth. It was a light aluminum
blue in color with dark blue tufts on its back above each leg.
It looked like it had at least twenty two, each with a pair of
strong talons an inch long. A milliclamp's legs are very short,
its body is the shape of a sausage three feet long and eight
inches in diameter. They are a distant relatives of the
mountain scamps and they are the third most common house
pet in the Zhindu basin. They are more reliable security than a
mindune if they have this disposition.
It clearly intended to turn them back from making their
way thru the house. Unlike their uplands relatives, they aren't
very fast. Temick used a dressing stand stool to hold it back,
it really squalled at that and bit chips off the stool. If there
was anyone in the house asleep, they weren't any more. Since
they heard nothing more, Desa was pretty sure by now there
was no one home.
Dellig's place is much bigger than the one Alan owned in
HakenCourt and has a higher view. This is about the top of
this grow-up and it would take more than four aluminums to
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move him from here. This lowest floor appeared to be
bedrooms and probably only used by guests. They had to go
up three floors to street level where they could finally get thru
to the outside. They could hear that milliclamp still clattering
up the stairs by the time they got the door unlocked. It took a
key to put the bolt back, Dellig would know someone had
been there even before he saw their wet tracks.
Her mood blackened even more, she was slinking out of
town like a thief wasn't she? All because of that sleaze-rag.
She had to have her hair up at breakfast and even so there
were people looking more piercingly at her than she liked. It
would be so absurd to wear dark glasses here, but she should.
Temick discussed how he would care for her house. She
couldn't pay attention, her mind kept looping on how much
damage she had done by submitting that tape. She started this
year by moving out of her gloomy old place in a deep atrium,
without a notice in Crystal Scene, not even needing a notice,
just maybe a bit of leg work to place a few tapes all over the
hill, maybe anywhere in downtown. They could have toured
cook's courts all over downtown. But by trying for too much,
she was ending the year living in their practice space above a
factory, many floors from outdoor air. When he pressed for
her attention she overcame her distraction enough to plan to
meet for lunch of Morningday. "Maybe I won't be so in shock
by then," she said. "Right now I'm lost in the damage done."
"You have my sympathy, you seem like you hardly
deserve the hassle. Maybe you did grab too big a tail, but I
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can see how it happened, you are good."
"You saw us?"
"You and your chorus and rhythm."
"When?" Desa asked.
"It's probably going on twenty years, a place down off
lower Moranga, near the water slide park."
"HakenCourt."
"Yeah," he said, "I saw you there and then going back a
couple centuries I saw you when you were with Blisscry a
bunch of times. I never connected the two til I went thru my
tapes of them and sure enough, I see you in the picture on one
and name on both of them under yandrille and vocal. I believe
it was you that I talked with, but your hair was straighter
then?"
"Teshmeer, she was on the hand-held. We were close
enough to the same size and shape to wear each other's
clothes."
"Well, OK, that means you were behind the floor model
when I saw you with them."
"The one I have to arrange shipping for this week," Desa
said, still dreading the chore. At least Leshar would be there
to help her get it in the crate.
"You're good, whoever you're with. You're good enough
to be living in a place like Dellig's."
"I thought you said he was a hydraulic designer?"
"Yeah?"
"That generates a lot less publicity than a musician."
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"Especially a musician that's as great a lover as you."
"No way! You have to admit, I'm no more than a six."
"On what scale? Some like 'em hot, but then some like
'em sweet." His grin was wide when he said that, and his
voice followed the song in that last phase. She saw another
great vista of what she had thrown away.
She couldn't help it, she was weeping when they parted.
She dreaded the scene with Lesahr and probably mmBele.
She dreaded the annoyance of making arrangements to ship
the yandrille, it was all about being on the same ship with it
and the nightmare that was. It was best to sign on as crew and
then pay for the yandrille as cargo. Too many captains had no
place for odd crates. Then she had to remember to meet with
Temick and talk about the house. She should at least give him
some kind of signed document to show around. She wondered
if she should turn it in to an agent on speculation and get a
third less than it's really worth. Compared to the
manufacturing contracts she'd administer by suntower, the
place was not a financial hardship. What were the odds
Temick would actually keep it for her?
