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Chapter

1

When | wasten | had a blanket that was smooth and dark, with no light of its own until I moved and then
itsfolds would glitter with thousands of tiny starsin al the colors of the sarsin the night sky. But the pale
arch that appears at the zenith on clear nights and that we cdll the Bow of Heaven never would appear on
my blanket—and for that | was glad. For if there was no Heaven, | reasoned, then the dead would
aways be reborn in thisworld and not the next, no matter how wise they becamein life.

Thiswas dways agreat concern for me, for my mother was the wisest person | knew and | feared for
her. More than once | schemed to make her ook foolish, just to be sure she would not get into Heaven
when her time came. When my antics grew too much she would turn to my father. With adark frown and
her strong arms crossed over her chest she would say, “We have been so very fortunate to have such a
wild and reckless daughter as Jubilee. Obvioudy, she was sent to teach us wisdom.” My father would
laugh, but 1 would pout, knowing | had lost another round, and that | must try harder next time.

| seldom suffered aguilty conscience. | knew it was my role to be wild—even my mother agreed to
that—but on the night my story begins| was troubled by the thought that perhapsthistime | had gonetoo
far.

| lived then in the temple founded by my mother, Temple Huacho, aremote outpost in the Kavasphir
Hills, awild land of open woods and rolling heights, infamous for the frequency of itsslver floods.

Asoften asthree nightsin ten the slver would come, rising from the ground, looking like aluminousfog
asitfilled al the vales, to make an idand of our hilltop home. | would watch its deadly advance from my
bedroom window, and many times| saw it |ap at the top of the perimeter wall that enclosed the temple
grounds.

That wall was my mother’ sfirst line of defense againgt therise of slver and she maintained it well. Only
twice had | seen asilver flood reach past it, and both times the chemica defenses of the temple kobolds
that lived within thewall stripped the silver of its menace beforeit could do usharm. True silver isheavy
and will dwayssink tofill thelow ground. But the remnant slver that made it past the wal spired like
luminous smoke, tangling harmlesdy in the limbs of the orchard trees.

Because silver was so common in that region no one dared to live near us. Only atemple, withits
protective kobolds, could offer shelter from the nocturna floods, and Temple Huacho was the only one
that had been established anywhere in Kavasphir. So the minerd wealth the silver brought was oursto
explait, while the temple well was famous for producing new and mysterious strains of the beetlelike
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metabolic machines called kobolds. My mother harvested the kobol ds while my father prospected, and
eight or ninetimesayear smdl convoys of truckerswould visit usto collect what we had to trade.

On that evening, two trucks had arrived from distant Xahiclan and the drivers had with them a boy
named Tico who was aso alesson in wisdom for his parents. Naturaly | loved him on sight, and so did
my brother Jolly who was a year older than me but not nearly so useful to our parents. We abandoned
our younger siblings (who we were supposed to watch) to play wild gamesin the orchard. After
dinne—amagnificent feast that my parents had prepared and that we did not appreciate except for the
swests at the end—we disappeared again, thistime on aspecia quest.

In the old enclaveslike Xahiclan the temples al had long histories. Thousands of players depended on
their protective powers, and so they had become sacred places. Children were not alowed to play on
the grounds, and only the temple keepers were permitted inside the buildings. None of this solemnity was
attached to Temple Huacho. Our outpost was not thirty years old; it was home to no one but our own
family; and it was the only playground my brothers and sstersand | had ever known.

Jolly and | were oldest, so we could go where we wanted within the confines of the temple wall, though
perhaps not to the well room, not without supervison. But Tico wanted to see the wdl of the kobolds.
Hetold us he had never seen akobold well before. Jolly and | were so astonished to hear thisthat it took
only amoment for usto reason that the rule about not visiting the well room was an old one, and that if
we wereto ask, our mother and father would surely say we were old enough now to go there on our
own...but of course we couldn’t ask: they were busy with the truckers and would not want to be
bothered, while it was up to usto keep Tico entertained.

So we crept quietly through the halls, accompanied by Jolly’ slittle dog, M oki—a sharp-faced hound
with large upright ears, a short back, lush red fur, and along tail. Moki had been Jolly’ s pet for aslong as
| could remember. He stood only knee-high, but he followed my brother everywhere. Now he trotted
beside us, hisnails clicking againgt thetiled floor.

Temple Huacho was ahouse of stone, made from the abundant minerals of Kavasphir. Thefloor tiles
were a cream-colored marble laced with gold; the walls were of |ettered stone, in ashade of green like
malachite with the | etters compressed into bardly readable veins of black print; the cellings were made of
tranducent dices of alighter green stone bearing the image of fossilized forests. Lights shone behind the
ceiling pands, giving the effect of walking through awoodland on acloudy day. Tico was much
impressed by this decor. On the way to the well room he kept whispering about how wedlthy we must be
until | decided that perhaps| didn’t like him quite as much as | had thought.

The entrance to the well room was framed by the trunks of two treesfossilized in white jade. Jolly held
on to Moki while| leaned past the nearest trunk, taking aquick, cautiouslook around the room,
confirming that it was empty. Then | motioned Tico and Jolly forward.

Thewell room was around chamber, itswalls lined with cabinets holding hundreds of tiny, airtight
drawers where mature kobolds were stored. On the right-hand side, in front of these cabinets, wasthe
broad jade table that served as my mother’ s workbench. Her microscopes and analytical equipment
were shapel ess lumps beneath awhite dust cover. On the left Side of the room another workbench
supported stacks of transparent boxes—test chambers for uncatal oged kobolds—but they were empty.

At the center of the room wasthe temple well. A thigh-high mound of fine soil surrounded itsthroat.
Over the years | had watched this mound grow until now it spilled onto thetiles around it, where its soil
was scuffed and crushed to afine brown powder by passing feet.

Tico did not wait for further invitation. He strode past me to the mound' s edge, where he looked over the



embankment of dirt, and down, into the dark, jagged hole that was the throat of the well.

A kobold well is made wherever aplume of nutrients chances to rise from the steaming core of the
world, abounty that awvakens the kobold motes, tiny as dust, that lie dormant everywhere in the soil.

| felt proud when | saw the awe on Tico'sface. The well wasthe heart of Temple Huacho. It wasthe
reason my mother had settled there. It was the source of our security, and our wedlth. So | was surprised
when Tico's expression changed. Awe became confusion. And then confusion gave way to awicked
scowl. “Isthat it?" he asked. “ A dirty holein the ground?’

| frowned down at the fine, loose soil, wanting desperately to impress him. “ There are kobolds,” | said,
and | pointed a the well’ sthroat where two newly emerged kobolds were using their weak limbsto claw
free of the hard-packed ground. These were large meta lophores—metal eaters—asbig asmy father’s
thumb and beetlelike in gppearance, their color as dull asthe soil that nourished them.

Koboldswere akind of mechanic, amachine creature, and like any machine they were created by the
labor of other machines: the kobold motes, to be specific. That was the essentid division among the
animate crestures of the world: mechanics were made, so that they began existence in finished form,
while organic life had to gtrive for existence through the complexities of birth and growth and change.

Mechanics were living tools. The metallophoresthat | pointed out to Tico could be configured to make
many kinds of smple meta parts. Asaspider eats and secretes aweb, so kobolds could take in raw
material, metabolize it so that it took on anew form, and secreteit. But where spiders secreted only
webs, kobolds could produce things as diverse as medicine or machine parts, depending on the strain.
The common metallophores of our well did their work inside ametabolic foam, which they would excrete
inlayer upon layer for many days depending on the size of the artifact they had been programmed to
make. When the project was compl ete the foam would be washed away, reveding the fan blade, or
bracket, or truck body that the configuration had called for.

All players were dependent upon mechanics, but we were especialy dependent on the kobolds. We
could not have survived without them, so it was easy to believe the legends that said they had been made
for us.

But Tico showed no sign of being impressed by the large metallophores, so | hurried to look for other
kobolds, and soon | spotted some that weretiny, the size of agrain of wheat or even smaller, moving
through the mound' s soft soil. “ Seethose?’ | asked Tico. “ There. Where the soil quivers? Those are

probably the kind that make platinum circuits. My mother’ s been trying to improve thet strain.”

He shrugged. “Who cares about kobolds? I’ ve seen thousands. | thought you were going to show mea
well likethe onesin Xahiclan. They’re ahundred feet across, with crysta walls crawling with rare
kobolds no one' s ever seen before.”

A hundred feet across? | wondered if it could betrue. | looked at Jolly. He had circled around to the
wdl’ s other side where he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, a sure Sgn he was getting
angry. Moki sat beside him, hisdert earslistening for any familiar wordsin our conversation. Jolly said,
“At Temple Huacho wefind lots of kobolds no one' s ever seen before. Morethan in dl of Xahiclan,
because thistempleisnew.”

| smiled, pleased a my brother’ s parry. But now the line had been drawn and Tico had territory to
defend. “New kobolds out of thislittle hole?1 don’t believeit!”

It took me amoment to understand that he had just called my brother aliar. When | did, my cheeks grew
hot. “Why do you think your dad comes all theway out here?’ | demanded. “It’ s because our kobolds



are specid.”
“Uh-uh!” Tico countered. “1t' sfor the mineras.”

Jolly smiled hissignature half smile. | saw it, and took astep back from Tico. In aquiet voice Jolly said,
“Y ou forget where you are, Tico. Thisisthe Kavasphir Hills. You' renot in an old, tame enclave like
Xahiclan. We don't need abig well, because the silver hereis powerful.”

Jolly was abeautiful child, smooth-skinned and bright-eyed, his blue-black hair sprouting in unruly
spikes—but he was eleven, and the easy cheerfulness of his early years had dready begun to fade under
the pressure of agrowing self-doubt, for no talent from his past lives had ever returned to him. Every new
skill had to be learned with great |abor, asif for thefirst time. Though | was younger, | was far ahead of
him in reading and math, because for me each new lesson only wakened aknowledge | dready had,
while Jolly had to earn it. He would grow frustrated, and rail that he must have been the stupidest player
in existence, to have learned nothing from his past lives.

That night though, hewas aplayer. Hetold Tico, “Thisland belongsto the slver. It'sin theground. It's
inthewdl.” He sscomped his shoe softly. “It’shere, right under our feet.”

Tico didn't likethisidea. He took astep back. “I1t’ snot.”

“Oh, yesitis” | sad, rigng to my brother’ said—though theidea of slver lying in wait underground was
new to me, and deeply unsettling. .. because it made sense. Questions | had never thought to ask were
suddenly answered, and | echoed them doud: “Where do you think kobold motes come from?’ (Asif |
knew!) “The slver makesthem, that’ swhere. It'sin theland.”

“Itisnot!” Tico said. He was becoming desperately angry now. “My uncl€ s a stone mason. |I’ve beento
aquarry where stones are cut out of the ground, and there’ s never been any silver underneath any of
them.”

“Thisisatemple” Jolly said.

Wl it certainly was and Tico had never been in atemple before. What did he know about temples?
Nothing except the silly rumors he’ d heard in Xahiclan of wells ahundred feet across. But Tico was
proud of hisignorance. He shrugged; hislip thrust out in apout. “Y our well istill boring to ook at.”

Thiswastoo much for me. To belittle the well wasto belittle the life my mother had made for al of us
and that | could not bear. “Come with me, then,” | said, and | started to climb carefully over the mound.
“If you want some excitement, then come with me and see the slver—unlessyou're afraid.”

Jolly’ s eyes widened when he saw what | was doing. “ Jubilee!” But the well lay between us, and he
could not stop me.

| looked over my shoulder a Tico. “What' s the matter? Don’'t you want to come?’
Warily he asked, “What are you going to do?’

“I’'m going to climb down the well. That’ swhat you haveto do to seethe silver.”
“But | can seethe slver outside any window. It' srising tonight. My dad said s0.”

| edged closer to thewell’ sdark throat, placing my feet carefully so as not to crush the lumpy shapes of
dormant kobolds that lay buried benegth the surface of the mound. “But it’ sin the well too. Always.
Night or day. Don’'t you want to seeit?’



| didn’t expect him to follow me. | thought fear (or wisdom) would get the better of him, and hewould
run away and then Jolly and | could have a good laugh together. But Tico was a gift to his parents, and to
me. “Okay,” hesaid. “You gofirs.”

Of course | had never climbed down the wdll. | had no ideaiif the silver redlly could be seen at the
bottom, or even if there was a bottom, but Tico was watching me with awicked smile. He knew | was
lying. He was only waiting for me to give up and admit it, but how could 1?1 glanced at Jolly. He was my
big brother. He was supposed to keep me out of trouble, but he only looked at me with merry eyes,
saying, “ The chimney bends about ten feet down, but if you wriggle past that, you can keep going for
amogt thirty feet.”

| could not hide my astonishment. “Y ou’ ve been down thewell?”

“Sure. How do you think | know about the silver?” He looked past my shoulder and his smile widened to
agrin. | turned to see Tico fleeing the well room. The sound of hisfootfalsfaded in the direction of the
dining hal. “Hewon't tdl onus” Jolly said. “He' d only get himsdlf introuble.”

Tico was aready forgotten. | turned back, to glare at my brother. “Have you really been down the well?’
| didn’t want to believeit. | didn’t want to believe he' d done something so momentous without me. And
he didn’t want to admit it. | could seethat at once. “Y ouhave gone downit!” | accused.

He looked askance. “ Only one time. When you went with Dad to Hdibury.”

That was the time my father had taken me to see the matchmaker. Jolly was oldest and he should have
gonefirgt but our father wouldn't take him—not until he knew what Jolly’ stalents were. My own specid
talent was languages. | had aknack for them that had been clear by thetime | was six. Naturaly my
brother had been jealous, and he must have been bored too in the days | was away—»but that was
months ago! He should have forgiven me, and confessed. | wondered what other secretshe kept. “You
should havetold me”

“Why?Y ou would only want to go yoursdlf.”

“gy 7

“Soit'sdangerous. Y ou redlycan see hints of the silver down there.”
“I'mnot afraid.”

“Jubilee—"

Hewas only ayear older than me. | knew | could keep up with him. I dways had. “Y ou can follow me,
Jolly, if you want to, but I'm going.”

| lowered mysdlf into thewell’ s dark throat. The shaft sweated a cold dew. Knobs of jade stuck out
from the narrow walls asif they had been put there on purpose to make aladder. | moved cautioudy
from oneto the next. Jolly and | had climbed every treein the orchard; we had scaled the wall around the
temple at ahundred different points, and we had even climbed up to the roof once, when my father was
away and my mother was busy with the new baby. But the shaft was anew experience for me, and |
didn't likeit.

| could fed my shirt getting wet, and crumbles of dirt trickling past my collar. The smell of dirt was
strong. Benegth that though, there was something else; a sharp scent that made me think of knives, or



melting glass. The wallsweretiled with the shapes of dormant kobolds. | could see their legs folded
againgt their machine bodies, and their scaled abdomens, but the complex mouthparts that decorated
their beetle faces were only haf-formed.

| had never seen an unfinished kobold before. | stroked the back of one. Then | pried my fingersinto the
dirt around its pupd shapeto seeif it could be freed. It popped loose with surprising ease. | amost
dropped it, but managed to catch it with my left hand, while my legs held me propped against the wall.

“Y ou shouldn’t do that,” Jolly said.

| looked up at his foreshortened figure braced across the well’ sthroat, and | made aface. Out of sight in
the well room, Moki was whining anxioudy, wondering where we had gone. It was alondly sound, and
did not help my mood, but | had thingsto prove. So the pupa kobold went into my pocket and |
continued down.

The bend in the well shaft was just as Jolly had described. | wriggled past it, leaving behind the friendly
light of thewd | room. | felt the shaft open out around me and | had the feeling I’ d entered a secret
chamber. It waswarmer here, and it was dark enough to make me breathe hard. | couldn’t see the
shapes of the pupal koboldsin the walls anymore, but | could fed them, bumpy-smooth, like river rocks
under my hand. The sharp, glassy scent had grown stronger.

Jolly waswriggling past the bend now, so | started down again to get out of hisway. “Where' sthe
slver?’ | asked softly.

“Farther down. It strapped in thewalls.”
“It can't get out, can it?’
“I don't know.”

My hands trembled. The temple protected us from the Slver. But it was night—the time when slver rose.
And | wasn't exactly in the temple; | wasunder it.

“Did you climb down at night?’ | asked Jolly. “Or during the day?’
“Atnight.”

Okay. | bit my lower lip. It was only thirty feet or so to the bottom. That’swhat Jolly had said. | climbed
faster. The sooner | touched bottom, the sooner | could come back up.

It was too dark to see anything.
| couldn’t believe Jolly had climbed down here by himsdlf.

Or maybe | could believeit. Jolly waslike that. | would never have done this done—and that was ahard
knowledge to bear.

| dipped. | did only afew inchesand then | caught mysalf on aknobby rock. But now my eyeswere
playing tricks on me. Wasthere agleam in the walls of the shaft? Yes...like threads of light benegth the
black soil, but not silver threads. Their color was bronze. | brushed my fingers over them and some of the
covering soil crumbled away. Thelight grew brighter, and closer to silver in color, but the texture was
wrong. “ Jolly?’

“Yeah?



“Isthiswhat you meant? Isthisthe slver?” It didn’t look much like Slver to me.
“Tiny vensinthewal?

“Uh-hun”

“Thet'sit.”

| felt alittlecamer. | could handlethis. | started again for the bottom, moving faster now. | wanted this
adventure to be over. | wanted to be out in the temple’ s sweet artificid light. But to get there, | had to
touch bottom first.

Thewe| cameto an abrupt end. Still clinging to thewalls, | felt around with the thin soles of my shoes,
but | could not discover any further passage. | was abit disappointed. Despite my fear, it would have
been fun to find anew passage, and venture just allittle farther than Jolly.

“Whereareyou?’ Jolly called. Hisvoice sounded far away. | glanced up, and saw him silhouetted
againg apatch of gray. He had come only hafway down from the bend. His black shape hung there like
agiant spider.

“I'm &t the bottom.”
“Then come back. And hurry. Mama' s going to be looking for us soon.”

“Inaminute.” Gingerly, | lowered my weight to the floor. Something brittle crunched under my feet and |
half expected the shaft to give way and drop me all the way through the world to the ocean.

Nothing so dramatic happened. All around me | could seethetiny veins of embedded light glowing in the
walls. They were everywhere a the bottom of the shaft, like luminous spiderwebs under the dirt. Or
maybe they werejust easier to see there, so degp down insgde the world. | traced their tangled paths with
my fingers. “Thisdoesn't look like slver,” | said. | looked up at Jolly. “ Areyou sureit’snot just a
minerd ?’

“| didn't digit out.”

My father had once shown me agrotto near our home where silver could be seen even in the daytime.
He had not allowed meto go inside, but standing at the grotto’ s entrance | could clearly seethe silver
tucked into the crevices and the hollows of therock. It had looked just like silver looksin the night:
cottony tufts of luminousfog. These gleaming veinsdidn’t look anything like that. Insteed, they looked
likestrands of metd. “1 don't think thisisslver.”

“Jubilee, come back up.”

| scraped experimentdly at the dirt. | was still angry with Jolly. How | would love to prove him wrong! |
scraped harder, but it hurt my fingernails. That was when | remembered the pupal kobold in my pocket.
My fingers dipped around it, exploring its hard shape, and the way its abdomen came to a sharp point
likeatiny pick. | pulled it out, and—gently at first, but with more force a every stroke—I used it to
Scrape at avein.

