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The Foeth Hunter
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in Trenst, she had no idea the fellow flier of the friendly and
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Dorrick stalks a dangerous man-eating predator and the
hermit who hunts them thru a landscape as unfamiliar as a
hallucination and littered with it’s victims.
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The City of Trenst

1. Distractions
“This is not the time to distract me,” Yorgar said, not
looking at her nude body but continuing to scan the
vegetation above for any signs of activity, crossbow at the
ready and harpoons close at hand in this small boat. It was
still too dark to really see her, but they had been casual lovers
almost forty decades now and he knew the look of her
intimately.
“It’s getting lighter,” Borinbar said, “You aren’t going to
get anything this dark.”
“We still have to get back to camp safe,” he said. It was
disappointing that the bait and the dark had not yielded any
results. In spite of the danger, this was normally a sure way to
attract one. In the dark, at least the dactyls weren’t out. Now
that light was returning, they would be rousing again. There
were probably more hyadunes out at this time than any other,
but it was useless to look for them in the branches above by
dark. Even in the light it is hard to see a hyadune lurking to
pounce on an unsuspecting creature swimming below. For the
hyadune and the foeth, always keep a very good knife handy
and some salve for the wounds.
“I need a scrape,” she said, “Can you spare me another
scrape?”
With an audible “Humf,” he tossed her the finger jar. She
was down to an hourly cycle now, and didn’t seem to have a
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desire to pass any craving. Of course she would never pass a
craving when it was someone else’s jar. “You don’t even
know where you are now do you?” he asked.
“In boredom’s clutches,” she responded, stretching out
and rubbing her muff on his ankle again. “I thought you were
going to keep me horny enough to attract a herd.”
“I did my best without getting us killed. You should have
brought a dildo or something.” The attraction of foeth to a
wet human snatch was poorly understood but well
documented. For whatever reason, they could smell one for
up to a mile, making a lingering sexual liaison quite
dangerous when deep in the Myassa.
She used the long fingernail on her pinkie to scoop a dab
of the paste in that finger jar. She put it to her mouth and
worked it rapidly with her tongue. He swore he could see her
pupils spin in her eyes like pennies in a tumbler. “You should
have a bigger boat so we could cuddle up side by side,” she
said.
“We don’t want to be looking in the same direction. I’m
not playing with you for the fun of it.” He knew this was a
bad idea when they started, but he’d been twinkling at the
time himself. At least he refrained while he was out here until
the cravings got deadly, but he knew fighting them made him
testy. She kept to her regular cycle and now it wouldn’t
matter what direction she was looking.
No sooner had he thought these thoughts, than he heard
thrashing in the branches in the distance. There was just
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enough light to see that they were in a floating forest too
dense to see thru even in full light, a forest where the greatest
danger comes up from below. The bases of these wild
clawleaves are sixteen inches in diameter where they leave
the wildhull that supports them. They are spaced twenty to
forty feet apart and cover two or three hulls at once, often
making the hulls sink and grow into grotesque shapes in their
efforts to stay afloat while the tree grows. The clawleaf
branches and the some trunks of the hullvine arch above
them. The wildhull is also adorned with thick pumper-vines
lacing the upper stories together and dangling roots in random
places. Thick mats of other epiphytes adorn every surface. A
tangle of roots dangles into the water and the air is thick with
swarms of tiny aerofish humming to and fro.
The lumins were changing shifts from dark to dawn,
making it a little easier to hear the sound of that animal
moving thru the tangled vegetation. Yellow Wigglers are very
common here where they are seldom trapped, and with the
hint of light, they were starting to call. Once he knew what
was brachiating their way, he might blowgun a few for
breakfast. The blowgun was stowed up ahead of her.
Meanwhile he shushed Borinbar because whatever it was up
there, it was getting close.
“You can’t hear anything over the lumins,” she said in a
conversational tone of voice.
“Don’t get us killed,” he hissed. He had been alive longer
than he knew, as far as he was concerned, he had always
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been. He didn’t get that way by being this careless. She was a
dangerous influence, in spite of the fact that she was over a
century in age and had a grandchild. Of course she’d lived all
her life in Kahlekmeel House with between fifteen and
twenty people, that has to play with your mind.
He turned his head back in the direction of the sound but
the canopy was still deep in shadow. It was up there
somewhere, and it seemed to be getting closer. The only thing
he could think of was a chuff, but this was moving too fast.
There are a few breeds of greater dactyls that will swing from
branches with their wing-claws when their prey is close and
they are high enough in the branches to get enough swinging
room.
“What do you think it is?” she asked in a nervous whisper.
She was putting her shorts back on, why did she think that
could make the tiniest bit of difference? But then the amount
of loon she’d consumed this Dawnsleep might have
something to do with it.
“Dangerous,” he answered. “Now shush.” He was glad
he’d finally got a motor, he used it now, glad it was silent. He
didn’t want to run under that thing, but he wanted to get to
open water and it was in the way. There was another channel
behind them, he turned, keeping one eye and the crossbow
pointing toward the rustling leaves, the other on the black on
blacker path between the dangling roots and hulls toward
more open water.
“But what is it?” she just wouldn’t shut up.
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“Big, and interested in us,” he hissed as quietly as he
could. She was going to give his Instinct a test, maybe he
could convince himself he had to knock her out for her own
safety?
Once he had open water, even in this channel too narrow
to see open sky, he opened the throttle. He knew this path
between the hulls more by memory than anything he could
actually see. His motor was very small, their speed was still
low, but faster than a walk and they were still silent. If he
paddled that would be faster but would make noise, even if he
was very careful. Finally she was silent for a few seconds. He
didn’t think it could see them, it was either sound or smell
that was drawing it. Maybe the shorts would help in that case.
He could hear it fall behind, he thought they might make
it. There was only a mile and this path would open onto a
clear zone where he could get away from it unless it really
was a dactyl. Then he heard the pounding of drivers and in
seconds it was in front of them.
He shouldn’t be hallucinating, he’d been off his nails
since they got in the boat, the pain of his cravings vouched
for that. He made sure he was listening and seeing thru any
visions he might still be having. Everything seemed real, his
eyes verified what they were seeing. All his other senses
checked out. He tested his ears, they checked out.
It was no hallucination and they were heading straight for
it. There was just enough light to see it’s claws and fangs and
the saliva-dripping eyes hanging beneath it’s jaws when it
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parted the branches before them. It launched itself at them as
Borinbar screamed.
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2. Trenst
TongSu gazed over the Myassa, not the biggest swamp in
all the lands, but one of the most legendary. It was a carpet
spread below them, rich and green, in deep enough country to
be without horizon, even from hundreds of feet above. There
were two levels to the green, the treetops and the water’s
surface, water that wound thru twisting labyrinths,
disappeared between the trees, lounged in open sheets
peppered with villages or larger islands. Here at the far
eastern end of the swamp, where the water was shallow
enough to support these huge hangleaves, there were at least
six floors of housing or other structures between the water
and the canopy. There were many channels of open water thru
the forest and lots of paddle and motor traffic in the water.
Under the trees it was possible to see that there were many
shaded paddle paths between the trunks that were heavy with
traffic. Chimneys and wind-traps reached above the trees.
Widely scattered forty to sixty story crystal elevator buildings
soared as high as they were flying.
“This reminds me of Hrrst,” Dorrick said, “Except for
those,” he pointed at the nearest crystal tower, in the general
direction that they were flying.
She could see in the details that this was not Hrrst, a city
they had passed years ago, but since he was from the far end
of the stargate, he could be forgiven if he missed that. He
7

could be expected to miss the fact they were actually over
Trenst. Here they flew about a thousand feet above the
surface, over Hrrst they had to remain more than a mile above
to be comfortable. Not a single species of tree from that
climate grew here, that was brush compared to this, what the
people of Trenst called ‘tightswamp.’ “Except that in mid
Morningday, she told him, "it’s a very comfortable eighty one
instead of a hundred and seven. It will get to eighty eight this
Afternoonday, not a hundred and eighteen.”
“I hear you on that,” he answered. When Dorrick first
arrived in Hrrst, he didn’t think a hundred eighteen degrees
would be fatal, but in all the worlds beyond that stargate,
none have thick air. Until he came thru the stargate he’d never
been in air thicker than back at Kassidor Yakhan, the great
city of the Highland Elves where the stargate is located.
It had been a year so far since they’d left Borlunth, just
the two of them, on a mission to explore the worlds at this
end of the stargate and report back to the planet Centorin.
Their progress had been very leisurely. She had not minded
the company of this giant from the stargate so far. By now his
Centorin origin only gave him a sense of wonder at what he
saw. He never pressed her for monogamy any more, and they
could now joke with each other about their escapades of
sexual variety. She needed that in a guy. It settled her down
enough to contemplate what it must really be like to be here
as a Centorin.
It was amazing enough to be here as a Highlander, now at
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least sixteen thousand miles from home, fifty six hundred
miles upstream of the mouth of the Karedarzin, twenty eight
hundred miles upstream of Borlunth and thirty seven hundred
feet higher in elevation. They were now less than five miles
deeper than the Yakhan. The sky was a pleasing pastel blue,
the green of the leaves was deep and lush but not the near
black of Borlunth.
This place, the great swamp city of Trenst, had always
been almost as legendary to her as it must seem to him. She
had only known of it from the media until this Morningday
when they noticed the swamp below them was now densely
populated. It had been sparsely populated at the dusk, and
without sunlight her balloon swam only a couple hundred
miles thru the dark in still air.
This was the only city in all the worlds of Kassidor that
might be bigger than the Yakhan. It was said there was no
measuring the population of the city below. There was no
agreement on what density of land was urban in this
environment since the fish that fed so many swam freely
under them all and many residents paddled out onto the lon
plains to harvest for themselves.
“The plank-ways over the waterways make this look like
a carpet where spiders have walked,” Dorrick said.
“What are spiders?” she had to ask and he had to explain.
They sounded gross, but were too small to be a serious
menace. He said most were the size of bugs and could be
swatted to a splat. “So their threads would look like that if
9

you were lying face down on a carpet.”
“Like this, as close as you would be if you dropped a
copper in this carpet.”
She could see that was what he meant. The water was the
cut part, the trees were the shag. The crystal buildings were
like sewing pins stuck in the carpet in a lazy line that
wandered into the distance. Far in the distance, at least thirty
miles away, was a smudge in the horizon. It could only be
The Ring. They were coming in along the south shore of the
Myassa now. Off in the direction they were going, crystal
towers were more common, but still a mile or two apart.
Dorrick’s job was to use the video gear and report back to
Centorin media on his travels, for that he was paid more than
the richest merchant. The Centorins had put a moonlet in the
sky that was like a super suntower that could be seen from
very far away. He picked up his camera again and began to
record. “What you see below us undoubtedly looks like some
kind of flooded forest.” What he was showing was an angled
view looking toward the ring but close enough to the sun to
make the water dazzle and the trees dark. “You wonder why
there are so many people paddling by without fishing or some
other purpose other than transportation. If we were to turn
around this way,” he turned around so the faces of the trees
were lit by the sun they flew toward, “You will see that this
jungle is thickly populated.” From this side one could see the
balcony railings in the branches and the plank ways around
the bases much more clearly. She saw him increase the
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magnification. She had looked thru the lens and knew he
could zoom in on a conversation on a dock.
It was pretty amazing to her that she was here in the great
city of the far side of all the worlds, the most exotic land she
knew of. There were some neighborhoods like this in the
Yakhan and a lot in Hrrst, but this was not as muddy, much
cooler and had much more open water than Hrrst. The
buildings were not as polished as the Yakhan, but much better
kept than Hrrst, more on the level of Zhlindu or Kyeb. She
had seen pictures of Trenst all her life, so she had some idea
what to expect. She wondered what his viewers back on
Centorin were thinking. Few movies had been exchanged
until the gate opened. The old suntower channel was thin and
messages took two decades each way.
She wondered if it was too abstract for them to think
about. Dorrick had educated her in depth on Centorin society
in the years they’d been together. Theirs was a society that
called a dwelling in which the windows can be opened a
‘camp’.
“We are entering what might be the largest city of the
worlds of Kassidor,” Dorrick narrated using the Centorin
language. “It is a city that might be as large as Kex, a city
with a tube system that spans a hundred miles.” There were
certainly none of those in Hrrst, no crystal buildings, no
elevators at all. “Each of those pins you see in this carpet of
city holds a station on that tube I have been told, but not all
stations have a building.” He found a tube line in the jungle
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below. There were taller trees there and it followed a grand
canal, looking like large glass pipes over the plankwalk on
each side of that canal. “These are the tubes. Like those in
Kassidor City, they are from a bygone era, developed by a
civilization that rose and collapsed on Earth before we could
use radio between stars.”
She knew that Dorrick admired the way she had learned
to steer her balloon to go along with what he was showing
back in the magnificent scenery of the Fronzhorps. She
followed the tube thru the trees while he talked about it,
telling of it’s size and antiquity and the number of cities
(twenty four on the whole planet) that were known to have
some tubes in use. She told him that the Trenst tubes were
started in the year 1032203, he translated that to 3117. “These
tubes date from a time when wood-burning steam
locomotives and steamships were the most advanced
transportation on Centorin.” She did admit the tubes were tiny
in the jungle below and she was having a hard time following
them til they came to a station at a pool where two canals
crossed. Here there were a few plazas that had been diked and
filled, surrounding a little formal pool at the intersection of
canals that had lots of merchants and public kayak racks.
There was a large spot of lon just down one of the canals. As
you looked farther to the northwest, miles of lon formed a
barrier against the wildhull of the deep Myassa.
She could pretty much follow him when he was speaking
Centish now, she’d worked pretty hard at learning it during
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times when they had long stretches of flying with little to see
or do and they were both too sore for more sex. It was a
strange language where syllables changed meanings
depending on what they were with, the descriptor went before
the discriptee, and every common verb was a special case. On
the other hand it was easy to pronounce. She couldn’t
understand anyone else yet and she couldn’t say anything but
the common courtesies, but he and his pocket eye were the
only Centorin speakers in the four billion people of the Trenst
basin.
Dorrick went on to show his audience the small ring of
tubes that went around this circle and sorted cars into the
various stations and the safety park after that. Centorin tubes
were similar, just larger and faster, she knew this already
because he had talked about it with her, but he was telling the
audience on the far side of the gate. The last time they had
been in a city with tubes (the Yakhan) he didn’t have this job.
One of the guys he was with had been excited about them
because he was an archeologist and had excavated tubes like
these in the ruins of Earth. She would have expected all of the
Centorins to be tubeway engineers, but that was unrealistic,
just like it was unrealistic for her to think he would have
come here armed with a blaster to use against the theirops and
dactyls they’d encountered. It sounded like he was talking to
an audience that was less technically proficient than she was
however.
He filmed only short segments, by the time he was done
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showing them the tube station, he shut the camera off. “Can
we go over near one of the needle buildings?” he asked, “I’ll
show them that next.”
“It’s probably four stations away on this line. You’re not
going to show following it all the way so lets just go straight
over there, this line curves all the way around this lon patch.”
“Yeah, straight there,” he said.
“You know I’ve been thinking, you don’t seem to be
speaking to a high education level in this narration.”
“The average education level on Centorin isn’t that high.
After being here over a year, Earth year I mean, I’ve come to
believe that the common person on Kassidor is more educated
than the common person on Centorin. On Centorin, fifteen
percent of the population is highly educated, and intensely
educated in some specialty, with all the electronic assist the
law allows. Even they are ignorant of other peoples and
cultures. The remaining population is educated enough to
carry out simple instructions and read simple signs.”
“But they might watch a travelog?”
“This is aimed at one percent of the fifteen percent. I’m
not fooling myself that much, I know my snippets will be
edited as little teaser bites set into half-hour commercials
made by the tour company I’m working for. They are aimed
at the one percent who might be able to afford a trip thru the
gate. A lot of the data is meant for the studio editors, they
might make a graphic out of it.”
“I thought you were working for a news organization?”
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“Yes, the news organization of that tour company makes
these teasers.”
“And for just that, they can pay all your expenses?”
“Because it’s free. They send a few aluminum balls to
EyeCargo KassidorAh and they have cargo agreements all the
way thru so we can pick up cash wherever we are. I’ve
already received notice of where I can pick up the next pouch
in Trenst.”
“So they are sending more aluminum thru?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“You know what that’s going to do, it’s going to make
aluminum worth less. Before long everyone is going to start
giving thirty five coppers for one and after that starts, look
what happened to nickels, they’re only worth six irons now, I
bet they were once worth thirty six.”
“You will have to adapt. Centorin will send a lot of metal
thru. They will want to make the tube bigger to carry more
agricultural products. A ton of thesh for an aluminum bead is
too good a deal to pass up. What saves you is that the tube
can only carry a few hundred tons of foodstuffs a day and at
current rates that transfers less than a ton of metal in return. If
the Kassikan is going to use the metal to extend the tube
lines, as they have promised to do, it won’t change the
amount of metal in circulation, and I believe they are sending
the payments in copper instead of aluminum because that is
more useful for tubeway construction.”
They soon arrived at one of the towers. Most of the
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crystal frame also focused light to the elevator, an
arrangement run by buoyancy and a pump to pump the ballast
water back to the top. The pump was solar powered, the load
was leveled by storing more water above using the nearly
limitless strength of the crystal. There was a circle of canal
around the building, and access all the way around. There
were six footbridges to the building from the surrounding
trees, and four canals converged here, although between two
of the canals there was enough open water to paddle
anywhere between the trunks. One of the footbridges
descended to a couple square miles of intensely cultivated dry
land a few hundred feet in the opposite direction.
The tubes went right into the building, the station was
completely inside it, one level above the footbridges. Both
those levels were probably given over to public space. For
hundreds of feet above there was a stack of identical
residences, probably four large ones on each floor, but some
of them might have been combined.
Dorrick was just telling his audience that the tube and the
elevators were separate and you had to get out of the tube car
and then into an elevator. ‘Well duh,’ she thought, but then
realized that must mean that in the Centorin system you
didn’t. The tube would deliver you right to your own floor in
a building like this on Centorin. That sounded very decadent
to her as well as much more mechanically complex and
therefore unreliable. But then he’d just said there were no
advanced machines on Centorin that were as old as Trenst’s
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tube system.
After sharing the wonder of one of Trenst’s great crystal
towers with some future viewers on Centorin, Dorrick panned
into the distance where the ragged column of them marched
toward the haze in the distance.
They reached the ring in time for an early Noonmeal,
something that would be welcome since they had only fruit
and grain bars for lunch while in the air. The ring surrounds a
great round lake of deep open water, almost thirteen miles in
diameter. While they approached she brought the girl up
miles in altitude to get a good look. From up there the shape
of the harbor is visible and it was possible to see Tovarst
harbor also. From there they were able to swoop at high speed
into the center of it. Dorrick picked up his camera again and
began to pan slowly around the tall wall of city that makes up
the ring.
“This is a crater that was made in an era called ‘The Fall’
when a general at an outpost that was then the remotest
known location declared himself the Emperor of the Trenst
Basin. For his insolence he was bombed from a platform
called an Upper Sky Fort by the central hierarchy of the
planet-wide military empire of Dempala. This crater was
made just a few years before the great pyramid of Cheops
was started. The islands of the crater rim are the only really
solid ground for miles in all directions except for the islands
of the Tovarst ring, six miles in diameter and twenty miles
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north of the main ring, made by another weapon of that day.
Presently it is not known if this was done by a nuclear or
kenetic weapon, and I do not have the instruments with me to
measure the local radiation to find out.”
He focused in on the nearest gap between the islands of
the ring. “These great crystal bridges link the islands of both
rings, and a great causeway links them both together. That
system was first built around the time of Charlemagne. On
these islands kedas and wagons could be used and the bridges
linked them into a tenuous central economy of these swamplands thousands of years before the tubes. By the time of
America, this harbor was urban on all shores.” He showed
them that the great crystal bridges had been supplemented
many times over and that multiple tubes already spanned the
channels of the ring.
“These two magnificent harbors are the only deep open
water around, but they provide so much harbor that they gave
the docks of Trenst a much more sedate pace than any other
great city of this world.”
How could he be sure about that? He had never seen the
docks of Edniktar or even Zharvai for that matter, not that
Zharvai is one of the great cities of the world. She didn’t
interrupt but let him narrate on about how what seems to be a
steep crater wall is really the growth leaning on the crystal
towers that surround the whole ring except the main branches
of the river as they make their way thru.
From way up here a mile above it, one can look upstream
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and see that Trenst is the point where the Karedarzin flows
into the Myassa, the rings are the last solid ground as it deltas
into that ninety thousand square miles of swamp. Dorrick
didn’t tell them about that, he talked about the great towers
and how the support and structure was vertical but the lives
within were horizontal and there were very few elevators.
There are actually hundreds of elevators in the ring, but he
had told her years ago that in Centorin’s cities every single
building has multiple elevators.
The great towers of the ring were quite similar to the
isolated one. The crytalliers of Trenst liked to build towers of
identical units, one over the other. The shape was usually the
shape of the piece of land they had to root it in. She didn’t
imagine the crater rims were that stable, so they probably had
to do quite a bit of digging to get them anchored. Many clung
to each other and the growth clung to all of them. There was
plenty of growth on the penthouses at the tops of the towers,
so the grey crystal had a green top also.
TongSu had already started her balloon down, now, as
they got closer to the ring wall, they began to notice the
effect. She’d have to give her a pinch of up to stabilize her
out, but for a little while longer she could glide, trading
altitude for speed with her balloon over-dosed on the down
hormone. Normally it would take her almost a half hour to
swim to the ring wall from the center, but with her thinned
out and gliding, she would make it in half that. They might
even be able to get going faster than this if they didn’t have so
19

much gear with them.
Before they were close enough for Dorrick to record
again, she climbed back and gave the balloon enough up
hormone that she should come to rest at the level of the tops
of the ring’s towers, about seven hundred feet above the
water.
They were still about a mile from the shore when they
reached that height. It took her only another minute to get
back to the control whisker so Dorrick could get his camera
going again. They were close enough to the docks so she
could see that they were still quite busy, but not desperately
busy as they were in cities like Zhlindu. Dorrick waited until
they were just about over the ends of the docks, looking
straight down on them. The tops of the towers were right in
front of them now, the activity on the docks was clear. He
slowly panned upward from the docks. There is no great
street above the docks, each pier goes into the leaves of the
residences that have grown above them. The streets are all
indoor in the ring til you get many floors above ground.
There’s no other surface but the leaves of balcony rails til you
get to the crystal walls, between twenty and thirty stories up.
The wall in front of them was ragged in height, there were
some gaps only three hundred feet above the water, but some
peaks might have reached a thousand. Most of each island
around the ring was built up to about five hundred to seven
hundred feet and there were shady promenades along the
tower tops linked by dizzying suspension bridges four
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hundred feet above the harbor, going for miles on many of the
islands. As they approached she saw several buildings had
floaters lying off them.
They picked a well-advertised floater park at the top of a
spray of crystal towers that reached up from the solid ground
of the crater’s rim right in front of them. By now she was well
aware that there was no need to even think about the cost of
anything, the money Dorrick could muster was infinite, two
pouches of copper a year, and to him anywhere they could go,
no matter how luxurious, was free.
“To think this landscape was created in historic times,”
Dorrick said.
“Barely,” she said. “In these parts the native peoples were
sleeping in hammocks and hunting with blowguns when the
Energy Age took place.”
“The Centorin public still sees them sleeping in trees and
paddling dugout canoes.”
She only made a face at him for that. He wasn’t aware
that many in the basin darted inglethors with blow guns even
today or he would have poked her with that. Dorrick himself
had long become accustomed to the fact that a grown
dwelling could be just as comfortable as a built one for the
same energy use. He himself had become accustomed to the
wisdom of using less technological energy and more of one’s
own just for the health of it. In the years they had been
together, he had become fit and rugged, no longer the
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pampered pet he had been when they met back in the Yakhan.
“This seems like a place of some power. Back at the gate,
it’s the Kassikan that’s built the city. What is it here?”
“I’m not sure anyone knows,” she told him. Trenst grew
upon the minds of many worlds not much later than the
Yakhan. This area was densely settled before it was a city, so
there never was an agreement on what was the city and what
was not. There were dozens of sovereign governments just on
the islands of the ring before governments dissipated, the
largest was actually Tovarst. Its city slogan was ‘deep in the
swamp there lies a ring’.
“The main thing that made it a city was probably the
bridges and the freight company that built them, that might
have been called Trenst Cartage for all I know. I’m not deep
into Trenst history any more than any other, all I know is
what I’ve heard in casual conversation or picked up from
movies.” She paused but he said nothing. “I still can’t believe
I’m here and seeing this with my own eyes,” she sighed.
“This has always been almost a mythical place for me,
something seen only on the screen.”
“This is a media center?”
“Movie making is big here, lots of people watch them and
many are made.”
“Do people have their own screens here?” he asked.
“Like I said, I never thought I’d ever be here. I don’t
remember ever meeting anyone who had actually been here.
In their movies, most people don’t have screens. They live in
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a small plain place in a tree over the water and walk
everywhere on plankwalks. It wouldn’t be like that here in the
ring, but only the wealthy live in the ring. Off of solid ground
it’s like I said, in a tree over water walking plankwalks, on
film at least.”
“We’re here now,” he said, “I’m willing to stop and look
at the street scenes.”
“Sure, not that I would let you just pass by without
stopping and we’ve had no one but each other for three weeks
now.” They had lingered the light of a whole week when they
first got to the swamp doing nature filming. Now that two
people and all Tommy’s gear had been left behind, they could
carry a little kayak to use as local transportation. That week
she had been thrilled that she was actually paddling the
waters of the Myassa, even if it was the shallows at the very
southern edge.
“Yes, we must ascertain that we are part of the same
species as the natives,” he said.
“A species boundary is those that will mate with each
other.” Centorins are monogamous by culture. It comes from
evolving in a biosphere with dangerous sexual diseases she
thought. Dorrick has gotten over it to some extent, but there
are still colonies of jealously infecting the back corners of his
brain.
“Yes, I was just mentioning that,” he said.
“Glad we agree.” One of the Centorins hadn’t, and had
refused to join with her if she joined with anyone else. As he
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was the worst sex of the lot of them, she dropped him from
her love list. She would do the same with Dorrick if he was to
ever try and hold her to that, but with greater reluctance.
They’d had a delightful time in the Fronzhorps but she still
worried that Dorrick might take some other woman even now
if she agreed to monogamy with him.
Though he had not yet delivered her weight in aluminum,
his Centorin finances served them as well as she would be
served if he had. As they approached the floater platform a
large Troll with bushy black hair and brow strode forth. He
was dressed in a fine, well-fitted, white carapace with braids
and straps in purples and reds. His scaleskin boots were
nearly to his knees and his muscular thighs were tattooed. She
released the nose rope and he snatched it crisply as it got to
him, throwing it on a pulley and pulling her in with a strong
but fine and gentle hand.
She glanced at the other floaters lying here, most were of
fine breeds and bore luxurious sedans for two or four and the
larger ones, a separate pilot’s strapseat. TongSu’s balloon
looked like an industrial tug among yachts with a kayak
hanging from a strap, hunting gear, camping gear, telescope
and atlas, all hanging in the cargo net that was their main
cabin, along with the packs and duffle bags holding their
clothes and the bedding in the aft net. The wounds from the
crash were still visible in her new-grown skin and a few
purple splashes of theirops blood that reached her during that
incident showed along her chin line.
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The platform they landed on was richly detailed and well
furnished. Polished luggage carts were lined up under a
beautifully tiled shade. The wall of ornate doorways stood
open in the beautiful weather of noon to a swanky pinnacletop aerie where it seemed noonmeal was just getting
underway. A far cry from the express cargo dock high on an
industrial chimney where she usually tied up when in a city before she started traveling with Dorrick.
He drew them across the landing deck, they wouldn’t
have to crawl back thru the nets to get their things. She didn’t
know what to pack for here. From here it looked like the
people inside were in some pretty refined threads. Of course
Dorrick felt free to dress himself at the height of local fashion
everywhere they stopped for more than a week. Still, even on
the way to the shops, she thought they should change out of
the clouts and straps they had been wearing the last couple
weeks. She had to remember this wasn’t Borlunth and it was
no longer fashionable to pull a large hunting knife from a
strap over one’s shoulder when one sits down to dinner.
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3. Hostra Tours
Dorrick went to the balcony rail and made sure there was
a view to the northwest. This was just about the range limit of
the satellite left by the gateship. Almon’s Crossing had left
three satellites but two of them were still crawling around the
equator and the leading one was still just barely visible this
far from the gate. The only other relay they had was the last
known surviving colony of Angels up at the innermost moon.
Their cooperation was iffy and the moon they were near was
seldom in any better position to relay their signal to the
gatehead. This meant that he would soon rely on the native
communication system to remain in contact if he continued
going east faster than that geosynchronous could migrate.
“This is very suitable,” he told the inn’s guide who was
showing the suites. He didn’t want to get the antenna out and
have it search in front of a native. They’ll ask about Centorin
technology for hours if you give them a chance. In 3819ad,
Centorin technology is far ahead of the technology of this
planet in most things but biology.
“Very good, I’ll have your things brought down.”
TongSu also came out to the balcony but looked up to her
floater. By now it was parked above them and to the left from
the angle of her gaze. They were three floors below it in suite
314d. There were only four suites on each floor, but they
were each about sixteen hundred square feet and as plush as
26