She made her way down to the studio. It was a quiet time
of the day, they hadn't hurried at breakfast once they saw it
was quiet. Most people were now where they needed to be for
Nightday before lunch. She didn't go by the main khume and
then down, she went down and threaded her way thru the
narrow, smoky khumes with candle-lit rate signs looking for
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rubber workers and textile graders. The deep commercial
khumes of Nightday had never seemed so gloomy.
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25. A Special Year
"So you're sure she's gone," Via asked him as they sat
together on Nightday of Kenduul, the last day of year
1030142. He couldn't stay at his place right now so they were
down in hers. He'd made sure he lead no one here by doing a
backside streetcar dodge over in the Fastness somewhere.
He'd been thru these things before in his career.
"Her place is empty, locked, no sign. She's set up an eye
account with Eionis-Glaldile from an address in Wescarp for
any continuing contact regarding her recordings."
"You miss her already," she said. It wasn't a question. She
had tall stools at her table with swivel bearings in them. Each
stool was made from a small tree shaped to a butt, with the
roots grown into railings, then smoothed and sanded. The
trees they had grown on were now upside down inserted into
holes in the floor.
Her walls, floors and ceilings were big stone blocks and
arches, centuries deep with erosion. The deluge whispered on
a tiny patch of ribbonleaves that she shared with four other
people and a karga pup. The other four people had known him
between two and fifteen decades, that was how often the
residences at the bottom of this shaft changed hands in the
twenty decades he'd known Via.
Aldya didn't want to hurt her, Via had always been one of
his dearest friends and steadiest partners. He knew he had
taken her for granted, knew this year had hurt her. "Sorry," he
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said, "she was just a special person."
"I know," Via agreed, "But strange in a way."
"How so?" has asked.
"She never knew herself, she never knew what she really
wanted."
"She wanted it both ways," Aldya said. "She wanted to be
great on the stage. She wanted the crowds cheering, the
acknowledgment of her lifetime of achievements, but in day
to day life she wanted to remain anonymous."
"A very naive girl in spite of all her outward
sophistication."
"Yeah," Aldya agreed, knowing that was part of what
made her so appealing, so precious. He knew that was part of
what made her what she was, what drew others in the
business to her. What made it all come together in that magic
moment at Kaprikanus.
"It was fun though," Via said, "This year was quite an
adventure."
"I neglected you all year."
"I was fine, your excitement was contagious. I got to meet
her, I even got to lick her clit. Not too many others of her fans
can say that."
"Don't..." Aldya warned.
"I won't, that's my personal treasure that no one but you
knows I have. I don't need to brag to anyone about it, I can let
them brag and smile knowingly."
"Act impressed," Aldya said. "We have a privileged
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position with the magazine, an unfair advantage over
common fans. I know I can't do street work for a decade since
that Whisperer spread but we still know things we need to
keep private."
"I feel privileged right now, to be with you wrapping up
such a big year. I think you're going to like your place in the
building, you can see across the top court and get a glimpse
of the Lhar from your window. On a summer dusk you might
even see a glint of Kortrax in it."
"I wonder if I'll sail that river some day?" he mused.
"Take me," she said, "They say Wescarp is beautiful and
grand. I want to see the ruined halls of the Dwarven kings
sinking under hills of orangnarc."
"I'll take you if you come share my new home til then."
"Oh come on, a major evaluator with a big promotion
wants to be tied to a downstairs caligrapher, a plain Pixie at
that?"
"Via, we spent twenty four sleeps together in 1030142,
twenty five if we count the one coming up. We talk so much
about Desa, but there were eight total that I spent with her.
There were five others where I had company. You are the one
I spend my time with Via, you are the one I confide in, even
my infatuated schemes of making a star."
"Thank you," she said, and leaned over to kiss him. "I'd
really be thrilled. May I be publicly proud of that, I mean
only within the company of course, on the street we're any
other anonymous couple out to party in the khumes."
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"I feel like I've used you so."
"Use me," she said, "as long as you don't abuse me. I am
much more proud, even silently, to share the bed of a guy
who slept eight times with Desa than any guy who has never
shared her bed. I will help you in any future plans you make
to bed beautiful and significant female musicians, after all, I
get quite a few of the male ones. I will caution you about
taking them as far and as fast as their talent deserves
however."
"I will listen," he said. "There are more girls out there
playing in these halls, waiting to be discovered."
"Gently," Via cautioned, "as gentle as they are."
"I listen and obey," Aldya said and put his hands together.
"She had a sweet body too," Via said, "her strength was as
gentle and understated as her music."