Jolly must have guessed what | was doing. “ Jubilee!” He started down toward me.

| kept scraping. Little streams of dirt rattled to the floor. Theline of light beneath my excavation
brightened. Encouraged, | stabbed my little wegpon hard into the vein, and something popped. It wasa
tiny sound, like aclucking tongue, far avay. Then aspurt of glowing slver durry shot out across my hand



likeapulse of blood. Or acid. My hand burned asif someone had laid awire of red-hot metal acrossits
back. | dropped the pupa and screamed allittle half scream, bit off at once because worse than aburn
would be Mamafinding out what | had done.

“Jubilee?” Jolly whispered, anote of panicin hisvoice. “Where are you? What' swrong?’

“I’'mokay!” | said. “Go back up. Go back up.” My hand hurt so badly. | whimpered, expecting a cloud
of slver to ooze out of thewadl at any moment to engulf me. Thetraceries of light ill gleamed, whilethe
vein | had attacked wegpt tiny drops like luminous quickslver.

“Jubiles?

“I'm coming!” | climbed franticaly toward his voice, knocking loose the pupa cases of severd
half-formed koboldsin my haste.

| kept my hand hidden from Mama. The wound was alivid red trench that ran from the knuckle of my
little finger to the base of my thumb. After afew minutesit stopped hurting, but | could hardly bear to
look at it and | certainly didn’t want to explain where it had come from. So | said good night with my
hand thrust deep in my pocket. Then | hurried to the room | shared with Jolly, shut the door firmly, and
crawled under my blanket of ars. | lay in the dark, Staring at the trees beyond the open window, their
leafy branches bathed in apae gleam. | wasterribly tired, but my guilty conscience would not let me
deep. After afew minutes, Jolly camein, with Moki following at his hedls.

“You okay?" he asked.
13 YS”

He walked to the window. Palelight shone across hisface. “ The sllver’ s deep tonight. It' salmost over
thewal.”

| crawled to the foot of the bed to look. Knedling beside him, | leaned out the window.

Temple Huacho was built at the summit of asoftly rounded hill. | looked down that dope, past the
orchard my mother had planted, to see aluminous ocean lapping at the top of the perimeter wall. The
dlver’'slight filled dl the vales so that once again our hilltop had become anidand, one of many inan
archipelago of hillsset in asilvery sea, though dl the other idands were wooded. Ours was the only one
where any playerslived.

The oldest storiesin existence, the ones brought forward again and again through time, tell usthat in our
first liveswe came from beyond the world. A goddess created this place for us and the silver was her
thought: aforce of creation and destruction that could build the bones of the world or melt them away.
She brought us out of darknessto livein her new world, for it was her hope that each of usmight gain
talentsin our successive lives so that someday we would grow beyond this world and ascend to Heaven
too.

The goddess had made the world in defiance of darkness, but the darkness was an angry god and he
pursued her and sought to day her world. A great war fell out between them and while he was cast back
into the void, she was broken, her existence reduced to afever dream with the silver the only visible
remnant of her creative power.

Wecdl it slver, but other languages have named it better. In one ancient tongueit isthe
“breeth-of-creation.” In another it is“thefog of souls,” and in athird, “the dreaming goddess.”



That was how my mother spoke of it. When the silver rose shewould say that the goddess was dreaming
again of the glorious days of creation, and certainly the silver brought with it both the beauty and the
madness of dreams. It was an incoherent force, wantonly powerful, that entered our world at twilight and
stayed until dawn, reshaping what it touched. In the course of asingle night it might dissolve ahundred
miles of highway, or the outer buildings of afalling enclave, or aplayer unlucky enough to be caught out
after dark. Inthe same night it might build new structures within the veils of its gleaming fog, so thet a
columned mansion would be discovered in an uninhabited valey, or a statue of glasswould be found
ganding in meditation amid afied of maize. But while the slver could both dissolve away the structures
of our civilization and build them anew, it acted dways as an impersona force, never seeming aware that
thiswas our world, or that we existed init.

Sowewadledit out.

A slver flood might get past the protection of the temple kobolds that lived within the perimeter wall, but
not without losing most of its strength. More temple kobolds guarded the orchard, and more existed in
the templeitsaf so that the silver could never reach us. So my mother promised.

Every temple was an enclave, anidand of safety in the chaotic wilderness of the world. The truckers had
brought their vehiclesinto the courtyard; my father had closed the gate behind them. They would deepin
the guest roomstonight, and we would al be safe.

| watched the silver lapping at the top of the wall, somehow eerily divethat night. | watched thefirst
tendrils reach over the wdl’ sflat top. When they encountered the chemica defenses of thetemple
kobolds they smoked and steamed, rising asafine mist into the air. But the advance of the silver did not
stop. More tendrils spilled over the wall, and these were not turned back so easily. | watched first one,
then many more, flow down the face of thewall, gathering against the ground like smoke on acool
morning.

| retrested from the window.
My fear must have shone because Jolly said, “It's okay. It won't comeinsgdethetemple. It can't.”

That’swhat Mamawould say—but she didn’t know about my adventurein thewell. She didn’t know
I’d disturbed what was there.

Jolly left thewindow to Sit beside me on the bed. Moki followed him, snuggling in between us. “How’s
your hand?’

143 Bata..”

Hewasslent for aminute. | could smell the silver: afresh, strong scent as | imagined the ocean would
amell. “Doyou...ever fed likeyou re having adream?’ Jolly asked. “ Even though you' re awake?’

| puzzled over his question, wondering where it had come from. “Y ou mean like a daydream?’
“No.”

“Thenwha?’

| could see hewas dready regretting saying anything. “Never mind.”

“Areyou having adream right now?’ | asked him.

Silver light glittered in hiseyes.



“So what do you dream about?’
But he looked away. “Never mind. Go to deep.”

Iwastired, so | lay down again, wriggling about for aminute so the stars on my blanket gleamed brightly.
| looked at Jolly, still Sitting at the foot of my bed, gazing out the window at the silver, his hand moving
dowly as he stroked Moki, who had fallen adeep in hislap. | wasn't sure, but | thought | saw faint motes
of slver sparkling over hishand. Then | was adeep, before even the starsin my blanket had begun to
fade.

Moki woke me, his sharp high bark like an eectric shock. | sat up. Jolly had falen adeep wherehe'd
been sitting. Now his head jerked up. | was astonished to see motes of silver dancing in hishair and over
his hands and in the folds of his clothes. He turned to the window.

The slver light was brighter than | had ever seen it. Jolly was silhouetted initsglow. Herose dowly to his
knees, staring out the window like someone mesmeri zed.

“Jolly! | spoke past Moki’ sfrantic yipping. “ Thereisslver onyou.”

Helooked at his hands. Then he swiped them against his pants asif to wipe the evidence of silver away,
but the moteswould not leave. “It' stoo late,” he whispered. “I called it, and now it's coming.”

At first | didn’'t know what he meant. Then Moki went ominoudy silent, and amoment later the silver
rose over the windowslll. It had rolled up through the orchard dl the way to the temple. Now it spilled
through the window and into the room: aluminous stream that spread in a smoky pool acrossthe floor.
Its fresh, crigp scent filled my lungs and planted aquiet terror in my heart.

| crept backward, to the far corner of my bed, pulling my blanket of starswith me until | felt thewall
against my shoulders. | could see no way to escape, for the silver had dready rolled up against the door.

“Mommy!” | whispered it like aspdll, aword with magica warding powers.*Mommy.” Too frightened to
shout.

Theslver garted torise. It inflated in ghostly tendrilsthat swirled toward Jolly, who seemed hypnotized
by it, for hedidn’t move. | reached out, grabbing afold of his shirt where the slver motes were thinnest,
and | yanked him backward. “Get away fromit!” | whispered. “Move back. Move back.”

He seemed to wake up. Had he still been adeep? He scrambled into my corner. Moki came with him,
barking frantically again. | put my hand over hismuzzle and hissed at him tohush! | did not want Mamato
wake. What would happen if she hurried to our room, if she threw open the door? She would be taken.

“Go away!” Jolly whispered.”| didn't mean it.”

He had boxed me into the corner, put himsalf between me and the looming silver fog. Never had | seen
slver so close. | peered past him, interror, in wonder. 1t looked grainy. Asif it were a cloud made of
millions of tiny particlesjust likethe silver motesthat clung to him.

The cloud touched the edge of my bed.
Jolly started to cregp away from me, moving toward it. “No,” | whimpered. “Don’'t go.”
| grabbed his shirt again and tried to drag him back, but he turned on mein fury. “Don’t touch me! If the



slver takesone of us, it'll take the other too if we make abridge for it to cross.”

“I don't carel” | started to cry, but | didn’t touch him again. | held on to Moki instead, who was
trembling in my lap.“1 want Mama. | want Dad.”

“I dotoo,” Jolly said in asoft, shaky voice. Then atendril of silver dipped across the bed and touched
his knee. For amoment the tendril glowed brighter. Then it flashed over him, expanding across hislegs,
historso, hisarms, hisface, all of him, in araw second. For one more second he knelt on the bed like a
datue of aboy cast in Slver. Then the cloud rolled over him, hiding histerrible shape within acurtain of
perfect silence.

| couldn’t breathe. Air wouldn’t comeinto my chest. | pressed mysdlf againgt thewall and held on to
Moki, wanting to scream, wanting it aimost as badly as| wanted air, but | didn’'t dare because | didn’t
want Mamato come into the room and be stolen by the silver too. Even when the glittering mist began to
retreat, leaving the foot of the bed empty, with ancient letters newly written in gold on the bed frame and
on the stonefloor, | stayed silent in my corner. | waited until the cloud had drifted out of the room—not
out of the window, for the window was gone, and most of the bedroom’swall withit, dissolved in the
dlver, just like Jolly.

| stared out at the orchard, wondering why the trees had remained unchanged, but silver waslike that:
sometimes it would leave things and sometimesit would change them, but it dwaystook the playersit
touched, and animastoo. | waited, until the last wisp till clinging to the ruined wall evaporated from
exisence. Then | screamed.

Chapter

2

If achild should ask,What is the world? a parent might answer, “It isaring-shaped idand of life made by
the goddessin defiance of the frozen dark between the stars. On the outer rim of thisring thereis mostly
land, and that iswhere welive. On theinner rim thereis only ocean. We have day and night because the
world-ring spins around its own imaginary axis. At the sametime it follows another, greater circle around
the sun so that we see different starsin different seasons.” These are the Smple facts everyone accepts.

But if achild should ask,What isthe slver? the answer might take many forms.
“Itisafog of glowing particlesthat arises at night to rebuild the world.”
“Itisaremnant of theworld' s creation.”

“It isthe memory of theworld.”

“It isthe dreaming mind of the wounded goddess and you must never go near her! Her dreams will
swalow any player they touch. Do you want to be swalowed up by the silver? No? Then stay insde at
night. Never wander.”

What isthe slver? After Jolly was taken, that question was never far from my mind. | interviewed my
mother, | consulted libraries for their opinions, and | asked the passing truckers what they thought. It was
from the truckers| first heard the rumor that the slver wasrisng. The oldest among them had lived more
than two hundred years, and they swore it was adifferent world from the onein which they’ d been
born:* The roads were safer in those days. The silver did not come so often, nor flood so deep.”

Sometimestheir younger companions would scoff, but as| grew older, even the youths ingsted they had



seen achange.“ Thedlver isrising, higher every year, asif it would drown the world.”

| began to keep records. | noted the nights on which the silver appeared, how often it touched the
templ€ s perimeter wall, and how often it passed over. That first year | kept count, it reached the orchard
only once, but in the second year it breached the wall three times, and seven timesin the year &fter that.

| was fifteen when | showed these notes to my mother. Her expression was grim as she studied them.
“Kavasphir isawild land,” she admitted, handing the notes back to me.

“Doyou think theslver isrisng?’
Shewas hegtant in her answer. “All thingsmovein cycles”

“I have heard the silver movesin acycle of athousand years. That it grows more abundant with time,
until the world seems on the verge of drowninginit...and thenit isdriven back until thereisamost no
dlver left and that isalmost asbad.”

My mother said, “1 have heard that too.”

| waited for her to elaorate, to explain why thiswas afoolish rumor, but shewaslost in thought. It was
night, and we sat together in her bedroom, the only sound that of the fountain playing in the garden
beyond the open window.

At last | spoke again, my voice hushed. “ Do you think it’ strue?’
“It'shard to know for sure.”
“But it could be?’

“Theworld isold, and most of our past forgotten. But fragmentsremain. Inthelibraries...and inthe
lettered stone and the follies the silver makes. Thereis enough to convince most scholarsthat the world
has passed through many ages of history. Sometimes the silver was common. Other timesit wasrare. No
one can say why.”

“No one has explained it?’

She shrugged. “Many havetried to explain it, but nonein amanner to convince me. Playerslove stories,
but they do not dwayslovefacts” Wetraded asmile. “Don't be afraid, Jubilee. Perhagpsthe silveris
rising, but | don't think we are on the verge of drowning just yet.”

What isthe slver?Eventudly | decided it must be al the things players claimed it to be. It was aremnant
of theworld' s crestion: that was how it was able to disassemble solid objects, bresking them down into
its gleaming fog while it compiled new objectsin their places. It was the memory of the world, mapping
the structure of everything it touched, so that it could bring ancient objects forward in time—to create
meaninglessfolliesin the wilderness, or to deposit veins of valuable ore in the exposed rock of the
Kavasphir Hills. And it was the mind of adreaming goddess, or at least of some savant of an ancient
world far morelearned than ours. This| dlowed only because of ahandful of legends. Mostly the silver
acted in away that seemed random, and unaware. Now and then though, there were stories of some tool
or talisman brought forward through time, delivered at acrucia moment, asif someone beyond the silver
sought to move the pieces....

But why only now and then?

| would look at the scar on the back of my hand, remembering the night Jolly was taken, and | would



wonder.

| never told my mother how | got that scar. It was a strange mark: an intricate ridge of reddish tissue that
didn't fade as any normal scar would. | would look at it, and wonder: Had | caused Jolly’ s degth with my
adventure in the kobold well? For neither | nor anyone else could explain why the silver had been ableto
breach the templethat night.

But if ever | got to thinking it might be my fault, | would remember what Jolly had said, amoment before
the slver spilled over thewindowslI:I called it, and now it’s coming. Those words were engraved in my
memory, though how he—or anyone—could summon the wild chaos of silver | didn’t know.

Therewas much | didn’t know, but | swore it would not always be so.

| was never londly in those years. By the time | was seventeen, the count of my younger siblings had
grown to six and | had long since corrupted my nearest sister, Emia, and our oldest brother after her,
Rizal, and made them my companionsin many adventures that our parents did not gpprove. But |
abandoned them that year, when my father’ s brother cameto live with us.

| haven't said much about my father. In asense, thereisn't much to say. He was awayfarer who had
traveled athird of the way around the ring of the world to find his destined lover, and during hisyears on
the road he had many adventures, and many narrow escapes. Then one sunny day he found hisway to
the enclave of Halibury, and as he’ d done in hundreds of enclaves before, he went to seethe
matchmaker.

That sdlf-righteous old man wanted nothing more than to send thisforeign ruffian on hisway. But against
all expectation, this Kedato Panandi turned out to possess the blood pattern that matched my mother’s.
The matchmaker sent anoteto her at Temple Huacho, giving the worst description.

My mother was not a young woman. She' d given up wayfaring ten years before. Having reached her late
forties, she’ d settled her mind to asingle life. Now she read the matchmaker’ s description and was
afraid. The body spesksits own language. What if this stranger truly was awicked man? And what if she
loved him anyway? Such things happened. Thiswas no perfect world.

So shedithered in her answer, until finally Kedato bribed the matchmaker’ s assistant and got her name.
The body speaksits own language. They were married on the day they met, and though she was twenty
years older than her husband and far more learned, Kedato Panandi was a gentle, intelligent man, and
together they were able to make amarriage of love and of respect. Theirswasthe same story told ina
thousand romantic tales out of history. (No one tells the storieswith bad endings.) Read any of theseto
understand my father.

Like hisolder brother, Liam Panandi too had traveled done athird of the way around the ring of the
world, stopping at every enclave he passed to visit the matchmaker and enter his blood pattern into the
locad market pool. But he had not found alover yet.

Who hasn't paused to wonder why the world is made this way? Our dogs, and the animal s that run wild,
aredl ableto mate fredy: any mae and any femae of their speciestogether sland agood chance of
producing offspring. So why islife harder for men and women? Why do our bodies spegk in individua
languages that dmost no one e se can understand?

“Because the goddess who | eft us here was wicked and crudl.” That' swhat Liam growled, that first night
hewaswith us, still surly from theroad, and | thought he might be right. Who e se but awantonly
powerful goddess could find romance in the notion that only onelover exigsfor dl of us, indl thevast
world?



There was no question of Liam and | becoming lovers. We were not amatch. But he was only
twenty-five while | was dready seventeen, and we soon became good friends, hunting and exploring the
wilderness around Temple Huacho until my sister complained | had forgotten her name.

Latein that year my father announced a plan to journey to Xahiclan. Heliked to travel, so three or four
timesayear hewould take the truck to Haibury or Xahiclan, bringing one of the children dong with him
each time. | whispered to Liam that we should grab the seats.

I’d heard arumor in the market that there had been a gresat flood of silver on the Jowadela Plateau, and
that truckers from Xahiclan had since sghted avast field of newly deposited ruins north of the highway.
The ste was nearly three hundred miles from Temple Huacho, but Liam and | had fared asfar asa
hundred miles over roadless wilderness, camping overnight on hilltops before returning home. So three
hundred miles didn’'t sound so far, especidly if we could ride most of the way in the truck.

My father was agreeable. So we loaded our off-road bikes onto the truck, shoved our savantsin beside
them, then climbed into the cab, waving good-bye to my jed ous shlings and promising to bring them
trophiesfrom theruins, if there were any to be found.

The morning was brilliant, the air steamy after anight of hard rain. We sat off down the hill ona
switchback road that had been rebuilt six timesin the last year alone, after being destroyed by the night
fogs. By contrast, the bramble of sweet raspberries surrounding the road never seemed to change.

That was the fickle nature of the slver: no one could say what its particles would seize and transform, and
what would emerge unchanged from itsfog, except that animate creatures could not survive the least
contact with it—not the deer of the forest or the cats that hunted them, the birds or the insects or the
players—and no living thing had ever been returned by it to the world.

That iswhy in some languagesthe slver iscdled“thefog of souls” Itistruethat inther last exndations
the dying bresthe forth clouds of slver that sink to the bedding or the floor, and then quickly vanish. This
slver issaid to contain the memory of thelife that has passed, but | have done the math, andina
thousand years there are not enough dead to explain the silver that arisesin just one night. So it would
seem that human souls are but asmdll part of the memory of aworld.

At the bottom of the hill the brambles came to an end, and shortly after that so did the pavement. For the
next sixty mileswe made our own road, driving through shdlow vaesfilled with nodding fields of
shoulder-high grass.

Long before | was born, acrew of engineers had passed through Kavasphir, laying out aroute for an
army of road-building kobolds to follow. For three months a smooth ribbon of pavement linked Temple
Huacho to the Xahiclan highway. Then the silver rose, and in one night erased the road. What impressed
me most about this story was that the road had lasted ninety days. In my lifetime | would expect it to be
gonein lessthan ten.