the guest rooms in any lesser House of Centorin. The style
was very organic, like they were inside a perfect replica of
some living thing that had been carved from cloudy stone.
“So how do you like your new home?” he asked when she
came back from the balcony.
“Home? If we stay in Trenst for a time we may find
somewhere we’d rather be. This is spectacular of course but
stay away from the lantern fuel when up this far.”
“Yeah. That rail could be higher.”
It was about three feet from the floor. “Any higher and it
would be chest height for those of average size.” TongSu was
about five nine, pretty tall for a native woman, almost average
for a native man in the area of the gatehead.
He had to keep remembering that she was almost as far
from her home as he was. Minutes to get to Kassidor thru the
tube, an Earth year and more to get this far across it’s surface.
“I wouldn’t mind if it was chest height for me,” Dorrick said.
It was about three hundred feet straight down to the nearest
vegetation and that was treetops that might be another
hundred feet above anything solid.
“Know what you mean. But I’m getting washed up,” she
said and dropped her clothing before investigating the bath’s
water heater. TongSu is pretty well shaped for her strength,
you don’t really notice how big her arms and shoulders are
because they’re smooth and round, as are her thighs,
disguising their strength also. Her bosom is ample and just
firm enough, and quite friendly. Her face has a slope to it, her
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nose is flat and wide, her skin is rather dark and her hair is
dark shiny brown. If she were on Earth she would be thought
to be a Native American or Polynesian, though she did not
have their eyes. Here she was of a race called Enurates who
were mainly found in a basin halfway around the southern tier
of this world. He couldn’t keep watching her or he would get
too aroused for noonmeal. “Come on in and have a quickie
before we go eat,” she said, making him wonder if she had
the power of telepathy or had just noticed the lust in his eye
or maybe a twitch in his pants.
“I’m waiting for the porters, they’ll be much more
interested in seeing you than me. Besides, I thought you were
after some variety?”
“Yeah, but I don’t want to be too aggressive.” He could
understand that. He found a lot of things to admire in TongSu,
but subtlety wasn’t one of them. “So you’ll get this bed this
Noonsleep and I’ll find another,” she said.
“Unless I find another.”
There was a call at the door and Dorrick went to get it.
Two guys were here with the duffle. He already knew that
women commonly went topless in this basin and public
nudity was moderately common. That meant that TongSu
waiting for the water to warm was not scandalous, not even
when she went to them to get her bags. Like most native
women, she is usually ready to be admired and smiled at them
both when they looked her over. These people are employees
of the inn and tipping them is considered corrupt in most
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society’s this side of the gate. Getting a look at her body and a
poke from her breast as she takes her bag is perfectly
honorable however.
By the time they were unpacked, the bath was ready and
there was plenty of room for both of them and time to keep
her from being too aggressive. He had to admit, he enjoyed
her body as much in places like this as he did in the net under
her floater a mile in the sky. Unfortunately he knew that in
keeping her from being impolitely direct this noon, he was
likely insuring that he would not be aggressive enough.
The plan had always been, on an occasion such as this,
that they would leave the suite separately and pretend not to
know each other, but this time they happened to be ready at
the same time so TongSu left with him instead of sending him
on ahead. They wore garments they’d picked up in the
foothills of the north Fronzhorps about a thousand miles
behind them. They were simple and elegant, with tasteful
accents of artistic embroidery. They revealed TongSu’s figure
wonderfully. They were Afternoonday wear in the mountains
where they were bought, but noonmeal was warm enough for
them here.
The Trenst dining pattern seemed to be the buffet. Buffets
had become more common since they climbed that two thirds
mile in altitude out of the basin of Borlunth. They seemed to
like to bake things in an egg batter, that was still common
here in the city. There were baskets of fruits he had never
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seen. A quick question to TongSu returned the fact that she
had never seen them either. There was a guy who overheard
and named them for them and indicated the ones he thought
they should try.
Since they came up to the Trenst basin Dorrick noticed
that the population here averaged a little taller, not Centorin
height, but five foot ten and five foot seven were common for
men and women. Light hair was common, there seemed to be
no blue eyes but light brown was common. Racially, they
appeared to be in northwestern North America or the
Navorken Valley of Centorin. He noticed that people looked
younger than ever, hardly anyone in the room looked old
enough to have graduated from college.
They spied a corner table with a great view of the harbor.
They got to it just as another couple did. After the usual
‘excuse me’s’, TongSu was the one who suggested that it
could fit four. She and Dorrick took the seats on the rail.
There were cushions and a backrest so there was no danger of
going over. After introductions they knew the male was
named Ywinggee and the woman, Honshu, just like the
Japanese island, of which she had never heard. She was a cute
blond girl, a little lanky but with a very perky chest and
peaches and cream skin, dreamy, half-lidded eyes and a slow
drawling voice. He was a slender, big-headed guy with a bush
of dark hair over sunken eyes, big hands and knobby knees.
“So what business brings you into the city?” Ywinggee
asked as they finished settling in.
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“Photography, travel photography. I actually work for the
news bureau of a travel company,” Dorrick answered.
“Oh, here in the city?” Honshu asked.
“No, I started working for them back in Borlunth, TongSu
is my pilot.” He was reluctant to just blurt that he was
Centorin. Everywhere else it had been obvious, maybe here
he could pass for a foreigner and not an alien?
“Oh you flew in?” Honshu asked. She was dressed in a
supple thin-weave shift that must have been custom fit. It was
decorated with brilliant embroidery on all the edges, with
other traces highlighting the features of her figure. It was left
plain and thin over her nipples so they could easily be seen
thru the fabric.
“My girl’s the one that looks like the beat-up farm wagon
compared to the sedan’s up here. They tied her on all the way
down the end on the swamp side.”
“Our’s is the Teardrop-31 just carrying a little open-cabin
self-pilot,” Ywinggee said, “I grew her myself, took ten
decades but it’s worth it isn’t it?” he asked Honshu.
“I’d still come to the city if we had to hike or paddle to
the tube,” she answered, “but I think flying is a joy.”
“I’d wish we were closer to the tube if we were
grounded,” Ywinggee said, “but while our floater lives, let us
enjoy this while we can.”
“The best thing I like about having the floater,” Honshu
said, “is that we get to eat here twice on each trip.”
“So you’re from Borlunth?” Ywinggee asked TongSu.
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“No, I’m from the Yakhan originally.”
“Oh, so you’re from Borlunth?” he asked Dorrick.
“No, I’m originally from Navorkensville, but I’ve been on
the road pretty much since, oh,” he had to try and figure it out
but native years and numbers were too different for him to get
a feel for yet. The best he could do was, “well; over four
decades now.”
“So you met in Borlunth?”
“No, in the Yakhan. I changed jobs in Borlunth. I was
managing an archeological expedition until then.”
“Where is Navorkensville anyway?” Honshu asked,
“What basin is it in?”
“The Navorkens basin, it’s huge, as big as this one, but it
makes up half the habitable land on the planet Centorin.” He
figured he had to admit it or start lying.
“So you came thru the stargate?” she asked, sounding a
little awestruck.
“Yes,” he said, not about to lie about it. It was a silly
question anyway since there was no other way across.
“But I thought that came thru to the Yakhan?” she seemed
incredulous. “You’re from the Yakhan,” she pointed to
TongSu. You flew all the way from there?”
“Not all at once,” TongSu said.
So Dorrick got to eat little at first because of the need to
satisfy their curiosity regarding the planet Centorin. Their
image of the planet was from a movie originally made in the
slums of Navorkensville’s South Bank back in the mid 3700's.
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They thought there was no sunlight and everyone lived under
the heel of Work Code Enforcement. Dorrick knew the film
they had seen, ‘The Blockman’s Fall’. It was a moving story
and certainly one of the best Old South Navorkensville
‘grunge’ films of it’s day, but hardly the thing to form one’s
impression of a whole world.
They found the food very light and they picked at the
buffet table for a couple hours altogether. They went for more
than two cups of yaag during the meal, and by the time they
were done with food and sitting with the last of the yaag,
Dorrick was as stoned as he had ever been with that stuff. The
way Honshu tore into it could very well explain her eyes and
voice.
As the meal progressed, they had rearranged into TongSu
and Ywinggee talking the finer points of floaters and Dorrick
and Honshu talking about films. They had re-arranged their
seating so that they were paired in that manner now with
Dorrick and Honshu on the rail with her crawling on him like
the high-school girl she looked to be.
“There’s a fine screen just sixty floors below us, it’s a
BlackWater house so you know they’ll show something with
some meaning to it. We’ve got time to catch something there
before sleep don’t you think?” She said that loud enough to
include everyone.
“I’m pretty set on finding some variety for the sleep,”
TongSu said, “so unless you’re giving up Ywinggee for the
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sleep?”
“For the last hour I thought our bodies understood that,”
Honshu said, “I know Ywinggee well enough to know that’s
as all-over-you as he gets, so as long as you’re all right with
it?” she asked Dorrick.
“Why certainly,” he said. He was admittedly a little
nervous. He knew this girl was probably older than he was,
but on Centorin the first law officer passing by them would
yank him into the penal system for life as a pedophile.
“I was afraid that as a Centorin...” she said.
He pulled her close, she was slender, smooth and firm, he
worried a little about how old she really was. Yeah, so many
of the people here looked like college kids, but this girl
looked like she was well under legal age, he’d seen Centorin
girls of less than sixteen Earth years who looked older. “I’ve
found that I’ve had little trouble adapting to the standards in
use here,” he said, but knew he was a bit ill-at-ease and
thought he might have even sounded it.
“Good, so we have that settled. So would you like me to
go down and see what they’ve got on?” she asked.
“You two go,” TongSu said, “Unless you really want to?”
she asked Ywinggee.
“If she has someone to accompany her to the screen I
think my duty in that regard is complete.” It was obvious he
didn’t share her enthusiasm for the art form.
“Fine, have a good time,” TongSu said. “Are you two
taking our suite?”
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“I can deal with that,” Honshu said. “I’ll grab a few things
from ours now so we don’t disturb you later.”
“Thanks,” Ywinggee said.
That involved going two floors down below theirs and
back up. He looked at his phone as they went to the elevator
and noticed it was business hours in Kex. “I need to message
my office. We’re in 314d, I’ll leave the door open.”
“Is that a Centorin pocket-eye?” She asked, seeing it in
his hand.
“Yes, it’s just a comm unit.” He hoped he wasn’t going to
have to explain the technology to her for the next few hours.
“Is this Centorin lettering?” she pointed at the contact list
he was thumbing thru to find Jhonna.
“Yes.”
That seemed to be as deep as she needed to get into it. To
a normal person, the parallels to a native comm unit were
obvious. The style was very different, Centorin industry
didn’t use a large dried seed pod as a case for instance, and
had a screen on each face instead of a marble you had to put
your eye to as a screen. “So OK, I’ll be back up in a few
minutes,” she said and scampered off. Damn if he didn’t feel
like he was skipping school.
As soon as he was in the suite, he opened his comm,
attached a data cube and spread the antenna. It searched
around and contracted from a wide parabola to a thin cylinder
in a couple seconds. It was scary looking at how close this
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was to the horizon, it seemed to almost point down a little to
the horizon from this height. It showed that it was now
Monday morning at 10:14 AM in Kex, Jhonna should be at
his desk.
“Hostra Tours, Jhonna Beckin.”
“Hi, good to hear you in person, this is Dorrick. I’m in
Trenst.”
“Dorrick on Kassidor!” he was a little surprised, there was
a three second lag, all of it to the geosynchronous and back
four times. The trip thru the gate was instantaneous because
the data went exactly 0.000 electron diameters while passing
thru the paired ring singularities thirteen point six light years
apart. “Good to hear from you. I got your last few clips, the
ones you filmed on that flight into Tren-est.” He had some
trouble with the pronunciation.
“Yes, I want to talk to you about that also, I think this is a
place we might want to stop and explore for awhile, it’s the
second most important city on the planet, after the one at the
gate, and I know you’re saturated with stories from there.” He
waited for the delay.
“You are welcome to stay there awhile, we agree about
the importance of this site, but we wish to make a change in
the tenor of your recordings, you are always at too great a
distance and the only audio is your facts and figures.”
It’s hard to tell when someone is done talking with a three
second delay, making the delay even longer. “I thought we
were a news organization?”
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“Reality-bite tidbits in the infomercials is what we make,
but that doesn’t mean it can’t have any human interest. We
want you to show us real people, up close and personal,
interesting people that tourists will want to say ‘I set foot on
the planet he’s from’. Meet people like that, get to know them
and shoot plenty of footage of them, but you know we have to
edit the whole thing down to fifteen seconds so don’t give us
anything that takes time to develop.”
“I never really get to know... It will take me some time
just to find someone like that. What the natives might direct
me to might not be the most interesting thing for the Centorin
market.” He was sitting looking out the window while the
message made it’s way across the planet to the gate and back.
There was certainly no one in this field of view close enough
for human interest.
“Maybe. If they direct you to someone with a very large
pinned insect collection, probably not. If you get to film
another theirops attack and the woman who brought it down,
you would have your own special and not be working for
Hostra Tours. You can let the natives guide you.”
“What about just showing an average native?” he asked.
“Everyone has seen that from the Yakhan area already.
The tube to Kassidor has been open two years now, the
public’s interest in Kassidor is starting to saturate. We need to
stay ahead of House Evins on this.”
“The average native might live a very different life on this
side of the planet.” He sat thru the three seconds.
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“He lives in a tree and paddles a kayak from the dock at
the base, I saw that from your footage on the way in. You’ve
taught us all that already. They’ve seen patches of that near
the gate, anyone still interested exchanges e-mail with such a
person now that good translators are cheap. Show me the
alligator wrestler and the guys in one of the rock bands. Show
us someone you can’t find on Centorin, or the area of the
gatehead. Show me someone famous.”
“I’ve got no more ‘in’ with someone famous than anyone
else with a camera.”
“But you don’t have any less, and you are the person
there. Right now you are the most remote person in the
universe, the most distant person on any connected world.
Get out there and get the pictures, get the stories. Don’t stand
back and look from a distance like you have. We can’t use
any more encyclopedia entries.”
“The most interesting person I know is my pilot, TongSu.
She certainly isn’t the average native. She’s not the average
native even without her floater.”
“If you think you can make something attention grabbing,
send us some footage. Send us about fifteen minutes worth to
work with, we can start there. But that is just a good place to
start, we need to keep them coming after that. The market’s
going to go cold.”
“What’s the ticket price?” Dorrick asked. “If it’s still
fourteen thousand credits and something, interest is going to
wane.”
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“There’s talk of lowering it. The portal cone is starting to
take shape out there in the dome and there are now a dozen
portals open and in constant use so the tube can carry a
million and a half passengers a year now, and that will only
increase. The Kassikan has lifted the medical quarantine, that
frees traffic a little more. We want to get at least a percentage
of that.”
“Jhonna, this world is infinite. I am approaching halfway
around in a wandering line. The only place I got to know at
all was Borlunth, since I’ve worked for you, you’ve seen as
much as I have except for some exchanges with the natives
that Centorin media won’t let you broadcast.”
“We’re working on that, I understand their media allows
nude broadcasts?”
“There is no taboo on nudity in native entertainment or
any other mass market anywhere I’ve been. I’ve been plenty
of places where people walk naked in public from the first
day I was here. People have looked as good as they want here
since before spaceships first lifted from Earth. Their inborn
instincts have completely forgotten what ugly was like.” He
could have said more, but the three seconds began.
“The natives of that planet represent half the potential
viewers of all worlds combined. Once the exchange rate
problem is worked out, Kassidor could become fertile ground
for consumer exploitation.”
“Before the exchange rate gets sorted out, there is
something I want to do. I want a hundred and fifty seven
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pounds of aluminum bead deposited in TongSu’s account
back in the Yakhan. Here, let me call up the information and
attach it.” He got that done during the turnaround delay. The
data could go while Jhonna was talking, it was a bidirectional connection, but they did not have bi-directional
minds.
“You can just call a banker to get that done, there’s a
stargate open you know, it carries data as well as tubes.”
“Jhonna, please, that data portal is open to the Yakhan.
From here the Yakhan’s a distant legend that some serious
people in this area don’t even believe in. This is getting to be
a rare treat when I can get signal to the geosynchronous and
have a semblance of a conversation with the outside universe.
When I have to send it thru the local network it’s like the film
clips, you get mail. As a personal favor, here’s a check for it,
let me know what the amount is.” Dorrick added that as an
attachment to this phone channel.
“As a favor, I will take care of that for you. I thought you
could just log on to your bank from there like you can most
places on Earth now.”
“That gate’s been open twenty eight years longer and
Earth is a litter of whipped puppies whining to come in
compared to this place. I think this world will wait til we log
on to their network.”
Jhonna laughed loudly, it sounded like he might have
even slapped his thighs. Dorrick wanted to record it for him
and see how loud he laughed a hundred years from now. He
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knew from this conversation that his utility to House Hostra
and their travel business was winding down. It was likely to
end completely with him twenty two thousand miles and two
Earth years from the gatehead. Showing TongSu where her
bank balance stood might give her some incentive to go back
and claim it. “That planet may be big and it may be old, but it
is our stargate...”
“Which seems to be under their control.”
“...so I think the network in use on it is likely to be the
one that the stargate is on don’t you? Even if they do have the
gate itself locked in a room on their property or something,
they cannot build one or actually control the one on their
planet. They can only control access to it.”
Dorrick wouldn’t mention that the Kassikan had probably
already read the memories of all the stargate techs that had
been sent over and therefore knew as much about stargates as
Centorin. “It is far more control than the government of New
Heartland has over the gate on Naiho or the Samurais of Tibet
have over the gate on Earth.”
“That is a problem for the GatesCouncil, not you or I. So
can you get me some video with more human interest.
Remember, ...”
“Hi,” Honshu said from the door.
He covered the mic, “Hi, I’m on the phone interstellar.”
“Oop?” she was quiet.
“Woah,” he said, regarding her outfit.
...‘I want to set foot on his planet’, that’s the mantra of the
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campaign,” Jhonna concluded.
“I’ll do what I can in that direction...” Dorrick began
when he was sure Jhonna was through.
“Woah what?”
“...starting with some footage of TongSu. That was about
what my date is wearing,” he said, answering the ‘whoa
what?’
“I like a lot of petting when I’m at a movie,” she said,
“especially if we’re having a swap this Noonsleep, I want to
make the most of it. They have nice cushy couples recliners
there.”
“What is she wearing?” Jhonna asked from back in Kex.
“Do you mind if I show him?” he asked Honshu.
“If he wants a show, I’ll strip for him.”
Dorrick got the camera and had it going before they heard
Jhonna say, “Go right ahead young lady.” So Jhonna got to
see her outfit for only a second. It was a shift even closer then
the previous, but cut under her breasts, that were nicely
tanned incidentally, and slit to her waist on the sides, with
only a long point in front and behind. She took that off by
pulling it over her head and posed for him this way and that.
She looked even more the schoolgirl in the nude.
“I’m sure I can sell this footage, but maybe not to House
Hostra. Is this your pilot?”
“No, you’ve seen pictures of her before.” Dorrick put the
camera down and Honshu put her token bit of cloth back on.
“With the right lighting we might have been able to use
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that,” Jhonna said. “Is your pilot so childlike? If so, that
might be a tease, people would feel less intimidated by
children.”
“She is not so childlike,” Dorrick had misjudged when he
was done.
“I’m twenty one,” Honshu said, “I was born in the 45th.”
“What?” Dorrick knew that she was talking about
centuries. Twenty one centuries in their language was about
three thousand Earth years. If she was right, this girl was not
only older than he was, she was older than Centorin
civilization.
“Dorrick, I’m jealous,” Jhonna said. “You may not get to
keep them, but they sure look like a lot of fun while they
stay.” Her saying she was born in the 45th probably meant
nothing to Jhonna, he would have seen twenty one as her age
in Earth years. She looked a weak seventeen in Earth years, at
most.
“What does he mean keep them?” Honshu asked.
“That’s the monogamy we mentioned,” he told Honshu,
then to Jhonna, “I’ll get you some footage, I’ll see what else I
can find.” He broke the connection, concerned.
“What is it?” she asked.
He should be better at hiding his worries than this. “Some
new assignments. Do more personal reporting, find
interesting people and report on them, up close and personal.”
“So you just sent my naked picture to Centorin?”
“You volunteered for it.”
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“No that’s cool, am I interesting to them for it?”
“I thought it was pretty interesting. I think this garment is
pretty interesting.”
“Well, if we’re going to spend the sleep together, I want
my tits out where we can enjoy them.” He put his hands to
her and she said, “Mmm, like that.”
“If I keep this up I’ll want to have sex first.”
“If you have to, but I think it’s so much fun to let the
pressure build for a couple hours. That way when we get back
up here we can just let our passion explode.”
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4. Island of the Sisters
Ywinggee was somewhat effete to her eye, but in spite of
that he was the most knowledgeable floaterrier she had met in
any basin. He knew the breeds and their lineages. He knew
the specifics of all the enzymes and what manufacturers to
trust in this basin. They had stayed awake talking later than
they should have, when they made love it was a fun interlude
that left them panting and laughing, but no closer to sleep.
She was hoping to get out and look around the city for
Afternoonday, but probably wasn’t going to feel like it now.
She was keeping track of the shadows, it would be
Afternoonday soon. They had continued drinking thruout
Noonsleep so that now she was close to sleep and Ywinggee
was just going on about the joys of Globin413 and its
derivitases when she heard the door. “Oh good, they’re
awake,” Honshu said, “Hi, good wakeups.”
“Don’t tell me we’ve wasted the sleep?” Ywinggee said.
They hadn’t entirely wasted it, he couldn’t have looked that
rumpled if they hadn’t put the time to some good use.
“And she was the one who was looking for something,”
Honshu told him with a scold in her eye.
“Oh we fucked a few times, we just never slept,” he said.
“We probably spent more time touring each other’s balloons
than you did at the movie.”
“Oh I don’t doubt it,” she said with complete confidence.
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“So anyway, Dorrick has to put more human interest into his
films so I invited them out to our place to film Yorgar,” she
told Ywinggee. “Let me know when you want him back,” she
said to TongSu while breasting Dorrick’s arm.
“Where’s your place?” TongSu asked.
“On the east shore of Great North Lon, a pleasant halfday’s float,” Honshu said.
“With plenty of time left over to get settled and get your
net’s off before dark,” Ywinggee said. “We’ve got room on
our tower.”
“I thought you had business in the city?” TongSu asked
him.
“We did, we leave today.”
“Don’t you want to do some filming here in the city?” she
asked Dorrick.
“It’s really only fifty miles,” he said, “almost like a
commute to the suburbs in a society with motor vehicles.”
“Whatever that is,” the three of them said at once.
“Another dark chapter of Centorin history,” he answered.
“What’s a bright chapter?” Honshu asked.
“Building a stargate to this planet,” Dorrick said.
“Isn’t he sweet,” Honshu told Ywinggee.
He smiled, then asked Dorrick, “How was the movie?”
He heaved himself from the bed as he did and looked for
some clothes while Dorrick answered. His hair looked like a
premature mining blast. She would have gotten to the
bathroom ahead of him but wanted to hear Dorrick’s answer.
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She turned her head and saw the sex-fantasy Honshu was
dressed in for the first time.
Dorrick answered the question. “I think when my current
job ends I can make plenty of money dubbing movies into
Centish and selling them there. This was about foeth hunters
in the deep swamp, it was beautifully done, all in flashbacks,
and lots of it was from floaters. I need to get some of my own
footage of that and maybe film an actual foeth, you never
actually got to see one in the film.”
“Oh you wouldn’t want to,” Honshu said. By now she had
taken her date-strap off and found a pair of knee-length hiphuggers to put on. TongSu couldn’t help but be jealous of her
fine smooth skin and beautifully symmetrical nipples. If she
stayed in this basin, she was going to have to spring for baby
skin also, but only if it was sufficiently rugged.
“We know someone who hunts them,” Ywinggee said
with a question in his tone. “He could take you out, but it can
get a little intense. You better take a look at what you’re
getting into before you commit to it. You might not want to
film an actual foeth.”
“I saw that in the movie, it was only background to the
story, but I got the idea. People got hit by droppers in
bunches...”
“You wear wide-brimmed helmets when you’re in
dropper infested country and not filming a movie,” TongSu
said.
“I was just about to say the same thing,” Ywingee said.
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He had found a clean breach-cloth and tied it on. TongSu
finally got her turn in the bathroom.
In an hour they were on their way. She and Ywinggee
couldn’t stay together since there were two floaters and they
were the two pilots. It was a shame to claim lodgings like this
and keep them only a single Noonsleep, but Dorrick made
some noises about their wealth drying up, so he didn’t keep it
in reserve. She was a little worried about what looked like a
weather front off in the distance, but Ywinggee seemed sure
that they would be well ahead of that.
This Afternoonday was a bit hot, and since it was
accepted in this basin, she thought this would be a great time
to leave her top off. She liked that custom, though there was
nothing special about her figure. She was round and wide but
firm enough that she wouldn’t hurt herself if she moved. Not
as pert as Honshu by any means, but that just isn’t in the
Enurate gene pool.
Dorrick was still stowing their gear back in the cargo net
when she had to leave to keep up with Ywinggee. They must
look like ensal and spheelunge from below, hers was four
times the length of his, but hers was also staying quite thin
with this altitude and load. She pulled her stalk back so she
could recline in the rear of the front net. They rose high and
soon she could already see the area of their destination. It was
outside the city, but only just. A commercial packet could
bring them back to the ring in less than a day. It should take
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only three or four hours to get there, but she soon found that
Ywinggee’s balloon was not that fast and since Teardrops
have a single tail, it swung from side to side as much as it
drove forward.
When Dorrick came back, he had the camera with him
and sat down facing her in the front of the net. He brought the
camera up and turned it on her. “TongSu is our pilot and
guide to the wonders of this world,” he began. “A more
unique individual can scarcely be imagined. She’s worth her
weight in aluminum at any time.” TongSu presented the ‘right
on’ sign, derived from the ‘I’m horny for that,’ sign.
“Incidently that gesture is the equivalent of ‘thumbs up’ or
‘number one' in this society,” he explained to those back
home, “and does not carry the same meaning as it does in
Centorin society.”
“What’s it mean there?” she asked.
“Go get fucked.”
“It could mean that here too, it’s essentially the same
meaning depending on the context.”
“It’s viewed negatively there,” he said. She just shook her
head in bewilderment so he went on to his audience, “You can
always count on TongSu for an honest and forthright
evaluation of any topic. TongSu is as far from home as you
are. You are a day from the gate at the Kassikan at the most.
We are a year from there now, more than twice as far as she
has ever been.”
“We’re way more than two years from the Yakhan, at
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least, even if we don’t take any high passes.”
He put the camera down, “Earth year. I’ve been on this
planet four hundred and fifty eight Earth days, well over a
year, even a Centorin year.”
“Well on Kassidor, it’s going to take you more like three.
This is the eleventh year we’ve been out, if you’re talking
about since we met. We met in the summer of 05, we’re in the
summer of 20 now.”
“Most people couldn’t tell you the length of the year on
their own planet, much less this one,” he said.
“So everyone lives on the equator there?”
“We all use Earth’s calendar except for Novo Grosso.”
“What’s that?”
“A nation on the planet Naiho.”
“What’s that, ‘land of a bully group’?”
“Dortuumda, I guess literally that’s the translation isn’t it?
What we call a nation is a region with a sovereign
government.”
“I think you’ve found a topic I can’t give you a forthright
evaluation of.”
“You don’t get the concepts?”
“Sovereign, that refers to your freedom or free will. It
means that you are not an automaton governed by instinct...”
“It means that you are not part of a larger governmental
body.”
“Maybe on Centorin it does but that’s never been part of
the language I speak.”
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“Ok, well, Novo Grosso is a region on the planet Naiho
controlled by a single government that is not contained within
the boundaries of any larger government.”
“How much land out there is like this, not within the
boundaries of any government unit?”
“None, that is a phenomenon unique to the worlds of
Kassidor, unless the Kassikan really is a government.”
“If they control us, it’s more like keeper and pet than boss
and worker. Personally I don’t think they control much of
anything but what they’re thinking about that day. I’m glad
they’re trying to keep the violence out.”
“That’s what keeps them in control.”
“They’re not in control in the sense of all those silly rules
you talk about from Centorin and they certainly don’t send
people out to try and enforce them. They may have a bigger
influence on the shape of large events than I do, but they are
no more a government than you are in the sense you have on
Centorin.”
He picked the camera up again.
“What are you filming me for?” she asked.
“I have to get more human interest in the videos. I have to
show more interesting people, and you are the most
interesting person I know.”
“Well thanks I think, but sitting here watching the sky
doesn’t make interesting video.”
“I’ll be taking more film, I hope you don’t mind if I film
you taking the nets off.”
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“We should have done it while hanging from one hand at
the float-park, seven hundred feet above the harbor, that
would have made exciting video.”
“Would you have done that?”
“Of course not,” did he think she was a fool? “I’d have
brought her to the landing deck and done it there if we were
going to stay there a few weeks.”
“I’m glad to hear that. I don’t think I want to make video
that exciting, not with someone I care for.”
“Thank you again, but don’t worry, I’m not going to take
risks for your video.”
“You don’t want to re-enact the theirops attack?”
She just made a face. She didn’t think he really had the
thing turned on so she squeezed her tit at him also. He must
have had it on because he quickly turned it off. “Oh, can’t
show that on Centorin T.V.?”
“They will have to edit it. The female nipple is not
allowed to be broadcast to the general public. To the
privileged it can be shown, but only because they can pay
extra and keep it hidden.”
“Does your society have two sets of laws?”
“There are more than that,” Dorrick admitted. There are
two sets outside government service, one for the rich and one
for the poor and the poor are those who have to worry about
the cost of their toys. But in government service each
department has it’s own set of rules and dozens of ranks
within them. What government doesn’t want you to know is
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that those ranks are duplicated inside the great Houses, but
free from public scrutiny. Many levels of government get
exemptions from many normal laws, even laws against killing
people.”
“I’m so glad we’re past that here,” she said. It was like it
had been in the empires of old, the exploitation of the weak
by the powerful. She could see that he didn’t like that
comment, but just building a stargate doesn’t make you right
in all things. The fact that her body had been alive longer than
his civilization had existed gave her the opinion that her own
society might have a bit to say about maturity. She had seen
the Starship Age come and go. His world was first settled in
the Starship Age, Centorins looked upon that as ancient times.
Life changed a little in the Starship Age, suntowers became
cheaper and more plentiful so most working people could
afford to use them. She remembered the Suntower Age when
all the human worlds could only communicate by radio. His
civilization began during that period of time, a couple
centuries ago. A time when she had already forgotten what it
was like to remember childhood.
They talked of nothing more important after that, just
what they saw in the city below. They could see parts of the
city with solid ground in the east, and the great lon pond
ahead of them twenty five miles long and ten wide. They
stayed on the east side of that, for on the west were the mossy
hangleaves on wildhull of the deep swamp and the threat of
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dactyls that environment posed.
As they flew, the storm in the east grew massive. The
weather came from there in this basin, and TongSu began to
worry as it got closer. A floater almost always dies a flaming
death if aloft in a thunderstorm, and that storm was into a
third layer of atmosphere already. At the rate they swam it
would be another hour before they could get in. This could
very well be on them by then.
She pulled as close as she could so she could shout to
Ywinggee, “Is that your top speed? I don’t like the look of
that storm.”
“Yes,” he said, they could barely hear him even from
here.
“Damn,” she said to Dorrick. “We’ll have to find a place
to tie off rough or we’ll have to tow them. The only snags I
see we can tie to are out in the deep swamp, and those are
likely dactyl roosts. Everything over here is hangleaf and the
wind can swirl too much to tie to anything that wide. We
really need to get to ground and I don’t see any open ground.”
It was all densely urban with fewer lon ponds than most parts
of the city, the middle of an area the map called North Wash.
She turned back toward Ywinggee’s craft, cupped her hands
and shouted, “Hold steady, I’m coming down to get your nose
line,” then to Dorrick, “no sense in wasting any more time.”
She brought her balloon right over theirs, then went to the
edge of the net and caught one of their bag straps. She told
Dorrick to watch it. He knew how to steer after being with
54