"You miss her more than I do," Aldya said.
"Oh I'm sure, I'm female."
"What does..."
"You know don't you?" She looked at him like he was
thinking with the wrong head. Then she decided she had to
explain with an 'oh well' look on her face. "Sure there have
been women on the Zhlindu music scene before, even Desa
has been in the Zhlindu music scene before and done well.
But that was playing men's music. Now, this time, she
exploded on the scene playing women's music."
"Ganni is very female and hooked on blast. If I catch your
drift, you would count blast as male music?"
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"I would, but Ganni may be quite female anatomically but
she's not the least bit female mentally," Via said.
Aldya didn't want to expound upon how enthusiastically
she played the female role in mating dances. He could
understand that was not what she meant anyway. Ganni was a
leader, an organizer. On the other hand, 'she left her personal
space to chance' was the best that could be said of her
homemaking skills. Wevn's nest was what he really wanted to
call it and he would not sleep with her at her place. Ganni was
never a fun subject between them anyway and Aldya said
nothing more.
"What should we do with the money from our old
places?" Aldya asked.
"Assuming I agree to sell this dark old hole, we'll
probably need some things for the new place, do you know
how long it's been empty?" she asked.
He shouldn't assume she would jump at the offer, he had
taken her for granted hadn't he? She had owned this place
longer than he had been alive. He would have to work on this
and convince her he was sincere. "About a decade I think.
With this grade I can get it over Elar's idle claim. He's been
out of it a decade, they can call him 'settled in' to his offcampus housing."
"How do you feel about being accessible?" she asked. "I
know you always said that kept you out of the building in the
past."
"I guess it was a question of what floor," he said, "and
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what kind of emergencies I would be called on to deal with.
Those that arise during the production of a show I don't mind.
Those that arise because of selling advertising, I do mind."
"Those are the ones I get called in on. The middle of
Dawnsleep changes the day before we print."
"That is an occupational hazard you have to learn to
accept I'm afraid."
"I understand that, unlike Desa. Celebrity is an
occupational hazard she wasn't able to deal with."
"She dealt with it better than Klegnif," Aldya said.
"But didn't Klegnif avoid it right from the start? She didn't
try to light a fire. Desa didn't, she lit the fire and then ran.
Desa never really made up her mind what she wanted."
"It's too bad, she really had a great thing going," Aldya
said and thought about the might-have-been's, the music that
could have happened if he hadn't gotten involved.
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26. Home in the Vale
Getting the yandrille back to the house was something she
could deal with later. She knew it was safe with Crouli in his
dock house til she could find someone in her neighborhood
taking keda and cart into town with crops. She could go up to
the house with only her duffle. It was twenty three miles from
the dock to her place but the dike streetcar ran til she had only
eleven to go. Those eleven seemed long and she was tired as
she entered thru the garden gate.
She noticed the gardens were smaller and the keda field
was empty and starting to go to queen's rike and prikerbrac.
The garden that remained, was active. She walked thru the
patio and into the house she saw that all Dara's things were
gone. Dara's room was open, the big table was down where
she kept the yandrille again and cluttered with sewing
projects. She would have to put that back up and move some
cabinets to make room to store the crate. In Dara's room there
were only a woman's things, especially in the decor of the
toilet compartment.
Her own room was locked, but at least the key was still
where she kept it, stuck under the bottom of the next to last
spice bin. She opened the door and found it was home to a
family of rock leapers. They scrambled for the hole they'd
chewed in the front mats but she managed to get two of them
before the rest got away. They are far too skinny to think of
eating so they went right into the gas digester. At least that
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was maintained.
She wondered if she was going to get into another scene
like she had when she came back to her Dos home from the
Yakhan. She wondered if this woman would claim she bought
this home from Dara? She knew the neighbors would never
support that claim unless Dara had told them, but would she
be forced to share it with someone she didn't know?
She was still getting her room cleaned out and hadn't even
opened her duffle bag when she heard the path door and
footsteps down the front steps. That stairway is barely big
enough for her but the woman she saw wrestling a sack onto
the kitchen workbench was five-two in heels. She was fair but
with shiny black hair with a well defined figure in a snug
Yakhan style jersey.
She turned, almost started. She had classic Nordic
features, very symmetrical and clear but her eyes were dark
like her hair. "You must be Desa," she said.
"Yes, and you?"