So there were no roads in Kavasphir, but | didn’t mind. The dopeswere gentle, and riding in the truck
onitsgliding sugpension, propelled by silent engines through oceans of grass as high asthe windows, |
would pretend | was abird, skimming the valeys on my smooth wings, free.

We stopped oncein late morning, on arise of land between two wide vales where afolly had been
deposited by arecent flood of silver. It was an arched gateway of blue lapislazuli sprouting between the
rock outcroppings that stood watch in the narrow pass. The gateway’ s two decorated pillarsheld up a
doping roof studded with stone dragons peeking out from under the shingle. The surrounding rocks were



a so decorated, with afrieze depicting abusy enclave populated by thousands of fanciful animals carrying
on at tasks of trade and entertainment asiif they were players.

My father frowned at the lovely obstruction, and offered his mundane assessment: “It’ stoo narrow to get
the truck through.” And there was no way to drive around.

Butit wasearly intheday so | wasn't worried. “Out,” | said to Liam, pushing him toward the door. “I
want to read the inscriptions.”

“I can read them from here,” Liam said as he did off the seat and dropped to the ground. “It says, ‘Luck
and goodwill.” It swhat thesefolliesaways say.”

But Kedato didn’t agree. “It’ sneither onefor usif we can't get through.”

“WEe | get through,” | said as| scrambled out of thetruck. Then | hurried to read the inscriptionswhilel
dtill could.

The language was aversion of the Ano syllabary: spiky symbols carved deep in the mottled blue stone
and painted in gold leaf to make them stand out. | made out *luck” and “prosperity” so Liam was not far
wrong. But there was far morethat | could not read just yet, so | went to the back of the truck to retrieve
my savant.

Kedato and Liam were there, arguing over which kobolds to use againgt the gate. My father glanced up
at me, and smiled. He knew what | had come for. My savant was aready unloaded, floating beside him
at shoulder height. “Hurry and make your pictures,” he said. “We need to be on our way.”

“A minute” | assured him. “No more.”

| crooked afinger at the device. The savant was afeather-light aerostat, held up by the low pressure of
ar withinitsdender wing. Gdl lenses at thewing tips gaveit sght, and fine wiresembedded inits
paper-thin shell acted as antennas so it could link to the market. Its surface was mimic, soit could

assume the blue color of the day sky and disappear from sight, or drop to ground level and act asavideo
window when | wished to visit the market at night. The intelligence within it was based on a scholar of
ancient languages who had lived in an enclave caled Pesmir that was abandoned six hundred years ago
when the silver began to encroach upon its borders.

Under my direction the savant surveyed the folly, recording both the carvings and the gateway from every
sdewhile Liam made jokes about what the symbols might mean. “This column here,” he said, pointing to
stacked symbols on the inside of the gateway, “ means ' give us akiss and you can go past.””

“Giveusabite, morelikely,” Kedato said. “ The slver has|eft usapretty gate, but it’sin the wrong place.
If atrucker making the run to Huacho found himself stopped by thisin the late afternoon, it could be his
desth gate.”

That was the hazard of trave: the slver changed things unpredictably. It could build afolly to block a
narrow pass, or re-lay aroad in afalse direction, or leave awilderness of towering stone where aroad
used to be. Truckers passed news of changesinto the market—assuming the hilltop antennas were il
standing, which wasn't dways true. Temple Huacho was cut off from the market severd times every year
when glver broke our chain of communiceation.

My father had selected his kobolds. They were amodd of lithophores, stone eaters. Tiny astermites,
they worked in much the same way. He emptied avid of thelittle mechanics aong both sdes of the
gateway. Their gray bodies crawled off in random directions until one sumbled into the stone. It must



have emitted asignd, because al the othersingtantly turned and joined it. They set to work, chewing
passages into the lapisrock, so that after afew seconds al that could be seen of them was afine stream
of dust dribbling out of a hundred tiny holes.

We sat on the ground beyond the gate and had alight lunch and waited.

From thisridge we could look ahead into the next valey. It was much like the one we had just | eft,
carpeted in green shoulder-high grass, with broad-leafed trees owning the higher dopes. | watched a
herd of antelope foraging on the western side; only the sharp points of their long hornswere visible above
the grass.

“It must have been amgjor flood to reach thishigh,” Liam said.

| glanced back at the lapis gate, then up at the hilltops and saw what he meant. Silver flowed downhill,
which meant that both valleys must have been flooded to severa hundred feet before the tide could
drown this pass. Only the peaks of the rocks that framed the gate could have remained aboveit...unless
the flood had started here on the ridge?

Kedato said, “It was aflood like this that took Jolly.”
| glanced at my scar, and frowned.

My father spoke again, in avoice soft and thoughtful, while | watched the antelope leave the grassto
disappear one by oneinto theforest. “In al my traveling, I’ ve never seen aland asturbulent asthese hills.
They say it sworsein the high mountains or in the basin of the Irdiad, but no one wantsto live in those
places. This’—his hand swept in agesture that took in the valley before us—"it’ sabeautiful land, but
never at rest. Never safe.”

Thiswasthe slver asacredtive force, one that reworked the shape of the land, creating new landforms
and bringing veins of pure meta's and semiprecious building stone writhing into existence.

More fascinating to me was the silver as memory, the dreaming goddess who remembered the past,
trading it sometimes for the present, so that an ancient, undisturbed forest might stand for centurieson a
high mesa, until some greet silver flood washed it away, rearing aruined enclave in its place—one that
had disappeared into the silver thousands of years before, or so wetold ourselves.

But even when the silver brought forward objects from the pagt, it did not rebuild them exactly asthey
must have been.

Thefally that blocked our road might truly have been made of |gpislazuli initsfirst life, but | have seen
newly laid roads of jade running for miles from nowhere to nowhere. | have seen walls of sulphur and
statues of sdlt, or quartz-lined poolsin wilderness vales, connected to no other structure.

The slver returned ancient texts too, but most often as fosslized |ettered stone in which the writing was
compressed, and illegible. Only in rare specimens could fragments be read—though | was always happy
to try my skill. Languages came easily to me. They were my talent. Not that | was quick to figure them
out. It wasjust that | already knew them, and only had to struggle to recover the memory, no doubt
carried forward from my past lives.

Asl| sat onthat ridge, with the sun climbing toward noon and a soft breeze whispering in the grass below
us, | tried to imagine what it would beliketo live in aquieter time, when slver came rarely and then only
in shalow tidesthat reuvenated the lowland soil but did little more. What would it beliketo bediveina
time when things did not change? When there was no danger, no threat of anything new? 1 could not



imagineit. In the Kavasphir Hills the past was aways erupting, while at the same time everything was
kept fresh and new by the silver’ sflood. When | thought about what had happened to Jolly | hated the
Slver, but | could not envison aworld without it.

We waited an hour, then we climbed back into the truck. The lapis gateway |ooked the same, but it was
not. My father ordered the truck forward. “Brace yourselves,” he said. | grabbed the dash. Liam held on
to the door. The wide front bumper struck the two pillars and the truck shuddered. Kedato ordered it to
reverse. Aswe wheeled backward the pillars crumbled, launching adense cloud of blue dust into the air
asthey collgpsed in twin heaps of rotten stone. We put the windows up as Kedato drove the truck
forward again, thefat tires climbing easly over debristhat collapsed like chalk under our weight. The
kobolds we had released would continue to process the rock to powder, so there would be no barrier to
block the next convoy that came thisway.

North of the Kavasphir Hillsthe land rose gradually through a country of dense brush bright with purple
flowers and swarms of beesthat kept pinging against the truck’ swindshield as we followed a grassy
track toward the highway. Copses of small-leaved trees grew in the gullies, their highest branches bardly
rising above the genera grade of theland so that it looked asif they were hunkering down against an
expected storm. The wind could blow fiercely off the Jowadela Plateau, but that day the air was hot and
gill. It was an ancient, weeather-worn land, less subject to slver stcormsthan either the plateau or the
Kavasphir Hills—which was why it hosted the highway between Halibury and Xahiclan.

We reached the highway—a ribbon of textured white concrete just wide enough for two trucksto
pass—near noon, and turned east, running at forty miles an hour on an easy grade. We dowed when a
herd of pygmy horses bolted out of the brush and across the highway just in front of us, and again, when
ajacka wandered onto the edge of the concrete, standing in the baking heat to watch us pass.

Thejacka reminded me of Moki. Both dogs were the same size, though Moki, with his short back and
red coat, was much handsomer. He' d become my dog since Jolly was taken, and | felt apang of guilt for
leaving him home, but ruinswere often filled with hazardsand | didn’t want him getting in trouble.

“Look,” Liam said, pointing ahead to where the road could be seen through a heat haze, swinging north
inawide loop asit climbed toward the Jowédela Plateau. A flash of sunlight on metal caught my eye.

“A convoy,” my father said.
Liam squinted past thewindshield. “ Three trucks, I'd say.”
My father nodded. “ They’ |l be on their way to Haibury, with astay at Temple Kevillin tonight.”

My father would be staying at Temple Nathé. He expected to bein Xahiclan by early afternoon on the
following day.

We watched the convoy approach and asit drew near we stopped for aquick exchange of news. The
other drivers wanted to know if we' d had trouble. That was dwaysthe first question my father was
asked because he didn’t drive in aconvoy. Professiond truckerswon'’t go out aone because a
breakdown could |eave them stranded on the road overnight, a predicament that would be fatd if the
slver came. My father assured them we werefine, and invited them to stop at Temple Huacho, if they
ever camethat way again. They had stayed at Temple Nathé the night before, and they reported the
highway to bein good condition al the way to Xahiclan.



We said good-bye, and afew minutes later the truck down-shifted as we began the climb to the
JowadelaPlateau. A cal camein. | answered, and found my mother looking up a mein surprise from
the mimic panel on the dash. “Jubilee?Y ou're till there?”

| nodded. My father planned to drop us off at the edge of Jowadela, another haf hour at mogt. “We'rea
little behind schedule,” | said. “Therewasafally in theroad. It took timeto clear.” It occurred to me that
she had called expecting me to be gone.

She looked over at Kedato. “Where are you, then?’

“Climbing to the plateau. Don’'t worry, love. There' s plenty of daylight Ieft. It' s these two”—he nodded
at Liam and me—"*who will betaking their chances.”

My mother looked at me again, her manner dmogt furtive. “ Areyou and Liam il going to seethe
runs?’

“Of course. Mama, what' swrong?’

She bit her lip. Then she looked again at Kedato and said, “We need to talk.”
Her worry legped to him. “Tola, is something wrong? Are the children—"
“They’ refine. Nothing’ swrong. Kedato, I'll cdl again later—"

“No. Jubilee, hand me the headphones.”

| didn’t likeit, but | did as| wastold, retrieving the headphones from a dash compartment and passing
them to my father. He put them on. Then he shut off the mimic pand and stared grimly ahead at the white
road, listening. Liam put his hand on my shoulder while | searched my father’ s expression for some hint
of what this call might be about. The last thing | expected to see was the grin that spreed like dawn
across his somber face. He said, “I’mnot laughing.”

Liam and | exchanged alook of raised eyebrows.

“Tola,” Kedato went on, “thisisnot bad news...Yes, yes, of course...Yes, I’'m going to tdll her...No,
I’'m not worried. She' sasengble girl, and there' stime...All right. I'll have her cdll you later. | loveyou
too. Good-bye.” He pulled off the headphones and tossed them on the dash, wearing agrin like aman
who has just conceived hisfirst baby.

“What?’Liam and | spoke the question at the sametime.

Kedato shrugged, enjoying his moment. “The matchmaker hasfound alover for Jubilee, that' sal.” Then
he did laugh, while Liam and | stared, too stunned to spesk.

Hisnamewas Y aphet Harorele and he was exactly my age, seventeen. My mother had seen a picture of
him and reported that he was handsome. Most young men are.

“Y our mother was reluctant to tell you the news,” Kedato explained, * because she was afraid you would
take it into your stubborn head to run away, and it’s adangerous journey. So the newsisnot al good.
Though this boy isyoung and handsome, he livesvery far away. Seventeen hundred milesaway, inan
enclave cdled Vesarevi. The northern reaches of the Plain of the Iraliad lie between you, and beyond that
the Reflection Mountains. Crossing those wastes would make the shortest journey, but not the safest.



Theslver sormsinthe Irdiad arelegendary. Theworst in the world, some say. Better to journey north,
to the coastal road. The way islong, but most of that road is reportedly in good shape. ..though at some
pointsyou'd haveto travel by sea” Hesighed. “| traveled by seaonly once. | would not want to do it
agan.”

“Neither would I,” Liam said darkly. “There' sno shelter from the silver there.”

Kedato nodded. His smilereturned. “Well. Y ou’ re young, Jubilee. Too young, your mother says, and
she'sright. Wewon'’t alow you to go. Not now. And the boy’ sfather...” Kedato hesitated, aflush
warming hisdark cheeks. “Wdll, gpparently the boy’ sfather isunwilling to let him trave at dl. He has
only thischild—’

“Only one child?’ | interrupted. | had never heard of any family with only one child.

“It'swhat we were told. The mother is deceased. Some kind of accident, not long after the boy was
born.”

“Y ou mean afterY aphet was born,” Liam said, sartling me with the sullen anger in hisvoice. “Hisnameis
Y gphet.”

Kedato looked at him, his expresson carefully neutra. “Y ou are happy for us, Liam?’

| felt my cheeks heat, and | did not want to be Stting between them just then. But Liam answered ashe
should. “Yes. Of course”

“You'll find your lover,” Kedato told him. “It' sonly ameatter of time.”

Liam turned to tare out the side window. | looked at the road ahead, conscious of his stiff back and my
own fear.

My father was puzzled by our gloomy moods. “ Thisis something to celebratel” heinssted. “Y ou should
both come into X ahiclan with me. Jubilee? Y ou’ re awoman now. Come. Have fun.”

But Liam was dready shaking hishead, and |... Though | didn’t want to make my father unhappy, |
could not bear the thought of facing the crowdsin Xahiclan, and my feather telling everyone | had alover
and the endless grins and the congratul ations because | had won aboy | didn’t want and had never seen
before. “I think...I think | need timeto settle my mind, Daddy. Besides, | redlly did want to seethese
ruins before anyone dse.”

Kedato chuckled. “Y ou look as worried as your mother.” Then he squeezed my hand. “Y ou’re alucky
girl, Jubilee. So lucky. | hope you know that.”

“I do.” Then | kissed his smooth cheek, and everything was right between us.

Aswe topped out on the plateau, the ruins came into view for thefirst time, and we all got out to look.
The stewas gtill many miles away acrossarolling grasdand, but there was no mistaking it. “Look at
that!” my father exdamed. “It' san actudcity .”

There was no other word for it. Standing on the bumper of the truck, | could see hundreds of low white
buildings surrounding two white towers that thrust their spires up above the shimmering heet waves of
midafternoon. Even Xahiclan was not two-thirdsthissize.



“Now | wish | was going with you,” Kedato said. “I’ ve never heard of the Slver returning aruin so
|a.m"

“So gtay,” | urged him, suddenly aware we would not have many more years together.
“I can't. There are shipments to make, and gppointments to keep. Reputation is everything.”

Liam wasrolling his bike down the ramp at the back of thetruck. “ So if there’ s anything worth looking
at, we'll al three return here, as soon asyou get back.”

“Yes” | sad. “That' swhat we'll do. You'll come, won't you, Dad?’

“Of course.” He put hisarm around my shoulder. Liam had returned to the truck to get my bike. “I'll
missyou when you findly go, Jubilee”

“Dad! I'm not going yet.”

“You d better not.” We hugged. Then he spoke softly, so that Liam couldn’t overhear. Y our mother will
send you Y aphet’ s market address. He hasyours. It' sonly fair.”

| nodded. Then he was back in the truck, waving good-bye and ordering usto be careful. “I'll be home
inaweek,” he promised, and | believed him, though I’ ve learned since that promises are not dways
possible to keep.

Chapter
3

“Liam, areyou angry?’
Hewas astride his bike, hissunglasseson so | couldn’t see hiseyes.

He shrugged. “ So. Maybe alittle” We had talked of wayfaring together when he was ready to return to
the road. Now he would have to go on aone.

The afternoon was hot and still. There were no clouds, and the sky had been baked to apae, pae blue.
“It wasn't supposed to happen likethis,” | said. “1 don’t think ' m ready.”

“Don’'t you dare complain, Jubilee. Y ou’ ve won the prize.”
So | had.

| looked out acrosstherolling plain of grassto the distant city shimmering in the hest. “I’ ve never been
anywhere, Liam. I’ ve never done anything.”

“So govigt him. Goto livewith him! That journey should give you dl the adventure you' |l ever want.”
“I wish the matchmaker had found alover for you instead.”

He sghed. “ So maybe I’ll go with you when the time comes. Maybe there' Il even be someone there for
me, and you and |, we' Il live close together. Kedato' s right, Jubilee. Y ou have alot of luck about you.
Do you think it could stretch thet far?’

“I don’t know. | hope s0.” It was astrange kind of luck I had; akind that didn’t make me happy.



“Comeon,” Liamsaid. “Let’sget going. It'slater than | like.” He nodded toward the city. “If those
towers are accessible, we can stay in them tonight. But if not, it'sgoing to be along run to Olino Mesa.”

| nodded. We would need to be in some kind of sanctuary by nightfal, in case the slver should rise. High
ground was safest. If we could get into one of the towers we could camp on an upper floor, where we' d
be beyond the reach of all but theworst silver storms. But if the towers were closed to us, we d haveto
cross a hundred miles of wildernessto reach Olino Mesa, the only significant eminence on the plateau. Of
course, even if we were forced to camp on the plain, the odds favored us, for in this country the silver il
came only an average of one night in ten. But when it’ syour life being gambled, onein ten odds are not
S0 good.

| climbed onto my bike, balanced it, then kicked up the stand. “I hope Y aphet stays home, and that I'm
the oneto do thetraveling.”

Liam grinned. “Y our mother knew you' d fed that way. It' swhy she didn’t want to tell you about

Y aphet.” He touched hisignition and his bike whispered to life, a soft purr of pumps. “1 don’'t know
anything about thisboy of yours, Jubilee, but | can tell you that no father of mine would have been ableto
keep mehomeif | found alover likeyou.”

| blushed, then looked down, fumbling at the ignition switch to start my bike.
“Put your glasseson,” Liam said.

| did. Then, inasmal voice, | whispered my grestest fear. “What if | hate him?’
“It won't matter.”

“Liam! Don't say that.”

He studied me amoment through his dark sunglasses. Then he turned back to the city. “It’ [l be dl right
for you, Jubilee. Don’'t worry. But it'slate. We need to go.”

The plateau was a softly undulating land, covered in crigp brown, waist-high grasses that hid the dry
streambeds riddling its surface like cracks in the glaze of adropped dinner plate. We followed the
drainages when we could—that way at least we couldn’t fall into them—but the dry streams meandered
inlazy paths while we knew our destination. So we spent the better part of an hour stirring up clouds of
dust aswe did in or climbed out of achaos of shalow gullies. We disturbed afew rabbits and asmall
herd of ankle deer, but it was ablue hawk, drifting overhead, that marked our arrival at the city.