her over ten years. One shouldn’t do this if one is afraid of
heights, but there really isn’t anything to worry about because
working down a bag strap is no different than climbing a rope
ladder.
Honshu shrieked when she appeared. “What the?” she
muttered.
“Don’t fall!” Honshu shrieked again.
“Definitely not part of my plan,” she said, grabbing hold
of their sedan body and getting a foot onto Honshu’s armrest.
Their balloon was so small it leaned and she could tell it
wasn’t holding altitude. She shouldn’t waste time and strain it
further. “Could you hand me that nose rope?” she asked
Honshu.
“It’s outside,” Honshu said nervously.
“Yeah,” TongSu grunted. She was tempted to show off
and lunge for the bag-strap on the front of the sedan but
stopped herself. Instead she slid in onto Honshu’s lap and
then leaned out over the footboard to grab the nose line. She
got Ywinggee to show her their destination. She thought she
could actually see the tower, she could definitely see the tiny
peninsula into the lon that was their house.
Gripping the rope firmly in her teeth, she climbed back up
the bag strap to find Dorrick’s camera peering thru the net
and him saying, “...including daring rescues of craft stranded
in front of an oncoming storm.”
“It’s only because they’re our hosts,” she tried to say
around the rope as she climbed back up into their main net.
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Once aboard she could take it out of her mouth and speak
normally. “Keep holding her steady, I have to go tie this off to
our tail line.” He didn’t do as he was told. He left her on
autopilot and followed her, recording. She was tempted to
make a gesture that really was obscene, but then knew it
might mean something completely different there. No sense
in being embarrassed about that again. There really wasn’t
time to fool around with him anyway, the top of those clouds
were almost straight up now, and they were advancing in a
wall. She handed the rope thru the net as quickly as she could,
then carried it to the aft net. She should have walked the net
from below while she was still standing on top of their
balloon, but she wasn’t quite that brave, even with Dorrick
recording.
As soon as it was tied to their tailrope, she told Dorrick to
go press her all ahead full. She had to administer the
hormones to get them down.
“Thanks,” he said, when she got back to the first net.
“For what?”
“Some really great video.”
She made another face at him. “Not for keeping us alive?”
“Oh, that too.”
On the northeast corner of the lon pond they descended
only a few minutes ahead of the storm. She could feel it
already, the wind had swung around and was picking up,
leaves had begun to flutter. She knew their estate as soon as
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they were close enough to see details. It was a great rambling
archwood, festooned with larorlie and moonflower and
holding rooms on three floors for much of it’s length, for five
in the main tree. Archwood had to be treated to avoid the
stunting caused by fungus in these deeps and this one was
doing pretty well. From the middle of the main tree’s circlet a
built tower extended two more floors above the tree’s highest
branch to make a floater perch, but no lightning strap hung
above the tie rail.
The house had lon on one side and a few acres of dry land
crops on the other. That small island was backed by a few
miles of tight-swamp before dry land began to the east. A thin
line of housing and a few other mansions skirted the east side
of the lon, fading into the tight-swamp on the east, and a long
thin rope bridge reached from the very end of the plankway to
their house. This was a big old place, but clearly not the
richest of the big homes along here. Possibly a place that had
already seen it’s grandest days was her first impression.
There was a flagman out as they descended over the
home, but he was not on the tower. Instead he was down in a
sheltered yard that would only be big enough for one of them,
maybe not quite big enough for hers alone. “Can you go back
and untie them?” she asked Dorrick, “you should have plenty
of slack now.”
A mighty crack split the sky. He wriggled to the end of the
bedroom net faster than a garden pest with a cleaver in the air
after it. He knew what would happen if they were hit, and
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they were still above the tallest trees. Her hair was starting to
tingle and that was a very bad sign. They were near the
ground now, but the fall was still a hundred feet.
It looked like Dorrick didn’t bother with the knots but cut
them loose with his hunting knife. Ywinggee swam his
balloon for the ground with all it had as soon as they were
cut. There was still no one out on the mooring tower. The man
with the signal flags was motioning her down. Did they mean
to stack them? No, even before Ywinggee was on the ground,
they pulled his small balloon into the corner under the trees as
far as they could get it. “Squirt the rest of the down syringe
into her,” TongSu yelled to Dorrick as she fought to keep her
lined up with the field in this building wind. It was a pretty
nice storm cellar down there if you could get into it, but
clearly not meant for a balloon of highland cargo hauling size
like hers. Another crack was even closer, and rain began in
earnest. They descended rapidly with the water pounding on
them. TongSu stilled the beast just as they settled between the
trees. Dorrick had dropped both lines and there were six
people on each of them. Her tails overhung a stone fireplace
and a tiny beach so they were in danger of touching water.
Dorrick yelled for them to pull forward. Her nose extended
over a trellis of yoolberry a few feet, both her sides touched
branches as she settled to the ground, the right side being the
branches of the house.
They were drawn to the ground and lashed, before they
were even out of the nets more ropes had been fastened and
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staked. “Thank you all,” TongSu said as she got out. “You
seem quite the experts at this.” The wind hit with a fury that
showed her just how good at it they were.
They called their place Kahlekmeel, Island of the Sisters,
but it was a proper name, it almost sounded like a family
name. There were introductions all around. It seemed that
everyone here was actually related or united in some way.
They favored Ywinggee’s look, but some were huskier and
some had dark bronze hair. There were others unrelated to the
family, but not all couples were unrelated it seemed. She
didn’t write down all the names. They hurried to unload
everything as fast as possible, but even so, the downpour had
changed to a drizzle before they were done.
The wind blew twigs and her bedraggled balloon picked
up a few more scars. None were thru to a large cell, and all
were too high to be patched. She would be grounded for at
least a week healing because of that.
Ywinggee served them a little late lunch from his garden
along with some fresh lon brought in that day to the main
kitchen. Thru the afterlunch she and Ywinggee denetted her
girl and parked her for the duration on the tower. Thru the
whole process they talked about replacing her pilot’s net with
a sedan like his. They were manufactured for as little as forty
two irons in Trenst. There were seventeen shops making
floater sedans in Trenst, one of which covered one and two
thirds acres up to twenty floors deep.
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When they put her up naked in the setting sun, TongSu
couldn’t help but shed a tear for all the scars she’d picked up
in that crash back in the Elven Old Lands. Her net blanket
rubs were deep also, she’d been dressed way too long, over a
year since they’d left Borlunth. She really was a tattered old
blimp very out of place on that fancy spire in the ring. She
hoped this would be a soft and sleepy backwater for her to
heal for awhile. It looked homey, and most of the family
seemed friendly and had taken Dorrick off to tour the grounds
while they worked the floater.
The whole clan had a late duskmeal together, and it was
nearly a feast. A huge fat ensal fish was the centerpiece, but
there were several varieties of spice-stewed lon and a fruit
basket. There was a professional cook member of the
household. His cooking counter was the buffet counter. The
ensal was still over the banked fire that had roasted it. The
ensal was a Greater Bighead nearly four feet long and she
was in time to get some of the cheeks.
They sat with two of Ywinggee’s sisters and a couple
cousins, one of whom was the current companion of one of
the sisters. They were on a second level (third if you count the
water) porch that overlooked the lon and the setting sun. The
home was sumptuous but not ostentatious. Larorlie,
moonflower, morning star and several other vines she didn’t
recognize upholstered every outdoor wall. The lines of the
home were horizontal, the curves more kinked and casual
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than sensuous and smooth like Elven architecture. The
furniture was high-backed, long-legged rattan and wicker in
natural color with brightly patterned, thick but reasonably
firm cushions.
Jessue, the sister currently coupled with Ression, was
saying to Ywinggee as she took a seat, “I don’t think you
would have made it if you hadn’t been with TongSu.” She
turned as TongSu was about to take a bite out of that perfectly
baked, flaky ensal cheek. “And you actually climbed from
your floater to his while you were a mile in the air to save
him?”
“Yep, but it’s not as hard as it sounds. When you do cargo
work you wind up climbing around quite a bit.”
“So you are a professional pilot?” Ression asked, “and not
just wealthy?”
“I grew her, but I did it to make a living out of floating.”
“You make a living at it?” Ywinggee asked.
“Yeah, but it was hard work and little pay til Dorrick
showed up. Before him I was lugging cargo most of the time
and living on her in the back net.”
“With Dorrick you are a chauffeur?” Goron, the other
cousin asked.
“As well as guide, pilot, translator, first reader of maps
and chief theirops-slayer,” Dorrick replied.
“You did?” Honshu asked with quite an inhalation.
“Hey,” she had to finish a bite before continuing, “it was
that theirops or me and he forgot how to cock the crossbow,”
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she said, pointing at Dorrick, “So I took it and shot the thing
again. Dorrick had a partner at the time who shot it once
already but that shot hit it in the shoulder and just made it
really mad.”
“You don’t have to cock blasters,” he ribbed back at her.
“What?” Arwan, Ywinggee’s other sister, asked.
“She thought we might not need crossbows because I
would have weapons from the Centorin military,” Dorrick
explained to her. “I was never a member of their military.”
TongSu knew that wasn’t quite true, he had only been
paramilitary, but she didn’t mention that.
“I’m glad to hear that,” Arwan said with question marks
in her eyebrows. She was the only one of this family that
looked old enough to move away from home. She wondered
if that was what kept them here together? Of course it could
be a racial thing, mature Enurates were not known for looking
childlike, ‘leatherskin’ was a racial slur in her ancestor’s
basin. Maybe an adolescent appearance was the characteristic
of this race? “I saw you have a couple very nice cameras?”
Arwan asked Dorrick.
“That’s all I shoot,” Dorrick said. “I’ll let TongSu handle
the weaponry. I’m on assignment, videoing for a travel
company.”
“That’s got to be interesting, but what are you doing out
here?” she asked.
“Honshu says she knows a foeth hunter. We saw a movie
about them this noon and that looked like a local human
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interest story.”
TongSu watched the faces of both sisters and a cousin fall
as those words came from Dorrick’s mouth. “Uh, yes,” Goron
finally answered when it became obvious silence was the best
the others could do.
“My sister is with him now we think,” Ression added,
with obvious distaste, “but we haven’t heard from her all
week.”
Jessue and Arwan were both stabbing Honshu to tatters
with their eyes. Honshu acted oblivious and unconcerned.
“That’s OK,” she said, “I know where his camp is, I can take
him out right after Morningday breakfast.”
Eating went on in silence for awhile, she could see that
Dorrick had also noticed foeth hunting was a touchy subject
around here. Neither of them dared say another word about it,
even to each other. The foeth was a form of dangerous
predator known only to the Myassa, a megamillitentacloid,
one of the largest and smartest she thought. That was really
all TongSu knew of it. Dorrick never saw one even though
he’d seen a movie about it. Finally Jessue broke the ice and
asked, “We have more semmin berries we can bring in, but is
there press space?”
From then on the conversation was about the affairs of the
house and it’s fruit business, and how lazy some of the people
were. TongSu and Dorrick could not participate in that,
Ywinggee didn’t seem to want to and Honshu participated by
making excuses for some of the people so accused. These
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things are to be expected in a large family she suspected. She
knew this family had been around awhile, since the 102nd,
since before even suntowers reached other worlds.
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5. The Lumins of Purple
This was what he thought he should film, if he could get
the camera to make you see it as stoned as he saw it. Either
way it would get him jailed on Centorin where it could be
called child porn. This patch of lon marsh faced the west and
the deep swamp. Out there was as close to a horizon as there
ever is in these parts, the fronds parted enough to see the last
clear purple of dusk in the sky beyond, also reflected
perfectly on the water so it was like she was stepping out of a
purple haze, the last thing to surrender to the dark.
Her dark silhouette walked swaying up the little beach, so
sleek that she was outlined in blacklight purple highlights, by
the water glistening on her skin. Those highlights made her
just a symbol of nubile feminine beauty, revealing the
sensuous curve of hip or buttock or breast detached from any
individual, perceived in the abstract, exciting primordial
templates deep in his hind-brain.
She was so lithe and slender, but fully curved and tight
enough to look like a high school tease. It was hard
convincing his mind that she was actually born in this world’s
45th century. That ended while the Earth standard year still
had three digits. He really wished she didn’t look like she was
born while he was already working in the dusty ruins of
America on Earth.
There was music playing somewhere, it need not have
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been on their estate, there were other homes beyond the house
to the south across a little slough, and sound carries over
water. The lumins on the archwood that was the Kahlekmeel
mansion seemed to blend with the distant song. That could
have been the yaag however, they’d had quite a bit since
dinner. He was going to have to be careful of that around her,
but it was too late to save himself this dusk.
She walked in time with the music, her breasts too taut to
jiggle, her skin too smooth and elastic to fold. She walked
right at him til the curls of her muff were only inches from his
nose. “Pretty sultry dusk for clothes don’t you think?” she
drawled.
“I thought your household would talk, there seems to be
some issue with us, or with that hunter?”
“The dark comes and covers our sight, the lumins cover
our sounds. Beyond that, I don’t know how much I really care
if they talk.”
“You are not actually family are you?” he asked.
“I’ve been with Ywinggee awhile, I’m friendly with
Borinbar.”
“Who’s that?”
“Ression’s sister who’s out with the hunter.”
“Why is that an issue?” Dorrick asked.
“Jealousy?” she guessed.
“Why?”
“Wish I knew,” she said “it gets annoying at times but I
try to ignore it.”
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“What about the other people of the household? How do
you get along with them?”
“We’re polite in general, I have a few more close friends
in addition to Borinbar.”
“But you’re not close to his sisters?”
“Close enough, we know what each other are up to on
most issues.”
“But you don’t hang out?” he asked.
“I have several friends here that I hang out with, but they
were mainly at the table his sisters pointed at. Theirs is not
the only point of view, but why re-hash old arguments in front
of company?”
Dorrick got the hint that she didn’t want to get into any
nasty gossip about other members of the household. Many
were of the same ‘generation’ in that they were all children of
the three original siblings, but it had happened over a span of
eight hundred and seventy Earth years. Two of the original
three sisters had died in the swamp, but one of the clan
founders was still present, looked college age, but had no
direct memory of her childhood or that of either of the other
two. The Earth year began with a ‘2’ when this house was
founded.
“Come, I want to watch you stand.” She said after the
pause. She was already undoing the loincloth that passed for
duskmeal attire in this household. She obviously didn’t mean
‘get to his feet.’
“You’ll have to do something more to get me to do that,
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I’m so used to seeing you nude by now.”
“Touch me,” she said, “run your hands around my thighs
and then my butt and then pass your knuckles over my slit.
Watch me part, that should stimulate you.”
Actually just her talk stimulated him, even before he
started touring the smooth, soft, warmth of her body. She
pressed her nipples to his forehead, he looked up and sucked
and tongued them. Then she went down to put her face at his
crotch. He was coming to life, but she put it in her mouth
anyway, tonguing the sensitive side vigorously. He could just
reach her breasts while she did that, but as soon as he was
fully hard she got up and onto his lap with her legs straddling
his, coming down onto him with the “Eh, eh, eh,” and “ahh.”
Once she was settled she put her arms around his neck and
said, “Now isn’t that better.”
“This is very nice, were you just looking for a
comfortable place to sit?”
“Just keep it comfortable,” she said, feeling him just start
to shrink.
“We might have to do more than sit here and talk,” he
said, “We drank a lot of yaag this evening, I’m not sure how
much of this is real.”
“Who cares?” she said, moving up and down on him a
little farther and keeping him stimulated enough to keep her
comfortable. He put his hands to her sides, running his
thumbs up over the curves of her breasts to the edge of her
nipple. She wasn’t really small and wasn’t really extra firm
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like Tommy’s cum addict back in Borlunth, but she was very
fresh and precious. He knew he could never bring himself to
squeeze her the way he squeezed TongSu. “Are you a reality
freak or something?” she asked.
“I certainly wouldn’t have downed that last cup of green
if I was.”
“Good, ‘cause that’s part of the problem I think you
noticed. Jessue and Arwan are both reality freaks, especially
Arwan. You didn’t see them with us exercising their elbows
after Duskmeal and getting happy and friendly did you? No, I
think the only thing Arwan has ever been high on is caffeine.”
“They said they had duties.”
“They think we should all have duties at all times. I say
we do the duties we need to so we can play on the remaining
time.”
“Yeah, I know the type though. Centorin has more onduty round-the-clock types than here. The average Centorin is
probably stricter than they are. To be with each other like this
in a Centorin house we would have to do it in complete
secrecy.” He had now moved his hands down so he was
cupping her cheeks and doing a lot of the up and down with a
little slinky twist at the bottom that let some of her hair brush
his thigh.
“I’d rather let them gossip over tea and ledgers and let me
sit here and ride,” she said. “You’re getting mighty close to
coming, you know, if you need to go now I’ll go with you.”
The motion she made while saying that started him, “I
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guess it’s now,” he grunted as he held her hips tighter on his
lap and rolled his hips up into the ejaculation.
She writhed and ground against him in his arms and got
herself off before he was done. “Ahh, nice,” she said and
relaxed against him for some long close seconds. “You’re a
pretty good fuck for someone from the society you talk
about.”
“I pride myself on adapting to local culture.”
“I think our local culture is basic instinct.”
“There are many on Centorin who agree with you,” he
said, but knew it did not have the same connotation in both
languages. “I think that’s how I feel like I’ve known it all
along.”
“I don’t think cultures that try to go against our biological
nature work very well or make people very happy.”
“There are sometimes imperatives such as virulent
microorganisms that override our biological nature.”
“I don’t understand how evolution could work that way?
How could it produce an organism that didn’t want to do what
was best for it’s own well being?”
“Conditions changed too fast for instinct to keep up is the
way I hear it,” Dorrick answered. He was pleasantly surprised
she knew that much about the workings of evolution. Maybe
she wasn’t a total airhead.
“So there was a time before the diseases?”
“When the population was very low.”
“When was that?” she asked.
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“About the time this planet was settled.”
“So our natural instincts are the same. You got the
diseases and we didn’t.” She got up now that he was
softening again and waded back into the water. He got up and
went with her, they went only far enough to splash
themselves. The air was heavy, close, and a bit misty. The
heat was sultry but not oppressive. This northernmost clump
of archwood trunks were the rooms belonging to Ywinggee
where he and Honshu stayed. This wing had been added on
behind the barn actually, as well as he could understand the
ramblings of the house so far. These rooms were about all you
could see of the house from here since the water wrapped
around it somewhat. This dock was off the base of that. There
were three docks on the house and two small beaches. From
out in the water they could see another couple from the
household was making love on the beach at the southern end
of the dwelling, a sandpile in the water near the main part of
the house.
The land this house stood on was technically an island,
but one could walk from here to the ring since they were less
than fourteen miles of plankwalk from the Zil highroad.
Dorrick hadn’t seen that yet, he’d seen only parts of the house
and gardens and the yard the floater was in, but he’d been
able to see the house from above as they came in. It wasn’t
trivial connecting what he saw from above to the rooms
inside.
They came back up to the dock, she had a large towel that
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they both used, then they sat together looking at the last
purple in the western sky. “It’s such a pretty shade,” he said.
“I can make it even better,” she said and turned to
rummage in her bag.
“Not more yaag?”
“Better,” she said, and brought out a tiny jar like salve
comes in. She scooped a little bit out using the long nail of
her pinkie and transferred it to her mouth, cleaning her
fingernail with the tip of her teeth and tongue. She offered it
to him.
“Is it safe?” he asked.
“I do it every day,” she said.
He didn’t have a long nail, he used his cleanest one,
digging a forefinger full.
“Yeah, go,” she said.
“What’s it do?”
“It’s a bit like a movie. It’s still good to hold on to each
other.” She pulled his arms around her again, they leaned
against one of the railings.
He put one arm around her, then another, and another and
another til he must have made a cocoon of her. “Do I really
have a thousand arms?” he asked.
“Mmm,” she said, “and isn’t it great that I’ve grown a
thousand tits to put in them because I have no tits without a
hand on them.”
“And I’ve no hand without a tit in it.”
Her thousands of hands caressed his thousands of
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erogenous zones, her one face a backdrop for all the
thousands of stars in the sky from which they felt each other
feel this erogenation.
Then the water, just before them, ripples with the purple,
only gently. It smoothes like the finest oil, somehow its
texture is in time with the lumins. Then a circular area of the
surface of the water lifts up an inch or two, and from the
crack so produced, thousands of tiny tentacles protrude and
walk upon the water. The upper water’s surface rippled to the
rhythm of different lumins. “Do we both see the same
picture?”
“Usually no, unless we describe it to each other in detail.”
“What of it gets scary?”
“Do you like scary movies?” she asked.
“Is that thing scissored out of the water with the thousand
tentacles real?”
“No, you only see them in the deep swamp, where we’re
going next week.”
That was comforting, but he had no idea where that image
came from. “Do we feel our imaginations on this?”
“Better than yaag,” she said, and teased him with her
thousands of nipples. Then they melted down into a blob of
orange syrup that stained the dock until all the purple had
flickered away across the deep swamp. Empires grew and fell
in the texture of the wood beneath his ass, whole other
civilizations rose and fell in the texture of her skin on his. The
cell on cell contact, the messages they sent each other in
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secretion and tonus. Is there really a boundary between their
organisms? The orange blob could not speak to inquire of its
components on that subject, or any other that the Empire of
Texture ages pursued. It was almost as if their cells had
become independent it seemed, and were getting to know
each other as individuals. They each had their own adventure
in the mingling and he seemed to live thru every one.
17,631 subjective years after cleaning his fingernail, he
noticed Honshu nudging him with her chin. “You wanna go in
yet?”
“Uh, sure,” he said, thinking he wasn’t asleep. He
unwound from her, his arms still felt like they kept
unwinding. No longer like there were thousands of them, but
like he kept flailing the two arms he had, farther and farther
back.
When he finally stood up, it seemed to take forever, there
was stage after stage to it. He felt himself losing his balance,
he tried to compensate and lurched in the other direction.
Honshu was almost holding onto him already, she lurched
against him, almost tackling him and knocking him off the
dock into the water.
“We can take it slow,” she said, “That was a pretty big dab
you took. It’s just six steps up to the north room, we’ll chill
there awhile.”
“That’s the room we put our things in?” Dorrick asked.
“Yes, this way,” she bobbed like a spider as she walked.
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She held or was the rail, the rail clutched at them as he tried
to climb. The vines descended the stairway, no, he felt, and
focused and probed. This is the window, back down these
vines and don’t fight the rail. The door seemed to revolve
much too fast, Honshu pulled him into it. It wasn’t revolving,
inside the vine it was fine. A short way thru the passages. The
leaves all brushed away from the rails this time and steps to a
chamber shown plain and focused.
There was a soft patch of meadow in the garden inside.
They tumbled onto it. “Come fuck me again,” she said,
“while I still have a thousand vaginas.”
“You left the foyer lantern on,” Ywinggee said to Honshu
when they came in to Nightday breakfast. This was held in
what was called the ‘north garden room’ but was functionally
the local kitchen off the far side of the barn section of the
house. It seemed like Ywinggee and Honshu used it for the
day’s lesser meals. The only other person who normally lived
in this wing of the house was away at the time, so it was just
the four of them.
“I wasn’t sure where you were,” Honshu replied.
Dorrick had not been in any condition to even know there
was a lantern, and he doubted that she was in any better
condition. Dorrick suddenly realized that Ywinggee might not
know about the drug that Honshu fed him last night. He was
not going to be the first to say anything.
Ywinggee didn’t say anything more. They were having
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lesh and quaid for breakfast, the lesh was young and tender
with just a touch of tartness and the quaid was well churned
and set to perfect spreadability. Dorrick had no idea if this
was peasant leftovers or a special treat in this basin, but he
found it a simple treat.
Once the initial feeding frenzy was over and they were
down to ‘maybe another bite or two', TongSu announced,
“I’ve been invited to a fire ceremony this Nightday. What
does that involve in these parts? And is anyone else going?”
“Who invited you, someone from the house?” Ywinggee
asked. “We’re not putting on a fire ceremony this Nightday.”
“Ression, he was there at Duskmeal.”
“Yes, of course I know Ression. He’s always solicitous of
any new woman in the house.”
“Is it appropriate if I go?”
“Of course,” Ywinggee said.
“You were so much help with the nets yesterday, I am
here as your guest.”
“I have my weekly book duties for the family enterprise
that I normally tend to on Nightday. Ression would be glad to
entertain you for the day, and he knows Honshu will probably
keep Dorrick entertained.”
“It’s probably the fire down at Gelliss’ house,” Honshu
said, “We could probably go on down also if you want?” she
asked Dorrick.
“There are certain rules at Gelliss’ house.” Ywinggee told
her. She felt that, but held her tongue. He must know about
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that drug, or is there another subject? Dorrick noticed the
similarities to a Centorin clan. There were the same intense
relationships, the same economic unit, the same workers and
shirkers. If he could have recorded what he’d seen and heard
so far, Hostra could get a segment out of that. That should be
his plan for the day, some filming of the Nightday in this
household.
His cameras had been right there in that room when he
woke up. The room had many aspects of a screened porch
when they first left their bags there but with the wall mats
down, it was as enclosed as most native dwellings got.
He returned to the table while the others were still there.
“Today we are going to visit a Kassidorian clan. By Centorin
standards this would be a minor house. There are eighteen
permanent residents of this household. Ywingge is part of the
family and Honshu is a resident with him. Ywinggee is off to
tend the house books this Nightday, for this is the day in the
middle of dark.
“What are your plans for this Nightday?” he asked
Honshu, turning the camera on her.
“Besides wringing a few more drops of cum out of you?”
“They’ll edit that out for broadcast but that’ll be the most
popular line around the studio where this is recorded.”
“That’s right, Centorin media is more prudish than any
individual Centorin person you are likely to meet,” she said.
Popular media was her most knowledgeable field.
“The media is about as prudish as the most prudish in the
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society. If anyone objects, they don’t show it.”
“Then you might as well not bother filming around this
nest of mooliucks,” Honshu said, “We hardly say a word or
perform an act some Centorin censor won’t find
objectionable.”
“Yes,” Ywinggee said, “Let her show you the seamy
underside of Caramon’s far north end.”
Honshu’s look at Ywinggee for that was a resigned and
tired, ‘must you?’ and not a shocked stare. “I could show you
around the neighborhood after you film his office. I’m sure I
can find you plenty of things your censors will never let you
show,” she said, still glowering at Ywinggee.
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6. Plankways to Fire
The path from the clan’s home was from the second floor
of the main home (third if you count the water) on the front
end of the dining hall, opposite the sunset porch. It was a rope
and plank suspension bridge that swayed alarmingly and had
too much mold on the planks. Once away from the house she
saw that the dark was lit by millions of tiny bugs called
plarons that were gliding around fractions of an inch above
the water. From the distance of this bridge, it looked like the
water glowed. These things only lived in twenty psi and
above. She thought the Trenst basin was a little less than five
miles deeper than the Yakhan so they were probably near the
thirty psi lower limit of the plaron’s range, there had been
none in Borlunth.
The bridge lead high into a forked tree, another
suspension bridge swung across more lon to a big, burly old
archwood grown all knotty in these climes. This tree must
have been a triplex, there were three doors and three more
rope-bridge paths in it’s center, one leapt to a sturdy hangleaf
that might have held another large family. They took the other
that reached a stand of six-level duplex trees with a planked
walkway down the center on the second level where she
walked a little easier. When her footing sways her instinct is
to feel a mile of air below.
She had seen this in movies all her life, a Trenst
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plankwalk. Now she was actually on one. It bounced and
creaked more than she had pictured, but maybe that was just
this one? She couldn’t believe the whole city would be happy
with nothing more than this beneath their feet. For a hundred
million people, these were their streets, because the average
home grew in three feet or more of water in the urban area of
Trenst. There were land-based streets in the rings and some
great causeways thruout the city, but most people lived on a
street like this. Most also had water access, a necessity when
that was the only practical way to move cargo.
It was Ression who escorted her this Nightday, a much
more masculine and confident version of Ywingee, broader in
the shoulder, narrower in the hip with a deeper but softer
voice and a cultured manner. He wasn’t as rugged as Dorrick
had become in the years they’d been together, but much more
polished and stylish.
Ression knew a few of the people they passed and
stopped to speak with a few. The path was so narrow these
conversations couldn’t last because of traffic. TongSu was
bombarded with more names she would never remember that
went with people she might never speak with again. Before
long they came to a bridge off the plankway that was even
longer than any they’d crossed so far. It had only woven ropes
for a floor, with some flexible sticks as the weft. It went up to
a single tall clawleaf standing alone in the lon, and from there
down to a great three-tier hangleaf mansion standing isolated
three hundred feet out in the water. From it came the throb of
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beatty music and a flicker of light thru the leaves.
“Gelliss lives out here,” he said.
“Oooo. It looks like he lives well.”
“It’s old money, he has royalties on inventions he did
centuries ago,” Ression said, dismissing it all with a wave of
his arm. “And he grew and built this almost by himself, with
some help from various people who were living here at the
time.”
It was quite a hike up the bridge. The clawleaf had been
re-grafted to make a large needle-eye that the path went thru.
She hated to think of what it must have been like climbing up
here to do that when the tree was young enough. She would
have wanted to do it hanging from her balloon.
From there the bridge went down almost to the water and
back up to enter the house on the second floor at a great
double door of stained glass and thick plank set between two
of the eighteen main trunks in the outermost circle. That door
stood wide open, TongSu could look right thru the forty foot
room inside, a room that took up the middle two layers and
middle two floors. She could see a crowd on the opposite
deck and see a stairway went down to the fire. In the same
glance she could see that the music, yes, band, was set up in
the front room right in front of them and facing the fire. Most
of the audience was on the deck opposite this door. The room
where they played pulsated and evolved with purple and red
light. There was a heavy beat in the bass of the music, a
dreamy drift in the upper registers. The vocal nodded to the
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beat but sang with the drift, a wall-of-sound drone repeating
‘machinery man’ now and then.
As soon as they were inside the door, they saw they were
trapped behind the impressive array of processing blocks,
weight sets and patch hoses they used in getting the sound
generated. It was all pneumatic, the only photovoltaics they
used were for the lights. Then they saw that almost in the
doorframe was a passage to the kitchen and a sign saying
‘<this way’. Once there, the general hubbub was more
noticeable. There was a short hallway that lead past the pantry
to the cooking island. There was a roast coriax on it. “How
could they have gotten a coriax here while it was still good?”
she asked. Coriax is an upland delicacy, they live so high that
even the Yakhan cannot have them on the table.
“They come brined in urns all the way from North Zil.”
“A brined Coriax?” she was pretty skeptical of that.
“Gelliss likes to throw memorable fire ceremonies.”
They plunged on in, more names to forget, info about the
band she would probably forget also, though she might retain
their name, ‘The Hollow Log’. She had a piece of brined
coriax that was not as good as fresh, maybe not as good as
fresh karga, but it was an extravagant touch in spite of that,
and very, very filling.
People she met asked her reason for being here, and that
brought up Ywinggee and the floater and the extra cropland
Ywinggee’s emergency field was costing them. They got into
a fairly long conversation, she told of her cargo hauling
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history and they made plans to all fly in to the ring sometime
when she next netted her girl back up. It came around to them
all agreeing that if you’re going to have a floater, you might
as well have one you can do something with.
“But Ywinggee does do the books, right?” she asked
Ression when they had moved on from that group. She was
getting the impression most of the people who knew him
considered Ywinggee a rather useless dandy.
“He checks the math. Formar has her own that she
compares to the ones Ywinggee and Arwan work on.”
“Do they know that?”
“Everyone does, we all know it’s a check.”
“His family’s a long story,” a nearby party guest said,
“you could get lost in there for ages.” So Ression got stopped
by another old friend and they lingered in another
conversation TongSu could play no part in.
They moved on, Ression asked her, “So how long do you
think you’ll be staying with us?” They had found a place to
lean along the wall that wasn’t constant traffic squeezing thru
to the dining hall where they could press against each other. It
was a little hard to hear over the music and the crowd so they
had to press close. She liked it because he kept his cup hand
at the right level.
“It probably depends on Dorrick’s filming. He wanted to
film that hunter,” she told them.
“What hunter?” another nearby guest asked.
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“One Honshu knows.”
Both those guys turned around and joined in their
conversation, “Not old Yorgar?” he asked. Ression made a
face but the guy went on with, “Figures, with the loon habit
she’s got.”
TongSu looked to Ression who said, “She just lives with
Ywinggee, I don’t really talk about her that much but I could
mention her as another frivolity of his.”
“I’ve seen her dip twice at one of these parties. That’s
probably another reason she got thrown out.”
“Thrown out?” TongSu couldn’t help asking.
“Gelliss likes some things to remain private, even at
parties,” the first guy said. “And he doesn’t like people
leaving with a worse loon habit than they came with.”
“Borinbar and her daughter were worse than Honshu in
that regard.” the new guy said. “I think it was Lanek yelling
‘form a line’ from just off the beach that got Gelliss out of his
chair and the three of them sent home.”
“Was she doing business?” TongSu asked. It sounded a
little generous to her, but she had a friend back in the Yakhan
who once did eighteen guys at a party.
“Pppp,” the new guy said, “Nobody’d pay for Lanek,
she’s even skinnier than Honshu.”
“So it was just friendly entertainment?” TongSu asked
Ression.
“Hey, it’s not my place...” Ression said. “Gelliss has his
rules, take a room, he has plenty and there’s plenty of action
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upstairs. He just wants it kept upstairs and some people can’t
seem to remember that.”
“The three of them double dipped at that party,” the new
guy said.
“I told you his family was a long story,” the first stranger
said to TongSu.
“Not as long as Gelliss’,” the new guy added, “there was
a time when he had seven women resident in this house, and
they didn’t all even get along with HIM much less each other.
The house was a lot...”
Seeing that those two were now talking to each other,
Ression told her he wanted to take a cup to the fire itself. She
could see he was glad to get away from talk about that aspect
of his family. She would let him get out of it; for now, but she
was starting to worry about what they were getting into here.
The media had long made her aware that there was a dark
side to Trenst and strong drugs were a well-known part of it.
They emerged onto the deck on the lon side of this level.
It was expansive, occupying all the bents on that side of the
house and overhanging at least forty feet beyond. Still it was
crowded and they had to push their way and shelter their cups
from the swaying bodies. The music was loud out here, there
were speakers above the doors to the main room, which were
open.
A wide stairway went down to a circular island in the lon,
bounded by a stone wall raising it eight inches above the
water. This island was two hundred feet in diameter. On the
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side opposite the house was a hundred feet of beach, but only
a few people ankle deep in the water. If sex was not allowed
on the beach or in the water, there would be little attraction to
the water on a Nightday, especially water with nothing
keeping the spheelunge out of it. There were some small trees
holding the stones of the retaining wall together. In the center
of this area was a stone circle, and in the center of that, the
fire. There were four separate tables holding kegs, and a
crowd almost as dense as the one on the porch. The music
was present but not obtrusive out here.
“Now this is amazing,” TongSu said about his fire island.
“Gelliss placed almost every rock and shovelful of dirt
himself over a century and a half,” Ression told her.
The ceremony of the fire was as old as mankind. It
probably celebrated mankind’s first mastery of nature. There
has been socializing around a fire in the oldest fossils of
humanity in every land. She didn’t know about the earlier
evolution at YingolNeerie, but as far as life on this one was
concerned, fire and sex had been at the center of all human
celebrations.
The atavistic symbolism aside, what these people liked
about the fire was that it gave them something to drink to.
She found that the keg in the kitchen with the food, a brew
she found reasonably potent, was just something to wash the
meal down with. There were four more kegs out here and
they were more potent yet and each kicked with something
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that complimented that brew’s character. The first was a clear
Yondurian recipe, kicked with alcohol. She didn’t want the
day after that alcohol produced.
“This blue’s got loon in it,” she said, “so it’s common in
these parts?”
“Too common. I’ll stick to the lvinch-kicked gold I think,
I don’t know if I want to get planted.” She saw where he was
looking, the benches near the loon-kicked keg.
The last keg was kicked with Tpsii they found, something
she was already afraid of since having flashbacks all thru the
102nd after her own serious flirtation with that stuff. “I’ll stay
away from that also. Maybe I’ll go back to the kitchen.”
“It will be social at the orange table and on that side of the
fire.”
The people in this area were more alone in themselves, or
possibly holding one or the other as couples. “The Tpsii
lacing must be pretty heavy in this keg.”
“Gelliss does get carried away with it. That’s him right
there basking on this side of the fire. That’s Bekdis, the girl
who normally shares his bed poking him.” The big-bellied
man with a long wisp of hair hanging down the back of his
chair patted at her finger a little but didn’t turn toward her.
“That’s from this keg?”
“Nah, he probably dropped a tab of it about the time he
finished lunch if I know him. If I want to talk to him, I’ll try it
about Darkmeal before he drops another.”
She looked back at the keg. Right on top of it above the
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spigot was a cup, about half full of tiny blue pills. She walked
back and saw that on the top of the loon keg was a little jar,
an inch in diameter and an inch high. The cover was off and
there was a thick green jelly inside it. On the alcohol one
there was a black bottle in a strap and back around to the
lvinch-boosted keg where there was a small basket of berries
sitting atop it.
Ression had taken the more direct route and was here
already talking to a tall but dainty, black-haired, whiteskinned woman with dainty hands. “Here she is now,” he said
as TongSu approached.
“You’re a Centorin? You look just like an Enurate.”
“It takes a Megnor to know one,” she couldn’t be called a
Pixie, and she knew some Megnors that would call her
‘Megnor dyke’ but TongSu certainly wouldn’t. “but I’m three
generations and thirteen centuries out of the Known World.”
“My ancestors fled Borlunth in the 21st,” the girl said.
“There was a Dalthite nation here, well, west of the Myassa,
until the late 41st. I was born in the 54th.”
“I stand corrected. I don’t know a lot of the details of the
Trenst basin’s history.”
“But you were talking about a Centorin?” the girl asked
Ression.
“Dorrick, the guy I’m flying around,” TongSu answered.
She spent a few minutes retelling that story.
Telling the facts and figures was easy enough but they sat
together on a bench for awhile while she told it. She wanted
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to know everything TongSu could remember about the
Borlunth basin. She hadn’t visited it since the 101st. Right in
the middle of all that talk about places they’d been and things
they’d done and seen, the Megnor woman asked, “Do you
think you love him?”
It was a slap up-side the head, a complete change of
subject. It must have been because she talked so much of
Dorrick while telling of their time in Borlunth. She had to
think about it, that was hard, “Is it that? It’s not sexual
devotion, variety brought us here, he’s with someone else
now...”
“Honshu,” Ression told her.
“Oooo,” she said.
“Her reputation precedes her I see,” TongSu said.
“She provides variety,” this woman said, in a tone of
voice that underlined and italicized it.
“I found Ywinggee does also.”
She looked questioningly to Ression, then back to her.
“I’m glad Ywinggee is finding some too.”
“I take it that’s a little one-sided?” she asked Ression.
“Ywinggee sleeps alone somewhat more than Honshu
does,” Ression admitted and the girl suppressed a choke.
“I’m glad I found him attractive enough.”
“Oh he looks attractive enough,” the girl said.
“I think it has more to do with his appetite than his
attractiveness,” Ression explained. “I think it could be your
balloon that turns him on.”
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“Then why is Honshu with him?” TongSu asked.
“She’s a good friend of Borinbar’s. She introduced them
and must have told Honshu he would provide for her and let
her have plenty of variety around the house. I think the floater
might have turned her on also.”
“Interesting,” was all TongSu could say about that.
“His family can get complicated,” the woman said.
They got up onto the balcony and watched the band later
on in Nightday, but before Darkmeal. It was interesting but
pretty spacey. Probably very well done, but not something she
was at all familiar with. Ression talked compares and
contrasts with various other artists, with several other people
nearby. This seemed to be a fairly well-known band that was
played in network broadcasts. She could only nod and say ‘hi’
on this subject. When asked her opinion of it she could say
‘different’ ‘weird’ and ‘strange’. She couldn’t say she came
away liking it, but she didn’t hate it either.
For darkmeal the cooks brought forth a baked stuffed
hyadune. She tried to content herself with the stuffing, after
the coriax she had earlier, she wasn’t ready for another meal
this heavy. If she had known they had this coming, she would
have avoided the coriax. Back in the Yakhan, hyadune is
usually served with thesh rolls, she could have gone for a
couple of them, but they served only the stuffings and the
usual fruit basket.
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Her head was both mushed and wired from drinking that
kicked yaag half the day, and Ression could tell she was
partied out by the time Darkmeal was done. With little
ceremony he said a few good-bye’s and they made their way
back to the house. Those long rope bridges were even more
exciting after drinking for hours.
They found the house pretty quiet when they returned.
Dorrick and Honshu were nowhere to be found. In a way she
was a little disturbed by that, one sleep was usually all they
spent apart from each other when they socialized. Ywinggee
was already asleep. They had missed Noonsleep, barely got
enough Dusksleep and since the rumor was, he wasn’t usually
that active, she wasn’t that surprised. He might not be
expecting her for Dawnsleep, but with Dorrick still in
Honshu’s clutches, it looked like she was going to spend this
sleep with Ression.
“I can avoid waking him when I get in,” she said,
determined to make the best of it.
“But you’re not ready for bed yet?” he asked.
“Well not to sleep.” She didn’t really think that was what
he meant yet, but if he was wondering whether she would or
not, she would provide a bit of background info on the topic.
“Let me show you our part of the house, there might be
someone up there.”
“Lead on.”
There was a separate archwood clump standing in the
slough connected on by a swinging hallway on the third floor
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that didn’t seem to be made of much more than the vines that
shaded it. The floor was roped planks, hanging from the vine.
The six young archwoods came together in a pointed turret
just off the water end of the house. There was a cute little
sitting room on the third floor, little more than twelve feet in
diameter. It was all done in cushions and earth-tone gauzy
drapes. The view across the lon would be great in the light,
but the mats were all down now and the tiny lantern kept it
cozy enough. The smell of rord was in the air and a large
water-bong sat on the table along with a large jar of leaf.
Jessue was wearing only her quilt and she had only that
over her back with the corners over her shoulders. Goron was
with her but was slumped pretty deeply into a cushion, not
that Jessue was bouncing around like a cadet either, but she
was at least sitting up. “Whew, you’re home early aren’t
you?”
“I’m blithered,” TongSu announced and noticed how
much she would really like to join them on a cushion. She
obliged herself on the small one opposite the table.
Ression was still feeling the lvinch in the yaag and paced
to the far side of the room and peeked around the mat. Here
on the southwest side of the house they could see the
footbridge across the lon to the main house. She wondered if
he often kept tabs on the comings and goings.
“Been to the fire?” Jessue asked.
“Yep,” TongSu answered. “Learned that pickled coriax
ain’t as good as fresh and hyadune is too much after that.”
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“They do like their chow over at Gelliss’,” she agreed.
Goron nodded and waved hello to them both. He pointed
to the stash and bong with a slow head bow. Ression waved
him off and TongSu flashed the sign of the wings meaning
‘any more would kill me’ but saw that it didn’t matter anyway
because he was only being polite. No doubt he could see they
were in nearly the same condition he was. He looked
confused, then she figured he’d never seen the kluboeb-wing
sign, being these twenty something thousand miles from the
highlands of the Lumpral basin complex.
“You didn’t see anyone who made you stay?” Jessue
asked Ression, “Or are you going back?”
“Nah, it’s the same old blast over there, I’ve got all the
excitement I can handle in my own household.” TongSu
watched a lot of data get transferred in a couple of wry
grimaces.
“Gelliss always did attract a lot of sharp tongues to his
fires,” Jessue said, apparently understanding what excitement
their own household was providing at Gelliss’ fire.
“I talked too much about the floater to start it off,”
Ression admitted.
“Well with hers around...”
“What’s with her’s?” Goron asked. He hadn’t seen it.
“Her’s is to floaters what yours is to penises,” Jessue said
and patted his, apparently talking about it’s size rather than
condition. TongSu could see that his thin jersey briefs were
way too full.
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“Ah,” he said.
They are cousins, she remembered. She wondered how
close and decided right then and there that they were probably
very close. Of course Ression and Jessue were also cousins
and had always lived in the same household since birth.
“Anyway, I’m just as glad to be back here where it’s
quiet,” Ression said.
“Arwan just came home with a guy,” Jessue said, “so you
could probably hear some noise on the fourth floor, but with
Honshu and Borinbar both out of the house you won’t hear
the street people sneaking around.”
“Is that common in this household?” TongSu asked.
“We don’t really sneak, we’re just quiet enough to pretend
we’re sneaking,” Jessue said, “but I think even Ywinggee’s
dick has been in every woman in this house.”
“He’s been in me,” TongSu admitted.
“How was that?” Jessue asked.
“Fun, that’s what really sums it up, it was fun. We just did
it Noonsleep, Dusksleep we were both too tired. We never
slept Noonsleep but it was more from the talk about balloons
than the sex, although we did go around three times.”
“You really got to Ywinggee in that case. Honshu whines
like three times in one year is a lot for him.”
“I didn’t find him reluctant, just distracted.”
“By the size of your floater no doubt,” Ression said.
Jessue laughed and Goron even managed a chuckle. “So what
did you do for Darkmeal?” he asked Jessue.
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“Enzick roasted a pigmy chuff Nubar caught in the tight
swamp yesterday and we stuffed ourselves with the culled
pokeberries in puffbatter.”
“I think we should have come home earlier,” TongSu said.
“It was early, there was no real lunch anywhere in the
house today unless Hosya made something upstairs,” Jessue
said. “Enzick cooked early and we’ve been here for many
hours.”
“Many, many hours,” Goron reiterated, without really
needing to.
“So who’s doing who this Dawnsleep?” Jessue asked.
“Since you two have been with each other all day I would
guess you will want to stay together for the sleep?”
“But to me it looks like Goron may not be functioning
this sleep,” Ression said.
“Oh I’m sure he’ll be ready in a couple more hours,” she
said and stroked his member.
“I don’t know,” he drawled, “we really put some lightyears on that bong this evening.”
TongSu laughed, partly from how completely unexpected
his knowledge of light-years was.
“I’ll find a way,” Jessue said. “You just have fun with
TongSu, I’m in the mood for something to really stretch me
out. But what about a nice lazy four way?” she asked TongSu.
“I like one on one,” TongSu said, “I know that makes me
a little stuffy in the Yakhan, what about here?”
“I can get in on, on a plankway rail,” Jessue said, “Trash95

talking spectators don’t bother me when I’ve got hormones
flowing.”
TongSu looked at Ression, “Some parties aren’t as
decorous as Gelliss’,” was his answer.
“Yeah, like ours,” Jessue said. Causing Goron to quake in
silent laughter.
They soon went down the little spiral staircase under the
shelf and emerged in a smaller space below. The stairway
continued down to a boathouse, she could smell the water
below. There was a small bath on one side, some closet and
standing space before the bed. The bed was large and
surrounded by windows on three sides, now with the short
mats rolled down.
Ression lit a single candle. “I’ve been dreaming of seeing
you nude all day, would that bother you?”
“Dreaming of seeing me?” she asked. “You probably want
to check if I’m the same color all over.”
“I admire your figure, you are so voluptuous but solid.”
“I work out,” she said, “at least I used to.” She had a
blouse and knee-lengths on for Nightday. Trenst was not so
deep that the dark wasn’t cooler than the light. It was a little
cool on her naked skin when she got the blouse off. He was
interested, his eyes followed her nipples as she stood close
and turned so he could view her breasts from all angles. He
sank back onto the bed as she did so. She turned around when
she began to lower her shorts, looking around to him with her
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hair thrown over her back and blocking a bit of her view. His
hand came up, then stopped. “By all means,” she said and
smiled when he caressed her. She lingered for a minute before
turning around so he could view her hips from the front. His
hands came with his eyes and his fingers teased her thick
curls.
“You are quite a woman,” he said. “Thank you for the
opportunity to lie with you.”
Ression turned out to be quite the acrobat in bed, more
than she could fully appreciate after all that drinking. It was
all she could do to keep up with him enough that he wasn’t
too disappointed. She made it a point to try and remember to
come and have another round with him sometime soon when
she was in a better state to appreciate it.
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7. Deep Swamp
They were well underway now, far enough out into the
miles of lon that the sky, not trees and balconies, covered the
upper half of the cosmos. He steered thru the recently
harvested areas, amazed that there was so little traffic out
here.
Honshu was lounged out naked in the early rays, already
passing him a skin of yaag. “Never too early to get started,
Hey what?” he said, and took a little taste. He was still in
fallout from all he’d done the day before, it added
helplessness to the hangover from all the alcohol that went
with it.
“I’ve had twenty one centuries to get started,” she said as
she took it back and tipped it up. Might as well use it up
during the hour or two they would spend crossing the lon,
they wouldn’t want it in the swamp itself.
He wouldn’t have any more, he was driving. Alcohol was
something he wasn’t used to since he’d come thru the
stargate. But bothering him more than the way his head hurt,
were the hours he didn’t remember.
He didn’t talk much, just tried to sort out what he had
done the day before. It had been dark, there had been water
below and miles of swaying bridges. He didn’t really
remember taking any more of that green paste, but his
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memory of Nightday, now that it was light, seemed as surreal
as if he had. He didn’t want to ask her if he had. They hadn’t
discussed the household much.
He remembered the early part of the day best. He’d
learned some of the business of the household from
Ywinggee. He got to film the tiny compartment in a turret
where they kept the family records. He wanted to show the
people of Centorin that they were still on human-readable
paper only. Ywinggee knew about the starship age and how
humans at Sol had been under silicon control at the time.
Dorrick pointed out to the audience that what he called the
‘starship age’ was the Angel civilization that had terraformed
Centorin in ancient times.
No, Dorrick’s problem with memory was after he
followed Honshu out of the house and onto the plankways.
That was his first real chance to capture video on the
plankways, and the fact that it was dark only added to the
alien-ness of it. The plankways were lit by torches who’s
flames hung low and lazy in the thick air. It was fronted by
portals that reminded him of woodpecker holes with fancy
doors. They went farther from the house in search of more
plankways to film. They went to Caramon Center nearly three
miles away. There they could climb to plankways above the
plankways and show people below them by their own
streetlights.
It was actually quite dark, and he was sure he was able to
convey that with the camera. He was more worried that they
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wouldn’t be able to see a thing, but the camera Kex
University sent with him had some extra spectrum to it.
As they went farther from the house, he once again
consumed far more yaag, then shots, than he intended. He had
no idea where he was, what he was doing, who he was talking
to, etc. He remembered looking at Honshu and knew that she
was as far gone as he was. He knew he could not find their
way home. He could not convince her that they had a
problem. After darkmeal at a tree stand with flimsy railings,
they continued to wander deeper into the swamp on swaying
rope bridges over torchlit black water. Voices of all kinds,
only half of them human, burbled from the dark both above
and below.
They went to some sound program, Honshu said it was
music. Dorrick thought it was some form of biological
machine that was evolving and somehow able to transform its
evolving genetic material into sound. Dorrick already knew
that this city was as advanced in genetic science as the
Kassikan and that could be how their music was made.
He thought they encountered some of her friends and
remembered snatches of conversations about their household.
Honshu continued to use the term ‘reality freaks’ to describe
certain members of it. It seemed that Arwan was her main
antagonist.
He remembered a press of warm brown bodies sometime
last dark. He remembered visions of rolling with multiple
pretty children, a flash of blond curls over tanned skin
100