"Naraign. I was here with Dara for ten years before he
went away on a project in Pliweelon. He asked me to stay
here and try to keep the place up for you."
"Oh, he's in Pliewilon?" That was a city of about two
million about three hundred miles to the southwest but an
arduous five weeks crossing the outer Wescarp range. "What
project?"
"Another 35th century restoration," Naraign answered. "It
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seems he's a noted expert on it after this one and that one he
did by the canal."
"Oh? I guess I should be proud of him."
"So welcome back, I understand it went well. You won
some award for music or something? Dara heard about it."
"It was far more trouble than it was worth, you'll dig the
whole story out of me eventually," Desa said. "But let me get
unpacked, unwound, a cup or two in me."
"I brewed some of that killer blue this year. It's sort of a
hobby of mine."
"Nice, but do we have anything I can stand up under?
That dinner gold we used to do? I know Dara knew how to do
that."
"But he's been gone for ten years."
"So you just do..." This would be trouble.
Naraign had already poured her a shot, "Just don't belly
up to it with a big cup in that case."
She sniffed it, it was a dark, ledger-ink blue with a head of
fumes you could see in broad daylight. "I really wanted to get
unpacked first."
"One shot isn't going to level you."
"Just the fumes might, it was a tough sail all the way up
this trip, poling, tacking, squealing rollerracks with no grease
and no spare bearings. I haven't been partying much since the
last sleep in Zhlindu." One she and Temick would not soon
forget though they remembered little of it and what little they
did remember didn't seem to make much sense or be
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physically possible.
"So welcome home," Naraign said and raised a filled
glass of her own.
It took a couple weeks to get settled again and get thru all
the 'how was the trip?'s with the neighbors. Naraign had
stayed only two days, most of them a whirlwind of good-by's
and packing for she was impatiently waiting for Desa to
arrive so she could join Dara. Now that winter had left the
mountains she was off with the next dawn to join Dara in
Pliewilon. She had the money to take a coach thru the pass to
Noonitondow and a canal boat from there. It was a longer
journey but easier.
Desa was back into her country life now and it was time
to make amends with an important person in her country life.
She should take another week pruning at least the prickerbrac
back a bit before she spent at least two weeks going up to the
village and back. It was only seven miles, but it was a mile
and a half up, three times the climb to the top of Rankor Hill,
a climb that still left her sore if she did it all at once. Today
she was just going over to the nearest market to swap some of
her overgrown spice crop for ingredients in one of Klegnif's
favorite things.
It was nice to wade over in the Afternoonday heat, it had
taken well over a year to get up the Lhar and it was already
late spring. From out in the water she could see the cliffs on
each side of the vale, just cliffs, not walls of balconies.
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There's a certain difference in the smell when the humans of a
land grow more food than they ate and that was comforting to
her. Her side of the stream was the boundary between farm
and wild, there was only one row of homes and gardens on
her side. She picked up her heating wood in the nearby forest.
The side where she waded ashore was small plots, three
blocks of them to Old Yoonbarla Road and the local
exchange.
This slow stream came down thru the falls and canyon
from Yoonbarla village and would eventually work its way
down thru a few lon ponds to the contour dyke and back
south toward Hazorpean. Her own meander was a small one
in the larger one away from this side of the valley. By the
time you get up to the road, you could almost think there was
a town here, but it was just more built up along the road all
the way til it joined the high road at the contour dyke. From
then on it was obviously here and there urban along that street
all the way to Hazorpean.
There were some urban households along this road, but
they weren't connected into a tendril of city yet. She preferred
to think of this as the local village. She knew most of the
people here and drew no unusual notice. There had been the
'welcome back's and 'how'd it go?'s for the first week or so
from everybody she normally saw around. No one here ever
saw a copy of Crystal Scene, some had never even been to the
city, Zhlindu that is. Here some people called Hazorpean 'the
city' and there were still a couple guys who talk that way who
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had never been to the city.
She got her shopping money from Bethu, the far side of
'town' if you wanted to call these two blocks of arguably
urban homes a town. There were yards on each side of the
road where a cart and team could park, though there were
only seventeen kedas in this valley and no wagon could make
the stairs to Yoonbarla on the old road.
Bethu usually did her business on her front porch, a wide,
shady, sweet-smelling place. Bethu was the local spice
merchant, and had them in urns and jars appropriate to their
nature. As she was about to ascend her step there was a guy
just walking by who caught her eye. It might have been the
rhythm of his movement or the curls of his head. As she stood
there distracted Bethu asked, "So are you coming in or just
using my porch steps as a stalking spot?"