We stopped just short of astark boundary. The grassands of the plateau ran up against the gleaming
white stone of low buildings separated by equally white streets that |ooked asif they had been diced off
from outlying neighborhoods by some great knife. Stark, brilliant white was the color of every surface,
even the shingled rooftops, which caught the sunlight and split it apart, so that the buildings were hdoed in
arainbow glow. Despite its weight, despite its great Sze—the city waslarger by far than the enclaves of
Halibury and Xahiclan together—it had about it a sense of impermanence asif it might meltinarain, or
crumblein adrying wind, or vanish overnight into another silver flood like the one that had creeted it. It
made methink of some gigantic fancy of sugar crysta. | wondered if it might redlly be sugar, or sdt.
When we advanced to the city’ sedge | tasted awall, but it was not.

Many of the buildings|ooked asif they’ d been reworked by silver, perhaps many times, before the whole
city wasfinaly taken. Their walls were meted, the white stone puddled in round lenses that sent dancing



heat shimmersrising into the baking air. Liam looked grim as he surveyed the damage. “If the Sllver
touched only the outlying buildings at first, then the residents might have had time to get away beforethe
find flood came.”

That was the way history described the erosion of an enclave. A failing temple could not produce enough
koboldsto ward off the silver. Asthe defensive perimeter thinned, silver would creep over the walls,
licking firgt at the outlying buildings, then moving deeper into the city’ s heart on each subsequent night.
Only someone with adesth wish would stay to mest it.

Our world had existed for thousands upon thousands of years. That was clear from the fragmented
histories that had come down to us, but most of the past was lost, washed away by time and silver
floods. Uncounted enclaves have vanished from the world and no one now rememberstheir names. |
could not guess what city this might have been, or how long its memory had been preserved in the Silver
before it wasfindly rebuilt by the flood. Perhapsit had been swallowed up only yesterday, in somefar
land on the other side of the world. Or perhapsit had existed in an epoch recalled by no onefor a
thousand years.

| walked along the city’ s perimeter, gazing down the narrow streets, each much like the one beforeit.
Nothing moved among the buildingsthat | could see, not even birds.

Choosing a treet a random we entered the city, walking our bikes between ornate buildings three and
four sorieshigh, their arched windows sealed with panes of clear glass. Hest reflecting off the street and
the buildings had sent the temperature soaring, even above the oppressive heet of the open plateau. It
might have been a hundred ten degreesin that little Street. Sweat shone on my bare arms and shoul ders,
and my sunglasses weren't nearly dark enough.

We tried the doors on severd buildings, but none of them could be opened. They were like decorative
pand s—imitation doors cast in the same pour of stone that had made the walls. We peered through the
windows but saw only barren rooms. There was no furniture, no shelves, no art of any kind. No books.
Each sedled room appeared empty and pristine. “Asif no one ever lived here,” Liam muttered.

Then we found a building with double doors standing open. They werefase doorslike dl the others, part
of the solid block of the house so that they could not be swung shut, but at least we could get inside.

| entered, hoping the open doors would mean this house had a different history from all therest, but |
was disappointed. The roomswere as empty as those we' d seen through windows. We wandered the
house, looking into every open room and climbing the stairs. All thewdlls, al thefloors, and even the
celling were made of the same white stone. The only other element was the glassin the windows, but the
windows would not open. There were no plumbing fixtures, no panesfor lights, no mechanism for
electricity. The monotony was unsettling, asif we had sumbled onto a stage set being prepared for some
terrible drama

“There sno point in doing ahouse-to-house,” Liam said, “if dl the houses are like this”

| nodded. Already | was hungering for some color other than white. “Let’ sfind the towers.” We needed
to know if we could spend the night here, or if we would have to move on.

So we returned to the street, and rode swiftly for the city center.

The engines of our bikes made only a soft hum, and the sound of their tireswas like the sound of gentle
rain, but in that empty city even these dight noises reverberated like the carousing of vandals.



Werodefor amile, until our street ended suddenly at awide square, at least two acresin size,
surrounded on al sides by decaying buildings that must have once been beautiful. Most had wide airs
and columns and graceful balconies, but al of them were badly damaged. Many had collapsed roofs.
Some had fdlen wallsthat had spilled white rubble into the square, each fragment a perfect cube. But it
wasn't the buildings that commanded my attention.

At the center of the square was aworking fountain. Thin jets of clear water rose from al around its edge,
arching inward for afew feet before faling back to the pool in asplashing rainbow of light. In the center
of this pool wasalarge circular platform raised afoot above the water. It was perhaps ahundred feet in
diameter, and rising from its center was awhite mast.

The mast was a gigantic structure. It dominated the square, reaching at least ten stories high, and | knew
at once that thiswas the smaler tower we had seen from the highway. A cross pole branched fromiit at
haf its height, with arms aswide astheidand platform. A second cross pole, haf aswide, branched at
right angles above thefirst, and two successively smaller spars split off near the top. White ropestrailed
from these arms, their ends touching the stone like the broken strands of some abandoned spiderweb.

| could not imagine what purpose such astructure might serve. | tried to picture it as an antenna, but why
give an antennaa position of such prominencein the city? Maybe it wasto display banners? But it looked
too massive, too powerfully built for that purpose. “ Perhapsit’ safolly of the silver,” | said softly.

Liam shook hishead. “1 don't think that'sit.” He squinted at the mast, like an artist bent on seeing a
sceneinitsessential shapes. 1 think I’ ve seen something like this before. ...in apicture maybe.”

“I don't likeit. It givesme abad feding.”
“Thiswhole city isanasty place. Have you noticed we haven't passed asingle temple?’

| hadn’t noticed, but now that he mentioned it, | knew it wastrue. Temples have aditinctive
architecture, with their sprawling walls and one-story structures. We' d seen nothing like that snce
entering the city. | nodded at the mongtrosity in the square: “ So what do you think thisis?’

“I don’t know. | just fed like Ishould know.” He swung off his bike, kicked down the stand, then opened
one of the compartments behind the seat. His savant was there, packed within the thin cushion of his
deeping bag. Hetook it out, unfolded its narrow wing, and released it. It drifted before him, its silver skin
shimmering. “Find amatch for this sceneif you can,” Liam ingtructed it. Then heturned to me. “Let’ sget
out of thesun.”

We drank water and ate chocolate on averanda held up by tall columns carved to resembl e the trunks of
roya pams. Our water supply was dwindling rapidly, so | took thefilter and walked out into the sun
again, filling dl our empty water cellsfrom the fountain. Therewasno wind at dl to stir thear and the
heat had become overwhelming. Actudly frightening. | had never felt anything like it before and | dreaded
returning to the narrow streets where the temperature was sure to be even higher. But we would haveto
move on soon. We needed to know if the second tower could offer usrefuge for the night, or if we
would have to make the long run to Olino Mesa.

Whether it was the heat or the anxiety this city wakened in me | cannot say, but as| returned to the
veranda s shade | was conscious of my heart fluttering in aweak and rapid best like the heart of a
frightened bird. Liam was Sitting cross-legged on the floor of the veranda, studying the mimic screen of
his savant. “ Did you find something?’ | asked as| collgpsed beside him.



“Yes. | know where we are now.” He nodded at the screen.

| wiped the sweat out of my eyes and leaned forward. Displayed on his mimic screen was aghastly
painting. | could see the texture of the paint, so | knew it was not atrueimage, but that did little to
assuage my horror. Pictured there was the very square where we found oursalves, but changed. The
white buildingswere dl of dark gray stone. Thousands of people crowded the pavement, most of them
men in uniforms of black and red. Black banners were draped from the ba conies of the encircling
buildings, while black flags flew from the top of the mast and from the ends of its cross poles. The
purpose of the mast was quite clear. At least ahundred tiny figures hung from the cross poles, suspended
by black ropestied about their necks. Their faces were covered, but their egs were shown in postures of
kicking, twisting agony. All of them had their handstied behind their backs.

“Mother of al!” I whispered, and turned away, wishing | had not looked, and that | didn’t know.

Liam cleared the mimic screen. “ The painting isancient. It's supposed to be an illustration of the crusade
of Fiaccomo.”

“Faccomo?’ | knew that name. Everyone did, for Fiaccomo was alegendary figure,

It was said that in the beginning of the world the silver obeyed the will of playersand al was paradise.
Then the dark god came, and the goddess withdrew from the world to wage war againgt him. The silver
vanished with her, and players were left without food or tools or clothing or the smplest pleasures, for all
such things had come to them through the silver. Great armiesformed to fight over what remained.
Hunger and war were everywhere, and so many playersdied that none of those left could find alover
and there were no children. Theworld lay on the edge of ruin.

Faccomo had been trained asawarrior, but he loved life, and could not bear to seetheworld die. So he
gathered about him brave players, and together they fought their way past the scavenging armies and
ventured into the high mountains, where it was said traces of the goddess might till be found.

The goddess had won her victory over the dark god, but not without cost. The battle had left her
wounded and ddlirious. When Fiaccomo'’ s entreaties caused her to turn her mind again to the world she
was horrified to behold her beautiful land dl in ruins and her beloved players sunk in wickedness and
war. She came upon the band of heroesin afury, and in the guise of asilver flood she swept al those
good players away. Among them, only Fiaccomo kept hiswits. Even as hismind dissolved in the Silver,
he whispered to the goddess al the desires of his heart, and his passion was so like hersthat she loved
him, and their minds entwined in akind of lovemaking never known in the world before and never since,
and in those moments of union Fiaccomo seized the creetive power of the slver and dreamed thefirst
koboldsinto existence.

The goddess gave Fiaccomo back hislife, and more, she gave him agift that he could pass through the
slver unscathed, and command its flow when he had need. He returned to the world bringing with him
both the silver and the kobolds, and prosperity followed after him, and peace.

That wasthe legend as | knew it, but the painting Liam had found did not show atime of prosperity or of
peace.

“It doesn’'t make sense, Liam. Thiscity isared place. But Fiaccomo isamyth...isn't he?’

“I wouldn't know.”

“No one can survivetheslver,” | ingsted. “No one can pass through it unscathed.”



“I won't argueit with you, Jubilee. | have only told you what the painting is supposed to show.”
| looked out acrossthe brilliant white square, but it was the dark painting | saw.

The past is deep and jumbled and more than half-counterfeited, or so | believe, and we, even with the
help of our savants, can recall it only aswerecdl our dreams, in fragments detached from beginnings and
ends. Thiscity had gone through the silver and it was clean to look upon, but it did not fed clean. “Was
Faccomo supposed to be one of those hanging from the mast?’

“The document didn’t say. But it occursto me, Jubilee, that in an age without silver or kobolds, there
would be no reason to build temples.”

| thought about that, until Liam ingsted we move on.

A wide, straight boulevard on the far side of the square led directly to the second tower. It rose high into
the cloudless blue sky, its smooth white walls tapering to a narrow summit. Arched windows looked out
from adozen different floors. They did not appear to have glassin them. “If we can get up to the top,”
Liam said, “we should be safe.”

A low flight of broad stepsled up to the tower’ s entrance. We rode our bikes up, thetires bending
around the angles of the stairs so that our ride remained smooth and secure. Great double doors stood
open, asif inviting usto enter. The first floor was surrounded by the arched windows we had seen from
the Street. Aswe had guessed, they were without glass, so light and air passed fredly to theingde.

Theinterior was asingle room that encircled a central column where another set of huge doors—I
suspected they were elevator doors—Iooked back at us, but these were closed. “Want to bet we can't
get them open?’ Liam asked.

“No thank you.”

We stopped briefly to ingpect them, but Liam was right: the closed doors were purely ornamental, like all
the otherswe had seen in this city. “Maybe there’ sanother way up?’ | suggested, trying to sound more
confident than | felt. The afternoon was waning, and | did not want to be caught on the open plateau
when evening fell.

“Stairs, you'rethinking?’ Liam asked.
“It sworth looking.”

So we rode our bikes around the column, and there it was: astairwell, with its door standing gjar, just
wide enough to adlow abiketo pass.

| stopped besideit, and looked in. Daylight reached just far enough to show me ashort flight of white
gtairsthat turned back on themsdlves at anarrow landing. | was surprised to feel ahot breeze flowing
over my shoulders and tugging at the strands of my hair, blowinginto the stairwell asif it were agresat
chimney piping hot air up. “Fed that wind?’ | asked. “ There must be an opening somewhere above.”
Then | backed up my bike, and gave him a chance to look.

He peered indgde. Then, “Awfully convenient,” he said, turning to ook a me over his shoulder.

| nodded. “Like we were expected. Does the slver have asense of humor?’



“Oh, yes” Liam said. “ Sharpest in theworld.”
Heflicked on his headlight. Then he eased his bike through the door while | followed after him.

The gtair rose in a zigzag column beside the elevator shaft, with atight, 180-degree turn at the end of
each flight. | had to put afoot down for balance and skid the back tire of my bike at every landing while
my headlight glittered crazily acrosswhite walls. After three flights we found adoor, but it was closed
and usdless. Threeflights higher there was another door, aso closed. But we could till fedl hot air
rushing up the stairwell, so we kept going.

Wewent up past nine floors until findly, on the tenth story, we found an open door. Sunlight spilled onto
the landing, but there were no dust motes drifting in the air and that absence seemed as Srange as
anything | had seen that day.

| followed Liam into the room. It circled the tower’ s centra column just as the room on the first floor
had, though this one was much smadller. Not surprisingly, it was aso empty.

| stopped a awindow and looked down on the city, blazing white in the afternoon light, with a rainbow
iridescence above the rooftops that gave it the auraof amirage. “1t' stoo clean,” | said softly. “Too
perfect. There sno dirt. No insects. No birds.” | shook my head, groping to explain what was troubling
me. “Evenif thiscity came out of the dlver looking likethis, it should be showing some wear by now.
Some dust or bird dung at least.”

“But there snothing,” Liam said.
“It' slike someinvisible curator has been keeping it tidy.”
“Don’'t scare yoursdlf.”

| raised my chin. | didn’'t want him to think | was afraid. “ Do you want to spend the night here? We're
high enough. It should be safe.”

| was haf hoping he would say no, and instead opt for thelong sprint to Olino Mesa. But he kicked
down the stand of his bike and dismounted. “It' s so late now, we don’t redlly have achoice.”

Chapter
4

We were not quite at the top of the tower. There was one more floor above us, but the door to it was
closed and sedled, and we did not have the proper tools or kobolds to take it down. So we returned to
our room, where a cool breeze soughed through arched windows.

We shared a chilled water cdll. Liam splashed some of the water on hisface, leaving dark streaks of
dust. “Do you want to go out again?’ he asked.

We had at least two hours before sunset, but | was afraid to face the hest of the streets, so | shook my
head. “It’stoo hot. I’'m going to rest.”

“Good. | fed the same”

| looked out the window, at the sheets of rainbow light shimmering over the rooftops. “ Anyway, it's not



likewe vefound anything.”

“Finding the square was something.” He pulled adeeping bag from his saddle bin. “1 wonder how old
thiscity is? Ten thousand years? More?’

Who could say? History is degper than anyone can measure, and as chaotic asthe silver. Thepast is
carried forward into the present, while the present is washed away, to be used again in some other age,
or S0 it seemed to me.

“Let’slook around some more tomorrow,” | said. “We can stay until it gets hot. Then head for home.”

Weinflated our degping bags and Liam fell adeep immediately, but my mind wasrestless. | lay staring at
the blue sky, thinking about the square, and the tiny bodies suspended on ropes. My mind could not
cease alurid speculation on the details of lifein an age without silver, or kobolds, or any templeto shelter
them. | tried to imagine Fiaccomo as something more than amyth, but | could not. Players cannot pass
through the silver unscathed, any more than they can breathe the salty water of the ocean. Living things
never emerge from the luminousfogs.

After awhile| sat up and gazed out the window again, but southeast thistime, to the highway, where |
thought | saw the gleam of a passing truck. It was|late though, and no truck should have been on that part
of the highway at such an hour, so perhagpsit was only imagination.

It seemed along time since we' d said good-bye to my father. | wondered where he was. And |
wondered too about the boy, Y aphet Harorele, who | had never seen and never met and who wasto be
my lover. What was he doing now in faraway Vesarevi? What was he thinking? Would he approve of
our expedition to this city? Or would he judge it adangerous waste of time? | wondered, and beforelong
| decided that the answer to such aquestion would revea alot about a person. Maybe, it would reveal
everything that mattered.

Our savants had aready been unpacked, their narrow wings unfolded and set adrift near the doorway. |
beckoned to mine, signaling it to follow me around to the other side of the room, where the centra pillar
would lie between meand Liam.

| sat down on the floor next to the window, my elbow resting on the sill while the savant floated before
me, awaiting ingructions. “ Are there messages?’ | asked in a hushed voice, not wanting Liam to waken.

| was expecting only one message from my mother with Y aphet’ s market address, but there was another,
and that was from Y gphet himsdlf. | immediately sent it to the savant’ s mimic screen, intensdly curiousto
know what he had written.

The message displayed in aforma script:
Dear Jubiles,

My father celebrates, but | need to know who you are. Will you meet me? If you will, come soon. There
isonly one channel open between usas| write, and night is coming.

Y aphet

| smiled. It was aterse note, but it was one | might have written mysalf and | liked him—or the idea of
him—Dbetter after reading it. | tapped the market address that was attached to the note, signaling my
savant to find alink. That took sometime, and | began to worry that the last channd had indeed gone
down. Y aphet lived beyond the Plain of the Irdiad and the Reflection Mountains, al of it dangerousland
where only afew relay antennas were maintained. If one crucia tower fdl to the sllver there might not be



another link to Vesarevi for weeks to come.

| had nearly given up hope of getting through when the mimic screen flashed with ayellow warning
placard. At least it was't red! | leaned forward to read it:

* Automatic Notice*

| nadequate system resources require market time to be rationed in five-minute segments.

Tap to begin.

| drew adeep breath. Five minutes. Maybe | wouldn't want to talk to him longer than that anyway. |
listened for Liam'’ s breathing, to be sure he was till adeep, then | tapped the placard. It minimizedto a
tiny clock in the mimic screen’ slower corner, counting down the time as a view opened onto adimly lit
room furnished in wood and dark colors. A young man was standing beside a night-black window, his
figure haf-hidden in shadow. Y gphet? | assumed it must be him. Stars blazed beyond him, bisected by
the white shimmer of the Bow of Heaven rising up from the horizon. Y aphet turned. He gpproached me,
and as he did awarm light from somewhere behind my point of view fdl acrasshim.

My mother had reported Y aphet to be pretty and | could not disagree. His build was lean, and that was
attractive to me though he did not seem tall. | guessed he was no tdler than me. He had thick black hair
in aheavy braid down his back; unruly bangs; skin like toast. He wore a green shirt that was dmost
black, and a necklace of white beads that were probably pearls. All this| took in at aglance, before his
eyes seized my attention. Deep blue they were, like the sky at sunset but hard, like agem akobold has
made. Memory whispered through me, reechoing from the past lives we must have shared together, and |
shivered, for | sensed an obsession in him, adreadful vision that would own him.

| can safely say that Y aphet did not see anything so interesting in me. He studied me for several seconds,
his so-serious eyes veneered darkly with distaste, until | remembered mysdlf, my flushed and dirty face,
my hair wound into dreads by wind and swedt. | had not washed, or even bothered to smooth my hair,
and yet here | was, facing for thefirst time the boy who would likely be my life mate. It was an absurd
introduction. Too absurd for me to do anything but tip my head back and laugh, gulping and gasping as
softly as| could so as not to waken Liam.

“Thisisawrong address, isn't it?" Y aphet asked in aflat voice that did not hide his anger.