surrounding smiling lips. He hoped it was a hallucination or a
dream because in it there was a cheering crowd of spectators.
He didn’t remember what he turned the camera on as they
used up too much of Dawnsleep. He wondered if someone
had filmed that orgy, if there really was one.
This dawn he woke disoriented once again. It was in the
room that was a porch during light and a room for the dark. It
was a porch again because Honshu had raised the mats before
he woke. He wondered how she could function today. He
thought she was consuming a lot more than he was of
everything. This wasn’t the condition he wanted to be in to go
video a hunter of dangerous animals. He should have felt a lot
worse today, it should have been one of those days when each
hand felt like it weighed fifty pounds and climbing stairs
caused one to stop and wheeze.
Honshu brought him back to the here and now poking his
foot and holding up that tiny jar once again. “How could I do
that and drive this boat?”he asked.
“Well yeah, when we get to the swamp it might be a
problem and you don’t come down off this too quick. Take a
little smaller dab this time.” He refused it, but she didn’t.
“We’ve got another hour on this lon, I’m going to lie back
and watch the movie. You’re welcome to play with my body
in the mean time.”
He mumbled some excuse that she was hard to reach in
her present position. She mumbled something in response as
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she quickly sank under the spell of that drug. They were
heading west but she turned around and stretched out in full
frontal display toward him. The view was nice but Dorrick
would have to crawl forward to reach her. She was firm, and
her nipples were very cute, but she was small compared to
TongSu, not worth the effort to reach her while holding the
tiller.
He did reach for another swallow of yaag, it was a lazy
drive across this lon in a boat that wasn’t very fast. Another
hour on the lon marsh went pretty well with a swallow of
yaag.
The boat was a standard two man with a jet pump and
steam turbine. On this planet the cost of an electric motor is
out of reach, but boats like this had been in use back in
Kassidor City since Earth’s 1700's.
He got to watch Honshu make love to herself. She
caressed herself, fingered herself, whispered sweet nothing’s
in her ear and wrapped her arms and legs around herself.
Much of the time it really sounded like she thought someone
was participating in the act with her. He wondered if she
knew what she was doing or did she think he had tied the
tiller and mounted her, or better yet in her mind(?), mounted
her in the middle of the lon with the tiller loose and the motor
on full? All he did was watch her spasm, lifting herself with
both hands in it, almost like she was going to give birth to
something.
Dorrick wondered if this drug was so strong she might
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disembowel herself in her lust, but she fell back onto the seat
gasping as she always did after an orgasm. He had to admit
this girl wasn’t afraid to have five to seven orgasms in any
one wake-sleep cycle. This was her third today he guessed
because she had puffed deeply when she came out of the
shower.
The hour of the lon traverse worked away. Honshu
gradually became more conscious of his presence, but talked
to him of things he couldn’t answer, and seemed to think he
had made responses that he never even knew. He tried to get
back in touch with her as the trees of the swamp ahead began
to become distinct.
“Are you going to stay naked til we get there?” he asked.
“We aren’t there yet are we?” she sat up and looked
around with some urgency. “I bet we’re really still out on the
lon aren’t we?”
“Yes, but we’re getting closer.”
“Centorins never arrive nude I take it?” she asked, while
pinching her nipples in his direction.
“So you don’t mind showing this hunter everything as you
come up to his house?”
“Yorgar once licked my clit for ten minutes straight, he’s
seen between my lips before.”
“I thought Borinbar was his interest?”
“Pppp. We had some wild three ways out here at his
place. His interest is whoever stops by. There’s not many
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women that cross this lon to the swamp beyond it. We aren’t
in it already are we?”
“It is still at least another mile til the swamp is a reality,”
he said.
“Oh, so I can relax, let me know when we get there.”
And that was his guide speaking.
She seemed no more mature than she looked, in spite of
her claims of being born in Charlemagne’s era. He had made
it clear he had never been in wildhull before and had been
told it was uninhabitable. He had the crossbow and the
dropper helmet, but had once been too flustered to use the
crossbow in time of need. She hadn’t seemed concerned.
‘He’s hardly more than a mile in,’ had been her response.
Just then a four foot in diameter hill rose a foot high in the
water, ripples spread from it, it was right on their path, he
couldn’t have avoided that patch of water even if he swerved
sharply enough to capsize the boat. They glided thru the edge
of the patch that had been the hill of water. She screamed and
seemed to fight off things that were invisible to him. Was
what he saw even real, or was it a flashback and part of her
hysteria? Had she started screaming before he saw the water
rise?
He leaned forward and told her it was just him, there was
nothing grabbing her. She jumped onto him, almost capsizing
them. Her irises were gone, her whites bulged. “It’s only me,
we’re well past it now,” he said. “You shouldn’t have done
that green shit out here.”
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“Oh I’m way down off that already. That was a big one
and we almost went right over it, and it’s not really that deep
here.” She looked up at him confused, then crawled out of his
arms and back to her own seat, facing forward this time. “We
really should stop playing around pretty soon, you can get in
trouble in the swamp that way,” she said. “There’s foeth
around from here on.”
There were still a few sprinkles of lon here and there in
the shallow spots. The hangleaves stood widely spaced, still
bright-faced in the early light, their enormous leaves now
completely unfurled and hanging like banners and bed sheets
in the thick air. Most of the remaining mile or two was open
water til the twisted growth of the wildhull began.
The deep swamp began as a few tendrils widely spaced.
There were vines spreading over the water with rows of
boatlike leaves along each side. They were tiny out at the
ends, just little pockets that could barely keep the skinny vine
afloat. But they were bigger in the distance, the size of ships
with a whole ecology living on them. They grew elephant ear
and false larorlie as one followed the vine further toward the
swamp. Then in the distance, there were clawleaf and even an
occasional great hangleaf growing where a few hulls joined.
In the depths of the swamp a jungle with complex fauna and
flora floated over dark waters of significant depth. Deep
enough that great beasts prowled below.
“Are we in the right place?”
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“Oh yeah,” she said. “Just go in til you get to the killrush
plain, follow that around counter clockwise.”
“How far in is that?”
“It looks like this is a good deep inlet, follow it as deep as
it goes. That’s real over there isn’t it, the open water with a
few spots of ripple texture on it?”
“Yes, that is real.”
“Go that way then,” she said. “Where’s that yaag skin? I
need something to settle me down a little more now that
we’re here.”
“It’s right here,” he said, “But this might not be my idea
of down.”
“But you weren’t hanging by your fingernails.”
“Exactly,” he said. “Did you give me any of that last
Nightday?”
“We rode it all evening honey, I thought you were having
the time of your life?”
“I don’t have a clear recollection,” he said.
“That will sometimes happen, then there will be times
when you will remember things you’ve done and places
you’ve been with sudden clarity. Quite often embarrassing
clarity in my case.”
“Your family does not approve of this drug.”
“There are some who don’t, but I get it at the house, that’s
how I met Ywinggee.”
“Going to the house to pick up this stuff?”
“We call it loon. Yes, my source introduced me to his
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cousin. It’s been much more convenient since then.”
“Ywinggee does not approve?”
“He has the zeal of the tightly controlled.”
“I feel a longing already, but I fear I could see things I’d
rather not.”
“And miss things you should have seen. I think you
should get that crossbow cocked, this inlet is starting to get a
bit narrow and twisty, we’re going to have to start going
under things pretty soon and they aren’t plank-walks over
here.”
Dorrick did get it cocked and latched this time, he hoped
he would not put the bolt in her back should an emergency
arise. They each donned their dropper helmets. Droppers drop
like darts from above, the impact driving a large bite of their
prey into their beaks like taking a core sample. Their most
common prey are marsh karga and dooluks, wide-nosed,
eight-flippered manatee-like animals that were moderately
common in these waters.
“Is that limb breathing?” she asked.
“No,” Dorrick said, “but thanks for asking.” She was
supposed to be his guide. All the travel guides he’d read
before this politely explained that entering this environment
was almost certain death.
“I must have taken a little much for the crossing, your
boat is quite fast.”
“Compared to me paddling us both,” he said. “When you
say a mile in, from where?”
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“Up there, I think we’re going to have to go under about
there, this looks like choked swamp straight ahead.”
She was right, the young vines and small leaves had
choked off the entire surface of the water up ahead. They had
to pass under an arch joining two old hulls. It was a thick
curved trunk now, with several rushes sprouting sixty feet
above. But in the hulls, young quibrakes and clawleaves had
taken root, dangling their roots off the wildhull in the water
below. He doubted they were reaching the bottom, this was
the deep swamp.
There was unknown water below with room for anything
in it. The creepiest thing about the whole movie they saw last
week, was that you never got to see a foeth. You heard people
talking about it, about a thousand tentacles up to twenty feet
long busting from the water. They talked about getting a boat
crushed and another about having the flesh eaten right off his
leg when he was treed by one. The movie was actually about
people who’d once had these adventures and how they used
them in conversations for centuries to come. It had been a
psychological movie displaying the distortion memory has
over time. That distortion made the memories even worse
than the events themselves; he hoped.
Honshu, and Ywinggee also, had assured him that Yorgar
does in fact make his living hunting and catching enough
foeth to sell the products made from them and provide for
himself. Honshu did say it could get a little lonely out at his
place, but at least you had your privacy.
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They could see the opening into the interior of the jungle
long before they got there. Dorrick slowed to look for
hyadune and droppers before slipping under. He saw nothing
and passed under the hullvine and into the swamp. From then
on it was a bit like being in the city except that the trees were
inhabited by creatures more likely to eat humans than not.
They were between the hulls and stems of the hullvine. A
smelly chuff with a tentacle and a half bitten off, hung
overhead as they came into the first pool. That larger and
stupider relative of the klizhorn was caressing the trees for
any small creatures that it could feed on.
After a nervous, slow float thru several pools and under
several thick vines, the water became shallow again but
instead of another large lon pond, there was a ragged stand of
killrush reaching far into the distance. To the north it
extended only another mile, to the south and southeast at least
five, out of sight even in Morningday air. “Just go around the
north end, don’t try to go thru there.”
“I know,” Dorrick said. The plant built brittle glass
skeletons that dried sharp and delicate. They would penetrate
and break off in anything that blundered into them. This talent
was like briars in their self preservation strategy.
There was a pretty consistent aisle between the killrush
and the edge of the swamp, Dorrick steered the boat along
that aisle. After they’d cruised along the boundary of the
killrush plain for a mile or two, he wondered if he should be
looking for something or was she going to say ‘turn here.’ It
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was right about then she said, “Stop here, take a look that
way.” She pointed into a channel they had just passed. “Can
you see another little patch of killrush thru there?”
And so they set out to look up every channel from then on
in search of killrush, creeping slowly for an hour, til they
found something else. It was bone, though shaped more like a
sponge that got more and more open as it got toward the base.
It was flat on top, and round like a big dinner plate, at least
sixteen inches, maybe eighteen inches, in diameter. The
sponge or foam-like delicate bone structures were at least
fourteen inches deep in the center. It was impaled three feet
above the water on a tall snag of archwood stick all by itself
near a wide archway leading back into the swamp. A few
bugs were still picking at the last scraps of decayed flesh
clinging to it.
Dorrick was focusing the camera long and hard on this
object, the jagged spindle it had dried on and the passage thru
the floating jungle and the distant patch of sunlit killrush
beyond the gloom with a single snag of something in it. There
were enough large creatures flying in that passage to focus
full telephoto on, then the drift of the boat let that abstract
piece of bone cut off the view again.
“Oh nice, he put up a sign,” Honshu said.
There was a struggling fine-branch clawleaf with a
modest habitation in it in the middle of at least ten acres of
water infested with kill rush. There was a dock on one side
made of plank. There was no rail on the dock or the six steps
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leading up to the shack. Hand-sized black four-wings
fluttered from one kill rush stalk to another as they drifted
closer. An animal that looked like an octopus slithered off the
dock into the water as they approached.
Dorrick was glad he got all of this video recorded. There
should be a skull on one of the outermost rushes with a faded
‘beware’ sign under it, tilted a little. He wouldn’t put it past
the production department to edit something like that into it.
There was someone sitting on the steps leading from the
dock gouging at a plank with a knife the size of a legionair’s
sword. He must have been of the race the natives call Trolls.
He had thick black hair that he wore braided down his back.
His beard formed the braid down his chest. His brow was a
single mass of hair, thick, black and bushy on prominent
ridges. His feet and hands were huge and hairy, his elbows
and knees knobby. His arms and legs were corded but slender,
he was probably one of the tallest natives he had seen, at least
an inch taller than Dorrick.
“Good to see you.” Honshu called to him. He hadn’t taken
his eye off the camera yet, though he was still shedding
shavings from the board with his knife.
“Welcome,” he said, “and welcome to your camera man
too, but I don’t know if I want to repeat some of the things
we’ve done for a camera.”
“This is Dorrick, he’s from Centorin, some travel
company. He wants to film a hunt.”
Yorgar chuckled deeply. “Oh?”
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“Borinbar inside?” Honshu asked. She was looking
around, presumably for Borinbar’s boat. The only boat here
was a beat-up wide-beamed thick-hull with a new motor
screwed to the tail. “But where’s Borinbar?”
“Back at Kahlekmeel house I would image,” Yorgar
answered, “She left here in a huff early last week when I told
her she was unsafe out here.”
“What did she do?” Honshu asked.
“Almost got us eaten by a dactyl,” he answered, "because
she wouldn't shut up."
“She’s not back at the house,” Honshu answered, “she
should have been back before the storm hit. Was she sailing?”
“Yes, she had her sail and outrigger with her, are you
telling me she didn’t make it?”
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8. In Search of Borinbar
Ression seemed to have little interest in Morningday and
breakfast, so TongSu went back to Ywinggee’s wing of the
house and found him having a nice breakfast of hot sunfruit
jam and crusty bread all by himself.
“Mind if I join you?”
“Not at all,” he said and made room for her on the
windowsill bench where he was sitting.
This window had a view of their crops over a little patch
of tell that must have been for the family only. The bread
tasted like they used quite a bit of it. “You make this here?”
“Harskain does most of the baking now that there’s no
children in the house, but I do some threshing. It looks like
this year’s will be ripe early, I’ll probably bring some in next
week. I’ve got to help pick honiss today, sorry I’m not a very
entertaining host.”
“I don’t expect entertainment. I’ll give you a hand with
that, honiss is a lot like a yoonberry right?”
“Much harder and black, they’re used all the time in
Tunksian cooking.”
“What’s Tunksian?”
“The Tunk lived all thru the northeast lowlands in the
Misty Woods. They never built towns but lived as forest
nomads. They had a lively and elegant culture for people who
carried everything thru the woods. Their cuisine features
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dried meats and fruits and raw vedn nuts, often in a vegetable
slurry. It’s popular in the city.”
“Your family doesn’t consider this the city, even though
you can plankwalk to the ring?”
“Well, we do farm, we produce far more than we consume
so we are technically rural. Since our staple crop grows for
miles off the other side of the house, we could be anyway.”
“But the city is just the other side of your rope bridge?”
“If you could follow the whole city boundary out to here,
you might in fact find that Caramon is connected by some
plankway or another with urban households all the way.
Trenst violates the technicality of that rule of geography.
Enough people get so much of their food out on the pond that
you could say they are not even farmers but hunter-gatherers,
even though their home is on the fourth floor.”
“I know, I saw a lot of that Nightday.”
“How was the party?”
“There was some pretty blunt blurting going on,” she
admitted.
“About us?”
“About the whole Kahlekmeel family, but not about you
and me as an item. Oh, actually, one woman did say I must
have really aroused you.”
Ywinggee blushed. “Yes, I see. You do arouse me, I’ve
been more attracted to you than anyone else I can remember.
I’m glad Honshu has taken Dorrick off again and left you in
my company. I only wish I didn’t have duties so I could enjoy
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the day with you.”
“Dorrick and Honshu have already left?” He couldn’t
have got much sleep. TongSu wondered if she was going to
lose Dorrick for good here in this crazy place.
“Yes, at first light I heard them load up your kayak and
shove off. It doesn’t look like he took any of the spare fuel.”
That Borlunth-grown kayak was a rather rude and slow craft
by local standards, but still faster than paddling when wide
open. Most of the kayaks she’d seen around this household
had sails and outriggers with them and would outrun it even
in a light breeze.
“What will you do today my dear?” he asked her.
“After breakfast we’ll go pick the honiss and then we’ll
have the after-lunch to ourselves, what would you like to do
then?”
“I hadn’t given it a thought, but my first love would be to
fly off with you,” he said. “It looks like a beautiful day, no
thunderheads will get started til Noonsleep at least, even if we
do have them again this week.”
“Could we go see where Dorrick went? To be honest, I
wanted to go see that guy also.”
“Yorgar?” he asked.
“Yes, the foeth hunter.”
“I can fly there and back before Noonsleep, but there is
nowhere to put down and tie up. He lives in a narrow hole in
the swamp on an island of razor-sharp killrush.”
“I’ll bring his film camera and get some aerial shots if
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you’re up for doing that and your balloon’s up for it. I don’t
want to net my girl for a couple weeks, like we said. Don’t
think you have to do this either, it’s just if you want to go fly
anyway that’s a destination.”
“Yeah, it would be fun. We can see what trouble they can
get into when I’m not around.”
“Right. You know, in spite of what your family thinks,
you might be the sane one.”
“One of. Jessue and Ression are actually sane in spite of
what they put you thru sexually last sleep.”
“It was just a bit more variety, I didn’t go for the fourway. Your cousin Goron was the other and no way, I ain’t
even trying to fit around that.”
“Ah-ha. In that case you are more my type of sane. But
they are sane. Everyone has their little obsession, mine is
flight.”
“Mine too,” she said, and wondered.
They blew thru the honiss berries in short order, grabbed
some of them and the rest of the loaf of tell bread for their
lunch and ate them in the air as they made their way across
the lon. In little more than an hour they came in low over the
deep swamp, it was a tangled, twisted place. Random bits of
open water leading in circles. She wondered how anyone
could find their way thru this.
She kept her eye on the swamp for dactyls, crossbow
cocked and loaded. So far they were alone in the sky and she
116

hoped it stayed that way. It was a little difficult to see behind
them, but she didn’t neglect looking that way. There was a
dactyl in the area, she saw the bared snags of a couple
perches. The beast that used them was easily big enough to
bring down this little floater.
She could see down into the water where it was open, and
spotted something large and round hovering just below the
surface like a huge sunken enthora leaf. There were lots of
chuff, she saw two before they even got to the killrush.
“He’s just the other side of this big killrush patch, I think
you can see his clearing on the far side.”
“Pretty mean country to be this close to a big city.”
“Pretty mean city to be this close to big wildlife,” he said
in response. Yorgar is showing us how to take back the
wildhull swamp. Before you know it, there’ll be someone
tough enough to live on the wildhull, then you’ll see the city
really take off.”
“I think the city of Trenst is pretty well established by
now. Adding seventy five thousand square miles of wildhull
to it would be adding what, another three hundred million
people at least?”
“The urban land of Trenst covers about ten thousand
square miles now,” he told her, but the people have access to
another four thousand square miles of land or lon. Trenst is
the most tenuous of cities.”
“It’s pretty tenuous here,” she said. They were over the
killrush now, about an eighth as far above it as it was wide,
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but still high enough to see it went into the distance shaped
like a lumpy question mark at least seven miles in total
length. There were a few hangleaves standing in the center of
the killrush where it was shallowest. This shallow spot kept
the deep swamp anchored.
She thought she heard a distant voice coming from the
north. She looked and saw two kayaks in the water, one of
which looked like theirs. She pointed for Ywinggee. “That’s
Dorrick and Honshu now.”
“And Yorgar with them. I think they’re waving.”
“I thought I heard a scream.”
Ywinggee brought his balloon about and cut across the
gentle drift toward the boats on the north end of the killrush.
“They wouldn’t be out filming a hunt over there,”
Ywinggee said, they’d be in one of the deeper holes farther
west.”
“They’re trying to get our attention.”
Ywinggee was already administering a little down to the
root tray of his balloon. He had tubes rigged up so he just
pumped a little from a bulb on his armrest. TongSu thought
that was almost godlike power and vowed to herself to rig
something like that up in the pilot lounge she was going to
buy once she collected her fortune. If Dorrick was going to
switch to Honshu completely, she better try and collect at
least what she could of it. ‘I mean get real’ she thought, her
weight in aluminum was a fortune beyond comprehension.
One of the pouches of copper he picked up was probably all
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she could really hope for, but with that she could get a pilot’s
lounge like this and still have enough left for emergencies if
she worked her way home. But now that she was in Trenst
and there were so many more floaters, she just might give life
here a chance.
They settled about fifty feet above the killrush. It was
dense here, it had been growing for a time, building an island
of jagged silicate shards. The boats were skirting it on the
north, heading back toward the lon, still a mile away across
swamp and open water. When they were still a hundred feet
away, Ywinggee began to slow and jockey his balloon into
the gentle wind above them. It was pretty good piloting.
“Borinbar’s missing,” they heard Honshu yell from below.
“She should have been back before we were. She might have
gone down in the storm. Can you search the pond for her
boat?”
“We can,” Ywinggee replied, “but we probably would
have seen it already. If she’s under the lon, she broke her
outrigger. There were enough people out picking last week to
find her. If she’s missing in her boat, I think she’s in this
swamp. Where was she last seen?”
“Paddling out of my place the dawn before this one,”
Yorgar replied, “she was out beyond my fence and got far
enough that I didn’t hear her scream if anything happened.”
“You were listening?” Ywinggee asked. He had to repeat
at a louder shout.
“She’d been scraping,” Yorgar yelled back.
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Ywinggee looked at her and grimaced.
“Scraping?” she asked.
“Scraping, cleaning your nails, a poke, are all
euphemisms for doing loon,” Ywinggee admitted with a deep
sigh. “That is what Honshu and Borinbar have in common.
That is why Honshu knows Borinbar.”
“I think I sorta picked that up at Gelliss’,” she replied.
“Please try and find her,” Honshu yelled.
Thru all this, Dorrick was whipping the camera back and
forth between them in the boats and her and Ywinggee in the
balloon.
“You have looked closely on the path from your place to
the killrush?” Ywinggee asked.
“Very,” Yorgar yelled back. “This,” he pointed directly in
front of them, “is the channel I took her every time I brought
her in. She’s never mentioned taking another one.”
“Follow the open serpentine?”
“Yes, except for the big loop, I always cut under there.
The other places you have to cut under are pretty open, some
you can even keep a sail up.”
They set out to cover that channel. Ywinggee described
her sail, a bright pastel orange and purple sun taking up most
of it, a pastel sky blue background taking up the corners. She
had a white plastic outrigger almost eight feet long and
fourteen inches wide with a tacking crank. Her boat had
positive floatation, it wouldn’t have sunk.
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They turned and got angles so they could look in all the
places where she had to pass under vegetation and make sure
there was no sign of her boat there. They thought they might
have been a little hasty on the way out, so they were much
more careful on the way back. TongSu was not too careful in
the search to forget to keep an eye peeled for dactyls coming
in from any side. As noon began it’s march into the western
Trenst basin, she thought to watch the weather also, needing
to know if anything even starts that needs further watching.
Her vigilance paid off as she spotted a large dactyl rising
out of the swamp about a mile away. There was no doubt it
could see their balloon. She pointed it out to Ywinggee. It
was closer to Yorgar’s house than any of them when it chose a
roost. It was a huge thing, more than fifty foot gliders and at
least a three hundred pound body. It could down them if they
weren’t careful and she would have to be careful to get a
good shot at it. It was a black drip-jaw she thought, she’d
only seen them in nature books and Trenst-made movies until
now. Only the green horn-tail had a worse reputation. She
hoped the movies were accurate in their portrayal of fighting
them. They won’t take as many arrows as a horn-tail will.
Both the horn-tails and the drip-jaws can grow to a hundred
foot wingspan in the deep swamp.
She didn’t want to let it distract her from keeping her eye
out for more, they have a way of flocking when one sees prey,
and in the flat swamp and thick air the balloon can be seen for
many miles. They can see each other also, the first ones on
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the scene would try to fight off the late arrivals.
They were nearly back to the killrush now, they heard
voices below and saw the others had made their way deep
into the channel by now, also searching. “There’s a big black
drip-jaw lurking on the snag about a half mile northeast of
your place.”
“That’s the same damned one that almost got us last week
I bet,” Yorgar said. “Has it got an arrow in it just ahead of the
left beater?”
“Can’t see that from here,” she yelled back, “it’s over a
mile from us, but I know it sees us.”
“It’s a damn mean son-of-a-bitch if that’s him. I put
another arrow in his mouth to finally send him off. I’m not
surprised that didn’t kill him.”
“I hope you made it think twice about messing with
humans.” Dactyls actually live a very rough life and though
they are not ephemeral like the birds they resemble, they
seldom reach great age and wisdom. One often encounters
one that hasn’t learned about humans yet.
“I hope I did too, but it probably just sees your floater.
You got any firepower?”
“A Golem 150,” she answered, confident of it’s reach and
velocity, “with shatter-tipped Arp 17's.”
“Don’t miss.”
“It’s not coming this way, it’s just lurking.”
Ywinggee had brought them right over the boats again.
They were almost brushing the tops of the twisted vegetation
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so it was possible to carry on a shouted conversation here.
Noon in the swamp was free of the racket of charraspas or it
wouldn’t have been possible.
“I take it you didn’t see anything?”
“Not on your channel, no, but we should probably widen
the search.”
“Please check the water too,” Honshu cried. “Maybe she
broke the outrigger and went down in the storm.”
“OK, we’ll do that,” Ywinggee said. No doubt glad to put
more distance between them and the dactyl.
“We can’t keep tabs on that dactyl for you from out
there,” TongSu called.
“He’d have to work his way into most of these places,”
Yorgar shouted back. “Just don’t you get downed by it.”
“We’ll be watching it and any more. There were a couple
chuff back there, maybe it will find one of them.”
“Humans are a much more convenient size for them,”
Yorgar said.
He was right. A big chuff might be as much as six
hundred pounds and even a big drip-jaw would have to strain
to lift that into the air, especially with an arrow in it. “Be
careful,” she said, “we’re moving off but it’s still just lurking,
I think I can see it’s tail coiling but it’s too far to be sure.”
They flew rapidly toward the open water. They hadn’t yet
reached it when that dactyl took wing. It was an ugly flat
black. She thought she could even hear the pounding of it’s
driver wings as it crossed the sky, gaining altitude.
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“You might want to go up, that dactyl’s trying to gain
altitude. What’s your ceiling?”
“18.4psi by that gauge, I’ve been there.”
They had a few miles of headroom, though he couldn’t
get by Knidola on the way to the Yakhan. That gauge stood at
26.8 now. “How fast can she rise?”
“She practically boils when I goose her.”
“If that dactyl gets above us, I have to climb your
suspension with a loaded crossbow and I’ve already spent
more time than I should have climbing around on your
balloon.”
“I’m goosing her,” he said and gave the up bulb a good
squeeze.
She thought she could hear the hiss on the skin of the
balloon above their heads. “Lets go up about a mile, see what
that does to the pest. It will give us a good view into the water
also, we can see a boat under there easily.
For awhile the dactyl pounded after them, closing the
distance and gaining altitude. But with every thousand feet it
worked harder in thinner air, it might not be able to reach
twenty five psi. Long before it could get to them, they were
too far above it and it had to glide back down to a perch to
regain it’s energy. Big dactyls can’t fly on long migrations.
The ten or twelve miles across the lon is a pretty safe barrier.
For the next hour they cruised over the deep end of that
lon pond, the mile or two of open water between the lon and
the wildhull. The dactyl kept the perch it had fallen to for
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quite awhile, then eventually dropped into the forest. TongSu
knew it must have been successful in it’s hunt because it
stayed to feed. Good, it might have a lot less interest in them
now.
They did not see Borinbar’s sail or hull beneath the water.
They would have at this altitude and light, everything light in
color showed up easily. They easily found four sunken kayaks
in various stages of decomposition. None could have been
more recent than a decade. “What would have caused these
wrecks?”
“Either storms, foeth or spheelunge is my guess,”
Ywinggee replied. After seeing nothing of the dactyl and
nothing of Borinbar’s sail, they approached the jungle again,
staying far enough above it to have plenty of warning of any
dactyls coming up.
The wildhull covered the water in a pretty tattered carpet,
like the city covered the lon belts, but the water between was
either open, or choked with infant wildhull. The open areas
were where things had grazed the infant wildhull from
beneath, or where ancient hulls had finally sunk. He had
already explained that to her.
They came down til they were a thousand feet above that
swamp, they could see the bigger fish in the pools, they could
see the chuff and even a hyadune in the trees. With one eye
on the jungle below and one on the horizon for dactyls, she
passed over the deep swamp between the lon pond and the
killrush. When they were a mile high they could see the lon
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pond was four times as big as the killrush marsh, but from
here they were just opposite horizons.
“We’re missing Noonmeal you know,” Ywinggee told her,
“I’m not being much of a host again.”
“Your cousin is missing. I might try to avoid climbing on
top of the balloon to shoot a dactyl, but I won’t abandon the
search while we have more we can do. As long as your
balloon swims, I’m with you. Besides that, I brought some of
the fruit bars you guys press.” She got it out of her bag, along
with another water skin, and unwrapped it. She couldn’t have
come this far without the ration-wraps to put this in.
“I guess we have a Noonmeal after all,” he said. “If it
wasn’t for the dactyl that’s still around here somewhere...”
“In those pools over that way I think. It must be roosting,
it’s been down so long.”
“It wouldn’t roost down there without a storm,” he said.
“I’ve watched these Myassa dactyls before.”
That was true, she knew them only from movies. She
knew more about the smaller but faster and more violent
dactyls of the Ttharmine, the dagger-tooth and the grey
scaley.
“So who gets the work of running the presses?” TongSu
asked him.”
“Harskain and Tandluurn mainly,” he replied, “but they
like doing it, it’s their exercise and they only need to make a
batch about every three weeks.”
“They must, this is like rock. Bite slow and let it soften. If
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we had something to soak it in.”
“What’s that?” he pointed to a white speck below. A
splotch actually. He hit the down bulb, she scanned the
horizon for dactyls while working off a bite of Noonmeal. A
thousand feet and dropping. They came around, she cursed
the sway of this single-tail and how it prevented her from
getting a good look at what this was.
She could tell when she knew what it was because her
stomach suddenly caught a strong downdraft. It was a human
skeleton, a nearly complete one, picked clean of all but the
bone and gristle, fresh.
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9. Abstract Terror
Why did he touch it? Why? Did he think it was safe now
that Yorgar was in charge? Was he as immature as Honshu? It
was just a tiny bit, but it felt like a full dose without enough
yaag to mellow it out. Now he had to steer this boat after
Yorgar’s while his boat was transformed into a snakehead or
leaf or levboat. While he had thousands of arms that held
thousands of tillers and while the swamp was a mass of
knotting snakes and tentacles seething around them. He had
only taken a touch, just the tiniest touch, barely as wide as his
fingernail was thick. His memory of it stood before his eyes
like a visor, his fingernail spanning his vision, the tiny dab of
green spread along it looking as large in his vision as the
channel into the stomach of the swamp where Yorgar lead.
They must have been in it deep, he asked Honshu, she
agreed that the swamp was beginning to digest them.
“Would Yorgar let it digest him?”
“It digested him decades ago, maybe centuries ago for all
I know,” Honshu drawled.
And that was his guide speaking. If he had a map, he
would have been better off coming out here without Honshu
and that cursed finger jar. He tried to follow Yorgar. He was
paddling since he had no fuel for his own motor, but he knew
he could paddle faster than his motor could take their twoman if it came to that. He kept up a pace that left Dorrick
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with his throttle well out, it was just a small peg of a knob on
this boat, one you could easily think was a bit of
ornamentation on the tiller.
He figured out one way to tell hallucination from reality.
If it was a familiar Centorin or Earth-life image such as a
snake, a spider, a tyrannosaur, it had to be a hallucination.
Reality here is much stranger than that. The four-winged
dragons, tree-climbing gorilla-sized furry octopuses, eightpaddled sea cows, jointed inch-worm snakes with claws and
two hundred pound, furry, plume-tailed scorpions with
alligator jaws were real. The tentacles that reached up from
the water were real, the snakes hanging in the trees were not.
But there was fantastic beauty in the swamp also,
archways lined with huge flowers, crystal-winged birds in
shimmering colors. Swirls and spirals of color on the water
left in the luminescent algae from every paddle stroke.
How much of the beauty was real also? Just as the trunks
of the hull-vines could not really be three-foot thick
anacondas, roses could not line the arches between the hulls.
The drug might take something that was there and embellish
it, or it might create an image from memory, or an image
from no creation he could imagine. It was a world with no
weight and green rays slanting in from holes in the ceiling
above.
He had placed himself in the water below them hadn’t he?
Could he place himself above and see where the dactyl was
that TongSu had warned them of? When he tried it, he saw
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dactyls preening themselves on the clawed bare-top of every
tree. That would not be the way to use this.
Not use this at all would be the way to use this, wasn’t
that the truth? Don’t human senses play enough tricks on their
users already? Why did he do it? The jar was there, just after
TongSu and Ywingee left on the aerial search. It was like a
reflex, his pinkie was in it, quickly, while Yorgar was out of
sight also. His conscious mind pulled his hand back in time to
just get that tiny bit. ‘What could that do?’ he thought. It was
true he hadn’t melted down into a stain this time, but he was
still massively visually impaired with vivid hallucinations.
They were entertaining, but scary because he was still acutely
aware that predation is a very real threat and the animal
Yorgar hunted was one of the most dangerous of all and it
could come up from below at any time.
He watched Honshu’s reaction. She fought off invisible
terrors, she nearly choked in her attempts not to scream. Here
in this induced wilderness, too familiar to be all real, he
suddenly knew one thing that was real, Honshu was not
enjoying this. She didn’t do this out here for the joy of
watching this twisting mass of wildhull sinking beneath the
weight of a hangleaf that was rooted across four hulls. She
did it because her fingernail made her decision for her, like
his had. She did it because she had to.
This great tree tying four valiantly struggling hulls
together looked like something looming in the greenery. The
hulls had upended fifty feet but grew to stay above water on
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the tree side. They curved toward each other like the petals of
some gigantic bud, a hundred and fifty feet across, with the
tree itself in the center, hung with moss and vine, spreading
limbs and thousands of clusters of long feathery dark leaves
almost as wide as the hulls spread, and at least as high. The
whole looked like the great eye of the jungle. That great green
eye seemed to swivel in the wind to follow them as they
picked their way around it. He was as terrified of it as she
was, and more terrified of Yorgar finding out that he had done
it and was incapacitated out here.
They were supposed to be looking for any sign of
Borinbar. He didn’t know her, but he saw a face a lot like
Honshu’s peering up at him wherever he looked in the water,
blond hair floating around her, eyes staring, skin blue-grey.
He actually did give a start when he saw TongSu’s face
looking up at him, eyes closed and serene as she is when
she’s sleeping soundly.
Honshu gripped his ankle, “What was that?”
“A vision.”
“A bum vision?”
“I see faces lying in the water.”
“Look past them, see thru them and they fade away.”
“How do you know what’s real?”
“What’s real is what makes straight people scream.”
Suddenly they were up with Yorgar, Dorrick stopped.
Yorgar had a head with a thousand tentacles hanging off it
instead of hair, twisting and seething in braids. His eyes were
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back deep inside his head, drawn on the back of his skull in
glowing paint, demon red and grass yellow. So many of his
tentacles held paddles, but they were all in the same place. He
had to forget that and try to pay attention to what Yorgar was
saying.
“...there on that roost over that away. You have to look
under that frond and beyond the ones you can see under there,
above it all you can see its head. I know where the roost is.”
Dorrick pretended to look. He saw a green maw yawning
on the far side of this pond. Deep in it’s throat, a patch of
light with waving green tunnels of leaves waving his eye
directly to a tiny symbol. Hanging there was the board piece
from a game he’d seen in Borlunth. This was the dactyl,
possessing this piece meant you could set an assassin’s trap
for your opponent as a possible move.
He reached out to pick it up with only five tentacles, but it
wasn’t there. Yorgar’s head turned so Dorrick could see the
eyes painted on the back of the inside of his skull. He had a
thousand of them, but they were all in the same place. They
were all squinting. Dorrick took most of his eyes off Yorgar,
put them back on the game board and found it changed.
“Get back under cover and stay still,” Yorgar said. “I
didn’t see where it went but it’s in the air.”
Dorrick pulled them back under the twenty four inch in
diameter earthworm that was crawling above them. There
were sprays of leaves above them from which a thousand
spiders hung. He tried to ignore them. Yorgar used his paddle
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to swipe at the bottom of the earthworm arch. The dropper he
recognized, it struggled to the water’s surface before a large
mouth casually swallowed it from below. He motioned for
quiet.
When the shadow passed over them he almost screamed
from the silence. It’s shadow said it was a shuttlecraft, but it
was as silent as a pocket-light. Yorgar’s head followed it.
Dorrick saw it plainly, many times over, but did not trust it. It
looked too much like a Wu740LPO planetary shuttle used by
several large space construction firms for centuries in the
Alpha Centauri system.
He tried to look at what was behind that, it was even
uglier, the Wu shuttle came back, but silent, like a computer
animation or a vid without the sound.
“I’d get that crossbow ready,” Yorgar whispered.
Now how would Dorrick avoid killing at least one of
them? Did you cock it first or load it first? It looked like
Yorgar had cocked it first, in one smooth motion. This was a
ratchet. When each stroke is a thousand, it took four thousand
ratchets to get it cocked.
He poured over the arrow, making sure he really knew
which end was which. He made sure he was not aiming it at
Honshu or Yorgar before he got the arrow near it. He
concentrated to make sure he knew which end of the weapon
was which, made sure his sense of touch agreed with what he
saw. It was helping a little. He still saw himself inserting a
snake into a gutter, but he could get the idea. He made sure he
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laid it down pointing away from them all.
They waited at least an hour, they saw no more evidence
of it. It might have searched for them, but it did not find them.
They sat in near silence, Yorgar constantly watching, Dorrick
doing a lot of watching, but watching Honshu. Honshu was
still lost in herself. She shook occasionally, and would
sometimes look around in fear. She never said anything.
“I think we should push on,” Yorgar said. “We need to
make a water level search to the end of the swamp at least.”
“What if we don’t find her?” Honshu asked.
“Won’t be the first time. We never found a trace of your
mother either.”
“That would be Ywinggee’s mother.”
“I thought you and Borinbar were sisters also.”
“No relation.”
“Whatever. Your family tree doesn’t branch very much in
lots of places, I thought you might be another.”
Dorrick resented that comment. He had just understood a
lot more of what Honshu was going thru. But Yorgar was
already moving out into open water. Dorrick followed again.
It was a little easier to see now. The trunks of the vines still
resembled anacondas, but they weren’t crawling any more.
He was glad of that. If he came out from under this alive, he
would never do it again, he would not put himself in a
situation where he could do it again.
From the center of this pool they could scan a bit of the
134