"Sorry," Desa said, "just someone I don't remember."
"Half the tourists going to Yoonbarla take the stairs these
days if you ask me. Must be fifty or sixty of them a year
hiking thru these days. I don't think Thalgren and Hoskum are
carrying as many passengers there days."
"What do you think caused the increase," Desa asked.
"Probably that story about the space man leaving."
"That was Alan!"
"Shh," Bethu said, "there might be a tourist around. I
know that, but I'm not bragging to the general public about it.
The ones from uphill usually do good business with me.
Speaking of business, did you bring me any more of the
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Rankor mix?"
Those spices and their blend and grind was what Desa
was selling as a cash crop these days. "Yeah, I need a bunch
of stuff today, can you use a whole pound?"
"How do you store it? I'd have to break that down."
"Can you keep it dry? Like in baked silk and plastic?"
"I guess I could find some."
That netted her an iron and forty two with Bethu taking a
third markup, that wasn't really bad on spices. With that she
could make something special to carry up those long steps.
She dreaded what she had to do. Their separation had
been ugly and there had been hurt. Desa had acted the hurt
party at the time, but she knew even then it was really Klegnif
who was hurt, exactly as she had explained it. Desa now
knew that what Klegnif wanted from her first trip to the city
was a lot more clear in her mind than it was in Desa's. What
Desa wanted from this trip was not as clear in her mind even
now, as what Klegnif wanted from this trip was in Desa's
mind; now. 'Lets have a little fun playing out in some casual
courtyards in the city.'
The way they were living before this all started was what
Klegnif wanted from this trip. Get a few gigs, maybe even
make a few little recordings in a big city studio. They had all
that before Aldya entered their lives. They could have had
more of it, or they could have agreed together that this was
fun but lets get back to real life. Instead she had let them fall
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into a situation from which Klegnif had to escape, and from
which she had to escape only a couple weeks later.
She couldn't let that end, she thought, while saying hi to a
few old timers on this walk diagonally across the rough
ribbonleaves of the keda park. She did not stop to chat. There
was no need, all her old friends had heard all about her
success/disaster in the city in much more detail than they
probably wanted to already. She did not even stop to pet the
kedas.
Klegnif was more than just a friend and just a musician.
Since the Lappranile when they called themselves the
Mountian Furies, no, since Myimpaden before that, they had
been sisters in their souls, like they were children in the same
village. Of females, only Marcue had ever been closer to her
since she came thru the pass. She had to make that hike up to
Yoonbarla to re-connect with Klegnif and she had to make it
soon.
The sweetest fruits for the fruitcake she would make were
all found on the upstream end of this bend of Yoonbarla
brook. Goonshin was sitting with the extra pickings from his
street this Morningday in her little stall near the first meander.
She had everything Desa needed but the vedn and sugars, but
Desa had that in plenty from her own land. They were
discussing Klegnif's love of fruitcake when the curly headed
guy walked up. "I guess I should have stopped here first," he
said. "Just what I need on this hike."
"You traveling?" she asked.
713

"Just a casual stroll actually, I live right outside the vale
about a mile that way. I was just hiking over to the falls. I was
hoping I'd find a cask open somewhere."
"About another mile up the road. You'll see a sign, it just
says 'yaag->'. The keg's on the back porch, he may just yell
and tell you to throw your penny in the window if he's not
up."
"I thought Yoonbarla would be more built up than this?"
"Yoonbarla is, but it's at the top of the third falls, seven
miles up the canyon and a mile and a half above us in
altitude." Desa actually liked playing guide to tourists in the
area and would even make change of an iron for them so they
could have some local pennies.
"I wasn't ready for a hike like that, even before a cup of
yaag."
"Back that way towards the canal there's Lintin's, that's
where I actually go for a cup, or even to Kalgars on the high
road."
"I've been to those places, how come I haven't seen you?"
She wished he had, the more she looked at him, the more
attractive he got. They exchanged names and she said, "I
figured you were the new one around here, I've been here
most of three centuries. I was away in the city a good part of
this decade."
"We should have met sooner. You do look familiar come
to think of it."
"We could have run into each other in the past. It could
714

have been so long ago that our conscious minds have
forgotten. I admit, I was drawn to you also, so maybe we do
have some pleasant memories in our past somewhere."