“No.” | ran my fingers over my tangled hair, suddenly afraid hewould leave. | wiped at my sticky face
with the back of my hand. “I’m Jubilee Huacho.” Maybe | should not have admitted it?“I’ m not aways
thisbad,” | added softly, listening for any sound of Liam stirring. Y aphet frowned and looked past me at
the arched window and the sky beyond. “It’ s still afternoon there.”

| nodded, remembering the night sky outside hiswindow. Theworld isaring that spinsin the plane of the
sun and Y aphet was far to the east, so night came sooner for him.

“You'rehigh up, aren't you?’ he asked. “ Areyou a home?’

“No.” Inafurtive voice, | told him about Liam and the city, the strange square and the painting, and our
plansto spend the night here above the reach of any common silver flood. As| spoke | turned the savant
to the window s0 Y gphet could see the city—it was anice view, and the less time he spent looking at
me, the better. That was my opinion.

He spoke too, telling methat in the market at VVesarevi there were respected historians who thought
Fiaccomo might have been areal player. When our eyes met again he looked at me with more respect.



“Areyou thinking of coming here?’ he asked suddenly.

His bluntness caught me by surprise, and | blurted out an honest answer: “1 don’'t know. I—I’ ve thought
about it...but it's happened so fast...”

Y aphet nodded. “1 understand. | didn’t plan on finding alover thissoon. I'm sureyou didn’t either.”

True enough. “At least you'renot aniidiot,” | said with red gratitude—and that wasthefirst time |l saw
him smile. It was only alittle smile, one that might have gone unnoticed on anyone ese, but | had dready
gathered that for Y aphet, smileswererare.

“Only twenty secondsleft,” hesad. “Will you cal melater?’

A glance at the clock showed hewasright. “I’ll call tomorrow night, after | get home, if the channd’s
gill—" Hisimage vanished, replaced by ayellow placard announcing our time was over.

At twilight Liam and | went out again. We wandered the empty Streets for over an hour, marveling at the
heat till radiating from the walls. It felt strange to be wandering about so closeto nightfall, but thiswas
our last chance to escape the tower before dawn. We stayed out longer than we should have, but we
returned safely, with the stars blazing in asky of deepest blue. | sat by an eastern window, watching the
Bow of Heaven brighten and remembering how it had looked outside Y aphet’ swindow. It was brilliant
tonight: anarrow, gossamer bridge of white light rising from the horizon to the zenith, passing out of sight
beyond the tower’ s roof .

“I haven't seen the Bow so bright in at least ayear,” Liam said as he sat down beside me, with acouple
of ration packsin hand for our dinner. He asked his savant to give us some light, and we talked together,
about anything but Y aphet. Then | called my mother to let her know we were well and sometime after
that | fell adeep.

| awoke in the night with the fedling of being watched.

We had |eft our savants on adert, one by the door, and one set to dowly circle around the room. Neither
had called an darm, and yet somehow | knew we were no longer donein our tower room. | lay in my
deeping bag, staring wide-eyed at arched shadows cast by starlight against the chamber’ s smooth inner
wall. Why was every surfacein thisancient city so clean, so perfect? Wasit possible that some unseen
curator had accompanied the ruins down through time?

Liam breathed beside me and from far overhead a passing night bird called an eerie song but nothing else
dtirred. Nothing | could directly sense, yet my feding of unease did not go away. After afew minutes|
sat up, and leaning on the windowslll, | looked out at the city. It gleamed faintly under the press of
darlight like adigphanous, haf-imagined thing. A city of mist that might disintegrate on the least breeze. |
searched the streetsfor silver, but | could see none.

A puff of warm air brushed my ear, like abreath. | whirled around to face the room, sure | had heard a
whisper, aquestion that was a single word, though the language was not one | knew.

But the room was as it had been. The only sound was Liam’ s soft bregthing.

| dipped out of my deeping bag and | searched the chamber. | examined the wals and the ceiling on the
chance that there might be alens or ahidden doorway. Inthisway | circled the entire chamber before |
finally saw it: ashape on theinsde wall, awhite shadow, barely brighter than the wall itsdlf. It was dmost
human in outline, though the legs were too long and dim, thewaist too narrow. It looked like alithe



woman in caricature, though shewas only four feet tall. The gleam of her disappeared if | looked at her
directly. | could see her only when | turned my head and looked from the corner of my eye, but when |
did that | could clearly see she was gazing down at Liam.

| shivered, and nudged him gently with my toe“Liam.” Then | cdled hisnamelouder,“Liam!”
Hewoke suddenly, raisng himsdf on an elbow. “ Jubilee? What...?’
“Look at that wall before you. Do you see anything there?’

For amoment | feared the shape was only in my imagination, or at most a stain that marked the place
where apicture had once hung. But then Liam’ s gaze fixed on it. He shoved off his deeping bag and got
to hisfeet, padding past meto thewall. He touched the shape, hisfingersfollowing the line of its petite
shoulder. It shifted away from his hand, and vanished.

“Lim]!”
“It' sdl right, Jubilee”

Of courseit was. | let go adow bregth. “Deep slver, that scared me.” | tried to laugh. “ These must be
mimic wals, partly recharging in the day’ s heet, and playing some old program—"

“No, that’ snot it.” He gestured to his savant, and it drew near. “Give us somelight,” he ordered. It lit
dowly, casting awarm glow through the room. Liam ran hisfingers through his chestnut hair. “What
woke you?’ he asked.

“I thought | heard a...whisper. A question.” | had felt awarm breath.

“It wasabogy.” He brushed the wall where the shape had been, stroking it with hisfingertips asif
seeking out some secret message encoded in itstexture. “Come out, little one,” he crooned. “Y ou have
something to say. So show yourself.”

“Liam, what'sabogy?’
“A mechanic.”
An atificia creature. “Like asavant?’ | asked.

“No. Nothing like that. More like awatcher. A place spirit. Some are horrible. Many are very beautiful.
But they’ re not dive, so sometimesthey get returned by the silver...and it' s said some players made
them for just that purpose—to hold the memory of afavorite place, when it seemed sure the silver would
takeit.

“But from al I've heard most have adarker nature, guardians created to keep intruders away or to
complete some unwholesome task their ownersleft unfinished.”

| caught aflash of motion to the left and turned. Liam followed my gaze.

There she was—and no faint shadow thistime. She had gained definition in thelight, and as her tiny hand
moved, her fingers—so strangely long and dender—emergedfrom thewall like fingers bresking the
surface of water. Liam stepped in front of me. “ Stand away,” hewarned. “1t's coming out.”

The hand reached from the suddenly fluid wall asif it were pushing a curtain aside. Then the creature
leaned forward, and a delicate woman' s face peered into the room. Her gaze settled on usas she
stepped forth onto the floor.



She was as white asthe walls, with eyes that were saved by asmadl film of iridescence from being as
white and blind as astatue’ s. Her hair was sculpted and fixed in an upswept coiffure. Her body was
sculpted too, appearing white and unshadowed and terribly dender as she dipped free of thewall. But
she was no starveling: no bones showed through her skin, though nothing €l se was hidden. She was nude,
with long, long legsin no human proportion and smal breasts and a scul pted patch of white pubic hair.
She smiled coquettishly at Liam. Then she whispered a syllable, the same syllable | had heard before, and
again | fdt thewarmth of her bresth.

“Do you know that word?" Liam asked.

| shook my head. Thewall behind her looked intact, asif it had given up nothing of its Sructure. | wanted
to knock againgt it to seeif it was till solid, but Liam raised hisarm protectively in front of me asif this
little mechanic might be athreat. So | went instead to fetch my savant.

There are people who claim to remember the details of their past lives: who they were, what they did,
where they lived, and who they loved and hated. Perhapstheir clamsare true, but | had no such specific
memories. The best evidence of my past was aknack for ancient languages. Therewerenine | could
gpesk and understand in full, and severa morein pieces. All of them had cometo me easlly thefirst time
| heard them spoken, so | can only think they were languages | had used in other lives. | was sure many
others il lay undiscovered in my mind, and | hoped to find one that night.

| retrieved my savant from its post at the door. Then | turned to the bogy, and in our own language |
asked her, “Can you understand any of the words we say?’

She fixed me with her iridescent eyes, answering in astrange, harsh tongue. | didn’t recognize any of her
words, and neither did my savant. So | switched to another language, and repeated my question, and
when that didn’t work | switched to another. That was the charm. The bogy drew back in startled
surprise. Then she spoke: not in the language | had just used, but in one somewhat smilar.

It was asif achannd had comeinto focus. Her words suddenly made sense within my mind. She had
asked:" Do you know this one?’

| did. It was an archaic language, one | had learned from my savant, so old that its origin had been
forgotten even in thetime of that ancient sage.*Yes” | said.“I know thistongue.”

The bogy drew herself up. Though she was scarcely four feet tal, she somehow contrived to look down
on mewith ahaughty gaze.“ It isadave slanguage.”

| turned a puzzled frown on my savant. “What isthisword?’
Inits cultured voice the savant explained the meaning of “dave.”
Liam’sexpresson becamegrim. “Trandate for me,” he said.

| nodded at my savant to convey the order. Then | turned back to the bogy, and speaking her “dave
language’ in atone that was none-too-friendly, | said,”Y ou are from atime very long ago. Much has
changed in theworld.”

She paid no attention to my words. Instead she listened as my savant whispered itstrandationto Liam. |
had no doubt she understood the implication, for she turned to Liam with acrafty smileY our dave has
been plotting against you.” With anod of her head sheindicated me, while the savant dutifully provided
Liam with atrandation.” She has been in contact with another dave. Punish her now, and perhaps she can



be made to serve properly. If you do not take astrong hand, you will surely haveto kill her intheend.”

| knew at once that she was referring to my conversation with Y aphet, and | felt asurge of guilt for it was
truethat | hadn’t mentioned it to Liam.

He glared at the bogy. Hisface had taken on adark, rosy flush. His hands were clenched in tight fistsand
| couldn’t tell if he was about to erupt infury or in laughter.

“| wastakingto Yaphet,” | said quickly, feding an irrationa need to make this confesson. “Whileyou
were adeep.”

His gaze shifted to me. “Were you?’ Hisvoice sounded strained. A smileflitted around his mouth, then
disappeared. “Best you behave, Jubilee. Y our daddy might not likeit if | had to do you harm.” He
winked & me. Then he turned to the bogy and spoketo it, while my savant trandated hiswordsinto the
“dave stongue.” “Y ou came hereto tell me something, didn’t you, little one?’

“Y our words are not polluted by thisdave sdidect.”
Quickly | asked,"How would you say that in your own tongue?’

| didn’t expect the bogy to respond. She obvioudy thought me beneath her notice, so | was surprised
when she spoke her language again, though she addressed her wordsto Liam, not to me. | repeated her
strange words, speaking them softly to myself and immediately | felt aresonance deep in my mind. Liam
watched me expectantly. “1 think | haveitin memory,” | told him, “but | need more words.”

Liam got them for me. He questioned the bogy, commanding her to respond first in the dave slanguage,
and then to repest the same thing in the master’ s diadect, and to my surprise she obeyed, though when |
remarked on this, Liam only shrugged. “Cdling bogiesisatdent of mine. Thisisthefifth onel’ ve seen.”

“Y ou never mentioned it before.”

“It'snot atdent | would have chosen. They’ re mostly wicked things, Ieft behind to guard a place or
perform atask too distasteful for true players.”

That was certainly true of this one. We learned she was a persona based on the ancient queen of thiscity,
though | think she was only ashdlow reflection of that evil, without much wisdom or cunning. Despite
what | had told her, she believed that only afew days had passed since the silver had drifted over her
city. She thought she knew Liam as one of her warlords. Thisangered him. None of us can be held
responsible for our past lives, but it’s never pleasant to think of the evil we might have done. Shetold us
that the aristocracy of this city had been supplemented with children who fell within acertain genetic
range. They were taken from their dave mothers and made into warriors. Liam was of this class.

But what did it mean that | was quickly learning to speak the language of such a people?

The bogy bdieved it was Fiaccomo himsdf who had brought the sllver into this city.

All that last week before the Slver came there had been public executions of hisfollowers. On the fina
evening, as the executions progressed, areport arrived from ascout in the hills north of the city.
Faccomo had been seen. Warriors were sent after him in flying machines—

(Flying machines! | could hardly contain my surprise. Flying machineswere like tinder madeto ignitea
dlver sorm. Any mechanica devicerising into the atmosphere could not go long without attracting an



outburst of Slver, evenin the bright light of noon. But the bogy spoke of flying machines asif they were
common devices, and safe.)

Thewarriors searched until full dark, when al communication with them abruptly falled. Minutes later the
slver was sighted, flowing out of the northern hills and down onto the plain. The queen’ sanger
reverberated in the bogy’ sfierce voice It was Fiaccomo who stirred up this legendary weapon against
us, dredging it up fromthe dead past. We had no defense. Those who mattered escaped in flying
machines, but the daves—Fiaccomo’ s own people—they al succumbed. | heard them screaming in the
Streets below and then asilence.

“But it was not over. Trespassers had gotten into the tower. They crept up the airs, to this very room,
but their insolence did not save them. The silver rose, flooding my windows, floor by floor, until it rolled
into this chamber. How they screamed! And well deserved it was, for trespassing in my private rooms.

“Thefog lingered for an hour or so past dawn. No one remained when it findly went away. That was
nine days ago. Fiaccomo thought he could destroy us with this ancient curse, but now you have come
back. Have you found Fiaccomo? Isit time for our counterattack?’

Liam’sface was more grim than | had ever seen it. “ There will be no counterattack, little one. Not ever.
Thiscity isdead and you are a powerless ghost, and | hope you vanish into the silver again, and for all
time. Now begone.”

Her face contorted in fury at his words, but somehow she could not disobey him. She sscumbled
Sdeways, toward the centrd wall, thrusting ahand out to keep from faling. “Y ou will hang too,” she
growled. “Traitor.”

“Go!” Liam shouted. “Vanish!”

And she did. Her substance flowed back into the wall until not even ashadow of her remained...except
the shadow she had left on our minds. | could hear her voice speaking in its master’ s tongue the death
sentences of hundreds and it made me dizzy. My head buzzed and | sat down before | could fall.

“Jubileg, areyou dl right?’

Next thing | knew Liam was crouched beside me with hisarm around my shoulders. My skin felt clammy
and | didn’t know how to answer. “Isit dawn?’ | whispered.

“It'sclose enough.”
“Then let'sgo home.”

We packed our things as quickly aswe could and we left that city when the sun’slight wasonly a
glimmer inthe eed.

Chapter
5

“Wake up, Y aphet. Y aphet?’

| could see him adegp on his bed beneath the dim glow of ahanging lamp, its globe worked in tiles of
colored glassto make flowers purple and ydlow in color. The variegated light fell over him, illuminating
the high points of hisface, accenting the shadows. Sleep gives to some people alook of peace so



profound it isamaost inhuman. Y aphet had that look. In the shadows he seemed more amemory of an
idealized past than ayoung man of thisworld.

1] Ymm.”

A week had passed since my adventurein the city and in that time | had been ableto talk to Y aphet only
twice. The market connection to Vesarevi was intermittent and rationed, and tonight the channelswere
especidly bad. My father had caled that morning to say he wasleaving Xahiclan at last. He wasto have
cdled again from Temple Nathé where he would stay the night, but an antenna must have gone down
along the highway because we' d had no word from him. So it was awonder I’ d reached Y aphet at all.

“Y aphet!”

He sat up abruptly, the peace on his face replaced by fear as he stared wide-eyed at the door of his
room.

“Y gphet, it' sme. Jubilee”

He turned to the sound of my voice. His gaze found the mimic screen of his savant, and as he focused on
me, the tension went out of him. “ Jubilee. | was dreaming. What timeisit?’

“Late. It'spast midnight here.”
“Areyou outsde?’

| nodded. I’d cometo Sit on the lettered-stone wall that surrounds Temple Huacho. Silver filled al the
vaesthat night, making idands of each hill. The gleaming surface of that nocturnd sealay ahundred feet
below me, disturbed by currents and restless waves that moved in no concerted direction, but it wasn't
risng. | breathed itsfresh, invigorating scent (like newly madeair, | thought). Itscoal, clear light lit the
night, spilling over the wall to touch the shapes of the treesin the orchard. Through their whispering
leaves| could just seethe pink glow of alantern in the temple courtyard. Moki had come out with me.
He lay now with hischinin my lap, bresthing softly in adreamless deep. Overhead, the Bow of Heaven
arched in faint luminescence acrossthe gars.

Y gphet glanced again a his bedroom door. Then he spokein alow voice. “1 wish | were with you.
Now.”

“Don’'t come,” | warned him. “Not yet.” | wasfrightened at how quickly hisfedings were changing. He'd
been wary at our first meeting, but he' d been hungry at our second. After that there had been arow with
his father, and by the anxious way he watched his door | guessed there had been another, but | didn’t
ask.

“Don’'t you want to be with me, Jubilee?’

Intruth, | wasn’t sure. | liked Y aphet. | liked talking to him, and | would stay up hours for the chance of
afew minutes of conversation. He was a puzzle to me, afascination: How could it be that of dl the
playersin the world, he was for me? Why should it be s0? | wanted to understand this strange rule
amost as much as| wanted to understand the Silver.

But | also knew that if Y gphet left Vesarevi he would be taking away from methe years| had planned to
spend wayfaring. | would be forced to wait for him at Temple Huacho and that | did not want to do.

So | mumbled some reassuring sentiment—*We' |l be together in time”—and went on to another subject.
Y gphet had many interests, and it wasn't hard yet to turn hismind onto other tracks.



| told him about the archaeol ogist from Halibury who had gone out to the ruined city. “1 saw the report in
the market—he came too late. There had been silver floods since | was there and they’ d eaten away at
the buildings. The base of the tower and the execution tree in the square were so badly eroded they’d
toppled.”

| had seen pictures. The tower resembled alog drizzled with sugar frogting while the execution tree had
become along, thin, branching mound of no discernible purpose. | remembered my first impression of the
city, the ephemera fed of the pristine white buildings, and how | had wondered if they were made of sdt.
Now they were melting like sat structures lapped by arising tide. It was strange—even disturbing—to
think that Liam and | might have been the only playersto see the city intact. Even my mother had never
heard of aruin so large, brought forth by the silver and consumed again with such speed. Everyone
agreed we were lucky to have seeniit, but | wondered...wasit luck? The silver was said to act sometimes
asif with apurpose: the dreaming goddess, waking briefly to accomplish some small task intheworld. |
was young enough to wonder if the goddess had somehow guided our visit to those ancient ruins.

“Y ou were lucky it was quiet the night you werethere,” Y aphet said.
| shrugged. “It' saquiet region. There are only three or four floods ayear.”
“It sounds like there were that many just in thislast week.”

Was hecriticizing me?1 didn't like theidea. “ So Iwaslucky. I'm alucky player. It' swhat everyone
says”

He didn’'t seem to notice my change of tone. “I wonder if there’ s something in the ruinsthat drawsthe
Slver?

“That bogy,” | suggested, only hdf facetioudy. “Faccomo’ s ghost probably wantsit lost again.”

That drew afaint smile, but already our timewas up. “Be safe,” he whispered. He raised hishand asif to
touch me, and thelink closed.

| lingered awhile on the wall, wondering a myself. Why didn’t | fee more grateful for my luck? Tofind a
lover like Y aphet so easly, and so soon—it was unheard of . But my gratitude was mixed with
resentment, and | began to worry that my ambivalence would extract someterrible price of its own.

| wasimmersed in these gloomy thoughts when Moki came suddenly awake. He raised his chin from my
lap, hisjacka ears pricked forward and alow growl in histhroat. | turned to follow the direction of his
gaze and was Sartled to see adark figure walking up the switchback road from the vale. It was aman,
but | knew at aglanceit wasn't Liam. The walk was wrong, the span of the shoulders, the manner of
dress. Thiswas astranger.