sky. Yorgar could not see the dactyl, but Dorrick found he
could still see as many as he wanted. He tried again to look
behind them and find the one with a Wu shuttlecraft behind it.
There was none, he had seen too many pictures of
Kassidorian dactyls in the media since he was a kid. He had
been born after regular radio contact was an established fact
between all the human worlds for some time. There had been
centuries for this planet’s mythology to interact with their
own. The dactyl was undoubtedly the creature that gave rise
to the dragon legends.
There was only a single arch of vine to pass under to get
to a larger pool. They all looked very intently around that
pool as they entered. Honshu wasn’t even huddling and
cringing so he figured she wasn’t even seeing anything. He
still saw eyes, a circle of them all around this pool. The pool
was very circular, about a hundred feet across, a little more if
you measured at the water line instead of where sky is
straight above because the vegetation overhung. The
reflection of the vegetation in the water made the whole pool
itself look like a great eye and they were sailing out onto the
pupil.
There was a thrashing in the branches of the trees,
something big was thrusting it’s way thru them. “Damn, it’s
done that again,” Yorgar said. “Get your bow up and DON’T
MISS.”
They made it a few feet closer to the edge of this pool
when all hell broke lose from the far bank. All Dorrick could
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think of is the black of deep space that had destroyed the
Angels in the shape of Death’s Wings. It launched and spread,
seeming to cover the whole pool in the single leap that
seemed to bring it upon them. The arrow Yorgar told of was
there, looking like a little burr in it’s side. The one in it’s
mouth was uglier, near the edge where it had infected the
hang-eye on that side and made it’s drip turn to puss.
He knew his hands clutched a crossbow, he fought to
make his hands stay a pair, with a single crossbow. One pair
of hands, one crossbow, hold it up, here come fangs, fire,
trigger, right hand, twang, and he let as many thousands of
hands as wanted to, shield him from the beast(s) that fell on
top of him. Water, deep, cool. Floating, nicely, rise, take a
breath, water again. He rode the tsunami made by the dactyl
as it plunged into the water like a jagged asteroid in a
terraforming operation. The thrashing, splashing, slashing,
beast snapped, gushing foaming fountains of bright royal blue
blood around the arrow in it’s throat. The breakers it’s gliders
made in their death throes pushed them away from its stillsnapping jaws. Snapping that only worked the arrow deeper
into its vitals.
So easily his tentacle reached up for the boat, but before
he could slither over the rail a human arm, a very pretty
human arm, reached for him. Could he respond with rasping
tentacles to that? No, come back, my brain, come back. Bring
forth a human arm. He smiled from his human face to hers
when he was able to do so. She had in her face, his camera,
136

and in a human voice said, “Very nice shot.”
His brain was too addled to know that within the next
twenty five years the video she just shot was going to be
worth over a billion credits to Hostra Tours in action figure
franchising alone. Three local centuries from now the
Kassikan would point to that film as the single most
important factor in the extermination of the Black Dripjaw
and all the greater dripjaws from the western Trenst basin by
safari hunters. It would take planet-wide tubeways to make
that possible and they were two local centuries in the future.
“Thanks,” he said, glad that he would have some footage
to turn in, glad that he was still alive and still suspecting this
was all part of a hallucination.
He noticed Yorgar also got an arrow in it and was reclaiming his. “I’d wait a few minutes before getting yours,
but that was a plum ice-balled shot. I could never have the
nerve to wait for it the way you did. I guess what they say
about Centorin heroism is true.”
“Thanks,” he said again, ready to try getting on the boat
now, over the end, without capsizing. He hoped Honshu was
in good enough shape to steady him, she had taken a full dose
of the stuff. He wondered how she could even hold the
camera, much less record him crawling back onto the boat. It
was still hard for him not to think of himself pulling himself
with a thousand tentacles. She was able to help him balance,
and with some pain, he got back in the boat.
He had to hack the arrow out of the bottom of the dactyl’s
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throat to get it back, he could not get himself to challenge
those teeth, even stone dead. “These worth eating?” he asked
as he was in the middle of that.
“You can’t drain the blood out of their meat like you can a
kedoid; leaves ‘em damn near as poisonous as they taste.”
He rinsed off in the water. Somehow he still felt more
comfortable there, like maybe he should slip back into it to
recover from this. As it was, he shivered in their own kayak.
He wished for dry clothes, or to be back in the water, naked.
How about naked here? Honshu had put on a skirt after lunch,
that was the equivalent of the shorts he had on.
Honshu was still running the camera, it seemed to help
her focus, maybe as it came thru the lens, it didn’t get
distorted. Whatever it was, she had been less afraid since she
picked it up. She turned it on him. “There’s still nothing to do
but push on searching for Borinbar,” he told the audience.
“We should get out of here,” Yorgar said. “There’s other
dactyls been waiting for this one to come down so they can
rule the roost, they’ll be around to fight over his carcass any
minute.”
Honshu kept filming until they were out of the pool.
“When did you pick up my camera?” he asked.
“When you picked up the crossbow, the video begins with
the ‘don’t miss’.”
“Did you get the dactyl jumping across the pool?”
“Oh yeah, I got it all.”
“You’ve used a camera like this before?”
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“Yeah, you showed me how to run it late Nightday
evening, you don’t remember that?”
He had to admit, earlier today he was afraid he did.
With Borinbar missing, it was obvious they weren’t going
to stop for something as trivial as a fifty foot dactyl or
noonmeal. There really wasn’t anywhere they could stop and
cook, even if they had something to cook. At speed it was
little more than an hour back to Yorgar’s, but he’d offered
them lunch and never said anything about a base camp. He’d
never discussed having his story told to the worlds of human
space either, but there was as little chance of Yorgar watching
Centorin vids as Dorrick discovering the unknown entity that
brought humans to this planet sometime during Earth’s last
ice age.
They were only a quarter mile from the downed dactyl
when they saw Ywinggee’s floater swim back into view. “We
don’t want to stay long because of a blue-wing feeding frenzy
getting started about a quarter mile behind you. That dripjaw’s been down in that area awhile too.
“He’s staying down too,” Yorgar said, “we got him this
time. He’s must be what’s drawing the small fry.”
“You’re OK?” Ywinggee asked Honshu.
“I’m OK,” she told him. “I videoed it all. The intrepid
Centorin explorer faces down death in the Myassa.”
“Good for you,” Ywinggee replied. “But we have
something you need to look at. We can’t land out here.”
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“I know,” Honshu said. “We need to get Yorgar to put in a
tower.”
“I can’t leave her within any possible range of the killrush
in a storm. She could never recover from that.”
“Lead on,” Yorgar said to TongSu, obviously meaning to
stop this argument early this time.
“It’s not far, but it’s pretty thick.”
They had to pass under thick swamp, never seeing sky
and hardly much in the way of light at times. Some of the
vines were close and they had to duck, sometimes the space
between the hulls was so narrow they had to scrape. A
dropper thunked into the hull of the boat and got stuck there,
giving Dorrick time to dispatch it with a paddle. If it hit the
cockpit, it would have penetrated the bottom of the boat and
there would be a neat little round leak there now.
He had hoped that what they had to show was some
evidence of her passage, a piece of clothing, maybe some
evidence of her boat. Instead it was a gristly skeleton with a
wisp of a little skirt left on it.
Honshu started shrieking as soon as she saw it. There was
no doubt in Dorrick’s mind that this was Borinbar. No doubt
Honshu recognized the skirt. He looked to Yorgar, he was
grim, but resigned.
Dorrick couldn’t get over the condition of the skeleton,
cleaned, cleaned of all soft tissue, every bit of it. The bones
and cartilage remained, tendons hung loose. It was a hideous,
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stomach-turning sight, much more gruesome than a bare
skeleton. “What could have done this?” he choked.
“Oh,” Yorgar said, in a matter-of-fact manner, “only a
foeth does this.”
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10. The Family Wail
TongSu hated to return with such a tragic story, and she
could tell Ywinggee was reluctant also. She felt responsible
because she had suggested following Dorrick out this way. Of
course their help was appreciated but that still left them with
the bad news.
Arwan was still up when they arrived, though it was well
into Noonsleep, after her initial burst of tears she came
around on them. “And you didn’t even bring back her
skeleton?”
“There’s no place I can put down over there.”
“You could have lowered a rope, now we won’t get her til
dark at the earliest.”
“We didn’t bring enough rope and there wasn’t anything
left.” TongSu said, “no real need to bring it to the pyre.”
“It’s not just about the germs, it’s about the ceremony. I
doubt they still have that in the Highlands,” she had noticed
that people of Trenst considered the Yakhan, and all the
Highlands by association, as fast and glitzy, “but here a
family member’s death deserves to be bemoaned.”
“It is still the rule more than not in the Highlands but they
don’t need the body, only the memories of the person and the
fire.”
Delliw, Arwan’s son, now about a century and a half of
age, came up to the third floor level of the foyer where Arwan
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met them. “Who’s to be bemoaned,” he asked. He was a tall,
big-boned wide-shouldered hunk with thick waves of black
hair. But still there was an obvious resemblance to Ywinggee
in his features.
“Borinbar,” Arwan said.
“It figures,” Delliw said with resignation.
“Her bones have been stripped by an accursed foeth and
no doubt Yorgar’s gone after it rather than bring her remains
here.”
“You wouldn’t want to see them,” TongSu said.
She turned on TongSu, “Just because you can climb
around on floaters in the sky doesn’t mean you have more
stomach than we do for our own kin.”
“I’m sorry, that’s not what I was trying to say...”
“I’ve wailed over the burning foeth-stripped skeleton of a
family member twice before in my life.”
“I’m sorry,” TongSu said meekly. She looked at Arwan. It
was like looking at a continental block, thousands of miles in
both directions and into outer space above. “We’ll go get that
skeleton.”
“Huh?” Ywinggee said.
“You can lower me, I’ll be tied on at all times, you can
haul me up at the first hint of trouble. We can be back here in
three and a half hours. We’ll sleep late tomorrow.”
“We’re late already,” Ywinggee said.
“Can you fly his balloon?” Arwan asked her.
“You could fly his balloon if...”
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“Ywinggee, go to bed, you’ve had a long day.” She patted
him on the shoulder and turned to TongSu, “You can lower
me down on a rope, probably better than Ywinggee could
lower you.”
“I’ve had to adapt to handling cargo,” TongSu admitted.
“Arwan?” Ywinggee said.
Arwan gave him her attention. “I think Tandlurn just went
to bed alone if you’re interested, since Honshu won’t be
back.” She turned to TongSu again, “How long do you need
to get ready?”
“Ten.”
“I’ll be here,” she said while keeping Ywinggee pinned
with her eyes.
TongSu would have liked to use the second half of
Noonsleep, instead she hurried in the bathroom, using the one
in the room Dorrick and Honshu were using and where her
luggage still was. She felt a pang for him, seeing his intimate
possessions apart from her own. When she said variety, she
meant for that sleep. This was their second Noonsleep apart,
now into their second week.
She grabbed a big handful of dried newtons and couple
more skins of water and a skin of yaag, then made her way
back to the third floor of the foyer. Arwan and Delliw were
still there. “...So I’ve got to go get her, you get those other
things started for me and I’ll really appreciate it.”
“There’ll be a circle waiting and the notes will be up. I’ll
tell Formar, Ression and Jessue personally and follow any
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further instructions from them. I’ve got it, don’t worry about
a thing. You just don’t get hurt. You always thought the
balloon was a frivolous lark.”
“It’s about time we did something useful with it,” Arwan
said, already mounting the stairs.
“We may need a net,” TongSu said while following, and
stopped at the attic where she put her floater stuff. She
grabbed the one she sometimes hung as a chin-bag by the
control net. The stairs up the tower were long and it had
already been a very long day. She noticed once again that the
Noonsleep violations kept piling up since she’d been around
Dorrick. Not that she seemed to be that ‘with him’ any more.
What would she do if he stayed with Honshu, or if he wanted
Honshu to come with him and reduced her role to pilot if
Honshu offered him monogamy? She wondered if she would
be able to accept it if that eventuality came to pass.
She was puffing by the time she got back up to the floater
deck where Arwan was waiting, even though she thought she
was fit for cargo work. The net and rope weighed seventeen
pounds, but with the lack of sleep and the weight of her heart,
they felt much heavier than that. With the two of them and the
skeleton on Ywinggee’s little floater, they might have to piss
to rise.
When you’re this deep in the atmosphere, high noon is
not so brutal. Kortrax smiled at a polite angle in the sky for
Trenst was in the mid forties south latitude. There were a few
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puffballs that receded into a vast, grey distance. The biggest
ones were thirty five miles into the swamp. The lon spread
before them again, open water was already visible from this
altitude. They were rising fast enough that she had hopes of
carrying the skeleton.
“How deep is Honshu’s relationship with Ywinggee?”
TongSu asked when they had sat beside each other silent too
long.
“Not half as deep as her relationship with Borinbar.”
“How deep is that.”
“Survival deep,” Arwan said.
“Huh?”
“Borinbar was her loon connection until she met Yorgar
personally.”
“This is painful.”
“Of course it’s painful. For over a century Borinbar was a
fine person, a substantial member of this household, then she
got mixed up with that shit. Honshu is lost in space with it
most of the time. Borinbar’s child Lanek is lost to it and I’m
sure even her daughter is.”
“The child?” TongSu asked.
Arwan only groaned, bit her lip and nodded. She turned
from that subject, “I wonder if Honshu really even cares.”
“She seemed to when we saw the skeleton. She
recognized her skirt.”
“Could she see it? I’ve been told Honshu’s been using
heavier lately.”
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“She screamed and screamed and screamed,” TongSu
said.
“If that’s how you know this is Borinbar, we could be
coming out here for nothing.”
“Yorgar confirmed it was her,” TongSu said.
“I don’t trust his eyesight that much either.”
TongSu started to worry about Dorrick out here. “Will
you recognize Borinbar’s skirt?” she asked.
“She wasted her money on them, she must have six or
seven of them. I would recognize the four of them she
commonly paraded.” Arwan took a deep breath, “I would
guess that is not plain water,” she pointed at the decorated
skin.
“Well, uh, no,” TongSu blushed.
“Would you mind? Maybe I could stop snapping like a
wounded hyadune.”
“I filled it from the cask in the hallway on the back
kitchen porch.”
“The dinner barrel,” Arwan said and took a pull of it.
“I had the impression you weren’t too keen on the nectar
of the vine.”
“I wish we weren’t all blotto at all times, but maybe I
should be grateful for the ones who are only stoned on yaag.
Almost a quarter of the sunlight striking our land is falling on
larorlie.”
“But it looks like it would otherwise fall on the house, just
about all your larorlie is on the house, and come to think of it,
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not much of the house is actually on land.” A quarter of the
sunlight striking the house was probably more like it, TongSu
thought.
“Yeah, but try and get anything done around here.”
“Here, chill, take another good tug outta this,” TongSu
told her and handed the yaag skin back to her.
“Sorry,” Arwan said but took another good long tug, then
settled back in the seat quietly for a couple minutes. “This is
fun, flying I mean. I’m glad I’m strapped in, but it’s so, what
can I say, powerful, I guess is a good enough word, to be able
to see everything. I can see why Ywinggee likes this toy. He’s
one to tip a cup now.”
“Yeah, but not what I call blotto, but then maybe I’m what
you call blotto.”
“No, not at all, no. Most of those you see scurrying
around the house that you haven’t met are the ones I’m
complaining about. Most of them do nothing for our
livelihood. They steal our food, since they did nothing to
grow it. They live as vermin under our roof. They are
tolerated because they are related in some way. Borinbar had
become one of them and Honshu was one right from the start.
In the week that you have been here you have done more
work around this farm than Honshu in the twenty years that
she has been living here. I don’t think she’s ever even washed
her own dish, Ywinggee does hers for her. Sometimes I
wonder if he washes her ass too.”
“Have you ever asked him to do anything about it?”
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“He says to treat her as his toy. But now she seems to
have a new toy of her own.”
“I was just pining over that,” TongSu admitted.
“Were you and Dorrick close?”
“Closer than we both like to think, I think. We’ve slept
apart longer periods than this however.”
“What happened then?” Arwan asked, trying to get off her
family for awhile.
“I kicked him out when we went down, back in the Old
Lands...”
“Old Lands?”
“Yeah, the southwest of the Ttharmine. The old Elven
lands, the wars of magic, Dempala, Valindor, all that.”
“Old Elven, yeah, now I got it. You went down?”
“Yeah, we were too high.”
“On yaag?” Arwan asked.
“No, in altitude, coming thru a pass we couldn’t quite
make it over. It was Dorrick’s idea to take that route.”
“So you threw him out?”
“Well, he didn’t leave camp til light, not til after we’d
killed the theirops,” TongSu said, “but he wasn’t in me for the
next three weeks.”
“Eeeeew! A theirops?”
“Yeah, Dorrick should have been filming then, he
couldn’t work the crossbow. It was a big one too, another
Centorin we had with us put the first arrow in it’s armpit and
made it really mad. I got it in the neck and it still almost got
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me before it went down.”
“Sounds scary.”
“Let me put it this way, if Dorrick gets a scheme in his
head that he’s going to re-enact that Nightday for some
audience on the far side of a stargate, uh-uh, nada, nun. Not
one piece of it, no need to think of it. Not me. I would not
even watch the movie if it had been filmed.”
“Stay away from loon. It could have you relive that every
day.”
“I intend to stay away from it. I saw it at the fire
Nightday.”
“No doubt you would. Gelliss never does anything but the
tpsii-laced keg. He doesn’t know how many unsuspecting
people pick up that habit at his parties. I don’t think he really
cares, to be honest with you.”
“Jessue claims your parties are wilder.”
“Ours usually turn into random coupling in the bedrooms
and some music on in the public rooms with people rubbing
each other up and waiting for a room to open up.” With a sigh
she said, “and I’ll admit some don’t wait for a room. There
was a diving board set up off Egit’s dock one time, when he
was still here. It’s almost deep enough there and the bottom is
pretty soft.
“We did have a band over in the floater field one time, at
the end opposite our fire pit. That was on an Afternoonday,
most everyone was naked and running back and forth to the
water.”
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“I might have liked that party.”
“If you hang out here awhile, I’m sure we’ll have another.
One that’s not a funeral. In the forty decades that loon has
been in our family we’ve had three deaths, five move away,
another loon addict move in as a parasite and not one other to
add to our number thru pairing or birth. I won’t bring another
child into a house so stained.”
“If you leave it, you leave with nothing, is that correct?”
“That’s the house charter. One has greater or lesser claim
to the house while resident at the house, but one has nothing
when one is not resident at the house.”
“How is the greater or lesser decided?”
“Amid shouting that Yorgar claims he can hear at his lair
in the swamp.”
TongSu couldn’t suppress a chuckle. They were nearing
open water already, and could see into the swamp. They were
high enough that TongSu could see the opening where they
found the skeleton. From above the outline of the swamp
spreading over the water was as distinctive as any coastline.
“They should have come up with a better formula than that.”
“Oh there is a formula and we follow it but there is often
some discussion of the numbers going into the formula.” She
was quiet for awhile. TongSu was scanning for dactyls. She
wished she knew where all the roosts were so she could look
there, as it was she had to scan everywhere for them, and they
don’t stand out with their wings folded. “We’re supposed to
be measuring the hours we put into each different fruit,
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everyone needs everyone else’s agreement on the hours they
put in, it just gets too complicated. Some one of us needs to
just run the business and pay the others and have the authority
to move the freeloaders out.”
“You could be that somebody.”
“Not alone, I couldn’t do it alone,” Arwan said.
“Neither can anyone else it seems.”
“It has gone on for the best part of four centuries like
this,” she admitted. “And what do they gain? More votes in
deciding what gets planted, when you come right down to it.
It doesn’t matter to me. It won’t bring Borinbar back, even as
she was these last few decades.” Arwan did let tears flow and
TongSu hugged her shoulders, but still paid more attention to
the ragged carpet below and the dactyls that might be waiting.
They said little more til they were descending toward the
tiny pool with the white dot on its shore. TongSu was
reasonably confident there were no dactyls nearby so they
descended almost directly onto it. TongSu was definitely
going to need plumbing like this for the altitude hormones
when she netted-up again.
Before Arwan could be sure about the clothing, TongSu
noticed the large discolored circle like a giant submerged
enthora leaf in the water next to the body. “What is that?” she
asked Arwan.
“Good grief it’s a foeth. They are slick and slimy and
color themselves like the surface on top, but that’s a great big
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foeth. That’s probably the one that ate her.”
“It’s big.”
“That’s just the top of it’s head. The tentacles can stretch
2½ times the diameter. It probably ate her from there.”
“They eat with their tentacles?”
“Like a klizhorn’s but much more highly evolved. On one
side are millions of tiny teeth that grind off flesh like a planer
blade. The tentacle pumps the pureed victim up to the
digestive organs under the head. Their teeth are so small it’s
like billions of bug bites happening at once. Their slime is
thick and sticky, they capture most of the blood also.”
“An exceedingly gruesome way to go,” TongSu
shuddered.
“I fear her life had grown to be little better. She was a
slave to the drug and to Yorgar. He treated her as nothing
more than bait.”
“Is there no hope to withdraw from loon?”
“It’s a difficult process, but if the user is motivated there
is some success. You can work your cycle up, craving by
craving. There are some antidotes you can take that can help
get you thru it. The key is to actually get your cycle longer.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Loon addiction has a dosage rate, what the users call a
cycle. They need a dose either daily, weekly, yearly maybe.
Your cycle is the time period between the two doses closest
together that you have ever done. You can miss a few, but
after that it gets to be a struggle. You have to really fight to
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get past ten, but once you do, they start getting farther apart.
Some people have real bad times with withdrawal, even heart
failure.”
“Sounds very ugly.”
“Yeah, it’s bad, and Borinbar was in very deep. I know
her cycle was more often than daily. I think Honshu is already
on daily, at least.”
“What do we do about this thing?” TongSu asked,
pointing to the round stain taking up most of the pool.
“You have that crossbow.”
“That thing’s pretty big, I don’t think this will kill it.”
“That dot in the very center is where the brain is, can you
hit that?”
“From closer, how close will they let you get?”
“Almost as close as you want so long as your shadow
doesn’t pass over them.”
Then I can get right over it at point blank range. This sight
is zero’d in for thirty yards horizontal. How big is that dot?”
“Maybe an inch in diameter.”
“Call on your gods for luck.”
She brought the little balloon around and up at the foeth
from the south, opposite the sun. She turned, let the slow
breeze drift them across. Arwan had called on potent gods,
the arrow was an exact bulls-eye. At first it didn’t seem to
even notice, but slowly the whole thing went a little bit limp,
water flowed in over it, and very slowly it sunk straight down
and out of sight. There was no way she was going down there
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after that arrow.
“Great! Excellent, the stories you tell are true, every one
of them, I’ll swear. It’s also good that you killed it and kept it
away from Yorgar and his type.”
“I thought the whole idea in hunting them was to prevent
what’s happened to Borinbar.”
“It should be,” Arwan said. “But now that we’re here,
let’s get this over with. It’s the least I can do for her now.”
She did start crying again, loud enough that TongSu scanned
the treetops once again. She didn’t like being in the swamp
and now that she had only two arrows left, she felt more
exposed. Arwan went on to crying about how she should have
been there for her when she was alive and tried harder to stop
her. By the time TongSu began paying the rope over the side,
Arwan was going over how many ways and how hard she had
tried to get her cousin out of it and all the ways she’d been
rebuffed.
TongSu felt for her plight, not just with Borinbar, but with
her whole family. Borinbar was just a symptom of their ills.
Her advice would be to get away, give up the stake in the
house and get her own somewhere else. In a few decades she
could have as nice a place and be out of all this heartache, but
she didn’t think this was the time to give that lecture.
“Pull her up,” Arwan said from below.
“I’d rather pull you up first. If something happens, she
won’t be any worse off, you might be. Even an orange tuft is
more dactyl than I want to leave you to.”
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“Yes, I understand that, but it will only be a... Hey.”
TongSu wasn’t going to waste time flapping lips about it
and had already begun hauling Arwan up. She was heavy
enough that she didn’t want to talk and pull at the same time,
but light enough that she didn’t need tackle.
“What if she falls out? What if I just have to go back
down there?” Arwan babbled. At least she got back into the
open cabin without undo complaint and then she hauled her
cousin up while TongSu took a good look around again.
Arwan let the net with the skeleton hang below them, it
smelled.
As they were on the way back Arwan said, “I’m torn
about sharing something with you.”
“Don’t be, I can share.”
“Yes, well, this might not be easy for you.”
“What?”
“I’m afraid your Centorin friend has become addicted
also.”
“Him, not just Honshu?” She didn’t want to believe it.
“I could tell on Nightday that he had dipped the evening
before. When they came in late last Dawnsleep they were
behind a heavy curtain, both of them. Twice in that short a
time period, he’s synched right up with Honshu on a daily
pattern.”
“How do you know that’s what he was on?” she blurted,
but realized she was grasping at that in desperation.
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“Oh I know, both my ancestors who died out here by
foeth were loon addicts, one on heavy rotation.”
“I’m sorry,” TongSu said.
“And I’m sorry about your friend. He’ll rue the day he got
involved with this family for a very long time.”
“Honshu is not really a member of your family.”
“The people of this house are my family, I can’t help
thinking of it that way.”
The family was up by the time they returned, though it
was quite early to call Afternoonday. They had already built a
fire circle of brick and were building the pyre as they dropped
the nose rope. Ywinggee was there to grab it. “She’s a sweet
ride?”
“Lively, I still like the stability of a twin tail, but she does
handle with finesse when you have someone on a rope.” She
thought it was like the difference between a kayak and a deep
water merchant ship with captain’s cabin and bridge on the
third floor above the deck.
Arwan carried Borinbar thru the house and laid her on a
work table. Arwan was still wet in the eyes. Someone
mentioned that there was tea and eggs in the main dining
room, it was very quiet. She and Ywinggee had just sat down
with some when Arwan returned. She met Ression and Jessue
as they were coming into the room and all of them came and
sat across from them at the long table.
“I couldn’t believe it but Lanek and Ezots were actually
157

helping with the pyre,” Arwan said.
“They both loved Borinbar,” Ression said, “after all, she
was their mother and grandmother.”
“And their connection,” Arwan said.
“I’d rather not be bitter today,” Jessue said. “This is bitter
enough as it is.”
“I’m sorry,” Arwan said. “I have short consideration for
those who don’t help with the business.”
“Nubar tends the vines and the still,” Ression said.
“I don’t give him proper credit for that. And Delidee helps
with the vines too doesn’t she?”
“She’s always the one picking the high pods,” Jessue said.
“I know you miss her,” Ression said and squeezed her
shoulders.
“I’ve missed her for thirty decades,” she said and started
quietly sobbing again. They all touched her hands.
“Try and remember her as she was back in the 105th,”
Ression said.
“Your eggs will get cold,” Ywinggee said.
They rejoined the silence of the room. Only a few
murmurs to pass a dish and the sound of forks on plates or
cups on wood.
In the close heat of early Afternoonday Arwan went to the
pyre where everyone was gathered. As surviving matriarch, it
was really Formar’s duty to light it and say a few words, but
TongSu already knew Formar had not come out of her
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quarters on the fourth floor more than three times in any one
year since the 105th. It was an honor that she was out now.
She was there, dressed in a long silver sheath that matched
her silver hair. Her son Hosya was with her, another that
Arwan considered a slacker. He thought attending his mother
at family ceremonial events was sufficient contribution to the
family fortune.
It was Arwan who said the words, Formar had nothing to
say. “Our sister takes her final leave of us today,” she began.
“As those of us who watch or those of us who are in it know,
she began her ascent to this pyre forty decades ago. I
remember the Borinbar before she began to die.
“Before she began to die, Borinbar was the architect of
much of our present dwelling. All the wood that still lives,
she planted.”
TongSu knew who Lanek was, the skinny girl with spiked
hair and tiny blue sunshades. She was muttering something
derogatory about Arwan’s speech. All she could catch was the
epithet, ‘reality freak’. She was talking to her own daughter
who was currently just over two decades in actual age, but
looked about the same age as her thirty two decade mother.
She seemed to get pulled around by her mother, it looked like
her eyes followed later. TongSu got a very bad feeling about
what she saw there.
“I remember Borinbar when we planted the fleemish
grove,” Arwan continued, “she used to enjoy the mud in those
days. She was the one of us who was always first to toss her
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sandals and dig in.”
Genis, the family fisherman, was nearby and he heard
Lanek complain to him about the politicking. Genis mumbled
something, he seemed to be more interested in her body than
her conversation. TongSu moved up closer to Jessue and
Ywingge, the three of them held hands in a line.
“Borinbar was always a cautious but accurate planner in
our family endeavors until addiction claimed her.” Lanek’s
hiss could be heard by all. They heard her daughter say ‘ow’.
Arwan favored them with a glare but her voice did not falter.
“I light this pyre to put an end to the forty decade death of
Borinbar.” There was a bit of lantern-fuel soaked paper under
a little more paper. The twigs were well graded above that. It
was crackling in seconds, blazing in a minute.
As soon as Arwan lit the flames the first moan went up.
The whole household but Honshu had come into the floater
field for this. TongSu didn’t think she had ever seen them all
before. So many of them looked like they should still be
taking schooling, though only three were less than forty
decades in age.
It looked like nearly everyone had sacrificed some article
of clothing so that her bones shouldn’t go naked into the
flames. They wailed with passion, alternating breaths so the
sound was a continuous moan. In this moment the voices of
this fractured family came together in such haunted harmony
that chills ran down her spine and she shed tears for their
member she had never met.
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11. Myassa Sleigh Ride
“Be nice to have a balloon,” Yorgar said. “From above
you can just see circles a bit more lavender than the water.”
They were out in the open water now where Ywinggee
said he had seen one. Noonsleep had been short and subdued,
their meals had been perfunctory. It was now mid
Afternoonday and Honshu was back at Yorgar’s. He knew she
would scrape. He didn’t need to talk with her, his own
pressures told him where she was. Should the jar appear, he
knew he would have to cut off his hand to keep his finger out
of it. It was this bad even though it had not been a whole
week yet since he’d first tried a scrape. “How long had
Borinbar been on that stuff?” Dorrick asked.
“The loon?”
“Yes, the loon.”
“A few decades, maybe thirty, maybe forty.” Dorrick
didn’t have to get out a device any more to know that was at
least a hundred Earth years. “I thought she might make it one
time, I mean get control of it. She was close at times, times
she could see thru, most times she functioned in public pretty
well.”
“And Honshu?”
“The half decade she’s been with the family that I know,
she’s too happy about it to have a long history before that.”
“I don’t think she’s happy.”
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“She’s beginning to understand, I think.”
“How was Borinbar?”
“Do you mean was she happy with her condition? Nah,
she was in hard, about an hourly schedule.”
A deep black hole opened in Dorrick’s stomach. That was
the hole he was standing over. When he was loony, he thought
he could beat it. He swore he would never do it again, but as
they lay in bed for the brief Noonsleep they did have, the jar
came up. What damage could it be lying safe in bed with a
spiral of killrush all around? The harm was reliving the dactyl
attack a thousand times from a thousand angles. The harm
was dreams more vivid than the reality had been. The harm
was waking up sweaty with a shivering girl clinging to him so
many times that he was glad when he heard Yorgar up also
and they could start their day.
“I thought you said she almost controlled it?”
“Yeah, she could see thru at times, didn’t scream when it
wasn’t appropriate.”
He wanted to probe deeper, but Yorgar’s brow was
warning him not to. He wanted to ask how Yorgar dealt with
it, how he kept from being addicted. Yorgar looked away,
breaking the chain of conversation. He took his glass and
pressed it to the water, looking forward. “You know one of
the most valuable things about a foeth is their magnetic
organ,” he said after awhile. “You can burn it off and get at
least an iron, sometimes two out of a big one.”
“Is that their only worth?”
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“The reason to hunt foeth is to get rid of the menace.
There’s some wizards that know how to extract iron, no doubt
they could extract enough iron so there couldn’t be life if they
tried. We wouldn’t want that, of course maybe you don’t feel
like part of ‘we’ coming from Centorin and all.”
“I feel ‘we’ about this planet, even this part of it. This is a
brutal environment, but it has it’s beauty.”
“You wouldn’t be saying that if that dactyl got you,
Yorgar said.”
“Of course not, the dead are never heard from.”
“Yeah,” he said.
“What are you looking for?” Dorrick asked.
“Curtains of tentacles. That’s what you can see of them in
the water, the head blends in too well.”
“I don’t even know what a foeth looks like.”
“It looks a bit like a mushroom cloud with long streamers
of rain hanging from it.”
“What color?”
“The top is the color of the water, what the scenery below
them looks like. The bottom of their head is the color of the
sky as seen from below. You might see that from the side, but
they stay only a few inches below the surface when it’s this
calm. The eyes are on the edge,” he said, “There’s about a
thousand of them.”
He was about to ask the most important question, realized
he didn’t need to. Sure one would hunt foeth to save other
humans the fate Borinbar drew, but he knew there was more
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reason than that. He knew both Honshu and Borinbar
wouldn’t have been drawn here without loon. Everyone had
as much as told him Yorgar was the family’s source of loon,
though he hardly touched it himself. The foeth was the source
of loon. Everyone must have assumed he always knew that.
Yorgar probably thought he was a long-time addict, not one
just entering the event horizon of this addiction. “Do they
create a mound of water if they dive suddenly?” Dorrick
asked, almost losing their thread of conversation.
“Yeah, if we see that, we can look for it with the glass.”
“I saw that on the way over. Honshu freaked, she was
scraped up at the time.”
“You both were,” Yorgar said.
“I was not then, I just had no idea what I was seeing, I
wondered if I was having a flashback.”
“There are no flashbacks, you were still scraped.
Sometimes you are but you’re looking thru it and not even
noticing it. Then suddenly you’re back in it, you’re just not
looking thru it any more.”
“But that mound of water was real, the tentacles Honshu
thought were attacking her were not.”
“The tentacles are real and Honshu’s been whipped by
them before. They might not have been ripping her just then,
but she knows they’re there and knows what they feel like
and that’s where she was at the time. The memory of the
imagination can be as painful as the reality.”
“Or the reality can be as painless as the drug dream.”
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Yorgar’s head came up and whipped around. “Those are
dangerous waters, those are very dangerous waters. For
Borinbar it was her private hell, few knew what she saw and
felt.” His eyes told Dorrick that Yorgar had been in awe of the
torment she bore. “She lasted a long time before it got her lost
in the Myassa once too deep.”
“There have been others in her family lost out here, was it
for the same reason?”
“What reason?”
“Being scraped and not being able to deal with it,”
Dorrick said.
“People get eaten by foeth who never heard of loon. I
know she had to do it again on her way out of the swamp, she
couldn’t go long enough to get out to open water.”
“How bad does the dependency get? What are your
symptoms if deprived?”
“It depends on how many cycles. If you miss two or even
three times your cycle, you don’t really suffer, but get to ten
or twelve cycles, you start to shrivel from the tentacles
around you. Then it gets bad, most addicts go cardiac by
twenty cycles or less.”
“How many times do you have to do it?”
“Your cycle never gets shorter. If you’re a century old and
you do it once, you’re on a century cycle. If you’ve done it
twice a day, you’re on a twice a day cycle.”
“But I’ve done it twice in a day, but it’s more than half a
day now.”
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“You’re missing the first time, not a big deal, you just get
a little ‘oh it’s time’ wish you had some. Wait a week, see
how you feel then.”
Dorrick felt himself leaning over a deep hole once again,
a bottomless pit into which he was falling. “Surely there are
cures?”
“When did you first dip?”
“Almost a week now, after last Duskmeal.”
Yorgar looked like he didn’t believe that, but chose not to
dispute the claim. “If so, you might make it out, be a tough
few weeks but you might make it out if you want to take that
route.”
“No university has a cure?”
“There’s some kind of medical program, but that just gets
your body past it, it don’t do a thing to your head. Wait, this
way.” Yorgar pointed to the right. “Yeah, he’s close too. Hand
me that harpoon.” Dorrick got him the one he was pointing at,
the heavier of the two. Yorgar got on his knees, doubled over
to look thru the glass again. “A bit left now, give it all you’ve
got.”
Dorrick cranked the knob to full but that was only fifty
percent faster than they were moving already. Yorgar got up
and cocked his arm, launched the spear on a long arc and was
rewarded with a spi-thuck. A mound of water six feet in
diameter rose up a foot in front of them and an unnerving
length of rope pulled out going straight down.
It began to move in deep water, the angle of the rope
166