"Yeah, but it had to be recent, I came up from the plots
down past Noonitondow about a decade and a half ago." She
wondered if the story could have come all the way out and
must have cringed but didn't say anything. "Yes, a picture I've
seen recently looked like you." There were no more thoughts
in her head about discovering how those curls would feel as
she ran her nipples thru them. She had already found that any
approach from the ZhlinDos direction brought gut-level panic
that she couldn't control. "I just got a new copy of a magazine
from the Zhlindu scene that's only a couple years old." She
was gathering up her purchases as he continued, her business
with Goonshin was complete. "You look so much like the girl
who did that hot song that they wrote up, what was it? Yeah,
'Sweet Lover'."
She would be spending the coming dusk with this
fruitcake, as she should. "Oh?" she replied, more nervously
than she had hoped.
"Yeah, wasn't her name Desa too?"
"I wouldn't know." she said, and quickly turned away.
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27. The Village Reunion
Klegnif was starting to miss playing by now, but right
now she didn't have anywhere to set her stuff up but the back
half of the main room where it would block the fire and
possibly get wet in the dampest dusks of late summer. If she
turned any of the pneumatics on the neighbors would either
come over with cups or complain. She had a single panel set
up by the side wall next to the stairs, no tubing hooked up at
all, just the pads.
She was still staying with Bloric in the same place Bloric
had lived since the late 43rd, a few old stone foundations up
from where Luray once lived and Desa lived with Rendrak
the second time. Bloric had always stayed in the old Dwarven
foundation and never built a new hearth room above it. His
still was in his cooking fireplace at the back of street level.
The street window looked in on a close-packed cluster of
shade spices, his yoolin, his mef and his bottlenose all grew
in pots behind the counter on the street side. He had a bed in a
loft now, it was on the 3rd floor with every other bedroom in
the neighborhood but there was no second floor indoors, just
another lap of spiral staircase so his bedroom actually looked
like a huge bulge in the trunk with some openings cut in it
that he had mats for. The stairway came up thru the front of
the patio, into the outdoors, then back into the big bulge in the
tree that housed the bedroom. You had to duck your head
coming out to the patio, but she was used to it.
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It was Morningday and getting warm. She was sitting at
the table in the shade of those spice racks thinking about
tapping those pads, just so her hands stayed in shape. They
had been back for many weeks, it was nearing summer
already, probably week Thlollala.
She heard Desa's voice at her door. "Klegnif, I made you
something."
So many emotions crashed on her at once upon hearing
that voice. Anger was one of the first to grab her. "You made
me famous," Klegnif said in response, without getting up,
"and I didn't want that." She wondered if she could get up.
How should she respond to this? She had to stick up for
herself, Desa had promised her that fame would not happen.
"I made you something you like to eat. I'd like to come in
and show it to you."
"Yes, come in, I'm no longer so angry I can't accept your
peace offerings."
She came inside. The neighbors knew enough of the
situation already if they cared. She had already told the ones
she wanted to know, more than they wanted to know about it.
The main room is very deep into the embankment here. The
roof of the back half is the patio floor of their outdoor space.
Klegnif performed polite whoops and thanks over the
fruitcake and put it on the back end of the table under a pest
net for Noonmeal.
A few weeks ago she would have sent Desa away with
shouting that her neighbors would hear. As it was, she had
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calmed down enough to accept her gift and allow her visit.
Klegnif said little more but lead her up to their patio. Their
patio is the most private on this stretch of street because it is
back behind the fat trunk that holds the bedroom above and
the taller roof of the kitchen. It is between the main rooms of
the closest neighbors and a little bit above their back
courtyards. It is fenced on that side by a shaggy mound of
larorlie beside the neighbors courtyards. Bloric was there and
he was smoking a fresh pod. He passed it to Desa.
"She brought us one of her fourteen pound fruitcakes,"
she told Bloric as he held his hit.
After thirty seconds he blew it out and told Desa, "I thank
you sweetly, I take them for pocket food in the woods. I'm
going out for lenta tomorrow." The lenta is a family-sized
lentosaur. They can be from ten to twenty pounds dressed.
"It'll be ready for Darkmeal, this is your invite."
"He assumes he's going to get one," Klegnif said as she
took the pod from Desa. It didn't look like she took much of a
hit, not like she did with the liquid form.