But that was't possible.

Thedlver lay only afew dozen feet behind him. All night it had encircled the hill. There was nowherethis
man could have come from, unless he had been hiding in the brambles since nightfall.

Moki stood, growling again, louder and more menacing than before. | laid ahand on hisback and felt his
red fur standing tiff. “Quiet,” | whispered. “Let'sseewho heis”

| watched the stranger come up the path. The color of his skin was|ost againgt the glow of thefog, but |
could see he was aman of medium build, near my own height. He was dressed strangely, in wide,
starched pants and along tunic with starched deeves. At first | thought he was wearing an odd hat, but as
he drew nearer | saw it was hishair, long and thick and folded on itsalf in deek black waves, pinned in



place by silver clips.

| was sure he glimpsed me as he rounded the switchback but he did not call out agreeting. Neither did I.
Little Moki gave up on his defense. He dunk behind me and lay down, his chin pressed against the
lettered stone of the wall. The night was quiet, so that | could hear the stranger’ sfootsteps as he
advanced up the road.

He bypassed the gate and walked across the grass until he drew even with me. Then, standing below the
wall, helooked up.

The slver was behind him and | could not make out hisfeaturesin any detail, but | thought his skin was
pae. Certainly his eyeswere dark, and his clothing too. Tiny silver sparkles danced about hiseyesand in
the dark spaces between hisfingers. Horror touched me, for they were exactly like the slver sparkles
that had hovered around Jolly in the seconds before he was taken. For awild moment | wondered if this
could be Jolly, grown into aman, for there was something hauntingly familiar about this stranger, asif |
had known him before, in some other time, or some other life.

But hewasnot Jolly.
My heart beat faster, remembering afear my mind had long forgotten. | Started to rise.

He spoke then, in my own language, though it was not his native tongue. Hisvoice was low, crisp, his
words adigtorted echo of my own thoughts: “1 have come for your brother, Jolly. Command him to
comeforth now.”

| froze, half crouched upon thewall, the fine hairs of my neck standing on end just asMoki’s
had.Jolly...?1 could not think who this man might be, to ask after my brother. | could not think how to
answer. Moki gtirred, and | picked him up, cradling him close to my chest. “He' sgone.” It wasall |
could find to say.

“Lately gone?’ the stranger inquired. Though he spoke softly, there was menace in hisvoice and the
motes that danced about his hands grew brighter, so that a sillver ssorm seemed ready to ignite around
him...but surely that was impossible? If the motes were true silver, he should have aready been
consumed.

Perhapsit was the hour, or the dreadful sense of familiarity he stirred in me, but | felt the world shift, a
crack in the boundaries of the possible opening the way for forbidden thingsto dip into theworld. “Do |

speak to abogy?’ | whispered. “Or aghost?’

Histeeth flashed white as he grinned. “Not abogy,” he said, stepping closer to thewall. “But aghogt al
right, dressed in flesh. Now tdll me, girl, whereis Jolly? Why does he hide from me? He should know
that | am hisfather now.”

| roseto my feet, Moki clutched in one arm, and my savant in the other. | didn’t know who this stranger
was or how he had cometo Temple Huacho, but | did not like histone or hismanner. | didn’t like his
cruel, taunting questions. And most of dl, | didn’t like the strange, hot fear brewing in my chest. “Y our
mannersare very poor,” | said, in the best imitation of my mother | could muster. “But if you would
know, Jolly isn't here.”

“Not here?’ He cocked his head to one Side, so that some trace of reflected light illuminated hisface. |
could just make out histhin, dark brows and his graceful cheeks above a goatee of black beard, though
there was no mustache. Perhaps the truth of what | said showed on my face for he turned half away,
looking dejected. “So heislost again.”



He made asif to leave by the same road he had come despite the sea of silver that filled al the vale.
“Wait!” | stepped dong thewall to follow after him. “Who are you? Why have you come asking after my
brother?’

Helooked back over his shoulder, hisface once again amask of darkness. “Will you comefind out?” He
held his hand out to me.

Some traitorous part of me was tempted. “ Come where?’

He nodded downdope. | followed his gaze, to see the silver washing up the path where he had walked
only aminute before, moving toward him in aswift tide. Moki whined and wriggled in my ams so that |
had to stoop to put him down. He jumped off the wall and disappeared toward the temple. “Y ou must
comeingde” | said. “Quickly. Comein through the gate before the silver reachesit.”

“It'stoo late, | think.” Heraised hisarm to the silver, and the shimmering motes that danced about his
hand brightened again. Then the silver rushed to him. Never had | seen it move so quickly. It flowed like
water released from a dam, sweeping across the grass to wash past his calves, his hips, risng up around
himin agreat halo of gleaming light that revedled hiscold smile, but only for amoment. The silver rushed
over hisbody, sheathing him in asecond skin just asit had doneto Jolly long ago, but hewas il dive
under that terrible armor, because his shapereached for me, and | thought | heard hisvoice, speakingin a
lower octave than before, so low it was bardly audible. It was asif theworld itself were spesking,Come
find out.

“\ljula”

It was my mother, shouting from the temple. The sound of her voice broke whatever trance had held me
onthewal. Theslver wasonly afew feet away and rising fast. | stumbled back, forgetting for amoment
where | stood sothat | haf fel, haf jumped off the wal. It was six feet down on the uphill Sdeand | hit
hard. Pain lanced my ankle. I hissed and glanced over my shoulder to see silver pouring over the wall
where | had just been, and flowing unimpeded through the open gate.

“Run!” my mother screamed. “Hurry! Hurry!”

She was racing down the hill to meet me. | could not bear that. | could not bear to think of her being
taken by theslver. So | broke for the temple, ignoring the pain in my ankle and running hard. She met me
and we ran together for the courtyard, illuminated by crossing lines of paper lanterns. Liam wasthereand
he swung the gate shut as we entered. It closed with asigh and aclick, making a perfect sedl.

In the courtyard the air was sweet with the scent of the guardian kobol ds that were spawned each day in
our well, living out their single night of existencein the ground or in thetemplewalls. Their vapor
protected us. It had amechanism about it that would not let the silver pass. | breathed it in gratefully, my
heart beating hard.

But my mother wasfurious. “What were you doing out there? Did you fal adeep on thewal? Didn’t you
seethedlver rising? Jubilee, you could be dead.”

“But therewas—" | stopped astears started in her eyes.Tears? But there was nothing to cry over. | was
safeinddethetemple.

Then Liam touched my arm. “We have had news of your father.” He said it in avoice hardly morethan a
whisper. “He was taken by the slver this evening, outside Temple Nathé on the highway from Xahiclan.”

“No.”I shook my head. | would not believe it, but my mother nodded and the tears spilled from her eyes



s0 | knew it must betrue. She held me, and we cried together, until Liam finally made usgo insde.

| sat up with my mother al that night. She was a silhouette beside her bedroom window, listening to the
glassy tinkle of the fountain in the courtyard. | sat in the rocking chair. The runners whispered againg the
floor as| rocked myself in adow, even rhythm. “I nursed you in that chair,” she said, without turning her
head.

“Y ou nursed each one of us.”

Starlight glimmered in her eyes. | caught the soft exhdation of her sigh. “Lie down on the bed, Jubilee.
Try todeep.”

| lay down, but deep did not come. My mind would not rest. The same questions kept returning to me,
over and over again: How had my father come to be on the road at dusk? Who was the stranger beyond
the wal? Why had he given himsdlf to the silver on the same night my father was taken? And why had he
asked about my brother asif he were dill dive?

Jolly should know that | am hisfather now.
It was't possible to survive the slver. Wasit?
Wasthe legend of Fiaccomo real?

By dawn al these mysteries had become onein my mind. Somehow the stranger had caused my father’s
death. | was sure of it. And maybe he had caused Jolly’ stoo, and perhaps...it wasn't over yet? Should |
tell my mother what | had seen?

Or what | thought | had seen. When | tried to put it into wordsit sounded absurd. My mother would
certainly say I d been adeep on thewadll, that I’ d been dreaming, but it had been no dream.

Redl then. It had been redl and redlity leaves tracks—but where to look for them? Where else but in the
experience of others? | would vist the market, and inquire.

With this resolution made, | sat up. My mother turned from her post in the window. Behind her the sky
wasjust beginning to lighten.” Jubilee,” she whispered, fear carried in ahigh overnote.

| went to her, and | took her hands. “Mama?’
“ Jubilee, don't—"

Don't go.l knew that was what she wanted to say. Don’t go wayfaring. Stay home. Stay away from the
dlver. Be safe.Don't make me it thisvigil for you. But shedid not say it. She kissed my forehead and
told meinstead, “Wake your brothers and sisters. All but the baby. Send them to me.”

| nodded. My mother waswise.
Chapter
6

| had no timeto visit the market that day, or the next, caught up in the preparations for my father's
memoria ceremony. But on the third day, when al the notices had gone out and the food had been



ordered, | found mysdf with afree hour in the early afternoon. My mother was napping with the baby
and dl the other children were quigt, so | took my savant and afolding chair and went out to the orchard
with Moki, finding a shady sitein ahollow between three trees.

| sat down with the savant in my lap and thought for amoment about strategy. Whet if Y aphet wasin the
market? His profile was linked to mine, but | didn’t want him to know | was about. | didn’t want anyone
to know. So | stripped all identifiers from my market presence—name, face, notifiers, history. | reduced
myself to ablank face within aportrait frame, and then | linked.

| went firgt to the library and, using a synthesized voice, asked my question of the resident savant: “Has
anyone ever survived theslver?’

An oval portrait in the corner of the screen showed me what this savant had looked like when her
personawas copied: adark and wrinkled old woman with wide, bright eyes and white hair, but it was
only adtill portrait, bordered in black for she had died centuries ago. The intelligence | spoke to was not
her. It was only amechanic that mimicked her thought patterns.

The savant answered mein alow voice, each syllable carefully controlled. “ There are severa million
references associated with your question. The most promising are on-screen now. They refer toa
character named Fiaccomo. Fiaccomo iswidely regarded as alegend in most markets, but thereis
evidence to suggest ahistorical bass—"

“Stop,” | said, scrolling quickly through the list of references. L et’ stry thisagain. Has anyone besides
Faccomo survived the silver? Limit referencesto. . .the past seven years.” Theyears sSnce Jolly was
taken.

“This search yields only afew works of children’ sfantasy from Ano. Do you wish to see?”
“No.”

| closed the link and thought some more. Perhaps the library wasn't the right place to look. The library
was asanctuary of reiableinformation, but | was chasing ghogts. | shivered, remembering my exchange
with the stranger:

Do | spesk to aghost?
A ghogt dl right, dressed in flesh. Now tell me, girl, whereis Jolly?

| looked about me, at the insects drifting golden above the grass and the patterns of the leaves overhead
againgt bright sunshine and none of it seemed redl. Not nearly so real asmy memories.

| entered the market again, but | did not go to the library thistime. | put my face back on (though not my
name) and wandered through the truckers' clubsinstead. That market linked three distant enclavesinto
the couplet of Halibury and Xahiclan. The players who walked in those streets or lingered in the clubs
might in red life be asfar avay as Ano, or as close asatruck on the highway north of Temple Huacho,
but they came together here, to share news and to gossip. If someone among them had seen astranger
haunting the silver | had no doubt it would be discussed here, and that the rumor of it could be uncovered
with only afew questions.

But thetime of day was againgt me. It was dtill early in the afternoon, and most drivers were on the road.
| looked into severd clubs, only to find them empty, or nearly so.

| have known many truckers, and they range from intellectua's engaged with every aspect of theworld to
automatons whose only interests are chemica euphoriaand machine sex. | soon discovered that in the



daytime the second variety isfar more common in the clubs. In haf an hour | did not find asingle player |
dared approach.

And ill I continued from one club to the next, my progress tracked by position sensors that brought the
deepy buildingsto lifewith lightsand video as | passed. One display in particular caught my eye. It
framed adoorway, and the sights exhibited there were so bizarre my brain took many secondsjust to
puzzle out the parts.

Someone came up behind me as| hesitated in front of that club, though | was not aware of her until she
spoke. “Ah, now, Jubilee Huacho, isn't it? | rememberyou . But aren’t you alittle young for what goes
oninthere? Hmm. Y ou should let me show you a happier place.”

| jumped at the first mention of my name and turned, but without earphonesit was hard to tell the
direction of sound within the market. | toggled my viewpoint to the left, but the only players| saw there
were wel |l down the street. So | continued to rotate my viewpoint. I'd gone dmost full circlewhen |
findly discovered adiminutive old woman, hardly taler than my chest and scrawny, though whet little
muscle she carried looked tough and well used to hard work. She wore the bright canvas colors that
many truckersfavor, and though the wrinkles around her eyes and her cloud-white hair testified to an age
well over ahundred, her back was straight and her eyeswere bright.

Unlike me, shewore aprofile, and it gave her name: Lita. | did not recognizeit. Nor was her face familiar
to me, and yet somehow she knew me, or at least she knew my name. Judging by the span of her grin,
Litawasfinding my confuson most anusing. “Now, Jubilee” she scolded, “what would your mother say
if sheknew you werevisting aplacelikethis?’

Certainly my mother would have found more words than | possessed at that moment.Lita. Who was
Lita? | was desperately trying to dredge up some remembrance of her. She must have stopped a Temple
Huacho sometime over the years, but | could not recal her. The names and faces of the truckers who

had visited us were blurred in my memory and | could not say if | had ever seen her before.

She cocked her head and gave me acoy smile. “Y ou don’t remember me?’
It was the worst mannersto admit it, but | had not the wit to hide behind apolitelie. “No. I'm sorry.”

My apology was waved away. “No offense taken! Y ou were achild when | saw you last. No higher than
this” She held her hand at the level of her rib cage. But then her face grew stern. Y ou’ re growing up too
fadt, | think, if you re aready coming herefor entertainment.”

My cheeks warmed. “Oh, but I'm not—"

Litacut me off with another wave of her hand. “No explanation isowed! But if you' re going to play here,
you should know better than to go in without aname. It impliesthings. Things you don’'t mean, or 0|
would guess by the warmth of that blush on your cheeks.”

“But | wasn't—"

“It' sdl right,” shesaid with alaugh. “We redl curious. But if you want some diverson I’ll show you a
better place—quieter—wherethered playerslogin.” She ushered me up the street with gestures and
nods that were dmost physical, chattering as we progressed. “ So how isyour mother? Tolawas always
such a determined woman. Has she kept Kedato in line?’

| could not help mysdlf. A little pained noise escaped me and | stopped—so abruptly that Lita s avatar
brushed mine and disappeared for amoment, before jerking back into existence a step ahead of me. She



turned about immediately, her gaze full of concern.
“I've said something wrong?’
My voice was not steady. “My father...he wastaken by the silver.”

“Oh, no.” Her face seemed to shrink then, becoming something small and wrinkled asif her age had
stepped forward to claim her.“Too soon,” she whispered. Then louder, “When?’

“Ah”—I did not want to answer—"afew days past.”

And what was | doing about on this street at such atime? | could see her wondering, and | felt the flush
of my cheeks degpen. | was very young still, and | could not bear the thought that she would draw the
wrong conclusion. “I’m not herefor the clubs. It' s not that. | came because. .. because something strange
happened and...there was nothing in the library, and I—" Her disapproving eyes did not makeit easy to
find the proper words so finally | just blurted what | had cometo ask: “Isthere any talk of aman who
can survive the silver? Not Fiaccomo, but one that is alive today?’

The transformation was stunning. Lita s eyes grew wide. She took a step back, glancing behind and to
both sides before she spoke in avoice that had gone low and hoarse. “Y ou came here to askthat
question?’

| nodded.
“And have you?’ she whispered. “Have you asked it of anyone ese?’
“No,” | confessed. “ There was no one who seemed. ..savory.”

That girred atiny smile, but fear huddled behind it and she continued to speak so that no passerby might
overhear. “In that case we cannot altogether despise thefilthy habits of this street. They’ ve kept you from
an attention you would not want. But, Jubilee, you are ayoung girl from agood family. What would
move you to ask athing like that?’

“I did not know it was a scandaous thing,” | whispered. Then | thrust my doubt aside. “1 have seen him.”

All expression vanished from her face, and for several seconds she did not speak. Then she shook her
head. “It'slucky | saw you here. Y ou're lucky. The goddess must have her eye onyou.” She sighed. “I
don’t know much about him. The less known, the hedlthier for me, that’show | seeit. There are some
who don't react kindly to talk of him. They want him to be their secret, and it sonly lately I’ ve heard of
himmysdf.”

“Heard what? Of who?”’

She glanced around again. “Not here.” With asweep of her hand she gestured me up the street. Wefdl
into step, resuming our journey toward the unnamed destination where she had decided to deliver me. As
we advanced, she searched the street, her gaze darting to take in the face of every player who cameinto
sight. She spoke under her breath. “I’ve set it up. She's agreed to see you. That's good. Shewon't often
talk, but you can trust her. I’ ve known her along time. What she said of the war in Phau....it made my
hair stand on end. But the silver isrising, and she said we may soon grow used to such news—"

“What'sPhau?’ | asked. “Isit an enclave?’

“Hush! Don’t say it soloud.” Now Lita spoke even more softly, so that | had to cock my head closeto
hear. “What happened in Phau was no accident. It was not bad luck. Hecalled the silver. It swhat she



sad, and | believe her. Thetruthisin her eyes. They look like yours do now, bright and fragilewith a
vision they were never meant to see. Come. Comein here.”

She turned abruptly onto atiny sde street. Placing her hand againgt awall of mortared basdlt, shemade a
door appear where none had been before. When she pushed the latch, the door swung open onto a
dimly lit room. “Enter quickly.”

| hesitated. Was this some bizarre game? Or might Lita be the very enemy she warned me againgt?|
glanced back the way we had come—perhapsto seeif an accomplice wasfollowing, | don’t know. My
attention was caught by an open-air restaurant just across the street. Several players were seated at the
scattered tables, talking, eating, engaging in their own business—except for one. He watched us. His
gaze met mine: asmalish, sioop-shouldered man without hair on his shiny scalp. He gave me a cool
amile

“Damn it,” Litawhigpered when she saw where | looked. “Whenwill | learn to mind my own business?’
Then shehustled meindde.

| found mysdlf in adignified club room projected in textures of dark wood, with candles burning on the
tables and ad ow-moving fan turning overhead. When the door closed Litaand | were the only
occupants, but another player joined us, appearing suddenly in one of the chairs surrounding a central
table.

“Heresheis” Litasaid, and | could not tell if she meant me, or the woman who sat regarding mewith a
gaze that took my measure. How had Lita described her eyes? Bright, and fragile. | knew at oncethis
was the player she had spoken of.

Shewas asmall woman, and lean, very like Litain her build, but much younger than the aged trucker.
Stll, I could seelines of gray in the black hair she wore in aneat bun at her neck. Shewasdressedina
worn gray-green shirt and gray trousers. Black, fingerless gloves protected her hands. Her eyeswere
narrowed asif she squinted againgt sunlight, and there was dust on her face,

Litadid not introduce us.