changed, it was heading for the swamp. Yorgar began to pull
the rope, and succeeded in pulling them faster thru the water.
He was able to pull hard on the rope, meaning the barbs were
set well.
Suddenly the rope went slack. Yorgar looked thru the
glass again. “That way, give it all you got,” he said, “It’s
turned on us.” Yorgar was madly pulling in rope.
Dorrick spun the boat and opened the throttle once again.
He wished he could gather some underwater views, at least
what Yorgar saw in the glass, but he was sure Hostra could
come up with some animation to fill in that part. Maybe he
could get some film from the natives they could use. As for
himself, he couldn’t picture it. He thought of a giant squid
with a thousand tentacles or maybe a giant jellyfish.
“That way,” Yorgar pointed left, “There’s a shallows over
there, there’s lon in it, head for that, it’s hardly gaining on us
so you should make it.”
Dorrick did as he was told. The vision of Borinbar’s
skeleton still hung in his face. Yorgar had just told him there
were no flashbacks, you were just still under the influence. In
that case he was still under the influence of Noonsleep’s dose
because that vision was as in-his-face as spiderwebs in the
basement of an abandoned house.
He could steer with one hand and video with the other, but
there was nothing to video now, he wished he could paddle to
move them along faster. Yorgar did for awhile, but the
displacement hull did not respond to the increased effort.
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It was almost a quarter hour before the patch of lon came
in view. It was only a few acres, but it looked like it might be
pretty shallow in the center. They charged into the center of it
and stopped.
Only a minute later, the lon began to move. Something
beneath the water was dragging it towards them by it’s stems.
The thing was too big, at least fifteen feet wide, maybe
twenty. Did he trust his eyes? Could this much of it really be
moving? An aisle formed in the lon, moving toward them.
“You better hand me that other harpoon,” Yorgar said,
“and try and keep us steady.”
Squirming for balance, Yorgar slowly stood in his small
boat. Dorrick could do nothing but spread his arms and
paddle to give them as much angular momentum as possible.
Yorgar drew the harpoon high above and behind him, ready to
strike.
Twenty yards away the lon stopped moving. The water
began to move, something was rising. A wide flat section of
the water’s surface rose up and a thousand translucent
tentacles boiled out of the crack beneath this section. It was
the hallucination he had almost a week ago, the first time he
ever dipped his nails. It kept rising. He was reminded of a
huge, flat-topped jellyfish sixteen feet across. A seething mass
of tentacles coiled beneath it, knotting like a ship’s hawser
into a leg that lifted it out of the water to survey them with
eyes like a blue dotted line on it’s rim.
Yorgar launched the harpoon and launched himself from
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the boat. The harpoon slid right below it’s rim and lodged in
the base of the tentacle mass. It fell back below the surface
about the same time Yorgar did. They were fifty feet apart,
but his momentum took him toward it. He got his head above
water screaming, Dorrick shot forward. Strands of tentacle
came over the boat, hissing. Dorrick moved forward with his
knife, slashing at them while Yorgar tried to come over the
stern. Dorrick grabbed the camera again, got some scenes of
that, and the tentacles and the battle he had with them. Then
Yorgar’s mouth went round and the boat spun around and
shot with alarming speed toward the spot where the foeth had
just stood.
“It’s making for deep water and the harpoon line’s around
my ankle,” Yorgar grunted. “Show me some muscle, pull me
in.”
“We’re taking too much water over the stern.”
“So hurry up so we can get this...”
Dorrick didn’t hear the rest because Yorgar lost his grip
on the boat and slipped off. Dorrick saved bailing for later,
but spun the boat around to go after him. Yorgar was under
water when he got around but bobbed to the surface some
distance away, still screaming. Dorrick thought that was a
good sign, it meant he wasn’t dead yet.
He managed to take a few more pictures while he slowly
gained on Yorgar. The foeth was beyond the lon now, Dorrick
had no idea how much deeper that meant the water was, he
didn’t even know if foeth swam or strode across the bottom
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with their tentacles. When it raised its head out of the water, it
seemed pretty stiff, maybe even leathery. It could move
nearly as fast as he could however. Dorrick was once again
only about twenty yards away when Yorgar suddenly stopped
in the water. He was silent almost a second, then screamed in
real earnest.
Dorrick had him in seconds, circling him to pick him up,
never coming to a stop. They balanced on opposite sides so
Yorgar could climb up. He came up over the side of the bow,
with bloody welts on his arms and his ankle aimed forward.
Dorrick was heading back for the lon but the rope around
Yorgar’s ankle soon brought them around. “Let’s cut that,”
Dorrick said, “we still have the main harpoon line.”
“Did you see that harpoon in him?” Yorgar asked.
“Now that you mention it.”
“It probably shook that harpoon as soon as the line went
slack.”
“Then why didn’t he shake this one.”
“This one’s a dead-barb, there’s no release. A foeth can
learn you know, they have one of the largest brains of any
creature in the four-four life code. Theirs is bigger than a
tumuf’s.
“What about a klizhorn?”
“That’s like a smaller chuff right? Anyway, their brain is
bigger than a chuff’s by far.”
“Can we at least tie that off so you could get back
inside?” Dorrick asked.
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“Yeah, I’ll need to pull some slack and tie it off at the bow
first. Hold my belt and balance us to the stern.”
Dorrick wouldn’t have attempted the feats of balance he
went thru to do this without encouragement. He was sprawled
on the stern like he was coming aboard himself, stretched out
and grabbing Yorgar’s belt. Yorgar leaned forward and hauled
on the rope, keeping it forward so it didn’t turn the boat and
spill them. Riding it to keep that from happening. They were
still moving nearly as fast as the motor could propel them,
though he had the motor off. He knew now that he should
have just gained some slack on the rope with the motor, but
he couldn’t reach for the throttle now without letting go of
Yorgar. He wished they had a floater close by to record this.
At this point he couldn’t operate the camera.
He could by the time Yorgar got the rope tied to the bow
and his ankle free. Yorgar said the thing to do now was
provide as much drag as possible to keep it from dragging
them under the hullvine, still three miles away. They had their
arms and legs out, except for the one of Dorrick’s holding the
camera when he recorded. The audience saw, “this is five
minutes into it,” then “this is after a quarter hour,” and would
have seen the distant vegetation only a tiny bit different.
“Here we are after a half hour, still dragging it back from the
deep water under that jungle off in the distance.” But in that
sentence the jungle was noticeably thicker in the audience’s
view, Dorrick hadn’t noticed. “It’s forty five minutes, we’re
getting close to the wildhull but we have noticeably slowed.
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The foeth is deep below us now. Yorgar knows the depth here
is over thirty feet, but it could very well be on the bottom.
This is the most dangerous time of the hunt, bringing one up
in deep water from a small boat. What does a foeth weigh?”
Dorrick asked.
“All told, about a ton,” Yorgar turned to face the camera
and talked to the viewers on Centorin. His words would have
to be dubbed into Centish before broadcast. “That’s after you
get the surface water and stomach sac drained out. Sun dried
for a year, maybe only half that.”
“What market is there for dried foeth?”
“The top skin makes good chafe-resistant leather, but
that’s not why I hunt them. I hunt them because of what they
do to humanity. They’re man-eaters and aren’t smart enough
to train out of it.”
He pulled the rope, hand over hand. While he did that
Dorrick was able to pull in the other harpoon, from which
glops of ichor dripped. Yorgar slowly got the foeth up til it
was about ten feet below them before it lurched and he had to
let it go. It went til it was nearly all out again. Yorgar began
the cycle again. This time a few tentacles came over the side
that they had to battle with their knives before it sank to the
bottom again. Soon Yogar began pulling again, and got it
close before it struggled some more. This continued for
almost an hour until the monster finally hung limp and they
were able to haul it to the surface where it spread like an oil
slick almost as big around as the boat was long.
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“What do we do with it now,” Dorrick asked when it lay
still on the surface.
“Get the iron out of it.” To do this they prodded it down in
the water til they could reach the center. It thrashed weakly a
couple times, a couple tentacles tried to come over the side,
but they were able to easily dispatch them with their knives.
“This,” he said, going to the center of the flat top side, “is
where the skull is,” and he cut deep into it with his knife. It
thrashed once more, but not enough to break Yorgar’s grip or
dislodge the knife. The knife was viciously sharp but Dorrick
could see it still took a lot of strength to cut this out all the
way around, and then in a cone below it. The blood was an
ugly light green in color and Yorgar was soon covered to his
elbows. It mixed sickly with the red blood still seeping from
his own wounds. This center of the top was attached not like a
marble in a sack but like a tree in a meadow.
He pulled the dripping mass into the boat and then went
to work on it with a hatchet, chopping out the point at what
was once the bottom. Dorrick could guess that inside this
chunk of flesh he cut out, when everything rotted away,
would be that piece of bone on a tall skewer that marked the
entry to his canal. “Here at the base of the skull is the
magnetic organ.” He cut his way into a chamber in the bone,
carved into what looked like clam guts and brought out two
little nodules that looked like tiny rusty dumbbells.
“What other products are you after if none of it is edible?”
“It’s edible in that it could keep you alive. Unlike the
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dactyl, the foeth is not as poisonous as it tastes.”
“That’s good to know.”
“Their taste and low nutritional value gives them no value
at the food market however.”
“So there must be something more than the two irons.”
“The saving of mankind,” he breathed in a comically
dramatic voice, then looked at him seriously. Dorrick put
down the camera. “You really don’t know?”
“I’ve guessed, but have not been formally informed.”
“Well, I’m informing you now,” he said, and cut thru the
top of the skull with a few more chops from that hatchet. He
pried up the end and the top of the skull broke off. “Fresh is
the best,” he said and offered Dorrick first dip.
This huge animal’s brain was small, just about enough to
fill a couple tiny jars an inch in diameter and an inch high
including the nice thick cover. It was green in color, a brighter
green now that it was fresh, almost avocado in color like it’s
blood, not the yaag green it would be after being carried
around a couple weeks when the jar would be half empty.
Dorrick’s pinkie twitched, he wanted to hold it still but it
groped in the air like an inchworm trying to cross a gap.
“How will I function out here?”
“How did you function when you shot that dactyl? Now I
understand. You were in that dangerous zone, the ‘reality
doesn’t hurt any worse than a hallucination’ zone.”
“I think I was, but on the way to that, I vowed if I came
out of that I would never touch the stuff again.”
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“But you did.”
Dorrick’s cheeks flushed. “At our cursory Noonsleep.”
“But your finger wants more. That is the real foeth curse,
and why I hunt the damn things. I will destroy all I can, even
though they will take all their victims with them when they’re
gone.”
“And while you make a living selling it?” Dorrick asked,
thinking it was a complete self-contradiction.
“I’ve never sold to anyone without the need. I’ve never
offered to anyone without the need. I do what I can to serve
the need because it is a need. But don’t ever think I want to.”
Dorrick swallowed hard. “You offered to me.”
“You came with the need.”
“I must fight the need.”
“Then best of luck to you my friend.”
“But you have beat the need.”
Yorgar shuddered, then grinned. “I have beat the effects
my friend, only the effects.” Dorrick had never noticed the
long nail on Yorgar’s pinkie before until he brought it up now.
“I’m actually on a twenty minute schedule, so sometimes I
can go a couple hours. So you see, I had to have this foeth.”
Dorrick watched as Yorgar poked into the open braincase of
the monster and came up with a generous dab. His teeth and
tongue removed it.
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12. Trenst Dark
When Dorrick didn’t return for Afternoonday, TongSu
guessed that he was taking video on a foeth hunt and they had
been involved in that until too close to dark. She wondered
why Honshu hadn’t insisted on coming back for the Wail, but
then Honshu wasn’t really part of the family. Customs could
be different over here, and the less Honshu was discussed, the
smoother the atmosphere in this household seemed to be, so
she didn’t ask.
She spent Dusksleep with Ywinggee, but after missing
Noonsleep, she wasn’t much company, though she did go one
time slow and sleepy. He seemed to understand that and
didn’t complain. By the time she woke up for Nightday he
had already finished his accounting chores and joined her for
a late breakfast of lon and onion thesh rolls that she made up
in their back kitchen. He was a bit concerned about the
amount of thesh they used, thesh is usually only used as
noodles here it seemed. It needed a drained soil, so it was
some distance to where it could be grown.
She had an enjoyable Nightday walking the plankwalk
with Ywinggee. They took their time, but went miles beyond
the intersection for Gelliss’. The street was planked from then
on, with several floors of residence on each side.
“There are homes off the plankwalks aren’t there?”
“Oh yeah, you find a few homes down along this side
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before you get to the tight swamp.” He waved his arm to the
left. Tight swamp is that area too shallow for lon but too
muddy for big hangleaves. It grows up with little shrubby
brush like tribreak and quibreak hangleaves, clumps of
killrush and tell and a few smaller trees that can sometimes be
trained into habitation. She had seen it in movies and might
paddle into it a little in the light. The hotblood section of
Hrrst is built in what would be called tight swamp here.
“Farther south there’s quite a bit of kayak-only homes, but
we’re only a few more miles from Caramon Center.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
“The nearest commercial center.”
“Where the tube station is?”
“No, that’s at The Altak, a newer commercial complex
about fouteen miles from the house on the Zil Highroad. You
had to turn inland back at Pado’s Sway.” That was a long, thin
rope bridge not far beyond Gelliss’ on the opposite side that
they had already passed.
“Not a hike for the faint of heart.” She would have to
examine the members of that bridge to gain some confidence.
It was not like climbing around in the sky on gear you know.
The footbridge leading to their house was going to need work
if she was going to keep crossing it. There was mold of
various forms on the ropes and planks, proving that slack was
a way of life around here. She liked the main walks between
substantial trunks where the vines had taken over for the rails
and planks a century or more ago. There were no leaves
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remaining on the rails along here, meaning it was deep in
shade in the light. She could see lights going many stories
into the branches. There was another plankway high above
them between the upper branches of these trees.
They discussed the difference between city and country as
they plied the plankways over black water, and how that was
so hard to measure in Trenst. People three levels of torches up
in the trees still lived on wild lon picked in the pond to the
west. They discussed how more people die in cities than in
the country, as they came to a small causeway and a sign for
the Caramon Business Center.
“All cities are like that to some extent,” she said. “The
Yakhan is more dangerous, statistically, than the countryside,
but nowhere near as dangerous, per person, as the wilds.”
“Some wilds are worse than others. Wilds where the
ground is covered by three or more feet of water on top of the
three or more feet of mud are more trying than wilds of open
woodland and gentle slopes with a brook here and there.”
“There are enough canals and dams in the Yakhan area to
make lon a very familiar sight,” she said, “But I understand
perfectly. The wilds near the Yakhan are some of the mildest,
they were just desert before the lake, the Elves chose what
beasts to take with them to the Highlands. The wilds here are
legendary. The Myassa is more like the Ttharmine than the
Dromedian forest.”
“But smaller,” he said.
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“Well yeah, but it is still too big to see across from the air,
just like the Ttharmine. We spent a week flying it’s south
side.”
“A lazy week,” he said.
He must know that was more time than it should normally
take to fly the south shore of the Myassa. “Yeah, Dorrick was
nature filming. We paddled around filming the week before
that, but we swam thru dark to finish getting here.” They were
arm in arm, she was letting her breast enjoy the stroll. The
crowd swirled around them in the dark, intent on its own
purpose. They were now on the long floating causeway across
an arm of the lon pond. There were two humps in it, stone
arches out in the lon that one could paddle under. The inner
side of the causeway was picked pretty clean, so it made a
dividing line in the color, a lighter shade of black on the
swamp side of the path, dimly lit by the swarms of plarons.
There were more pedestrians on the far end of the floating
causeway than on the end they came from.
Once they climbed back up to the plankway on the far
side of that small causeway, they were really in city. They had
three levels of plankway to pick from. Stone had been
brought in for foundations and quays and the plankway
stretched straight and wide for a mile til it reached what
appeared to be a small harbor. It was hard to tell from this
distance.
“It’s just about two miles from our front door to where we
are now,” Ywinggee said, “so when we say we are two miles
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from Caramon, it’s here that we mean. Some people say it is
three miles and they mean to the harbor.
They took their time strolling that wide plankway. It was
commercial all along here. Most of the shops were clothiers
and she saw many unusual garments, many of them tempted
her. She knew already she was going to have to do something
about her wardrobe if she stayed in this city, even way out
here. When she saw the prices, she knew she was going to
have to get a piece of her aluminum to finance life here. That
made her worry about Dorrick.
When they finally reached the open water of Caramon
harbor, they saw it was more than just a produce harbor for
this town, it was an echo of The Ring itself. There were racks
of boats hanging from their nose handles under the plankways
that surrounded this water. There was a tunnel leading out to
the lon thru which many people were coming and going. She
could see that here in the most urban concentration nearby,
residents of these buildings were bringing home bales of lon
from the open pond even in the dark.
They stopped for Nightday lunch at a little cafe deep in
the jungle of the city. It wasn’t right on the harbor, but
overlooked a small passage between the trees that would have
been shady even in the light. Now it was lit by slow-flamed
lazy torches that reflected off the black water below. The
place featured a lon and bean stew in little wooden pails that
you could top with teriyaki strips or fried eggs. They also had
a nice golden yaag, potent but not nail-you-to-the-floor like
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the house green one usually found around here or the
where’s-the-buzz? of the house yellow. They found a table at
the rail that looked down at a little back canal between the
thick trunks of the center of town. There was an industrial
level between them and the water.
“There’s no chance they’ll return during dark is there?”
she asked when they were settled with their dinner pail.
“It’s pretty safe to be on the near side of the lon in the
dark, no more than a couple miles out. It’s not safe to be out
in the swamp in a small boat during dark. The foeths can
smell you, lights’ll draw hyadunes from above, worse from
below. It would be suicide to leave that killrush patch in the
dark.” She swallowed hard. She hadn’t thought as deeply as
she should have about how much danger Dorrick was in out
there. Of course Ywinggee was right, the guide books said
venturing into the deep swamp was almost certain death, and
that was in the light. “You’re worried about them?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Arwan told me Dorrick had fallen on
loon also.” She hoped that wouldn’t lead him to do something
incredibly stupid like venture into the swamp during dark.
“Pppp, I don’t see how he could be with Honshu that long
and not, especially out at Yorgar’s place.”
“He’s where it comes from,” she said, seeing if he would
disagree.
“Duh, he hunts foeth doesn’t he?”
“I see,” she said, confirming that the foeth is the source.
Everyone thought they knew that all along.
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She was worried, and that bothered her. She continually
tried to pretend that she wasn’t stuck on Dorrick, that in spite
of the year of delight they spent in the Fronzhorps, it was just
a job, that she could let him go at any time. It was beginning
to look like there was a good chance that this might be that
time. It would hurt, she knew it would, but she didn’t want to
face that hurt yet. Right now she had to stay rational and had
to keep her options open. If Dorrick was lost to that swamp,
either the wildlife or the drug, she was going to have to build
a new life and build it fast. In that sense, the only people she
knew within sixteen thousand miles of here were the people
of Kalekmeel House and Ywinggee was by far the closest of
those. She might be a little more physically attracted to
Ression, but she knew she had a lot more to share with
Ywinggee. She forced herself to put her worry about Dorrick
aside and concentrate on him for now.
“So you haven’t spent much time with Honshu lately,”
TongSu said.
“She hasn’t spent much time with me either.”
“I thought she’d come back for the Wail and make
Dorrick go back out to film.”
“Honshu is touchy about ceremony. She was too close to
Borinbar, I think she would call the family hypocritical if she
was here for it.”
“Borinbar was not well liked?” TongSu asked.
“Not lately, not by the elders anyway. She had been an
important member of the house before I was born. Before the
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loon got bad.”
“How bad is it with Honshu?”
“Bad,” he admitted. “I worry about her.”
“Personally,” TongSu said, “Even thought I admit this is
none of my business, I don’t see why you let Honshu hang
on.”
“You are seeing the worst of her. She was on a weekly
cycle, every dusk, when she first moved in. She was fun then
when it wasn’t too debilitating. I never had a serious partygirl before so I was excited to have one like her on my arm.
She was quite exciting, and a loving companion for a while.”
“You are ready to give her up now?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I’ll have to see what condition she’s in
when she gets back from the swamp.”
She wanted to talk about ‘if they get back from the
swamp’ but he didn’t seem to be worried. They will hang at
Yorgar’s for the dark and hallucinate on that drug no doubt,
but she didn’t want to go there. She should try and talk about
that, see if her fears were grounded, but instead she stayed on
Honshu, something less painful for her. “I think the family
will back you if you ask her to leave.”
“Oh I’m sure they will, they’ve been after me to get her
out of the house right along, I’ve had to shout to defend her
right to stay. If she comes back as blasted as Borninbar was,
I’ve had enough. But how about you and Dorrick?”
He probably thought she was asking because she wanted
Honshu’s place. She hoped to have a friend here if she needed
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it, but, nothing against Ywinggee, but she could never stay in
this house. Maybe if he came with her, if Dorrick was lost
here, they could be together for some time. She still hoped
Dorrick wasn’t lost. “I want to help him get thru this, I do
care for him. I can’t believe he’s already lost to it for life.”
“With his Centorin wealth he can afford treatment. I know
I can’t afford it for Honshu and she’s never wanted it. She has
a bummer now and then but she’s never been beyond fourth
cycle and you can’t make any progress against it that way.”
“Do you feel responsible for her?”
He thought a few seconds. “In two ways,” he said. “I feel
like her protector even though I’m just a half century and she
claims to be twenty one.”
“You don’t believe her?”
“She doesn’t have any proof, just a memory that she has
always known she was born in the 45th.”
“Not scientific proof.”
“She is older than the house,” Ywinggee said. “She has
memories of our island as wild.”
“So that’s when?”
“First half of the 102nd or earlier.”
Not evidence of extreme age, but more than age enough
to mature. Most people reach their full maturity in less than a
mortal time, thirteen decades is usually good. “What’s the
other way you feel responsible,” she asked
“I am somewhat responsible for bringing her to this
household. It was actually Borinbar as much as anyone, she
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was the matchmaker of our union.”
“Did Borinbar pressure you to take her in?”
“I think it was more Borinbar pressuring Honshu to
accept my offer,” he said. “I know she stayed more for the
occasional sex she got with Genis and Goron than the sex she
got with me.”
Those people probably knew it also, Honshu probably
told them. Sad to say, she knew better than to ask if there was
any real concern for each other in their relationship. “Is she
that good?” TongSu asked.
“I think she’s good, more kinky than you, too kinky for
me in the long run. I enjoy you much more than her when you
come right down to it. She was something I wanted to try, I
find she is something I don’t want to keep.”
“Are you making up your mind as you go along? I warn
you I could never live in your household unless we locked the
door in your foyer, and winning me away from Dorrick will
not be easy unless he is lost to either Honshu or the loon.”
“I’m not one to win anyone away from anyone. I’m afraid
because of that I’m fated to stay at Kahlekmeel House,
though there are many times I’m loath to.”
“You can fly out with us when we go,” she said. We can
go five miles above here with all the gear we’ve got and three
people. We could lift a couple dozen way down here.”
“With Dorrick?” he asked.
“I expect so. As with you, it depends on how he is when
he gets back. If he’s wasted away and wants to stay that way,
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I think I will move on.” She wanted to nurture the friendship
with Ywinggee, but dishonesty would not help that in the
long run. Even if Dorrick was lost and she were to stay with
him, he would know the hole that was left in her soul, in spite
of her assertions that her relationship with Dorrick was only a
job. She knew Centorins could never be that honest with each
other, but Dorrick was learning to be almost that honest with
her. She was always as honest with Dorrick as he was with
herself.
“Where?” he asked.
She had to stop and think, where would she go without
Dorrick? Probably back to the Yakhan, plenty of old friends
would remember her, it was only eleven years, she could be
back there in three or four years at the most, so this great
expedition would total less than half a decade away. She
would like to see her ancestor’s basin some day, and it was
the next one after Trenst going east, but the two basins joined
at the pass of Alx Moyyog, over two and a half miles above
her ceiling. The way around was to go around the planet the
other way, sixteen thousand miles back to the Yakhan and five
thousand more to the closest Enurate ancestral lands, seven
thousand miles to her actual ancestral soil. “I guess I’d head
back toward the Yakhan eventually if I had nothing to keep
me here, but I’ve seen so little of Trenst so far that I would be
in no hurry to leave.” She shouldn’t have said that, she was
teasing him, but her fear of losing Dorrick here made her say
it.
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“That would be ten years on mine,” he said, “to the
Yakhan I mean, but I don’t think I could get there because of
the altitudes involved.”
“No way, you can’t get past Knidola, I could make it in
four. We’re thirteen years out, last week, but we stayed ten
years in Borlunth.”
“Then Trenst deserves about thirty I would think.”
“It probably does, but we will be out of here on the next
clear dawn if it saves Dorrick from that loon.”
“It can take lives if quit abruptly. You have to work your
cycle longer. It takes iron determination and some powerful
genetic enhancements to get off, but it has been done.”
“Have you ever done it?” she asked.
“I have worked myself up to a yearly cycle,” he said with
resignation, “but please keep that information from your other
friends in the family. I was nearly as deep as Honshu was
once. I did two dusks apart once.”
She felt it like a punch in the stomach that she wasn’t
ready for. “I’m sorry. I won’t pass that on, but I’m sorry
you’ve been afflicted.” He was no shelter from this horror
after all, was he?
“I’m aiming to make it three years. In two weeks it will
be two years, I’m confident I will pass it. With Honshu it was
one week a year we could share. At first she totally
understood my militancy at holding the line. She was militant
about it herself for ten or thirteen years. Then the first time
she went out to Yorgar’s with Borinbar she came back on a
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daily cycle. She is becoming as progressive as Borinbar was.
Borinbar got to the point where she was always twinkling and
I’m afraid her daughter Lanek is now almost as bad.”
“That sounds tragic.”
“What’s really tragic is the grandaughter, Ezots. I think
she was born hooked, I’m afraid she’s been on her mother’s
cycle since she was on her mother’s tit.”
“They are the people in the tree closest to us?”
“That’s right,” he said, “The child you never hear, being
raised by the child who should be grown.”
“What will happen to her?”
“My guess?” Ywinggee said with a sigh, “We will wail
for each of them soon. Her hole branch will die.”
“Horrible thoughts,” she said, feeling even more cold
drafts in her vitals.
“Horrible circumstances,” he said. “People have probably
warned you that our family can be a long story.”
TongSu only nodded. There was nothing more to say on
that and she receded from the horror.
They were both done eating now and were on the far side
of the table leaning over the rail beside each other. On the
floor below was a dock, there was a tiny lantern lit in case of
deliveries, the business in the water level was a textile
printing operation it looked like, not a bustling one, three or
four rolls a shift was what it looked like they could produce.
They probably had a single press. TongSu had flown masters
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for many shops like this, as well as magazine printers. If
Dorrick was too deep into loon when he got back, she might
have to do that again.
There were people fishing off that dock, probably the
dock hands on a slow night. They were hooking into a nice
flock of bluerays and pulled six or seven of them out before
the fish moved on. The fish are small once you cut their big
sailfins off, but they are very tasty. So that was six or seven
nice meals they just caught. So these people sitting on a city
commercial dock waiting for industrial business are actually
making their living as hunter-gatherers in the shallow swamp.
Who IS in the urban population of Trenst? She was beginning
to feel the unmeasurability of Trenst and what it really meant.
One cannot determine a boundary of what is urban and what
is rural. That boundary uncertainly applies to almost the
whole city but the ring. You might say Trenst and Tovarst are
separate cities with densely populated rural swamp in
between them. The Trenst ring would be about thirty five
million she guessed, the Tovarst ring another seven. You
come up with the two hundred million figure that gets
bandied about from time to time regarding Trenst if you count
all of the swamp where the trees have houses in them.
She thought the number of people in this city who earned
their living in an urban way was vast, but maybe not even
over a hundred million. She needed to go somewhere deep in
the city, miles from a lon pond, even a small one. In such
areas everyone would have to make an urban living. Wouldn’t
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they? She wouldn’t be shocked if someone found a way to
make a rural living even in there.
She understood how the city was growing, the tubes and
plankways transformed scattered hunter-gatherers into
grouped hunter-gatherers who did a little city work on the
side. The population of the hundred thousand square miles
around here didn’t change that much, just the way they are
scattered made more of them look urban.
That all lead to an even slower stroll back. To take her
mind off her worries, she bought a playful wrap that she wore
on the way back. It was playful because there were so many
ways a hand could slip inside at a polite spot to reach very
erogenous areas inside the inner layer. They played with it the
rest of the way back and almost didn’t want to stop for
Darkmeal on their way back to his bed. It became quite a
delightful Dawnsleep, the best she’d had since Dorrick.
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13. Deep Swamp Dark
Dorrick awoke from a fitful Dusksleep filled with
nightmares of underwater terror. He was soaked in sweat
though the temperature was pleasant and the humidity had
abated a bit. It must have rained during the sleep, the air had
the tang of it.
Honshu had not shared his bed this sleep. He was in
Yorgar’s downstairs room, sleeping on a fusty stand-cushion
that was barely long enough. He could not hear Honshu and
Yorgar in the bed above, they were probably still asleep. He
was now aware that Yorgar must wake up every two hours at
the most or his sleep would be tormented. He still felt the
dark empty hole in his vitals when he contemplated what his
life must be like.
Dorrick had his last scrape, just a tiny one, just before
Noonsleep, putting him on an eight hour cycle. He had
missed his cycle three times since then, this wakeup was the
fourth. He was still in what they said were just mild
reminders. It didn’t feel like a mild enticement, it was a
longing as of a lost true love. Not that he really knew what a
true love felt like did he? He’d had a few lost true lusts in is
life, but had there ever been anyone he felt like spending
forever with? TongSu was turning into one of his longer
relationships and definitely the closest friendship he’d ever
had with a woman. He still wondered if he could ever think
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of her as a partner when she needed to sleep around every
couple weeks?
What was forever these days? Was it as long as this
craving would last? As long as this craving had already
lasted? It had to be, TongSu talked of their eleventh
anniversary last week, how would he ever be able to
understand time after this? He wished TongSu was here with
him, he could sure use her help thru this. Was there anyway
anything could help him thru this? Was there anyway he
could go on living at all without it? It was his whole life now
wasn’t it? He couldn’t face that. With grim determination he
pushed his thoughts from it, tried to fight thru to real life,
though it could never be anything but misery for him from
now on.
He looked for something to eat. Yorgar had a fish weir
that brought a few to his dock, if the slitherump that bothered
them hadn’t got them first. Dorrick got a lantern going and
went out to check that. He got a few small ones in, both
chilleeth and ensal forms were present so they could have full
nutrition today. He knew they would have the acidic flavor of
the killrush in them, but he knew there was a chunk of dried
fruit he could use to make a glaze for them. Not that it could
matter, there was no way he could taste anything ever again
was there? All he would taste was the craving from now until
his death.
He knew how this trade went on now. Yorgar kept the
Kahlekmeel family and a few others supplied with loon, in
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return they fed him. No doubt he harvested his own lon as
well as fish. His knives had been cast by the same molds as
Kahlekmeel house, there was no reason to suspect those were
not also trade goods.
When he went back into the house when Honshu came
down the dock to the bathroom. Once out of there she went
down the dock, without a torch, and stepped off the end. She
popped back up and came back to the table, that must have
been her bath. She wasn’t talking and her eyes were
wandering on their own across the black water here within the
killrush, lit by the ruddy light of 61 Cygni’s two companions,
little more than bright stars. It was obvious she had already
indulged in a scrape of loon. She was probably seeing those
stars under magnification, one was Kortrax’s little brother
twelve billion miles away and the other a Jupiter of many
softly glowing spots and bands a quarter billion miles away.
“Would you like to eat?” he asked.
“Yes, I will feed,” she said. It seemed to take the better
part of a minute for those words to come out.
He found some dried vedn-core lon in the only pantry bin.
He could use this to make a breading in the glaze so he
started mixing that up. The ‘fresh’ lon was from last week and
‘partially sink-dried’ was not a workable technique for
preserving lon, slime-rot had already set in. He had been on
this planet a little over a year, but found himself a much
quicker study on this world’s cuisine than his own. Of course
the fact that he’d never been in quarters without an auto-chef
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on Centorin, while there was probably not one on this whole
planet, had been an important factor in making that happen.
Even so, he was already a better cook than Yorgar, who had
probably never glazed and breaded a fish.
He wondered how much yesterday’s revelation had to do
with it. Dorrick couldn’t imagine living out here in this
hostile wilderness, permanently hallucinating and having to
‘look thru it’ to see reality at all. He had trusted his life to that
man, and put his own in grave danger. Still it drew him, still
he wanted to ask her to let him join her.
He had exploded last dusk, forbid her to offer it to him
again, forbid Yorgar to offer it to him again. He wondered
what would happen if he begged for it now? They told him he
would, they both laughed when he told them not to offer
again. They said he would need it before light. They said they
would make him eat those words. It had gotten ugly, mostly
him at Honshu for not warning him. She had never
apologized for giving it to him and trapping him into this
addiction.
Honshu had also never done any of the cooking. Back at
the house it was Ywinggee or Enzick who made their meals.
He wondered if she had thought about her situation and her
addiction. He knew she hurt from it, but was she conscious of
that?
“I’m going back to the house with dawn,” Dorrick said
once they were sizzling in oil over Yorgar’s little firebox.
“Fine, hope you find it.”
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“Oh I can find it,” he said, “Kortrax will be right over it.”
“If you can see him,” she replied.
“Oh I intend to remain able to see it,” he answered, then
asked, “when did you want to leave?”
“Not til Afternoonday.”
“Why?” he asked, figuring it was so he could have more
time to crave loon.
“So I can be sure and miss the Wail.”
“They’d have done that last week.”
“They’re probably doing it now, but I want to be sure.”
“Why? I thought you and Borinbar were very close
friends.”
“That’s why.” Honshu said.
“Did she give you your first scrape?”
“No, she caught me when I broke up with the guy who
gave me my first scrape. I didn’t know what was wrong with
me. She’s the one who kept me to twice a day if you must
know. You would have liked her. She would think you were
smart.”
“Too bad the foeth took her,” Dorrick said.
She didn’t respond and Dorrick didn’t press her. He didn’t
know how much of his feeling for her was anger and how
much was pity. He found himself with damn little affection
for her any more. He thought she wasn’t worth having much
feeling for at all, pretty much an empty bauble staring at
mindless entertainment no one else could see.
Yorgar came downstairs just as the fish were done. He
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took his and Honshu back upstairs without a word. He barely
glanced at Dorrick the whole time he was in the room,
standing between Dorrick and the lantern and keeping his
face neutral.
Dorrick’s mission had been to get to know this person and
show him to be someone to bring tourists to his planet. He
had found just the opposite, a world to be feared. A world of
monstrous beasts and the stinking, stripped-bare skeleton of a
victim. A world where reality seems far away. A reality of
fiendish horror.
Was there a way to show the real terror to be found here?
The fear of what it would be like by the end of today, when
his cravings were already sending his mind spinning in these
delirious circles. He hadn’t mentioned the substance so far in
his video. Wasn’t he doing what Honshu had done to him? He
was showing the adventure but not the true danger.
Dorrick ate his Nightday breakfast alone in what seemed
the most tawdry surroundings he had seen on this planet. It
was more spacious than some of the spaces the poor had
excavated in the strata of ruins that make up the poorer
sections of Borlunth, but not as substantial. This was in
spindly growth. The mats didn’t fit well and had mold spots.
One had lost it’s zip and flapped open in the breeze. The floor
above was log, stick and thatch, curtains of dust fell when
anyone moved upstairs.
The lower floor was smaller because the limbs of the
house spread from just below it. The table bench on one side,
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the kitchen counter at the back and the cushion stand on the
other overhung the water below. There was only a ladder
going to the floor above, made of lashed saplings. The
cushion he slept on was lumpy and musty and the hide it was
made from was stiff. The kitchen was a single shelf and basin
with a bucket and rope with a pulley just outside the window.
In the dark, anything live in that bucket was a surprise. The
firebox was a small portable that was lashed into place with
dried-out rubber bands. The bathroom was a digester can out
on the dock. By Centorin standards every home on this world
is a camp, but this was a camp by the standards of this world.
Once he was done cleaning the rudimentary kitchen, he
went back onto the dock. He didn’t feel threatened here deep
in the killrush. No foeth could penetrate this far and no dactyl
was abroad in the dark. The lesser denizens of the swamp, the
hyadunes and droppers for instance, could not get in here and
had nothing to hang from above him.
He thought about trying to find a way to climb up and
film them thru the window. There was nothing but this clump
of brush that was his home above the killrush, and the growth
was still so spindly that his climbing would make it sway.
How could one film the danger of loon? Wasn’t Borinbar’s
skeleton good enough? Doubly destroyed by the foeth.
A giant glow-wing passed overhead. The genealogy of life
here is complex, this was really a form of flying fish he
thought, because it’s wings were built of thin boney spines,
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but it had the form of a great slow-gliding moth with
beautiful glowing patterns on its wings. It was almost as
abstract as something one would see from loon. He felt his
chest tighten in a craving from that thought.
He needed something to do, something to take his mind
off it. It was now Saturday afternoon in Kex, he’d let the
week go by without talking to Jhonna, but thought it might
not be a good idea to bother him at home. He paced the dock
awhile worrying about this. He knew there was no reading
matter in this dwelling so there was nothing for him to do
there.
He paced up and down Yorgar’s tiny dock, a second up
and a second back, a second to turn around and he could use
up five seconds with each lap around. He went back inside,
the rhythm of the dust filtering down from above reminded
him of something else he was missing. He went back outside
with the Centorin comm this time, determined not to use it,
holding it for security.
He knew they would be loony, they were occupied with
each other. He could climb up and grab a scrape and they
would never know. He was already up a couple limbs when
he heard Honshu’s climax. Besides, whether they knew or not
would not effect him and what it did to him. It was scary how
close he came to not understanding that. The drug is waiting
to undercut his reasoning at any opportunity.
He sat for hours on the dock with the camera at the ready,
waiting for another glow-wing to go by. He imagined himself
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as a wildlife photographer sitting patiently for many days
waiting to get the right shot. He missed lunch as he waited.
He even tried to avoid scratching or shifting in position.
Inside, he could hear Yorgar’s voice. He was recounting
some sing-song or poetry, maybe even a ceremony. Maybe
they used the day to have a little ceremony for Borinbar?
Whatever it was, Dorrick ignored it. He didn’t check the time.
His butt was starting to get hot on the dock. He shifted
position in silence. Yorgar and Honshu went thru a ‘repeat
after me’. Maybe she was marrying him? He couldn’t hear the
words, just the tone of their voices.
When they were done, they blew the candle out. Now
only the companion stars and the fixed stars lighted the dark.
He wondered if Nightday was over. He didn’t look. He was
waiting for another glow-wing, or dawn.
Much later he was rewarded by a pair of Greater Blue
glow-wings, dancing in the sky above the killrush. He filmed
their whole mating dance. It was like they did it just for him,
like he had made a whole documentary on their life cycle.
Now dawn could come. But when he put the camera down he
saw that he had just over two minutes recorded. An hour and
a half had passed since he finished breakfast, all it had done is
take him thru the tail of his wakeup craving.
By the time dinner was over back in Kex, Dorrick was
willing to interrupt Jhonna’s evening. He needed to interrupt
someone’s evening, even if it was a suicide prevention line.
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Wasn’t loon a form of suicide? Jhonna could always decline
to pick up, if his comm was even on. As it turned out, it was
on and he did pick up. “Jhonna, I’m so glad we can talk, did
you get those latest shots?” He made his voice up-beat and
eager. “The ones since we talked last. Are those clips more
the style you’re looking for?” Dorrick waited for the three
seconds while the signal made it’s way to the gatehead and
back. He clearly remembered that comms from the gatehead
was real time. The distance he had come and the tenuousness
of their connection made him see this planet as larger than the
remainder of human space. He wondered what it must look
like from space? This tiny star must actually orbit the planet.
There was still a part of his mind that knew it couldn’t be
true, but he could envision it. That made him think of loon
and how he could really use a scrape. He got a pang of
longing that was almost painful. The drab grey of the plankup seemed all too dull in the dim light of a fat bowl-candle.
“We’ve received many, your pilot, the skeleton, the hunts
were great. Those rat-kids in that dark hollow were scary
when the editors got done with them. We do happen to have a
spot for the glowing butterflies you just sent. The shopping
was nice, but we couldn’t get the one your assistant filmed of
you on the air. It’s doing very well on the private market
however.”
“Assistant?” Dorrick blurted, too lost in his own realm to
think fast enough. Jhonna had followed the voice with video.
It was leery and leaning, scampering around, first looking
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over his shoulder at one after another nude girl, wide and wet
and eager, then looking over her to his face lapping at her
crotch, eyes down, hair messed with wet spots. “That would
be Honshu,” he groaned, “the family whore that drew me into
all this.” If there had been any doubt lingering in some remote
corner of his mind over whether he might ever actually get
back to Kex or not. This dashed it. Now he wouldn’t dare go
back to Kex. He remembered hearing that if he could get
video of the theirops attack, he could host his own show. He
wondered how the dactyl attack compared to that? He
wondered if it came out?
Jhonna’s question answered his. “Did she also film the
dactyl-hunt sequence?”
“Yes,” he answered. Now he had to wait three seconds for
Jhonna’s reply. Why did it seem so long this dark? It gave
him time to stew on things, like what Honshu had really done
to him, like how badly he needed to sink his fingernail into a
nice green paste, some nice fresh stuff. He’d seen Yorgar
scrape just over two jars out of the one they caught. It was
old, foeth are not immortal but they live a few hundred Earth
years, this would be an old one, they had spoken of how great
the visions were last dusk, when he had refused. He needed it
now.
“She’s got a great career ahead of her as a camerawoman, you should keep her around, along with that pilot;
what’s her name again? She’s quite photogenic also in a
different way. And tell the camera woman to keep those after201