"So; it didn't take you long to find your way out of the
city," Bloric said to Desa.
"It was as I said, my name was on contracts. I felt I had to
fulfill them."
"And you knew those contracts were for something I
could never do," Klegnif said.
"I do," Desa said. "I was wrong from the very beginning.
Two years ago this past Hareenduul is where I went wrong. I
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should have just let us do what we were doing and never
turned in that tape."
"I think I remember saying that," Klegnif said, "about the
time we had to leave."
"I think I remember you saying that also," Desa said. "I've
torn myself up over how I betrayed you. I did exactly what I
promised I wouldn't."
"Yes you did," Klegnif said, but did not want to attack as
fiercely as she was. There was still a side of her that felt the
anger and betrayal, but another that respected her even now.
At least Desa recognized what she had done. That was good,
but she was not going to let it disarm her completely. "How
many times did we sit right here while you wheedled us into
going to Zhlindu with you and I told you I didn't want that to
happen, and you're my witness," she said to Bloric.
"Oh I know," he said, "sorry," to Desa, "but I know."
"I don't want to go big-time," Klegnif said, "and I meant
it. I want to play nice little places like we played in
Yoonbarla."
"Kaprikanus is really no bigger than..."
"I played there," Klegnif said. "I even played Reshplaza.
Now you may not know this but I've seen the word Reshplaza
in magazines since I was the size of a lenta. I was in thin air
walking on that stage, looking around, seeing what I had only
seen in on photo print until then. Being on that stage there
was very, very, hard for me, I was a little dizzy, especially
after being held hostage the way we were. But I did it, and I
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did it for you, Desa my friend. I think I tried to tell you where
I was at, at the time, but I don't think it entered into your
decision making at the time when you signed up for the
Kalaidia."
"You said you would play it from that house."
"And you signed before the house was mine," Klegnif
said. She wanted to say a lot more, but she had always been
good at holding her tongue. Perhaps this was a time she
should have said more? Maybe her eyes said it, they were
locked on hers, showing her hurt and her defiance because of
that hurt.
"I should not have asked you to get on that stage from any
house. I shouldn't have pressured you."
"Now you're closer to it. The whole trip turned into
exactly my worst nightmare of what a trip to Zhlindu could
possibly be. I admit there are some nice things there in the big
city and it's all 'wow gee whiz' down there. But I never had
much fun down there, Lastriss has become more city than I
really want to deal with I think, but Zhlindu is another layer
beyond Lastriss." Klegnif never felt like she could get enough
air in Zhlindu, like her lungs were sucked flat.
"Yes it is," Desa said. There was quite a twinkle in her eye
as she did.
"And you find that exciting?"
"Kleg, it got worse for me before I left. Aldya and I got
picked for the centerfold in Whisperer, I had guys pushing
boners in my face in the hallway in front of my door."
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"Well Desa, thru this whole episode you did seem to do
most of your thinking with your gonads. You were more
interested in pleasing your new lover than an old friend." That
made Desa stop. She must have never thought about how it
looked from her side.
"That wasn't what I was thinking, I was thinking about the
band."
"But not about the other member of the band." She didn't
want to face the fact that Desa was the band did she? Klegnif
didn't want to face that either did she?
Desa stopped again. "I guess I just can't internalize it can
I?" she said. "After it happened I understood and chewed on it
hard. I never should have submitted that tape."
"You never should have tore into that reporter the way
you did. He probably thought he owed you even if you never
asked for a thing."
"I was trying to slow him down. I thought I made my
wishes clear, but now that I think back, all I really made clear
to him was to keep our personal lives out of it. I guess I never
understood how blurry that line can get."
"How blurry you made it." Desa never saw herself for the
slut she was did she? Desa looked at her like she didn't
understand and Desa wasn't really good at acting out a lie.
"You were on him like water on a fish," Klegnif told her.
"He came onto me," Desa said, but then must have
reminisced a second, because she then said, "to start."
"Desa, he was a reporter, what better way to get first hand
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knowledge of a subject?" 'What were you thinking!?' she
wanted to scream but resisted that impulse. Desa wasn't really
thinking was she? Or was she thinking only about getting
onto the great stages of Zhlindu? Wasn't that her main goal?
Those stages were so important to her that the woman she had
been playing with for three and a half centuries was only a
tool.