“Please 9t down,” the woman said in arich, cultured voice that contrasted with her vagabond
appearance. Sheindicated a second seet at her table.

| glanced at Litafor reassurance, only to discover her avatar had disappeared. | thought about leaving
too. All that held mein that room was amarket link—and my curiogity. The player watched me, waiting
patiently as| decided what | would do.

Finaly | pulled out achair. | had come here for areason, after dl. | made my avatar Sit. “I want to know
if thereisaman who can survivethe silver.”

“| wastold you saw such aman.”
“I don’'t know what | saw.”

She nodded. “There is sometimes a gap between what our sensestell us, and what we are willing to
accept. Will you tell mewhat you think you saw?’

“Have you seen him too?’
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“Andif | gpesk, you'll tell mein turn what you know?’
“I'll tell you what | fed issafefor you to know.”

| thought this over. The offer did not seem fair. Still, there was something in this player’ s steady gaze that
made me want to trust her. So in hating words | described the stranger and hisimpossible appearance
on the road beyond the temple wall, when theland all around had been drowned in silver. “1 saw him
gesture at the sllver and it came hurrying to him. Hedid not try to run. He stood there, and it swallowed
him.”

“Y ou did not see him come out of the silver?’
“No. | didn’'t see him after that. But his manner was not the manner of aman who goesto hisdeath.”

She asked me some questions about the stranger’ s appearance, and his clothing. | answered as| could,
but | said nothing about my conversation with him. | could not spesk of that. | would not take the chance.

“When did this happen?

“Threenightsago.”

Shelooked startled at this news. “ The same night your father was taken?’

“Litatold you that? Did shetdl you my nametoo?’

The player nodded.

“It wasthe samenight,” | admitted. “But my father was on the road. He was not at home.”

“I’'mtruly sorry for your loss. | can't tell you if it was coincidence or not, but | can say that you have seen
Kaphiri himsdf, and that you are lucky to bedive.”

That was not what | wanted to hear. “People are dwaystelling mel’m lucky, but my father isdead. If
that’ sluck, it'satreacherouskind and I’'m sorry | haveit.”

She nodded. “It’ strue that luck is not ways good. Sometimes, it only softensan evil result.”

My gazefdll, for | felt ashamed. Ashurt and angry as| was, | knew others had seen far worse, and faced
it. Soinacontritevoice | asked, “This...Kaphiri? Will you tell me about him?What ishe? Why do you
know of him?’

“What ishe? That' sthe key question, and | have no answer for that. But what he does—I’ ve seenit. So
have you. He commands the slver. Have you heard of Phau?’

“Only now, when Litamentioned that name.”

“Phau was an enclave, an old one, far to the east in the digtrict of Lish, closeto the Reflection Mountains.
Somefifty-five years ago acessant cult formed in the digtrict. They had the luck to found anew temple,
very closeto Phau. You' ve heard of cessant cults?’

“Yes.” Cessants are those who have given up the search for amate. | guessed that this player was herself
acessant. They have no children, so they turn their mindsto other things: art, science, business, history.
Life. But some are hitter, and of these, afew form cultsthat are dedicated to celibacy and it is said they



will lureyoung playersinto their ranks, persuading them to give up the search for alover even beforeit’'s

begun.

“Thefamilies of Phau were naturaly concerned,” the player continued. “ They got up a posse to confront
this cult and they tore down the new temple and poured acid in the temple well. The cultists spoke the
name of their absent leader, Kaphiri, and they promised he would bring revenge.

“They did not lie. That very night he came. He appeared in the lower streets of Phau and aflood of silver
rolled in behind him, consuming the outlying neighborhoods. More floods arrived on the next night, and
the next, until the fourth night came. All the people who had not been taken and who had not yet run
away were huddled within the sanctuary of the temples. They should have been safe there, but when
dawn came and the night’ s flood receded, only one temple remained in awasteland of barren soil. Phau
wasgone.”

For amoment | was not in that club. | was on thewall again, with the stranger looking up a me, hisface
gtill lost in shadow. What could such acresture do to us at Temple Huacho? What had he already done?

“Isit realy the same man?’ | whispered. “Can it be, after so many years?’

“Heis very old—very much older than he seems—and clever. He haslearned to use the kobolds to
extend hislife far beyond any naturd limit. Heis certainly the oldest player divein the world today.”

“Y ou know this?’

She nodded. “His history can be traced back amost four hundred years. Thereisno doubt it isthe same
man, in the same life. Since Phau he has been seen many times—and far more often, thislast half yesar.
But hisinterest lieswith the cessant cults. | can’'t guesswhy he came to Temple Huacho.”

| nodded, more frightened now than | had been on that night. “I haveto go.”

The player’ s eyeswere grave as she regarded me. “Perhapsit’ sbest. But if you want to find me again,
come back to thisroom.” She tapped the table. “L eave amessage here. My nameis Udondi Hald.”

| started to close thelink.. . but there was one more question | had to ask. “This Kaphiri...does he ever
have another with him? A young man who can survive the Slver too?’

Udondi Hala saw through me then. She knew I"d told her only part of my story. Though her expresson
did not change, | felt suddenly cold before her gaze. “ That isa strange question.” She glanced a my
scarred hand, which in life was poised to tap the link off. Then she met my gaze once again. “ Thisistruth,
Jubilee Huacho. Kaphiri makes many promises, but I’ ve never heard of anyone following him out of
desth.”

| nodded, my thank you barely escaping my dry throat.
Then| closed thelink.

When | looked again at the orchard the sunshine seemed to me only afleeting promise. Injust afew
hours dusk would come, thetime of silver. And then Kaphiri might return too.

Chapter
7

In the daysthat followed | lived in astate of nervousterror, jJumping at any odd noisein the night, or the



sweep of an unexpected shadow. | didn’t talk to Y aphet, though my mother must have notified hisfamily
because he sent me aformd letter of condolence.

We waited seven days to hold the memoria ceremony, as custom advises for those taken by the silver.
Thisisto dlow timefor friendsto gather from neighboring enclaves. But travel is dangerous as my
father’ sfate showed, and | did not expect many guests—revealing how little | knew of Kedato Panandi.

My father had traveled often and made many friends. In the end, forty-two players risked the journey to
Temple Huacho, many from far away Xahiclan, and if they hadn’t thought to bring gifts of food and drink
and their own bedding we would have been hard-pressed to provide for them al. Among them were
merchants and truckers and hoteliers and librarians and even the matchmaker from Halibury who had
changed his opinion of my father over the past nineteen years.

The night before the service | went with my mother to the well room. She wore her green evening gown,
and | wore anew dress of dark blue, for thiswas aformal occasion.

Stored in tiny, airtight drawers dong the walls were the dormant kobolds she' d collected since the
founding of Temple Huacho. Most of the little mechanics had been gathered from the mouth of our well,
but many had been received from other temples, and some very rare specimens had been traded from
hand to hand, traveling to usin dow steps from far around the ring of the world.

Our well produced koboldsin four different series: one of metallo-lithophores that specialized in mining;
another of metallo-lithophores dedicated to building many rare objects of meta and glass; athird, unique
seriesthat produced the organic stones from which our orchard had been grown; and of course the series
that encompassed the temple guardians, which were found in every well. For everything e sewe had to
trade.

My mother gpproached the wide cabinet that housed the temple series. She knelt beside it, examining the
drawers before choosing one at knee height. It rolled out to itsfull length of two feet. Insde were many
smdll, transparent boxes. She selected one from the back, closed the drawer, then carried the box to her
workbench.

The box was acomplicated device used to store dormant kobolds. It was divided into two horizontal
sections with atrapdoor between them. In the upper chamber were six kobolds. They looked very much
like the guardian koboldsthat lived within the walls and grounds of the temple, exuding their swest,
protective scent whenever the sllver drew near. Like the guardians, these had membranes resembling
petas on their backs, so that each looked like ablossom, but not asmple blossom like acherry. Their
petaswere thicker and more numerous and they overlapped one another like the petals of arose, hiding
the degenerate legs beneath them. But where the temple guardians were white, these koboldswere a
dusky red touched with tones of purple. A warning color.

My mother manipulated a bar built within the box, using it to push one of the kobolds onto the trapdoor.
Then she pressed alever, and the kobold was sucked into the lower level with apop of pressurized air.
After that she opened the bottom of the box and the kobold spilled onto the workbench, its usaless legs
aready twitching asthe touch of oxygen brought it out of hibernation.

“WEe |l need two,” my mother said as she handed me the box. “But it’sbest to do one at atime. So
return thisto the drawer for now, and be sureyou closeit tightly.”

| did as| wastold. When | returned to the bench my mother had turned the kobold onto its back. Itslegs
waved in the air as she bent over it, sudying its configuration code with her magnifying goggles. Then,
using atiny pick, she pressed at its belly, manipulating the digits. Sometimes configuration codes are
fixed, but most kobolds have arange of functionsthat can be saected by adjusting the readout on their



bdlies

“Have you memorized the setting?”’ | asked.
“It' sdigplayed on the screen of my goggles.”
“How can you keep your hand so steady?’

Her lipstwitched in afaint amile, though she did not look away from her work. “It'smy talent.
Steadiness.”

Her tears were long gone, her mood calm as she used the pick to tick off changesin the code.
“You did thisfor Jolly too, didn’'t you?’ | asked.

The thought came out of nowhere, taking me by surprise. | had blurted it out without thinking and
immediately | was sorry. She didn’t need to be reminded of that other grief now—but | should have
known my mother better. “How much do you remember of Jolly?” she asked without pausing in her
work.

| remembered every detall of hislast night. “I haven't forgotten anything.”

She nodded her gpproval. “Y ou must remember your father too. If we embrace the memory of those we
love, they’ll continueinsde us.”

| nodded, though | didn’t spesk right away. Steadiness was notmy talent.

Philosopherstdl usto take comfort in the thought that those who are gone are born again into new lives
but thiswas no comfort to me, for the memories we are made of are not reborn, and though my father
might have dready found new lifein the womb of awoman somewhere in the world he would never be
my father again.

But asthey had for aweek now, my thoughts did from the fate of my father to the problem of the
granger beyond the wall. Neither my mother nor Liam had seen Kaphiri that night (if indeed it was him),
for he had been standing beneath the wall, out of view of the temple—and | had said nothing.

| didn’t know what to say. | would go over it in my mind—Mama, | saw amagic man beyond the wall
that night. He came out of the Silver looking for your dead son.

Shedready had grief enough.

But I could not stop thinking about Kaphiri, and the way he had asked after Jolly asif Jolly were till
diveHe should know that | am his father now.

These words, they haunted me. The possibilitiesthey implied...it was dmost more than | could bear.

So | watched my mother as she ticked off each of the hundreds of digitsin the kobold’ s code, and when
| was sure my voice would be steady | asked, “Mama? Have you ever heard of aplayer called Kaphiri?’

Shedid not hesitatein her work. “No. | don’t know that name.”
“It' ssaid he can survivethe slver.”

A amiletouched her lips. “Hasthat rumor started again?’



| shrugged, though shewasn't looking a me.

“No one can survive thedlver, Jubilee. Don't wish for it. You'll only hurt yoursdf wishing for things that
will never be”

“It'ssaid Fiaccomo could pass through the slver.”

“It'ssaid hedied in the silver and only the specia favor of the goddess restored him. But that’ sjust a
gory.”

“I’m not so sure.”

My mother ticked off several more digits on the kobold before she answered. “ All right. | thought
Faccomo was amyth, but what you found in the ruined city suggeststhereredly was a player by that
name. That doesn’t mean he had supernatural powers. That city fell because the silver behaved then asiit
does now.”

| didn’'t seeit that way. “ But why did the Silver comein such agreat flood on that one night, when no one
inthat city had even seen slver before?’

“Jubilee, | just don’'t know.”

“I think | do.” | heditated. I d never told my mother this before: “ That night Jolly wastaken...hetold me
he' d called the silver, and it' s said Fiaccomo could do the same.”

“Jubileel” Thistime she did stop her work. She laid down the pick and took off her goggles and looked
a mesotha | immediatdy regretted saying anything.” Jubilee.”

“I’'msorry,” | whispered. “1t' swhat he said, but he didn’t meanto do it.”
“Hedidn’t doit. Stories are not the same aslife. No one can cal the silver.”
But Kaphiri could. I’ d seen that with my own eyes.

My gaze shifted to the kobold on the table. “ This kobold you' re preparing, it'll call the silver tomorrow.
If it can—"

“No.” She shook her head. “That’ s not athing any player can do. Jubilee, have you believed dl these
yearsthat Jolly brought on hisown death...?’

| shrugged again. | didn’'t know what | believed.
“Y ou should have told me.”

There was alot more | should havetold her, but | didn’'t. My mother was very wise, and | was afraid she
would find away to explain everything that puzzled me—aclever and logica explanation that might have
nothing to do with the truth.

She put her goggles back on and retrieved her pick, but when she returned to her task her hands were
not as steady as before.

The procession sat out the next morning on foot. It was aglorious morning, with the sun bright and warm
and only afew fluffy clouds. A hawk floated high in the air, while songbirds hid in the brush and trees so



that it seemed asif thewoodland itself was singing.

Wefollowed a path Liam had cleared in the grass, around to the back of the hill, and from there agame
trail led down to aquiet stream where I’ d spent many pleasant hours swvimming. Liam led the way. |
followed behind him, carrying my youngest brother, Zeyen, who was only two. We were a subdued
party aswe picked our way aong the stream for nearly amile, but it was pleasant to walk under the
shade of the trees, and to witness my brother’ s delight with everything he saw.

The look of apuppy can be accurately predicted by looking at its parents, but it’ s different with players.
Wedon't resemble our parentsat al, for our parents change from onelife to the next, while we remain
the same person, only grown alittle in experience. That isthe usud rule, but Zeyen was the exception.
Whether it was chance or the whimsy of the goddess| cannot say, but he looked very much like my
father, and for that | kissed him often.

At last we reached our degtination: agrotto where silver lingered even in the daytime. Here the Stream
had cut a shallow cave into the high, rocky bank on the farside. The cave was bordered in fernsand
broad-lesfed shrubs that bore small white flowers, and itsfloor was of coarse sand. At itsmouth Liam
and | had built alow platform of river rock to serve asashrine. If there had been abody, it would have
been laid there, but today we would leave only offerings.

The shrine was reached by asmple footbridge, made by my father when Jolly was taken. Y esterday
Liam and | had repaired and repainted the bridge. | approached the site hesitantly, half expecting to see
Kaphiri in the shadows, but of course he was't there.

| took up apost at the near end of the bridge, while our guests gathered. My little brother had beenin
fine spiritsal morning, so it surprised meto see hismood dim. He grew subdued, and turned his head
from the grotto, resting it on my shoulder while holding himsdlf perfectly ill, just asafrightened fawn will
huddle unmoving in the grass. My nearest Sster, Emia, saw thisand came running. “ Give Zeyen to me,
Jubilee. Y ou shouldn't bring him so close”

“He'sdl right,” | indsted.

But of course her worried face and her words convinced him there was something to fear. He started
kicking and wriggling, reaching for her and crying so | had no choice but to hand him over. Babiesare
likethat, but | felt sung—though it was awell-deserved rejection. Emiahad spent far more time caring
for the younger children than | had, especidly since Liam came.

| watched her carry Zeyen away from the bridge and up the hill to where our guests were gathering.
Herds of smal deer commonly browsein Kavasphir and on this side of the stream their feeding had
opened up the woodland, so that grass grew between the trees. My mother directed her gueststo seat
themsalves here on mats and low folding chairs that had been brought for this purpose. | stayed at my
post, making sure no children went across the bridge or into the water, though at thistime of day there
was reglly no danger—not until the kobolds were released.

When dl was settled my mother spoke to her guests of my father’ slife, and then Liam spoke, and then
one by one many there came forward to tell what they had known of Kedato and why they had loved
him. And as| stood at the foot of the bridge my father had built, | learned many things about him | had
never heard before and felt a sharp pang of regret that | had not known him better.

Two of my brothers and my nearest sister also spoke, but words were beyond me. | listened to the soft
voice of the stream and waited for the pain in my throat to subside.

When the speaking was over | crossed the bridge. | had carried agold cloth with me, and | laid that now



on therock platform. My nearest brother, Rizal, came next and lit incense that filled the air with the sweet
scent of citrus flowers. Then one by one my siblings crossed the bridge and | eft offerings on the shrine,
giftsthey had made for my father, or things that had belonged to him. Jacio brought his favorite bow.
Emiabrought a shirt he liked to wear that she had embroidered with flowers. Tezoé left her favorite kite.

Beside the other gifts| laid aspray of cherriesfrom the orchard, and afigurine of ahawk that had
belonged to Jolly. It'ssaid that in other times and places the youngest child was|eft on the shrine or if
there were no children then the distraught lover might offer hersdlf instead.

Thankfully, welived in akinder age.

My mother was last. She laid a handwritten letter on the shrine, and astrand of hair from each of us,
made into abraid. Then shelooked at me with dry eyes and nodded. | sent my siblings back acrossthe
bridge to join our guests on the hill. Everyone stood. Some of those who were older and dower, or who
had smal children with them, began to migrate toward the hilltop.

| stepped within the shadow of the cave, my mother beside me. The dazzle of sunlight had prevented us
from seeing ingde the cave before, but now we could ook to the back wall where tufts of silver gleamed
in narrow crevices running in rough angles from floor to calling.

“Thedlver won't last long in the sunlight,” my mother said inalow voice. “But it will rise quickly. Don't
stumble as you cross the bridge.”

“I won't.”

Then we bowed our heads to the silver and spoke together the ancient words credited to Fiaccomo:
“Withinthe dlver dl begins

Blood of theworld

Breeth of theworld

Dream of the world and death
Beginning agan.”

| could hear Zeyen crying far away across the stream. My mother listened amoment. Then shetook two
tiny, trangparent boxes from the pocket of her gown: the boxes that contained the kobolds she had
prepared last night. In their airtight chambers they had gone dormant again but that would not last long.
She gave oneto me, saying, “Now we will ask the goddessto visit us”

We returned together to the sunlight, placing the boxes on either sde of the shrine. | waited for my
mother’ s signal. She nodded, and together we pressed the spring latches and our boxes fell open.
Oxygen brushed the kobolds' thick petals. | glanced back into the cave, thinking | had seen a shadow
move within the shadows, but the sun was too bright and | could see nothing.

“Come,” my mother said, holding her hand out to me. “We |l walk together. Quickly. But walk. And
don’t look back until we' vejoined the others.”

| took her hand and we crossed the bridge together and climbed the hill. | did not look back, though |
wanted to. | imagined Kaphiri emerging from the cave. | imagined hisdark eyes, and his disquieting
questionsWhereis Jolly? Why does he hide from me?His presencefilled my mind, so that when a
murmur arose from our guests | knew Kaphiri was the cause. He had been seen. | started to turn, but my



mother gripped my hand moretightly. “Wait,” she whispered. “ Don’t turn back until we reach thetop.”
| nodded. Thisday | was determined to obey her, no matter what.

Our guests had retreated ahead of usto the hilltop. Asthey looked past us| could see excitement in the
faces of the children, but in their mothers eyes| saw anxiety. | could hardly bear not knowing. | hurried
thelast few steps. Then | let go of my mother’ s hand and turned back.

The trees were widely spaced so it was easy to see down the grassy dope and across the stream to the
cave, but | saw no sign of Kaphiri there. Our guests were mesmerized instead by the gppearance of silver

in daylight.