hours videos coming also.”
“I’ll see if I can interest her in it. I’m not sure I’m a guy
that can keep those two women on the same airship.” Right,
Dorrick thought, but how far from the Myassa can we get on
this airship? How well will Honshu wield that camera after
inheriting Borinbar’s hourly habit? For all he could tell, that
was what was happening upstairs. As he thought of them, the
candle upstairs was relit.
“We can offer extreme wealth by her standards, make sure
you make that clear.”
“She’s just upstairs, attach a translator to your phone
while I put her on, you can tell her yourself.” He was already
in the door by the time the comms delay was over. He was
afraid they needed light to take another scrape, he was hoping
to get to her before it.
He went up the ladder during Jhonna’s reply, “That’s what
I have you for, my translator.” Dorrick noticed he had a
translator loaded in his comm already and turned it on. It
added another second or two to the delay, depending on the
context, and often put clauses out of order, but a small commresident program like this couldn’t pre-calculate all
eventualities with legal processing power.
“We’ve recently had a disagreement,” he said as he got to
the upper floor, “you will get much more consideration if you
speak for yourself.” While the delay proceeded he told her,
“It’s the guy I work for, he wants to offer you a job.”
There was a little more delay, he handed the comm to
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Honshu who said, “I don’t know how to work a Centorin
pocket-eye.”
“Just talk to it. It takes a while to respond because he’s
three seconds away by suntower in the city of Kex on
Centorin.”
“I don’t know what the payscales are over there...” Jhonna
was saying.
“Ask for your weight in copper to start,” Dorrick told
Honshu.
“...I don’t know what the hours are,” Jhonna continued,
“what kind of contracts to write?”
“My weight in copper?” Honshu was interested in that.
Yorgar was scowling, he noticed, and probably wished
Dorrick hadn’t come up here because he was spread out on
the bed with an erection.
“There is nothing to write a contract for,” Dorrick told
him, “there is nothing to enforce it. A contract has no more
authority than a work of fiction other than to those who agree
to abide by it.”
“What is the job again, running a camera?” Honshu
asked.
Dorrick said nothing, just waited for the comms delay to
expire and watched the storm clouds gather on Yorgar’s face.
“In that case, young lady, would you like to continue
filming for us?” Jhonna asked.
“For my weight in copper?” she asked. She waited.
Yorgar got up and found a longshirt. He sat on the bed against
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the far wall with his arms folded. Dorrick ducked downstairs
to get the camera.
“How long a period of time does that cover?” Jhonna
asked.
“How long do you want?” Honshu replied. By the end of
the delay, Dorrick was already back with the camera and had
it on her. Jhonna had seen her naked in their last conversation,
so this was nothing new. The fact that she was holding a
Centorin comm was new, a satellite-capable Phyton 350
Longwhip to be precise, rebroadcast thru the optional searchcone tightbeam that was still down on the dock’s weatherpole, locked to the geosynchronous just on the horizon. He
could see that her demeanor was just as languid as her tone of
voice.
“We have another year at the most while the initial-sales
window is open. Kassidor City will soon become accessible
to the middle class, there will be too much of the mundane
carried back across, the absence of toilet paper, the rampant
nudity, the blatant sexual advances. Interest will all die down
in a few years, Alton’s Crossing will reach Kinunde in only
forty eight years, that is the last time Kassidor will be new.
Interest is peaking now, I can promise you employment for a
year or two.”
“For my weight in copper?”
“Those are Earth years,” Dorrick said. “I mentioned that
before, we Centorins measure time by the years of the planet
Earth around the sun you call YingolNeerie, the planet where
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humans evolved.”
“I don’t have such a clear view of that as I do of Kortrax,”
Honshu said.
“You would think of that as ten or twenty years,” he said,
including the translation to base six in the process.
“And for that I get my weight in copper?” she asked
again. That concept had made it’s way thru to her, but he
didn’t think she understood the concept of year right now,
regardless of planet.
“We will be traveling years from the Myassa,” he told her
during the lag.
“Your weight in copper, for a two Earth-year contract as a
camerawoman,” Jhonna said, “with expenses paid at one
hundred coppers, six times per year.”
“That’s a pouch a year for expenses.”
“Ywinggee will miss me,” she drawled.
Dorrick wondered if Jhonna could see the condition she
was in. He needn’t have, because Jhonna wasn’t done.
“However, we will require proof that you are not under the
influence of narcotics when performing your duties.”
Honshu looked at the comm like it had sprouted a
thousand tentacles. Without a doubt that was what she
thought she saw. “I thought you were hiring me to film like I
did with his camera already?” She had curled off the bed by
now and wove her way toward the camera. Her naked body
looked better in the lantern light than he remembered, she
certainly didn’t get her figure from exercise. “I could have
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never filmed with it if I was straight, there would be nothing
to show me the layout of the screen, I would be way too slow.
I’m sorry but I just couldn’t do your job if I had to be
straight.” She was looking at Yorgar, as if willing him to
speak.
“You took an oath,” was all he said.
Dorrick was distressed, he knew the oath could only be
something involving deeper addiction to loon.
“You’re allowed to drink when off duty,” Jhonna’s voice
came back from Centorin.
“I’m on loon,” she said, “I need it more than once a day,”
she said, “Way more than once a day, I couldn’t do filming
without it.”
“Do you think you could record video in the condition
you are now?” Dorrick asked.
“I’m just right,” she said.
He handed her the camera and took back the comm. She
did seem to undergo a transformation of sorts. It was like the
camera was what let her ‘see thru’ the hallucination and get
back in contact with reality.
“Dorrick, this is what I was talking about,” Jhonna said.
“You’re performing this negotiation, I don’t want to know
what she’s on, she doesn’t look competent to me, but what’s
coming in has got that other man’s crotch in good focus and
well laid out on the screen.” Honshu was saying something
about the search for the blind worm but Dorrick had the
comm now.
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Dorrick was a bit concerned that Yorgar might smash the
camera when Honshu began undoing his longshirt. Instead he
told her in a strained voice to pack up and leave his house.
“You too,” he pointed to Dorrick, “Enough of this filming of
my life. I need my peace. You are just beginning to
understand my friend,” he said to Dorrick, “how I need my
peace.”
Honshu was still behind the camera, screaming that the
Instinct couldn’t let him do that and flashing back and forth to
their faces, waiting for Dorrick’s response.
“What’s he talking about?” Jhonna asked.
“I have grazed the edges of this myself,” Dorrick
admitted, more afraid of that than facing the swamp in the
dark. “This place is a hovel anyway, we can talk while I put
our stuff in the boat,” he said as he started down the steps.
Yorgar began to push Honshu from the room, much like a
lineman in a football game. The Instinct would paralyze him
if he tried to grab her, but he was able to press against her
with his arms folded it seemed. He was much bigger than her
and so wiry that it didn’t take much force on his part to push
her backward.
Honshu was spider-bobbing backwards out of the room
with the camera on Yorgar’s face and screaming incoherently.
Dorrick was sure he was going to have to catch her as she got
to the ladder. Yorgar slammed the trap door behind her as
soon as she spider-bobbed down the ladder far enough to
clear her head. Dorrick only needed to stuff shorts and a shirt
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in the used end of his bag and grab his toiletries. While he did
that, Jhonna came back.
“We were trying to strike a deal with that woman to be
your camera woman, her weight in copper, is that per week,
per native year, what?”
“She thought it was for twenty native years, what you
called two Earth years.” He was trying to talk and stuff his
toothbrush in his duffle without ruining either. In spite of the
danger of the swamp, he found that he couldn’t get out of this
dank shack fast enough.
He could hardly hear himself talk because of Honshu
screaming at Yorgar, “How does your Instinct let you do this?
You know we’ll die, you know how I am in the swamp, and
how could he know how to survive out there? He’s from
another fucking planet! You know you’re killing us.”
“The dark helps you see thru it, my dear, and you said he
was your Centorin Hero. I do not know that you will die, but I
do know that you used an inorganic device to cheat your way
thru your oath.”
“He’s pretty deep into that isn’t he?” Dorrick asked.
“Does she agree to that deal or not?” Jhonna asked.
“Yes,” Honshu answered, “If I survive the dark in the
Myassa.”
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14. The Missing
TongSu thought about going out to look for them but the
weather was questionable and they certainly wouldn’t leave
that hunter’s shack until light. That meant she shouldn’t
expect them back until lunch at the earliest, and that was only
if he still had fuel, which was unlikely because he’d forgotten
the extra bags. Paddling all the way, they might not get back
til almost Noonmeal. How long would it take if they had to
paddle the entire distance and were tripping on
hallucinogens? Because of that she tried to remain calm while
they watched Kortrax rise over their fields and the tight
swamp beyond. To keep busy she went out and did what she
could to be useful in the fields. It was only week Kyebenwae
but there was enough to be brought in that she kept busy just
carrying baskets.
Most of the family was back in the fields this week, some
only because of others nagging them, but at least fourteen of
them were out there, leaving only two besides Formar and
Honshu. There was not a lot of talk about Borinbar. TongSu
got separated from Ywinggee after lunch and wound up
packing stuff away under the supervision of one of the
youngest members of the household. He was named Enzick
and was the family cook. He had been born just this century,
to Jessue’s daughter, who had left the household as soon as
Enzick was adult. Enzick was impressed by and interested in
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her strength, though she had lost a lot since leaving the
Yakhan and regular workouts.
When the day’s work was done, TongSu was still on the
dining porch looking over the lon. It was still an hour or two
to Noonmeal, but still, it was about time they should be
coming in even if the fuel ran out. The fact that they were
later meant that there was trouble of some kind. Ywinggee
came by for a minute but saw that she was practically
wringing her hands with worry and couldn’t take her eyes off
the western horizon. He said he had something to do in the
barn and left her. She was thinking she should go out looking
for Dorrick, at least a quick run over to see if he’s all right.
Ywinggee probably thought she was about to ask to take his
balloon out and didn’t want to say no. She knew Dorrick had
set no time to be back. Maybe they didn’t get the video he
needed last week and he had been told to stay and try again
this week. She would have to go out there, she just had a bad
feeling about it. It was also about time for Honshu to give
him back. This was stretching into a lot more than just ‘a little
variety,’ this was the longest they’d been apart since the
crash.
There was always the chance that they could have all
fallen victim to any one of many lethal predators out there.
Then there was that drug, how much had that effected him? It
was hallucinogenic, something she didn’t like to mix with
dangerous predators. Movies had always told her that the
swamp was very dangerous even without that. A common
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scene was the kayak and occupant and a few scraps of
surrounding vegetation getting swallowed from below. She
knew that was very real on the Ttharmine, it could happen
here where the water was deep enough for a vengasaur to
swim.
It didn’t feel like noon without charrasspas. There could
be none here because they were too far from their borrows.
Just another reminder of the different climate zone of this
swamp, as if the porch and the view itself wasn’t enough.
Sure you could find a porch like this over a lon pond like this
in the Highlands. You wouldn’t find such flat background, the
horizon over water was crisp in the Yakhan. Trenst was just
below the depth of no horizon where the curvature of the
planet matched the refraction of the atmosphere. The distance
doesn’t lift up at all like it does in the deeps of Borlunth.
“You’re concerned?” Enzick asked, palming her shoulder.
“I don’t see how I could help being concerned at this
point.” She petted the hand on her shoulder. “I think I should
have gone out looking for him today instead of helping you.
He really should have been in by lunch.”
“The weather,” he said. “Way too unsettled to fly in.”
Enzick must talk with Ywinggee because the casual
observer doesn’t think ‘widely scattered, pop-up clouds’ is
anything to worry about. When you are hanging from a very
thin bag filled with cooking gas, any spark is a weather
problem. “If it’s better when I get up, I should go out.”
“You have to get your nets on first.”
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“I would use Ywinggee’s balloon,” she said, “I’m sure
he’d understand.”
“He’d probably go with you.”
“Then we couldn’t bring him back.”
“Honshu is with him,” Enzick said, “And they have your
boat.”
“Yeah,” she said, actually forgetting about those
problems. Somehow she felt she would be rescuing him from
Honshu and Yorgar, but that was an irrational thought brought
on by her worry about him and the loon.
“I can see you really care for him. He wasn’t too alien for
you?”
“Maybe a little at first. He was more babe than alien
actually.”
“How alien is he?”
“Surprisingly little,” she said. “Proof of our common
ancestry. All of us, all humans, on all the planets, originated
naturally on a planet called Earth at the star YingolNeerie.”
“My schooling was so recent that discovery came under
history. I think that fact has been known since the starship
age.”
“Yeah, OK, I’m so used to filling in Dorrick and his
viewers on Centorin with the facts and figures.” She used
Dorrick’s pocket-eye to look stuff up when they came to a
new area. Though the device was his, she was better able to
use it. It wasn’t much different than using any crystal in an
eye-room, just smaller and harder to see. You had to put your
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eye right up to it to get a good view.
“I would think because their society is so different he
would have had a hard time adapting.”
“Yeah, he comes from a society with much more
differentiated roles for the sexes than ours, but you know, in
some ways I think that’s not all bad. There were two other
Centorin guys with him until we left Borlunth. One of them
had a very hard time adapting, the only person he hit it off
with here was someone from ancient times, older than
Honshu I think, who promised to play monogamy with him.”
“Honshu? I thought she was just grown?” Enzick asked.
“She claims to be from the 45th. Ywinggee believes her.”
“She’s his weakness,” Enzick said.
“I think he may get his strength back after this. Borinbar’s
death may be a turning point in this family.”
“Why? Her mother’s wasn’t,” Enzick said.
“Oh?” TongSu asked.
“There are now four generations of mother and daughter
on their nails, though there were never more than three alive
at one time.”
“And Nebenth was one of the founders?” Ywingee had
already taught her a smattering of Kahlekmeel history.
“That’s right, she was my great grandmother by maternal
grandfather but she died of foeth in the swamp almost a
century before I was born. She was hunting out of necessity,
using herself as bait, when it happened. Someone out picking
noticed her boat and skeleton out beyond the lon. That was
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what made Yissar decide to have Ywinggee.”
“Who was Ywinggee’s father?”
“I don’t think they ever had it analyzed, most guess
Gelliss or Mypone, they were both on Yissar’s list at the time.
Nobody really knows who else she was with at the time.”
“Is Yissar still here?”
“No, she paddled out into the lon one day and no trace has
been found of her, her clothing, her boat or her device. She
was the only one in the family to ever have one and she kept
it on her person at ALL times.”
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah, like if we never see another trace of Dorrick and
your boat again.”
“I’m worried enough without thinking of that. I should
certainly put the nets back on and go out. I should get started
now.”
“It’s not that bad,” he said. “With all his money he must
have a pocket-eye.”
“He’s got two, a Centorin and one from the Yakahn.”
“All pocket-eyes should work in any basin,” he said.
“Oh it works fine, I actually use it more than he does, the
one from the Yakhan I mean. The towers of Trenst come in
for nearly three hundred miles, all over the Myassa and no
doubt way up the Karedarzin plain.”
“Two hundred miles to the towers of Helia,” he said. “So
we’ll go to an eye room tomorrow and send him a message.”
“I should give up the sleep and go search for him now.”
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“There are already tall clouds around.”
He was right, she could see their shapes thru the building
noon haze out over the lon. None were above them now, but
they were closer than where she had to go. She would be
dodging them.
What could she do for him anyway? He had already
brought down the orneriest dactyl in the area. If he was
harmed in the swamp, it would be something he did with his
own fingernails. How could she help him with that, other than
giving him a motherly lecture?
“I was hoping you wouldn’t give up the sleep,” he said. “I
was hoping you would take it with me.”
“Oh? I impressed you that much?”
“I think you’re like superwoman. I want to see the movie
the Centorins make of you.”
“It has to be edited down to fifteen seconds. I think you
already know me much better than you will from that movie.”
“There is more I would like to know.”
“Ah, well; come touch me in better places than the
shoulders for awhile and we might make that happen.” Maybe
that would distract her from brooding about Dorrick and the
drug and the other dangers of the swamp. “Ywinggee didn’t
claim me for his bed this Noonsleep, so I’m not promised yet,
though to be honest I’m expecting Dorrick back.”
“I’m surprised you’ve been so content with Ywinggee.”
“Why?”
“Women don’t seem to flock to him.”
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“He’s not very romantic, but then neither am I.”
“Maybe that’s it. I didn’t think he was very good...” She
looked at him like ‘how would you know?’ “...but I really
only have Lanek’s testimony to go on.”
“I’ve rarely been with a male I didn’t enjoy,” she said.
“I hope you will enjoy me.”
“I know I would enjoy this more if we took my shirt off.
Does the family mind that here?”
“We should go upstairs, but I really have to get started on
Noonmeal,” he said, “and if I cuddle with you much more
than this I won’t give that due attention.”
She and Enzick parted as he went to make their dinner.
With the weather building, maybe it was a good idea to go
look to her balloon. She and Ywinggee met again on the
tower because he was already taking his balloon down.
“You’d think by Kyebenwae we’d be done with this,” he said.
She noticed a storm looming even closer on this side of
the house. “Feels like nothing came down off the Fronzhorps
yet, this air’s just coming to a boil down here on the basin
floor.” They charged up the tower stairs.
“Yeah. Give me some time to make room for you,” he
said, “I didn’t get anyone out to help with it.”
“I’ll come help, I can get your tailrope.”
“Thanks,” he said and they climbed out to the open
lounge on the balloon.
“So do you plan to take the sleep with Enzick?”
216

“You made no claim on me?” she asked. She was really
hoping to spend it with Dorrick. She could admit that to
herself, but there was no need to bother him with it right now.
“I would only hurt myself to try and claim you while your
heart still belongs to Dorrick,” he said, “and you should
sample anyone you will.”
She could see the pain in his eyes, and sighed from it, but
could also understand his reluctance to get himself in any
deeper. “He’s nice enough,” she said, “But his hands are more
reluctant than yours,” she said, pressing the back of his left
hand to her breast. Maybe he wasn’t a man to set her heart
pounding, but she knew he could be a loyal friend. She could
certainly do worse than to fly away with him and she was
reluctant to push him away until she knew what was really
happening with Dorrick.
He didn’t have time for more than a little playful
tweaking before they were down to the field. They put his
floater under the limbs of the fruitwood along the shore
across from the house, and then went to get hers. With her
balloon naked like this she had to hang from the rope-rail
with one hand and hold the bulb with the other. This was
scarier than the climbing she’d done back when the nets were
on, but there was no one to film it.
“So my guess is, if he isn’t back by Afternoonday, you’re
going out,” Ywinggee said.
“One way or the other. Calm weather by air, rough
weather by boat, or if you don’t lend me your balloon, I really
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can’t put nets back on her yet. I’ll hire a boat if I have to.”
“Hire Mikki, he knows the swamp and knows Yorgar’s
place. He’s got a fast boat too, it’ll outrun any foeth out
there.”
“What about dactyls?”
“I wouldn’t think anyone would have to tell you that you
take a crossbow if you’re going into the Myassa by water as
well as by air.”
“Right,” she said, knowing she was down to two arrows.
Still the sky threatened, her balloon might have to stay in
the field for the Afternoonday also.
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15. Foeth Attack
He would have liked to park right in the channel in the
killrush just a half turn from the cabin and wait out the
darkness there. Honshu’s whining to Yorgar made that
impossible. She was loud enough that he expected her to
attract the monsters she screamed of. He was afraid that with
enough noise that it can’t sleep anyway, a dactyl will rouse
itself in the dark. He was suffering enough with withdrawal
right now. Drawing a breath was laborious. He was missing
his sixth now, what they called tenth on this planet. This is
where they say ‘it starts to get tough’. He felt like there were
straps around his chest. He used almost the last of their fuel,
not just for the silence.
He knew he couldn’t make it back, there was an hour’s
fuel at most. They had no sail. He didn’t know if he could
paddle at all, much less ten miles back across the lon. There
should be enough fuel to make open water, maybe help would
find them. He wondered if TongSu would miss him enough to
come out looking?
Dorrick was so thankful that Honshu shut up once they
were out of the killrush. The companions were close to each
other in the sky and sinking toward the west. They would be
gone by Dawnsleep. He didn’t care, all he wanted to do was
get to the big killrush marsh and wait out the dark there. As
long as they stayed still in the boat, there was no safer place
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in the swamp. There was just enough light to see the water
with those stars in the sky, the ones the natives called Kunae
and Cynd. Their light on the other killrush was visible as a
tiny red light, like a power LED on an electronic device in a
room of a distant house, seen through a veiled window.
He could not get thru this in that dark. He would have to
feel his way, and most things along here he didn’t want to
feel. His torch would draw attention from a lot farther away
than it let him see, but there was no other way thru there.
There wasn’t much fuel left in it either, he should have
brought an adapter to fill it from the boat fuel. He should
have brought the other three bags of that. He should have
brought a native guide who could see.
“Uhhh,” he grunted as an anaconda squeezed his chest.
He knew what he needed to see it and fight it.
“You need it don’t you?” Honshu said.
Thru clenched teeth he said. “I’ll get thru.”
“You’re on your tenth pass, I know, I see the look. I felt
that once, never since. You’ll die you know, by the twelfth,
maybe the thirteenth, certainly by the fourteenth, no one has
ever made it beyond that.”
“According to Yorgar,” Dorrick answered.
“He knows what he’s talking about.”
“We’ll see,” Dorrick said, unwilling to give up the belief
that the most advanced bioscience in the known universe
couldn’t get him free of this. He got the torch lit, it showed
the bags under her eyes, the bleak color of her pupils and hair.
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It’s light was much harsher than that from Yorgar’s tallow
torches. He only worried about how it looked from a distance,
hundreds of rays of light streaming out of the canopy,
pointing directly at them.
She held up her hands and turned her head, slowly, with
her finger’s spread. She turned in the seat away from it. She
was still wearing only a limbless torso-hugger in tailored
denim with a row of front buttons so she had nothing to pull
over her head. She made a noise he thought should have come
from a chimpanzee. If the light didn’t draw the monsters she
saw, the noise would. He could picture the whole jungle
crawling in their direction. It was so vivid he wondered if he
had done a bit of loon. Maybe there was some floating in the
last sip of water he took? No, this water was still too shallow
for foeth, he thought. At least the pressure let up on his ribs,
but he really didn’t remember taking any, he hadn’t even seen
Honshu with any. Had he?
Far across the water they heard cursing from Yorgar, loud
and screeching. “What’s up with him?” Dorrick asked
rhetorically.
“He just found out I have this,” she held out a finger jar. It
was the only thing the lantern lit in his field of view, two
fingers coming out of the black, presenting it to him.
“Please put it away,” he choked.
“You really do need some, you’ll feel OK again.”
“I won’t see even this much again.”
“You’ll see even more,” she drawled.
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“I want to see what will really eat me and not a thousand
others that won’t but look like they will.”
“Just avoid them all.”
“We can’t have two blobs of quaking jelly in the boat.”
“Hey, I do what I can.”
“Is he going to come after us?” Dorrick asked about
Yorgar.
“No, there’s another jar in the house. As long as that’s
there he won’t be suicidal enough to come chasing me in the
dark. He’s not going to supply me any more, I know that.”
“Why?”
“Because of the camera job with your company.”
“You really want that?”
“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I? I never found anything I
love so much and you have to admit, compared to that pay,
I’ve never seen money before in my life.”
“Honshu, you have to understand, the camera only
records what’s really there.”
“And Dorrick, you have to understand that thru that lens,
no loon can touch my eyes, only the patterns in my heart. The
loon is immaterial to this.”
“How long do you think you could live without it?”
“Six hours,” she answered.
“So that was the ceremony, assuming the hourly rites?”
“Something like that. That’s the rate where you see only
thru. That was the rite I went thru with him, the pledge to ‘see
only thru.’ At that rate or above it is constant, I pledged to see
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only thru. He says the lens is cheating, the rasterization on the
viewer cheats it and voids my oath.”
He paid no more attention to most of that because he did
spot a big hyadune slinking thru the branches above. He
reached for the crossbow. Honshu looked where he was
looking and was silent for a change. He had no idea what the
threat might look like to her, maybe she saw a thousand
hyadunes, maybe she couldn’t see it at all. It was nervous
about the lantern and the crossbow and slunk away
backwards, brandishing it’s pincers as it backed into the
foliage. Once he was sure it was gone and not replaced by
something even more lethal, he put the crossbow back down.
They spent quite a bit of time making their way thru that
channel, but did arrive at the big killrush break before the
companion stars had left the sky. He was able to turn the
lantern off and make their way across the open water to it’s
edge. The first time there was an inlet large enough to get
most of the boat in, he pressed his way into there.
Honshu screamed and fended off something invisible.
“There’s nothing there.”
“Killrush.”
“Just keep your arms in the boat. Try and get some sleep,
that’s my plan. Sleep here until light.”
“What will we eat?”
“There’s that bag of dried brownberry lon. We can chew
those for our Darkmeal.”
“Not much of a Darkmeal,” she said.
223

“We’re lucky to be alive at all,” he said, “You screamed
that he was killing us, he said let your Centorin hero save
you. Well you’re alive, just not as comfortable as you would
like to be. And this Darkmeal isn’t much worse that what he
would have fed you.” To his mind, it was probably better, at
least he was sure it was safe. He wasn’t sure of anything that
came from Yorgar’s kitchen.
She had the choice of chewing a few of the leaves or not.
Dorrick ate plenty. The crush of mid-craving for loon was
over. He had made it past the first tough one. She would not
communicate with him but stared up into the jungle in silence
looking away from him. He turned with his back to her and
sunk low enough in the boat to sleep.
He woke from Dawnsleep in the grip of a nightmare. His
chest was locked in a vise of sawing tentacles, drawing ever
tighter, sawing their way thru his chest. It felt like all the
muscles in his ribs were torn already. One of the tentacles
went into his mouth and sliced at his tongue, escaping before
he was awake enough to bite it off. His eyes wouldn’t focus,
someone was saying something to him and it sounded like
voices underwater. He was drowning, he tried to sit up.
Tentacles were wrapped around him. No, not tentacles, arms.
Honshu’s face, that’s what he was seeing. “You needed it
really bad, see, see, you’re feeling better already.”
Oh yes he was, he thought, breathing easier. He relaxed
and his tentacles intertwined with hers. A thousand hands
224

passed over a thousand curves, the one island of soft in a
world of jagged shards.
“See, you needed it. You shouldn’t hurt yourself so.”
Perhaps he did need it, but maybe he could have made it
thru another cycle. It wasn’t full dark any more was it? This
was his seventh cycle, eleventh as they say it. She had stuck
some in his mouth, he didn’t know what to say about that.
“You don’t have to thank me,” she said, “I just didn’t
want you to die out here and leave me alone. I’ve had too
many people die around me already.”
“What you just gave me is part of the reason.”
“We need a reason to hunt the foeth,” she said.
“The menace of it’s tentacles isn’t enough?”
“Not near,” she replied. She must have taken a big dig at
the same time she gave him some because her eyes were
sparkling all over the place. He wondered how much of that
was hallucination on his part because human pupils can’t
change size that fast.
Her hands were going over him. He knew she was intent
on sex, he lay back so they could get low enough in the boat.
She never said a word any more when she wanted it, just
licked and sucked and did him. Last Noonsleep had been the
last time, the last time he did loon before this. He had to
admit that sex under loon could be scary at times. This time
as he entered her he felt himself coursing all thru her,
circulating in her blood, lacing her with himself like a fungus.
Her climax sundered them, he was surprised that she was still
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so thin with all it felt like he had put into her. She should be
rotten with him already.
What a strange time for his Centorin sensibilities to come
to the fore? He had just fucked like an animal, a person he
certainly didn’t love and in many ways didn’t even like. The
tenderest feelings he had for her were pity for her condition.
That was all that allowed him to get past the anger he had at
her for sharing that condition with him.
She got up from him and went back to her end of the boat,
leaned back and looked at the silhouette of the jungle upside
down. She had also fucked him like an animal. The drug had
made her do it. It had a lot to do with why he fucked her also.
The hallucinations built up again and she dissolved into a
mass of maggots. It was so gross, but he knew it came from
his mind because chiggles are the closest life-form to
maggots on this planet and these were clearly maggots. He
had to look away.
Where did that image come from and what did it mean? It
must be his revulsion for Honshu. He looked at his cock and
was sure he saw maggots crawling all over it. He wanted to
jump into the water to wash off but that would be certain
death on the killrush. He took his dirty clout and dipped that
in the water, it came up festooned with razor-sharp killrush
shards. He knew he had no way to tell if they were real or not
but to see if the wounds they left were still real an hour from
now.
In a few more hours, it would be full light, he hoped the
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hallucinations would be gone by then. He tried to do as
Yorgar said, look thru them, but it was still too dark. All he
could do was wait for them to dissipate and for his clothes to
dry. That could take a very long time, the humidity was such
that Afternoonday’s sweat still hadn’t really dried.
By the time it was light enough to see, his eyes were
working much better. Honshu was off on another ride,
probably her fourth since light began to return. He got out the
native comm and found the suntowers of the ring could
already be reached, sixty miles away. It was the refractive
effect of the atmosphere he guessed, but that should be near
zero at the long wavelength their devices used. He looked up
loon and recorded the output.
- Loon is the most addictive substance known to science.
The addictive substance occurs in nature only in the brain of
the foeth, a large aquatic megamillitentacloid, native only to
the Myassa swamp of Trenst. There is, in chemical terms, no
single addictive molecule, it is a mental ‘virus’, a
reprogramming of the human mind that occurs during the
strong hallucinations produced by ingesting the animal’s
brain.
The brains of all members of the Millitentacloid phylum
are hallucinogenic to some degree, imprinting their ‘mind’ or
‘soul’ on the user. None are nearly as strong as the foeth in
this effect. Being the largest and most intelligent of the class,
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probably the most intelligent creature in the four nucleotide
life, its effect is the greatest and the clearest, much stronger
than the effect of klizhorn brain, sold as ‘jell’ on the concert
fields of many basins.
The drug imposes a schedule of usage in it’s victims. This
schedule is the shortest interval between doses. Cravings
don’t get physically debilitating until several minimum
intervals have been missed, but usually result in death by
suffocation if not treated. Treatment is difficult and expensive
and largely unknown outside the Trenst basin. As the drug is
also largely unknown outside the western fringes of the Trenst
urban belt, addicts leaving Trenst should ensure an adequate
supply for their current cycle and be very diligent in ensuring
their cycle does not creep.
So he would be stuck in the western fringe of the Trenst
urban belt as long as he lived. What was ‘as long as he lived’
now? Interstellar radio had brought the cure for aging to
Centorin over five hundred years ago. ‘As long as he lived’
might be as long as his addiction allowed.
He had pretended to sleep again, then watched over two
hours of spectacular pink and red sunrise on a gauzy layer of
puffballs at least eight miles high in the sky. He ate some
more of the dried lon. It was something he was more
accustomed to than she was. There was hardly any fuel for
the motor, he decided to save it, and carefully dipped his
paddle to ease them back out of the killrush. Honshu
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screamed when a stalk broke off even though it didn’t come
anywhere near the boat.
“It is light and there are dactyls out and about,” he told
her. She should be his guide, she lived in the swamp city just
across the lon from here. Instead he had to lecture her on the
threats her habitat offered them. “Now that the old drip-jaw is
out of here, there will probably be three others competing for
this territory. I’m sorry about your fears but please try to keep
them silent.”
She nodded. He noticed she was crying. He reached out
and petted her ankle, the only part of her he could really
reach. She looked around and found him. A smile flickered on
her lips. He wondered if there really was a good soul being
tortured in there.
Once out of the killrush, they had to cross the swamp to
the east til they found open water. They had a good distance
to go around the big killrush break before they could go east.
“Could I please have the camera?” she asked.
“I’d rather you found some interest in a paddle.”
“Look at my arms compared to yours, how much help am
I really going to be? I can be much more help if I can see
what’s really here.”
He wasn’t sure he believed looking thru the camera really
cut thru the hallucination, but he passed the eight thousand
credit professional cubecorder over to her and continued to
stroke the boat around the killrush in the channel between it
and the deep swamp.
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With it, she was their guide thru the swamp, spotting most
of the dangerous wildlife including a twenty pound dropper
that a helmet wouldn’t stop. The thing had a beak that
extracted a half inch diameter bite two inches deep. Dorrick
had no choice but to shoot it because it controlled a channel
they had to pass thru.
“What is it’s natural prey?” Dorrick asked.
“Chub. You don’t see them come thru here much this time
of year, but he’s getting ready for them. Around Iyosaign or
Knmonaweep they’ll be thru here. The thing is too stupid to
knew we aren’t one.”
By then Dorrick had shot it. It squealed and flapped, then
stopped and hung there limp. It’s feet still griped the bark it
hung from. He would have liked to have that arrow back.
They had a quarter-mile still to go in this swamp before they
reached open water.
“I don’t think it fell,” she said. “It’s still got a little blue
light pulsing in it, oop, here it comes.”
The ugly thing splashed into the water about ten yards
away. It didn’t float by much, but he was able to retrieve the
arrow.
Without that, it was scary enough working their way thru
the Myassa to an arm of open water. Even then they weren’t
out of it, this arm was closed off at the end by another wall of
jungle half mile to the east. At least they had open water to
paddle for awhile.
Once they were out in open water, Honshu was much
230

better. She even calmed down enough to put down the camera
and get a few minutes of fitful sleep. She did something with
her pillow at one time that calmed her down. Then he
remembered, an hourly cycle had to be serviced even during
sleep.
There was only one vine of hulls between them and open
water here, but they were all deep-sunk with a row of strong
hangleaves growing on top of them. The vine itself was
underwater, the passage was tiny, if he could find none larger
they would have to scrape thru.
After looking around he did find a dark passage around
one of the hulls that allowed him to paddle thru. He worried
about creatures hanging above them and knew he could be
imagining ones that weren’t there or missing ones that were.
Once done with that, he was out in open water for good, there
was nothing between them and the lon. Honshu stayed asleep
thru it all it seemed, or couldn’t tell this from any other
hallucination.
He kept looking around while they were still in the
shadows of the deep swamp. They were still in danger of
attack by dactyls, and it was not far outside the jungle where
they had met the foeth. He chewed a bit of the dried lon, even
though fresh was only a couple hours away.
After a couple hours, he was almost unable to continue.
His arms were like leather pouches filled with gravel, he took
several seconds between each stroke. He hadn’t reached the
231

lon yet and the speed they were moving was not going to get
them there because the weather was breezy and it was
pushing them back toward the swamp. It was still
Morningday, and this week should be the start of fall, but a
summer week’s heat was already building and cumulus
clouds were forming over the lon. This meant that TongSu
would not dare take to the air.
He had to rest his arms. He looked at the fuel bag, a half
hour at the most. He strapped it back on but didn’t let himself
light it just yet. He rested a few minutes, drank some water
and moved his shoulders around a little. That seemed to help.
He knew he was in better condition than this, he had been
able to paddle all day when they first reached the Myassa, it
had to be another effect of the loon. He rested a few more
minutes. The breeze wasn’t really brisk at this point, they
weren’t drifting very fast. If he took a few minutes off they
wouldn’t lose much ground.
He could see a few dots in the horizon. There were some
people deep into the lon already. He raised a hope that
someone would have some spare fuel. He stretched his arms
again and then began very gently to stroke toward the city via
what seemed to be the nearest dot. He found if he stroked,
then lowered his arms for a beat, then stroked the other side,
then lowered his arms again, he could keep that up.
Honshu sat up, looked around, fiddled with her pillow
again and seemed to go back to sleep, or at least try. She was
constantly twitching and jumping, at one time even crying out
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from the bite of unseen fangs. Whether this was sleep or she
was just inside herself tripping, Dorrick didn’t know. He tried
not to pay attention to her, except to make sure he scanned the
sky every time she made a noise.
Another hour passed, even with his conservative stroke,
he really could go no farther. He saw they were closer to the
lon, but still over half a mile away, and he was having serious
problems with his chest as well. He hung the bag tight and lit
the burner on the last of it. He noticed how slow he had been
paddling as soon as the motor engaged, even at its distance,
not speed setting.
Honshu woke up and looked around. She saw that they
were moving faster and were closer to the lon. She turned and
put her shirt away and did something else with her pillow.
Her eyes danced when she looked around at him. Her
expression showed that she saw what he was going thru.
It had now been about eight hours hadn’t it? It should be
the first cycle but the drug was more perverse than that, he
had an anaconda around his chest again, he wanted to take out
his knife and slice it off him. He had pulled the muscles
between his ribs again. His arms were on fire, he could feel it,
if he took the dip of loon he would be able to see the flames,
then probably watch them die out as it circulated thruout his
body. He had to stop and just lie in a position where he could
keep breathing.
“You need some again lovey, let me get you the jar.”
“No, he gasped, let me get thru this one, let me get up to
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seven.”
“Yorgar told you that one also?” she asked.
“The pocket-eye told me that one. I will miss it seven
times once again. Late in Nightday I think is the next one.”
“Don’t lose count.”
“I don’t intend to,” he said, “this is one.” He was able to
strain and squeak enough sound out to convey that.
“Put your pillow under the middle of your back. I learned
that trick before I met Borinbar. I used to run out at times
back then.”
“Where will you get your supply now?” He asked once he
had done that. This position did make it possible to get more
air into his lungs. It was hard on the back, but that didn’t
matter as much right now.”
“If I’m paid my weight in copper, my left tit’s worth is
enough to supply me more than I can want on the open
market.”
“When this assignment ends, then what?”
“I hope I meet someone so I don’t have to go crawling
back to Yorgar, he’ll make me give him asshole to put me
back on his list.”
“Wouldn’t you rather get free of it?”
“Maybe after the film job ends, but you said it was
actually ten or twenty years.”
“The way you count.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my counting, even if I am
being entertained in my head at this time.”
234