"I should have told him it was a business relationship
only," Desa said, "but I really did want to fuck him. And I
shouldn't have got so blot that first evening."
Bloric had been listening in silence and nursing that pod,
but choked with mirth at that point. Desa grimaced, reached
for the pod and did her best to pull another hit off it. "So now
it comes out," Bloric said with his exhale.
"I've made some mistakes, I'll probably make more," Desa
squeaked around that hit and passed the pod to Klegnif who
had no problem flaming a long stroke off it. Bloric took it
back from her and took one last pull and snubbed it. He put
the stubs in the still.
"You will make more," Klegnif said about Desa's
mistakes when she had digested that hit. This was enough to
mellow her out, let her stop her defense of her defection.
"You don't make the same ones over again, but you aren't
scared of unfamiliar territory," she said, "Especially in bed.
First a Yingolian, then a magazine reporter. You were quite a
fire girl for the last few years."
"I'd stick to the Yingolians," Bloric said. "He was a bit
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quiet and bewildered, but not such a bad guy."
"Hell," Klegnif said, "I even liked Rendrak better than
Aldya."
"Don't you go saying things about Rendrak," Bloric told
her.
"I was giving him credit," Klegnif said. Bloric had been
good friends with Rendrak every time he was around here.
They could get each other into Knumesque drinking binges at
Myimpaden, now run by Imnore and her children. Klegnif
had not been paired with Bloric the last time Rendrak was
around, in the late 101st. He had not stayed with Desa either
on that occasion, at least not steadily.
"You've been together now what, a decade?" Desa asked.
They were spellbound at the change of subject. Fresh
larorlie can buzz a mind that way at times. What was she
getting at by that? "Pretty much," Bloric said, "It started
pretty gradual and then got a little loose on the boats going
down," he said, "but pretty much."
The leisurely trip down the Lhar had been worth the bad
experience in Zhlindu. Klegnif had found Alan to be variety
enough for most of the voyage. She had found Bloric much
more tolerable when she allowed him to allow others to fill
needs she was reluctant to fulfill. "Since I let him get what
else he needs elsewhere," Klegnif told Desa
"I never denied you that deal," Desa said to him.
"But he couldn't afford it then," Klegnif added.
"I don't have to buy it," Bloric whined.
723

"Then why are you broke?" she asked him.
"Because you have to drink about thirty eight cups of the
yaag they pour at the 'Bit to get any semblance of a buzz," he
replied.
"Plowie still runs that place?" Desa asked.
"Yeah," Bloric said, "I thank him for keeping his mitts off
the chippongga these days."
Desa enjoyed that crack. The laughter died down. "I'm
sorry I did what I did," Desa said.
All that Klegnif still wanted to bring up was there in front
of her, but it melted on her tongue. She had gone over all
there really was to say, why belabor it any more? This was a
friend of her heart for centuries. She had let Desa down too
hadn't she? What Desa had worked for, century after century,
was in her grasp, then Klegnif had deserted her on the brink
of her goal. In spite of her desertion, Desa had triumphed on
that stage, while she had run in fear back to her village. "I'm
sorry I wasn't strong enough to come with you," Klegnif said.
She held back the sniffles. "I'm sorry I deserted you on the
edge of your dream. I'm sorry I'm so timid I can only play
music for my friends, for people I know. I might be able to go
to a city as a tourist after this, but I'll only play music for my
friends. No strangers in the room." She was overcome and let
loose her floodgates as they fell into each others arms.
"After what I just went thru, I think that sounds like an
excellent idea."
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"I'm sorry I deserted you like that." She really was. She
would miss the music the most of all. If she could only go
back to Myimpaden and the way they used to jam there. She
would miss the practice sessions they had together even more.
She could do studio work, there would be no strangers there,
even in Hazorpean. She wasn't that comfortable in the studio
in Lastriss, she was actually more comfortable at Vimran's.
"I'm sorry I forced you where you couldn't go," Desa said.
"Kaprikanus was OK," she said. She was getting some
composure back. "Then, before Discovery of the Year, but
now? No. I won't try that again because of what it can lead to.
Only for my friends, I mean it, I'm not playing anywhere
where there are strangers in the room."
"Is there any chance?" Desa asked, "and this would be
just for our friends of course, or even just for us, you know,
your place or mine, but is there any chance that we could ever
play together again?"
Her lips were too numb to answer in words, but she knew
Desa understood from the strength of her embrace.