“You, the people this side to the stargate. On Centorin we
use both hands and count to fourteen.”
“Well,” she drawled languidly, “on this side of the
stargate, when we count with both hands we count to one
hundred.”
“I’ve seen that.” Even though that one hundred was really
thirty six, it was embarrassing to a civilization that thought its
number system was based on the digits of the human body.
They had run into another civilization that thought it’s
number system was based on the digits of the human body,
and had been shown up.
Lying here like this he couldn’t see much of where they
were going. All he could see was the sky and Kortrax, still
staring him right in the face. He checked the direction by
Kortrax, lay back down and would steer by the sun alone. He
was lying down just in time for the anaconda to give one final
twist around his chest. It felt like his ribs cracked. He whined
like a hurt puppy.
“It’s right here if you want to stop hurting yourself.”
Honshu waved the jar in front of him. He swore he could
smell it, like dried lime marmalade it seemed. The smell held
so much promise. He could see tendrils of his being reaching
out to it, like dendrites from a nerve cell. He fought it down,
all of it. He cut those dendrites in his mind, striving to see it
as clearly in his imagination as any hallucination seen under
loon.
He was starting to get his breath back when he noticed a
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large circle of tiny stalks sticking up out of the water behind
them, moving stalks. “What is that?” he asked Honshu.
“Let me look,” she said and grabbed the camera. She was
only a moment focusing on them.”
“It’s a foeth,” she said, “It’s sticking up a few tentacles to
smell us. To smell me I should say, they can’t smell males
that well.”
“It’s that flat spot in the water?” Dorrick pointed at the
fifteen foot circle of very flat water in the center of the twenty
five foot circle of tentacles.
“That’s right, it’s really big,” she said. She was trembling
with fear again, but he thought that was her main source of
exercise. At least this time there was something to be afraid
of.
Dorrick lost no time in cocking the crossbow. He didn’t
have any harpoons, but this was a lethal weapon in it’s own
right. He was just finished cocking it when the surface of the
water lifted up a few inches so the creature could get it’s eyes
out of the water and see them. Dorrick aimed where Yorgar
had, at the base of the tentacle mass, right at the water line at
this point.
“Noooo,” Honshu screamed when she heard the twang of
the bow. “That’s going to really piss him off.”
The flat-topped table standing in the water sank beneath
the surface. “It looks like that hurt him,” Dorrick said.
“He’s coming, grab your knife for the tentacles. They can
get thru your skin in an instant.” She was using the camera to
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look in her bag. It must be true that the camera’s view screen
gave her immunity to the visual effects of loon. She had a
small hunting knife, she began poking at the railings with
that.
The boat rocked and then tentacle after tentacle came over
the side, more than they could possibly cut. He could actually
hear the whine of the teeth when they hit the wood of the
boat. Honshu was screaming, slicing at everything but still
one passed across her, leaving a bloody path across her face
before Dorrick could sever it. As he did he felt the sting of
three tentacles across his own back. Before even dealing with
that he put the motor up full, then they slashed at tentacles for
their very lives.
The motor caught and they gained on it a bit. Most of the
tentacles slipped back astern, the others they cut off, but not
without suffering further missing strips of skin. Once Dorrick
could put the knife down, he used the paddle to help the
motor, no longer distracted by what his arms and chest felt
like. Actually what his chest felt like now was like all his ribs
had been broken into six inch pieces, his arms felt like
glowing slag.
Honshu knelt in this boat with the camera, facing astern.
“We’re getting away from it, but it’s coming. It just dove, it
will try to swim under us.”
Dorrick knew he would need some serious recuperation
after this overexertion, and vowed it would not be pain but
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failure that would stop him. He had to modify that, a real
muscle tear... but how would he know, the way this drug
made him feel in his mind? He might actually not be very
sore at all but the loon was magnifying it. He kept paddling,
taking long efficient strokes helping the motor.
The tiny little hiss down deep in the boiler went silent
gradually, but there came a time he first noticed it was totally
silent. The bag was squeezed dry. How he wished he hadn’t
forgotten the other three. He knew the foeth would continue
to pursue them. That whole evolution of life was notorious for
small-brained single-mindedness. He had to meet it on it’s
own terms, single mindedness of getting to that lon and
shallow water.
“Honshu, if there was ever a time when you should find a
way to use your paddle, this would be it.”
To her credit, she did grab it, all in a panic, and they
resumed the speed they had when the motor was working, the
maximum speed this hull would really allow. They kept that
up for at least fifteen minutes, but it was Dorrick who’s arms
were faltering. He went to every other stroke again. Honshu
soon noticed that. “My arms are killing me,” she said, “And I
really need another.”
“Rest, but please skip a turn. Take another look around.”
“I need a scrape, I took a pledge.”
“I still occasionally saw things up until ten cycles out.
Yorgar says it’s not flashbacks, I was looking thru and didn’t
know it. You are still looking thru, take the camera and prove
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it.”
She put down her paddle, Dorrick was taking every other
stroke still. She picked up the camera and knelt with it again.
Looking behind them. She panned back and forth, out from
the center and on the second sweep said, “It’s there, about a
hundred yards, maybe two hundred, moving parallel with us,
no, closing the gap.” She put down the camera and picked up
the paddle again. Dorrick, fleebly, took every stroke for
awhile, they moved forward. Dorrick’s face hung limp, he
tried to lobotomize himself to his pain.
A few minutes more and they were taking every other
stroke again. Honshu gasped for breath and put down the
paddle again. Sagging as badly as he did, she picked up the
camera and turned toward the stern and screamed. He barely
had time to grab his knife when he heard the buzz of foeth
tentacle coming over the aft rail. Honshu kept screaming and
he turned to see tentacles coming over the stern in ropes.
The edge of that circle in the water was almost under
them, making their boat look so small. He could think of only
one chance for survival. He gripped his knife the best he
could, afraid it would just drip from his almost numb hands.
He wound the fingers of both hands around it, lacing his
fingers around the grip. His legs were fresh at least, but he
needed to remember he had to jump one and a half times too
far, because his reaction on the boat would propel Honshu a
few feet from it. He knew it would just dive when he did this,
making that hill in the water and taking him down with it to
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certain death. Maybe it would save Honshu at least. It was
almost no chance, but it was their only one. He jumped,
letting the knife lead the way, hoping to come down on it’s
tiny brain right in the center of the big, too-flat, patch of
water surrounded by those seething tentacles.
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16. Stepping Down
Noonmeal wasn’t quite out yet when TongSu got up to go
to the rail of the dining veranda one more time. She couldn’t
help looking out to the west and this time she was rewarded
with a dot that might have been a boat heading in their
direction. She knew Genis, the fisherman, had a glass that
wasn’t packed away like hers. She ran down to the boathouse
to try and find him but found that he was already paddling out
across the lon. She could see the glass she was looking for in
the shoulder pouch he wore.
He was not too far to reach with a shout. “I think it’s
them,” he shouted back, “But I think they’ve been foethwhipped.”
She would have known what that meant if she had seen
the movie Dorrick did, but in real life, this was the first time
she had ever heard the term. She could tell that Dorrick had
fuel remaining, he wasn’t paddling. It looked like there was
only one person sitting up in the boat. She would have liked
to have the telescope to see what he was talking about, but by
the time she got her own unpacked they would be here
anyway.
She heard voices on the veranda, two floors above. She
couldn’t tell what was being said, but there was a susurrous.
Something they could see from up there had attracted
attention. Of course the family of Kahlekmeel House settling
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down to a meal can sound excited for no reason at all. She
was reading something into it, no, they had heard Genis at
least as well as she had. She would be able to see better from
up there, but she wanted to remain on the dock where he
would arrive.
Should she also paddle out there? There were two more of
the family’s kayaks at this dock. She wasn’t as good on the
water as in the air, compared to the average person, not close
to the fisherman of a family this size. She paced back and
forth here, Delliw came down to the dock.
“You heard him too?” he asked as he came into the
middle boathouse.
“I was who he was yelling to. But what is foethwhipped?” she asked.
“You’re not from around here?”
“Originally from the Yakhan, by way of Borlunth.”
“Foeth tentacles are less than a sixth of an inch in
diameter and have tiny teeth on one side that bite off bit’s of
whatever they encounter and pump it up the tentacle to the
stomach. It’s like being sucked into a grinding wheel with
slime instead of oil.”
“Sounds extremely un-delightful.”
“I don’t know anyone who likes being foeth-whipped,” he
said.
“Are we sure it’s them?” she asked.
“I would think if he could see they were foeth-whipped he
would be able to recognize them.”
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“Unless they’ve been too badly disfigured.”
“I hope not,” he said.
Ywinggee came running down the stairs, “Genis left the
fish half-cleaned.”
“He thinks Dorrick and Honshu are coming in foethwhipped so he’s gone out to them,” Delliw said.
“Oh good grief,” he said, “he’ll never finish those fish.”
His eyes pleaded to the sky like he must always endure many
travails. Then he went up the short stairway into the lower
barn.
It was time for Noonmeal when Dorrick and Honshu
finally pulled into the main boathouse two floors below the
dining room. She wished she wasn’t so excited to see him, but
there is no sense trying to deny it if the glands speak. She
wished she wasn’t hurt by the way he looked, eyes sunken
and darting, shoulders bowed, his teeth clenched. Long
bloody welts just scabbing over snaked across his shoulders
and back. One passed across Honshu’s cheek and forehead,
others wound around her left leg. Others wound around
Dorricks legs also.
Delliw pulled Honshu from the boat. She was surprisingly
limp. “Are you OK?” he asked.
“If you only knew how OK,” she said.
“I couldn’t stop her,” Dorrick said. Neither one seemed to
feel their injuries. It looked like road-rash or rope burn. It was
hours old, they were both used to the pain by now it seemed.
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“I think she’s trying to O.D, I don’t know how much she took.
She spent last Dusksleep with Yorgar and took a pledge to
never see reality without looking thru loon again. She left his
place with a full jar.”
“How are you doing?” TongSu asked Dorrick. He was
still leaning against her and had not objected when she
yanked him out of the boat. She hoped her look and tone was
all the explaining she had to do about what she was asking
about.
Meanwhile Delliw had yanked the jar out of Honshu’s
hand. She was clutching it in a hand twisted into a claw. “We
made love as a ball...,” she babbled, probably about a
hallucination she was having. TongSu had heard that much
about it.
At the same time Dorrick answered, “I’m fighting. I’m on
a eight hour cycle and it’s been three cycles, but I’m in debt
to seven.”
“...pulsating,” Honshu continued, “each of us between
inside and outside as the vibration of the music. I’ve seen
what you have never seen...”
“Could you see?” Delliw was astounded, looking in that
jar.
“...with a thousand eyes.”
“You’re dead,” Delliw said, tossing the tiny jar back at
her, it bounced off her chest and she slowly bent down after
it. “You’re as dead as Borinbar, you just haven’t gotten there
yet. It’s like my mom said at Borinbar’s fire, you’ve started
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dying, you just haven’t quite finished.” He was pulling her up
the stairs toward the main floor, she drifted along with him
like she was a floater.
“But you are dead,” Honshu drawled with perfect calm.
“Dead is to not see, not sense, not experience, and compared
to the plane I’m on, you are dead.”
“I’m alive enough for me,” he answered. “I’m as alive as
I ever was, even as a kid.”
“Why are you picking on me?” she turned around and
whined to Dorrick who was behind her on the stairs. Delliw
turned and kept right on going to the main floor, bypassing
the floor with the work and craft rooms.
“How can you say that I am picking on you?” he asked.
“Because you’re letting them get away with this.”
“Honshu, when you first presented me with a dab of this
stuff that is now dissolving my bones from the inside out...”
“You just need a scrape, just a little scrape...” she held the
jar out to him. TongSu wanted to reach around Dorrick and
swat it so hard it would rattle down the stairs and into the
water, but she had to let Dorrick handle his own battle.
“...You did not warn me that it is the most addictive
substance mankind has ever discovered. No, you gave it to
me like it was tpsii. I should wish you to get eaten by the
foeth like Borinbar but I don’t, I’m going to beat it and won’t
be cheapened by revenge. I didn’t want it in the first place, I
wasn’t REALLY up for a non-addictive psychedelic but I
WAS into your body so I was a sucker.”
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“I was in need, I didn’t think, just being polite. That
Nightday you took to it like a long-time deep-swamper. What
a romp we had that night! Since then I thought our cycles
were in synch?”
“I was too drunk and stoned and scraped to have any idea
what I was doing that Nightday.” They were now at the top of
the stairs on the far side of the three story front foyer from the
rope bridge to the world. He turned to TongSu, “You know
what she did, she videoed me licking my way around a halfcircle of four naked girls, none of whom look to be adults to
Centorin eyes. I heard WAY more about that from the office
than killing the dactyl or the skeleton or the successful foeth
hunt.”
“You said they wanted you to film human life. I
remembered your words, ‘show me people that customers
will pay to go meet.’”
“A blasted Centorin licking the clits of schoolgirls?”
“None of us are schoolgirls,” Honshu said. “We both
know I am twenty times your age, four times the age of your
civilization. We figured it out last week.”
“You don’t act it.”
“Because this phase of life only goes back about thirty or
thirty one decades? I think that’s longer than what Centorins
call a century.”
“We call one hundred decimal Earth years a century.”
“What about years of the planet Centorin?” Delliw asked
out of curiosity.
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“Each Earth year has a little more than three seasons on
Centorin.”
“Why not use a Centorin year?” Delliw asked.
“We knew we were of Earth. We never lost the ability to
predict seasons and put them on calendars. New calendars a
Centorin year in length come out every four Earth months. It
gave them an excuse to print three times as many calendars
instead of two thirds as many.”
“I’m glad I live among worlds that haven’t had to deal
with that mentality since thirty centuries before I was born,”
TongSu said.
“You say you were born in the 45th, making you twenty
one centuries old,” Dorrick went on at Honshu, still
constricted in his chest and pulling hard against it so his voice
was a rasp. He was clearly more concerned with that than
some superficial rope burns.
She was going to need to hear about that, but could wait,
they both had more serious conditions. “Do you think you
will last another twenty one centuries?” TongSu asked
Honshu, really asking Dorrick. She knew she cut Honshu’s
legs out from under her with that. Honshu thought she got the
conversation steered well away from her habit and what she
had done to Dorrick, and onto her age. TongSu also wondered
how many other guys she had done this to in the half century
she had been an addict, guys who did not have the means to
pursue a medical remedy. How many of them had died?
Honshu turned slowly in her direction, it looked like she
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might be trying to figure out what she was seeing. TongSu
had never seen the full haunt in Honshu’s eyes until this stare.
“I know I will not last another twenty one decades, Borinbar
has just proved that to me. I have nothing but what Ywinggee
gives me, I trade him sex for support, but I’m not good
enough and he’s not rich enough to take me to a genetic shop
to cure me of this, even if I wanted it.”
“It is a trivial expense for me,” Dorrick said. “They still
haven’t got the exchange rate figured out what with all the
tube construction eating up all the copper they can put thru.”
He turned to TongSu. “By the way I received notice that your
aluminum has been deposited in your account at First
Dockman’s in the Yakhan. I’m sure you can draw on it
anywhere they have suntower service.”
“The Suntower service in Trenst is good,” Ywinggee said,
“You can draw on First Dockman’s at any cash kiosk. The
nearest one is down at the tube station.” She knew that their
nearest tube station was fourteen miles away, four times as far
as they had walked on Nightday.
“It is of no consequence,” Honshu said. “If I live without
it I will experience less than if I die with it. As you have so
kindly told me,” she said to Delliw, “I’m already dead, and I
intend to enjoy the remainder of my death to the best of my
ability.”
Ywinggee had just come into the room. He smelled of
fish because he had taken over for Genis in preparing his
catch for the grill. Genis must have gone back to the kitchen
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to relieve him. “You can’t mean that. You’re saying you
prefer hallucinations and death to life?”
“You have your cycle too,” Honshu lashed out, “so don’t
you start preaching.”
“Yearly,” he said. “I knew the facts before I let my
fingernails get dirty.”
“You’ll fall like the rest of us some day,” she spat.
“I’ve maintained my yearly for decades.”
Now Genis came up to join them, “As have I. I guess loon
is a girl drug, they can’t handle it.”
“Or is it really life you can’t handle?” Delliw asked
Honshu. It was clear he was troubled by Ywinggee’s
admission. He had nothing to say about it now however.
“It’s probably just living with me,” Ywinggee said. “Now
that Borinbar is gone there is nothing to keep you here is
there?”
“So I’ll just float away,” she said and lifted the loon jar
again.
Ywinggee snatched it from her hand. “What is your cycle
now, an hour?”
“Ohhh,” she giggled, “wouldn’t you say it’s more like five
minutes?” she asked Dorrick.
He hung his head, “You always had a pinkie full ready
didn’t you? As soon as you got one in you scraped another?”
A big cheshire-cat grin spread across her face.
“You are dead Honshu,” Delliw said. “We might as well
build your pyre now.”
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“I will ascend it with the dawn, a half-hour after that jar
runs out.”
Ywinggee strode across the room toward the side
overlooking the lon. Honshu started screaming and he began
to pick up speed. He was still ahead of her as he went thru the
doors to the porch. His arm was cocked, she shrieked and
jumped. Genis bellowed and Delliw shouted “Wait!”
It was all for naught, Honshu was too buzzed to catch up
with his arm and the tiny jar sailed at a forty five degree angle
from the porch, at least a hundred and fifty feet out into the
lon where it made a tiny ‘spip’ and was gone.
“That was low,” Genis said. “I’m surprised the Instinct
didn’t prevent that. If she’s on a five minute cycle, we have
about twenty minutes to get her some.”
“I’m sure Lanek has a jar if she starts gasping for breath.”
“She ran out last week at Borinbar’s pyre,” Genis said.
“There’s got to be someone else in the house with a jar?”
“You?” Genis asked. “I don’t have any, do you? Nubar
and Delidee have never done it. Do you think Hosya or Goron
might have some?”
“How about Ezots?” Ywinggee said, “isn’t she about the
age when her mother started?”
“She better not have her own stash,” Lanek said about her
daughter. She had come into the room from the dining room
when she heard Honshu screaming.
TongSu shook her head, then held up her hand and
bellowed. “I can have her to medical attention in an hour.”
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“You can’t get to the city from here in an hour,”
Ywinggee said.
“I can get to the tubeway station and Dorrick can hold
together enough longer to get her in from there, right?”
He looked up at her, a bit like an athlete in a mile
elevation climb. “I’m due another major attack in about eight
hours,” he said, still holding his chest from this one.
“I will take her to the tube station,” Ywinggee said. “I will
take her in, I have seven coppers, that should get me in the
door.”
“But I have to bring Dorrick anyway.”
“Dorrick has time to take the boat to the tube station. Just
follow the lon south to a big inlet with a six story house on
the corner with yellow porch rails. Follow that inlet til you
see the signs.”
“Where do I take him?”
“I’m taking Honshu to Myassa Toxicology Institute. It’s
on the south shore of the ring about a mile from the docks in a
new crystal compound. Take A-Ring-41 station and ask
anyone.”
“I’ll see you there.”
“I don’t want to go,” Honshu said.
“What do you mean, we’re going to fly. You always love
to fly.” TongSu crossed to the barn side of the house and
looked at the sky and thought it would be suicide, there was a
tall cloud between here and there.
“You threw me away,” she heard Honshu cry from the
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other room.
“Sorry, we’ll get you more.”
“I’m not a child. You want to get me treatment for the
loon, I think the problem is better than the solution. They say
with loon you have about a hundred thousand cycles. If your
cycle is a year, you have about eight centuries, if its five
minutes, somewhat less. But the experience is the same, just
separated by longer stretches of mundane time. I choose to do
away with the mundane time and use up all hundred thousand
cycles back to back in a great ball of glory like we had last
Dusksleep.”
“So lets go fly and do that.”
“The only place you’re taking me flying is back out to
Yorgar’s where you can replace that jar you just stole.”
“If that’s what you really want, that’s what we’ll do,”
Ywinggee said, but frowned at them over her head. She
seemed to be entangled in something in her mind and didn’t
follow Ywinggee when he started to leave.
“We should get you there also,” she said to Dorrick. “You
look like you might crack a tooth any minute.”
“I’m not that bad now, this one is passing, this was the
third one I missed. I took the last one on the seventh cycle. I
found out that if I take it every seventh, I can make that my
new cycle.”
“Don’t you want to get free of it altogether.”
“The only way is what he says,” Delliw said. “You can
lengthen your cycle, again and again, with help. If you don’t
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take treatments, you will always be in pain from it and it will
take you centuries to get loose of it,”.
“You never get loose of it,” Lanek said.
“And that’s what you want for your daughter?” TongSu
asked.
“There is no way to keep a child from following her
parent. I won’t let her get past weekly. I think I’ve succeeded
because she would be hurting now if she was on something
more often.”
“Unless she has her own stash,” TongSu said.
“Are you trying to ride me?” Lanek asked, “Because if
you are, I don’t need it. I’m having a hard enough time
myself you know. My tenth is coming up after Duskmeal. I’m
out and if I don’t find more, I may never see light again. I
also think we should stop running our mouths about what we
wish was true and start taking care of what is true. Both of
you need salve on those tracks or you’re going to get infected
and we should have our meal before we go anywhere.”
“Can you wait that long?” he asked Honshu.
“What are you going to do?” Honshu asked Lanek.
“After noonmeal I’ll have to go down the street. I’m sure
Gelliss will have some. I’ll be wicked bad by then because
it’s already starting now but I can hide it. I didn’t want to
miss noonmeal either.”
“I’ll make it til then. We’ll go see Gelliss after noonmeal,
if he’s out we’ll have to go down the street. He may not have
any to sell, but I’m sure he can spare us a scrape.”
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“He’ll want a blow job,” Lanek said.
“Like that’s news,” Honshu replied.
“Come on down to the medical room you two,” Lanek
said, “the rest of you go up to dinner before Enzick comes
down here looking for us.”
TongSu was not letting go of Dorrick, even though the
strain of his breathing was starting to ease up. The family’s
medical room was a bathroom on the floor below with a
large, plain tub and a tall toilet with a drop-down lid. There
were three large cabinets that were filled with medicines,
gauze, a stitching kit, some test kits for various bacteria and
even a few virus kits. There was a metabolic meter hose
hanging from the ceiling, and a rack with crutches, splints and
traction weights.
“Who’s the medic?” she asked.
“I’m as close as we got now,” Lanek said. “Nebenth was
the only one with any formal training.”
TongSu was concerned when she noticed that the salve jar
was exactly the same as the one they had taken from Honshu.
She saw Honshu’s finger go into it out of habit, but she must
have regained a bit of sense because she tried to put it on her
wounds. She must have been having some trouble seeing
them because she painted herself with elaborate lines that
were nowhere near the wounds.
“Oh honey,” Lanek said, “you’re still flashing, let me help
you.”
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Dorrick was able to get it onto himself correctly and
didn’t scoop it out with his fingernails. She didn’t know how
hard that was, but she was proud of him for it anyway. “What
happened to you out there?” she asked.
“Yorgar threw us out.”
“The foeth whipping?”
“Yeah, we ran into one out there. It snuck up on us, I shot
it once, it attacked, a few tentacles got thru before we cut
them off, that’s these marks we got here. I’d wounded it
enough that we got away until the fuel ran out. Then we had
serious trouble.”
“Then what?”
“I got desperate,” Dorrick said.
“I filmed the whole thing, go look on the camera,”
Honshu said.
“So what did you do?” TongSu asked.
“Jumped on top of it and stabbed it’s brain out with a
knife.” Honshu said.
“Good grief,” Lanek said, “You could have been
shredded.”
“I was just coming off my first post-eleventh,” Dorrick
said, “I didn’t notice a few more foeth stings while I searched
around for it.”
Lanek took his hand, “Step down by tens,” she said,
“elevens ain’t worth it.”
During Noonmeal Honshu told Ywinggee about the job
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Jhonna offered her. She went on about it for awhile, dragging
words out slowly and often out of order. A downpour burst
over the house while they ate, loud at times with rain and
wind but with little thunder. Ywinggee listened attentively to
the whole story and paid little attention to the storm. TongSu
listened also, and wondered how that was supposed to work?
Were they all going to travel together? What were the sharing
arrangements going to be? TongSu was immediately sure she
would not be interested if she were going to be second on
Dorrick’s list. She wanted to discuss all this now, but thought
better of it. She wanted to discuss it with Dorrick privately
first. That left them pretty much silent, listening to her prattle.
Ywinggee took her hand and spoke when she was finally
done. “You can’t do that if you’re scraping every five
minutes.”
“I don’t think it matters when you get under an hour,”
Honshu said. “Once an hour is pretty much constant. If I
really got down to five minutes I’d be hurting already, I’m
way past my tenth cycle now. I was about fifteen minutes to
half an hour when you threw the jar.”
He kept her hand in his. “I know there is a piece of you in
there that wants help with this,” he told her.
“I can’t take the pain, the tentacles around my chest. I
can’t face life without it either, you better understand that. If I
die of it, I die of it, because without it I’m not alive. What I’m
upset about is Yorgar threw us out, he said he won’t supply
Kahlekmeel house any more.”
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“Why?” Ywinggee asked.
“Because I videoed his cock.”
“He always was an ass dear,” Ywinggee said. “We all told
you that.”
“I have no supply. You threw it away!” Honshu yelled,
bringing all eyes to their table. Not that many in the family
were carrying on other conversations at their tables anyway.
“I wish I could save you from this curse,” Ywinggee said,
in a conversational tone of voice that was still loud enough to
be heard in the silence that had fallen. The corner of her eye
saw Arwan’s eyes cheer that.
“I can’t do that job if I’m not lit,” Honshu told Ywinggee.
TongSu at this point didn’t dare say a word or even make a
noise with her table-ware. Dorrick seemed to be holding his
breath also. She noticed how silent the noon was without
charrasspas once again.
“Does it need to be constant?” he asked.
“I’ll admit, it would be nice to get a full sleep. I was
awake every hour thru Noonsleep.”
“You’ve been having one hour days,” Dorrick said, “all
this light.”
“Yeah,” she admitted. “That’s dragging me down.”
“Could we bring you back to once a day?” Ywinggee
asked.
“Twice a day was working good for me and would
probably work well with the job also.”
“They were going to test her for drugs,” Dorrick said.
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“What kind of test?” Ywinggee asked.
“Chemical analysis,” Dorrick said, “Centorin employers
are quite adept at learning of one’s habits thru urine. They can
tell if you have multiple partners and often who with if they
have genotypes to match it to.”
“Never see it,” Ywinggee said. “It’s just brain tissue, it’s
not a chemical, loon is the information contained in the
chemicals, the nucleic acids mainly, I think it comes as a suite
of plasmids.”
“How did that ever evolve?” Dorrick asked.
“Pppp,” Honshu said, “It never evolved, it was programed
by a geneticist who lived out in the swamp in the 43rd, before
I was even born.”
“Did they catch him?” Dorrick asked, showing his
Centorin origin.
“Who’s ‘they’?” Honshu asked. “A news team found out
who did it, so I guess you could say he was caught.”
“But what did they do to him?” Dorrick asked. Since
nothing in this explanation was new to the family, the
mealtime hubbub in their dining room resumed.
“Printed the story I imagine,” Honshu explained to
Dorrick. “I wouldn’t doubt the guy had some trouble doing
business in certain quarters after that.
TongSu explained the essential misunderstanding. “There
aren’t any enforcers to send after him on this side of the
stargate. He probably snuck off somewhere and changed his
name and appearance.”
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“But he’s still out there, doing more evil deeds?” Dorrick
asked.
“There’s no practical way to tell,” Ywinggee said, “now
come, that squall has passed and we can get to the tube
station.”
“I’m going down the street with Lanek,” Honshu said,
“I’ll work back to twice a day and find a new dealer,” she
continued. “With this job I could buy it on the dance floor of
a club in the Ring and not sweat it.”
“There are others in the house who are not so happy to
have to pay street prices,” Lanek said.
“Well maybe it’s your turn to go take your chances with
that swamp,” Honshu told Lanek, then turned to Dorrick.
“What I like about this job is I can afford to let someone else
slink thru that swamp to Yorgar’s place and let someone else
have to deal with that snake-skinny cock of his. If you have
even a little left after her,” she looked at TongSu, “this job is
still a way better deal.”
“If you need help with it,” Ywinggee said.
“To morning, noon and night will be simple, I’ve made
that drop before,” Honshu said. Lanek was tugging on her
arm a little as she pulled toward the entry hall and the street.
“Well, I got to go, good luck with your task,” she told Dorrick
and left the room. All eyes followed them and abandoned
Dorrick and TongSu.
“I know what they’re going thru,” Dorrick said, not
getting up from the table. “Lanek in particular.”
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“What are you going thru?” she asked him.
“I’m well thru that cycle now,” he said, “I’ll have no
effects at all for many hours.”
“So we can take the boat to the tube station?” she asked.
“It will hit me about wake-up,” he said, “the tubes won’t
be crowded in the wee hours of Noonsleep.”
She understood where he was going with that, but she had
to know here and now what his intentions were with loon. “I
hear you, but there’s something I’ve got to know.”
“What’s that?” he asked.
“Am I going to hear from you what Ywinggee just heard
from Honshu?”
“What, that I’m going down the street instead of to the
tubes, to a medical facility and off of this?”
“Right,” she said, looking as deep as she could into him
as he answered.
“Not an ice-cube’s chance in hell,” he said, with total
conviction.
“Is that some form of Centorin curse?” she asked.
“And a strong one,” he said, “almost as strong as ‘alcohol
abuse’. We all have our addictions,” he said, “but I am very
determined that loon will not be one of mine. I never really
liked psychedelics in the first place and addictive bum ones
piss me off. After I get off it I aim to find that geneticist who
thought this up and hire him to invent an antidote for the
Instinct so I can kill him. With a murder in it we can even sell
the video in Centorin prime time.”
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She pulled his arm to her, “I’m very glad to hear that,
about the loon, not the video. In a way I was worried I would
lose you here.”
“To loon?”
“And Honshu.”
He looked really sure of this, “There is no way.” He stared
at her with that one.
She didn’t often get into staring contests with him, and
she didn’t want to get into one now and draw the attention of
the family. “So; you done with Noonmeal?” she asked.
There was no need to hurry, they went to the room he had
been using. As he started to get his things together, there were
some things she really needed to discuss with him without the
family. “Do you really think Honshu can join you as your
camera operator.”
“She is good, and she got me the promotion.”
“Promotion?”
“Yes, well you and I. It seems that in just one week the
public has already made the Dorrick and TongSu show a
major hit. Jhonna was all over how we should have a steamy
love affair going on, with a little variety now and then, while
we fly all across the globe righting wrongs and slaying
monsters.”
“Really?” she was a bit stunned. “Like, we’re the movie?”
“The public thinks we’re superheros.”
“No?”
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“‘Join us each week as we protect poor and innocent
peasants from the most menacing monsters in the universe’.”
“You’re joking?”
“Am not.”
She sat on the bed and leaned back. So far this had been a
bit of fun, but she hadn’t been in any serious danger so far.
“And what’s the bad news?”
“After we fill out the foeth hunt and the dactyl hunt a little
more, we have to re-enact the theirops attack.”
“Oh no, oh no, no way at all.”
“We don’t have to get ourselves into danger doing it.
We’ll use a caged theirops or something.” She broke down
laughing about that, just slapping-the-rail cracked up.
“What’s wrong with that?” he asked.
“About the only way you’re going to get a live theirops
into a cage is kill a mother and put the egg in there. You can’t
get a cub in there alive.”
“Don’t they have tranquilizer darts?” Dorrick asked her.
“What’s that?” she responded.
“A dart you can shoot the theirops with that will paralyze
it but not kill it.”
“That would take too long to take effect.”
“Shoot it from above,” he said.
It almost felt like cheating, but one is pretty safe from a
theirops if one is more than twenty feet above it. They can’t
jump quite that high and they can’t climb trees. They can’t fly
either. She shuddered at the thought of a dactyl the size and
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strength and armament of a theirops. It would need hundred
foot glider wings, as big as the myurialah of the deeps below
her ancestor’s lands.
“I’ll hunt a theirops from the air,” she said, still nervous
even about that, “But I don’t want to star in a show about the
most dangerous monsters in the universe. It’s my opinion that
even you Centorins with your stargates haven’t found the
most dangerous monsters in the universe yet. These things are
just everyday wildlife. Like I’m saying, I don’t want to meet a
theirops in combat again, even with a crossbow. I’m not
signing up to go hunting monsters somewhere the other side
of that stargate either.”
“There are four worlds with native macroscopic biology
known to mankind,” Dorrick said. “Only two of them have
any life forms big and strong enough to engage a human in
hand-to hand combat. The biggest native life forms on
Kinunde were barely large enough for humans to eat until
humans used genetic intervention on them. The biggest,
toughest native life on Naiho is the size and strength of a
mooliuk. All the largest and most dangerous animals known
are on this planet. In the Zhlindu basin there’s one called the
kranjan that theirops run from.”
“Does that mean we have to go back that way and film
that?”
“No, there’s a relative, the obront, in the wilds of the
northeast Bordzvek basin that they’ll want us to take a look
at,” he said. “Anyway, we have time to think over this new
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video deal.”
“I need time to think over the idea of Honshu being such a
big part of my life,” TongSu said, getting to the heart of the
issue. “She has kept you from me since we met, other than
our flight to Kahlekmeel House and this ride to the tubes
coming up.”
“And that really sucks,” he said, “but we have time to get
re-acquainted.”
She thought about that. It would take a couple hours to get
to the tube on the boat. It would take another hour to get to
the ring at the most. “If you have enough time left before
your next cycle or however that works?”
“By the time Noonsleep is over I’ll be in the next one.”
“About ten more hours,” she said with a smile.
He reached out and caressed her, but said, “I’ve missed
you a lot.”
She was glad to hear that. She was glad he intended to
beat this addiction. She liked Ywinggee well enough, but she
had to admit, she had become more attached to this man from
the stargate than she knew. “I admit it, I’ve missed you too.”
As their hands found each other she said, “You know, this
was a lot more entangled than what I meant by ‘a little
variety’.”