The kobolds had wakened the dormant silver. It billowed out of the grotto’s dark mouth, looking thin
and amogt white in the sunlight, floating higher than slver should, asif it had becomelight asacloud. It
drifted over the shrine, hiding our offerings. It rolled to the water where some of it was caught by the
current and carried downstream in steaming clouds, but the main bank of silver crossed the water, filling
thelittle vde and climbing the dope of the hill. An anxious, excited murmur ran through our gathering as
the silver drew nearer. | could smell itsfresh and lively scent. My heart beat faster. Ingtinct warned meto
run away, to flee over the hill, and I knew everyone around me felt the same. But we Stayed, andina
moment the sunlight did itswork. The slver broke up into iridescent tendrils that rose like steam among
the branches of the trees, vanishing utterly asthey passed above the canopy.

Inafew minutesit was all over. The silver was gone, and the streambed was as it had been except the
gifts on the shrine and the cloth | had | eft there were gone. Taken by the goddessin her dream? It swhat
my mother would say.

The bare river rock glistened now with flecks of gold. More flecks decorated the bridge, but that was all.
The slver had not lasted long enough to bring about any real change.

Chapter
8

Kaphiri seemed to forget us. For twenty days there was no sign of him, though | remained vigilant,
spending many nights on the wall. No one questioned me. They knew | had alover, and it was only
natural | would want to be aone with him; when the market link was down, it was just as natura for me
to chooseto bedonein my grief. | was of the age of restlessness and meancholia, and my behavior was
essly explained.

That waswhy | was on the wall one dreary evening, when clouds lay low and heavy over the land. Night
wasfdling early. The vale had become awide gray shadow and the horizon had taken on the color of old
stedl, when the headlight of abike appeared in the distance, racing through the dusk for the shelter of
Temple Huacho.

Therewas no sign of slver that night; no hint that this rider might be a servant of Kaphiri, but I’d been on
edge solong | started to my feet, expecting theworst. | wished furioudy that | had my hunting riflein
hand, but it was locked up safein my room. (My mother was accepting of my seclusion, but she would
have wanted an explanation for ariflelaid acrossmy lap.)

Then from acrossthevae | heard ahigh-pitched cry,“ Jubilee!” and | wasglad | didn’t have awespon.

“Auntie Som!” | shouted in return. | whooped and waved, and she waved back at me, the headlight on
her bike bright asagar in the gloom.” Auntie Som!” We hadn’t expected her until tomorrow afternoon.



Auntie Som was my mother’ s older sster. She was a cessant who' d made alife for hersdlf teaching
school in the Ano marketplace. She' d visited us before, first when my brother Jacio was born, and three
times since, as each new baby came. Thistime she had cometo stay.

| leaped off the wall and ran to open the gate, while my brothers and sisters bubbled out of the temple,
racing one another down through the orchard while Moki dashed, barking, about their feet. My mother
followed, carrying Zeyen. She met her sster at the gate and hugged her; and while there were tearsin her
eyes, therewas aso asmile on her face.

| closed the gate, then turned to watch them al asthey waked back up the hill. Liam had stayed behind
too, though | wasn't aware of him in the degp shadows until he spoke. “I think it’ [l rain tonight.”

| jumped, but then | forced mysdlf to laugh at my own edginess.
Liamwas't fooled. “ Jubilee, are you planning to run away?’
“No!”

The dusk had passed into full night and | could barely see him, though | could fed him thinking, thinking.
At last he spoke, hisvoice hardly more than awhisper, “ Anyway, you're free to go, now that you know
your mother won't be done.”

| didn’t want anyone up the hill to overhear, so | whispered too. “Do you want to go? Are you ready?”’
“None of us ever knows how much timewe Il have.”

| nodded, though | don’t think he could see me in the dark. “I’ ve been worried. ..about Mama.”

“You can day here,” hesaid quickly. “Y ou don’t have to go with me.”

“It' snot that.”

He hestated. “ Saying good-bye isthe hardest.”

“Liam, will you wait afew more days. Please? Until Auntie Somis settled.” Until | could convince mysdlf
Kaphiri would not come again. Why should he come? Jolly was long gone, and there was nothing else
here he could want.

Liam sighed. “Y ou’ ve been spending so much time out here, | thought you were on the edge of leaving.”
“I wouldn’t run away.”

“All right. 'm sorry.”

“You'll wait then?’

“A few days. Not longer.”

A drop of rain struck my cheek, and then another.

“Comeon,” Liam said. “Thisisnot anight to stay out and wait for ghogts.”

Isthat what I’ d been doing?

| retrieved my savant from the wall, while the rain became asteady drizzle. Moki dashed after usaswe
jogged through the orchard, toward the friendly glow of the lanterns that hung in the courtyard.



It wasthelast night | would spend at home.

| fell adeep ligening to the rain and heard it again when | awoke in the morning. A glance out my window
showed gray veils drifting over the hills but the clouds that trailed them had grown thin. | guessed there
would be abundant sun before the morning was far gone. So | dressed in shorts, afield shirt, and
ankle-high shoes. I’ d decided to search the hills around Temple Huacho; see what turned up. If | found
no sign of spies or wanderers, maybeit would be easier to believe Kaphiri had forgotten us, that he'd
sent none of hisfollowersto interferein our lives, and that my father’ s degth that night had been aterrible
coincidence and nothing more.

| grabbed ajacket and made my way to the kitchen. My mother was there, helping Zeyen and
four-year-old Aria with their breakfast, while she chatted with Auntie Som and Emia. Liam was
breskfagting at the far corner of the table. He saw mefirst. “ Are you going out?’

The othersturned, and suddenly | felt guilty for wanting to spend the day away from them. | gave alittle
ghrug. “1 wasthinking about it.”

“Eat breakfast first,” my mother said. “ And take Liam with you. He' s about to go crazy trapped insde
thesewdls.”

| had just sat down when Jacio came burgting in, with Moki prancing at his heds. “ Jubileg! Jubilee!
Theré samachinein theforest.”

| was onmy feet in an ingtant. “What kind of machine? Where?’
At the same time my mother demanded to know, “ Jacio, what were you doing past thewal 7’

Jacio wisdly choseto answer me. “It' sasavant,” he panted, hisdark hair touded and his pae cheeks
flushed red. “ But the shape’ s different. It'snot one of ours.”

Jacio wasten, the same age |” d been when Jolly was taken. I d enlisted him to look for “ strange
things’—it was the kind of imaginative game he enjoyed, though I’ d never expected him to bethefirgt to
find asgn of Kaphiri.

| shrugged into my jacket and ran after him out the door, while Liam abandoned his breakfast to follow.

Rain fdl in asoft mist aswe galloped down through the orchard, al the way to the closed gate. My
eight-year-old sister Tezoé had climbed to the top, where she balanced on elbows and belly, her sodden
hair lying againgt her back, glistening with rain. Jacio boosted himsdlf up beside her and | climbed up on
her other side. “It’ sthere,” Tezoé said softly, pointing down at the forest that covered the western side of
thehill.

“l don't seeit.”

“It sonmimic,” Jacio explained. “Here. I'll show you.” He siwung over the gate and dropped to the other
side. | jumped after him, rainwater splashing up around my feet. Behind me | heard Liam warning Tezoé
to stay insdethewall, and then aheavy thump as he dropped to the ground.

Jacio had found a path through the brambles. He ran silently, haf bent over asif he were staking bush
deer. | raced to catch up with him, but Moki was faster. He must have taken hisfavorite path over the
wall, along the branch of alarge lycheetree that lay atop the stone. He darted past me, hisjackal shapea
blur of red as he chased Jacio.



| ran hard in pursuit. Therain pelted my eyes and raspberry thornsraked at my legs, but Jacio il
reached the woods ahead of me. He knelt to scoop up a handful of leaves and rain-soaked humus and
then, before | could cry out, heflung it into a cluster of low branches.

The dirt wrapped around aquadrangle of redlity, a separate world of sharp edges hanging seven feet
above the ground. | stared at it, breathing hard, trying to make sense of this vision; and then the shape
dipped asthe weight of the soil unbalanced it, and suddenly | could seeit for what it was: the ddtawing
of acamouflaged savant. “ Do you seeit?’ Jacio shouted.

“ YS”

It was only afew feet away. One jump and | could have grabbed it, but that’ s not what | wanted—and in
that moment of hegitation it dipped away. | sprang after it, and Moki followed. “Go back!” | shouted
over my shoulder a Jacio. “Tdl Liam to bring the bikes!”

Jaciodidn’t listen. | could hear him afew paces behind me, running hard, and Liam behind him, shouting,
“Jubileg! What' sgoing on?’

| had no time to answer.
Liam didn’t know about Kaphiri. He could not guess what was at stake.

Moki kept pace with me, but after afew minutes Jacio fell behind. | think hewaylaid Liam and finaly
delivered my message because after that there was only silence behind me,

| ran on, ducking beneath branches and weaving between trees, with Moki sometimes ahead of me,
sometimes behind. | was determined to keep the savant in sight. | had no doubt of its purpose: it was
here to spy on my family. And | knew aswell who had sent it.

| plunged across a deer-chewed lawn while the savant retreated, its deltawing flickering in shades of
dappled green asit glided benegth the branches. The rain was dready yielding to bright sunshine, and in
that unforgiving light the savant’s mimic skin could not change fast enough to hideit. | trailed it through a
stand of bracken, then across atiny stream and up the farther dope. The ground began to steam around
me, and | shed my jacket, tying it around my wai<.

How far wondered. How far to the master of this machine?

| wanted to find him. Now. Thisvery morning. Early on aday that promised abundant sun. On such a
day it would not matter if he summoned the silver. The sun would burn it awvay beforeit could harm me;
but there would be time for my anger.

| rounded the Sde of the hill, clambering over aspine of glittering white crystasthat thrust out of the
ground like the bones of a glass beast. On the other Sde therelay aswale, filled with the feathery gray
foliage of wormwood. The savant became agray shadow asit glided above the shrubs.

Savants are not known for their speed. Still, they can glide asfast as| can run, so | was surprised to find
thisone dtill in sight. Maybe Jacio had damaged it when he' d hit it with the dirt. As| watched, it dipped
again under the shelter of trees.

Moki had figured out that | followed the savant. He plunged into the wormwood, but | went around.

My world grew smal and tightly focused. | strove to keep the savant in Sght, at the same time gauging
the ground ahead and dodging the branches that tried to dap me. I'd hunted deer on foot since | was
twelve and | was a strong runner, but deer grow tired, while machines do not. Threetimes| lost my



quarry asthe savant floated over short cliffswhere | could not easily follow. Twice | found away down
the rock face, though | had to make a pack out of my jacket to carry Moki. Thethird timewe blazed a
path severa hundred feet to the west. Moki scrambled ahead, pursuing the savant on his own, but it took
me fifteen minutesjust to clear the ravine. When | findly climbed out on the other side my legswere
shaking and my lungswere onfire, and | despaired of finding the savant again.

Still, I knew it had been heading generally north, so | kept on that way, and after afew minutes| heard
Moki barking in the distance. | hurried on, and half an hour later | broke out into agrassy vale, and there
it was. atiny chip of green, flitting out of Sight asit passed over asaddleinto the next vale. | could hear
Moki’sbark, but | couldn’t see him in the shoulder-high grass.

Again| ran, usng my amsto thrust thetall saksaside, but | had little energy left, and my pace soon
dowed. All around me steam rose wherever the sun touched, filling the air with such a density of moisture
| could hardly breathe.

That’swhen Liam found me. He came over ahilltop to the east, riding his bike fast between the trees.
Riza followed, and Jacio came behind him. They intercepted me before | reached the end of thevae. |
waved Liam on after the savant, relieved to see that he had brought hisrifle, tucked in its sheath. “ Go!
Kespitinsght.”

“Y ou want to tell mewhy we re chasing thisthing?’
“Later. Just catch up with it. Watch where it goes.”

Rizal stopped beside me. Hewasriding my bike, and he' d remembered to bring my rifle dong too. “ Get
on,” hesad.

“No. You get off. Take Jacio home.”
“No way! Wewant to—"
“Riza! Thisisnot agame. Take Jacio home. | don't want him hurt.”

My words frightened him. His freckles stood out against the sudden pallor of hisskin. “It' sjust asavant,”
hesad.

My hands were bleeding from the brambles. They were an ugly sight as| grasped the handlebar. “ Get
off,” | repeated.

Thistime, hedid. Jacio came up then. | seized the handlebar of hisbike too, so he couldn’t takeit into his
head to set off after Liam. | glared at Riza until he nodded. He told Jacio, “ Slide back. We re going
home.”

Jacio fussed of course, but Rizal wasfour years older, and outweighed him by fifty pounds. Therewasn't
much he could do. “I'll explain later,” | shouted as| took off after Liam. “Just go home!”

| stopped on therise, long enough to make sure they were heading in the right direction. Then | pushed
the bike ashard as | dared dl the way acrossthe next vale.

Liam waswaiting for me at the top of the next rise. He spun his bike out, blocking my way, forcing meto
stop. Behind his sunglasses, his face was hard. “Why are we out here?’

| could seethe savant, still haf amile ahead, gliding away across nodding plumes of grass. Moki sat
nearby, histongue lolling happily, looking at usasif he couldn’t understand why we didn’t push on. “To



find the owner of that machine!” | shouted, trying to force away around Liam.
He moved hisbiketo block me again. “Tel mewhy we care.”

“Because | met someone on the night Kedato died, and he scared me.”

“ Someone threatened you?’

“You could say that.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?’

| shrugged. “I need to know who ownsthat savant, Liam.” It had caught abreeze. | could seeit scudding
through the valey, hastening north.

“Youdon't think it' sjust alost savant?’
“A logt savant wouldn't use its mimic function to hide from us. It wouldn’t run away.”

He drew adeep breath. “All right then.” Herolled his bike back out of my way. | called Moki, and put
him in the empty saddle box between my knees. Then | took off.

It was noon before | began to worry. When I’ d set out in the morning, I’ d expected to find the savant’s
owner close by. Now | wondered: how far away might Kaphiri be? The day was getting on. | wasn't
afraid to confront him under the sun, but | didn’t want to find him at twilight.

At last | pulled up on abroad ridge, amost the last outpost of the Kavasphir Hills. Liam stopped beside
me. Together we watched the savant retreat across the brush like a dow-soaring owl, its color shifting to
match the changing vegetation. Liam asked, “Have we gone far enough?’

“Doyou havefidd glasses?”

He reached into his saddle box and pulled out a pair. Then he searched the land ahead of us. Findly he
shook hishead. “ There' s nothing out there. It' s probably just arunaway after al.”

I’ d been so focused on following the savant thet I’ d alowed mysdlf to think of little el se, but now anew
thought intruded. Was it possible the savant was deliberately luring us, drawing us out from the shelter of
Temple Huacho?“ Can you gill seeit?’ | asked. “Hasit dowed down?’

Liam looked, but he did not answer right away. His head turned in adow arc as he searched the land. A
minute passed. Then another, and with it went my new theory, for if the savant was alure, surely it would
have dowed down, or shown itsdf? Giving us some motivation to go on...

“There!” Liam said. “ Straight ahead. At least amile”

| squinted, trying to make it out. “Has it reached the highway?’

“Not yet. But there’ s no one out there. No sign of atruck or abike.”

“Okay. I'mtired of chasing it anyway. Let’schangetactics. Let’ stry to catchit thistime.”

He continued to watch the savant through hisfield glasses. “If you want. But if we go any farther, we
won't be able to get back to Temple Huacho before dark.”



| thought about it. “We could camp. There should be gear in the saddle boxes.” It was our habit to keep
the bikes readly.

“Or we could push on to Temple Nathé. Once we re on the highway, it’ll be easier to reach than
Huacho.”

Temple Nathé. Where my father had died. | felt suddenly frightened, but at the sametime | wanted to see
it. “All right.” | patted Moki’ s head. He was till Stting contentedly in his saddle box, awaiting our
decison. “Let’sgo then, before welose our quarry.”

The savant changed direction when it reached the highway, turning northeast to follow the line of the
road. But even with a strong breeze behind it, it couldn’t stay ahead of us once we were on the
pavement. We pushed our bikesto seventy, and within afew minutes we caught up with it: atriangular
pane of bluein the air overhead.

Then suddenly, the savant ceased to flee. We brought our bikesto a stop beneath it. It floated, twenty
feet overhead. | glared at it, willing it to move on, to show us on to Kaphiri.

“Jubiles, it sgoing higher.”
| pulled my rifle. “Don’'t losesight of it.” | would bring it down, before | would let it get away.

The savant wasthirty feet overhead. Thenfifty. A tiny blue chip, barely discernible. “Liam, it can’'t survive
up there.”

“I think that’ sthe point.”

Silver sparks began to boil around the savant’ striangular wing, and then the sparks bubbled into a
glinting cloud that completely enveloped its shape, atiny, glittering Slver sorm that lasted only seconds
before it burned away in the afternoon’ s brilliant light, but that was long enough. The savant was gone.

Such wasthe fate of flying machines. Scholars say there is some dormant form of slver floating as
particles high in the amosphere that will cling like Satic eectricity to thewings of any flying machine.
When their density risesto sometrip point, these particleswill boil into true silver, even in defiance of
sunlight. If the flying machineis not destroyed immediately in flight, it could il igniteasiver sorm onthe
ground, which iswhy no enclave will dlow its citizens to even experiment with flying machines.

| sighed and sat down on the side of the road. Moki came to me, nuzzling into my lap. | felt likeafool for
running so far after amachine that was (it ssemed quite obvious now) lost and crazy. Liam sat down
beside me, passing awater cell into my hands. “1t shouldn’t take more than two hoursto reach Temple
Nathé,” he said. “ So we ve got time. Why don’t you tell me why we re here?’

| nodded. Certainly, | owed him that.
Chapter
9

Dread had tirred in me when Liam first mentioned the name of Temple Nathé. The feding did not leave
me all that afternoon, and till | was taken by surprise when the highway crested aridge and suddenly we
were looking down on awide vdley filled with golden knee-high grasses. There beside the highway were



the grim remains of my father’ struck.

Neither of us spoke as we approached the hulk. It was an eerie testament. The wheelsand
undercarriage, and the lower third of the truck’ s body, were gone, dissolved by the fickle touch of slver.
The remaining shell was engraved in alanguage long dead in thisworld, though it was one | knew. |
walked around the ruin, reading as | went: community news from some forgotten era—astorm, a
marriage, anew temple site, aslver flood. Each word afaint echo of liveslost to the past and now my
father had joined them.

Morning glories were aready sending their vines over the hood of the truck and in through the windows.
| checked the back. If there had been any cargo it was gone now—though whether it was taken by the
slver or by some trucker who had passed through since theflood, | could not say.

Thetruck lay in alow swae, twelve feet from the raised roadbed. Silver had transformed the highway
surface, reworking it into afolly of glasstilesthat had since been crushed by passing trucks.

Thirty milesback Liam and | had overtaken an army of road-building kobolds—black, thumb-sized
machines patiently transforming stone and soil to rebuild the ruined highway. In another day or two (if the
slver did not come again) the kobold army would reach thisvaley and recycle the shattered glass,
blending it into anew road of more practica materid. Asthey passed, they would likely cannibdize the
remains of my father’ struck, so | was grateful we had arrived ahead of them.

Liam sat on the high shoulder of the road, gazing past the truck, toward the flowing whitewalls of Temple
Nathé less than two-tenths of amile away. Set on the valley’ stawny dope, the temple gleamed in the
mellow rays of late afternoon. “Look &t it,” Liam said in disgust. “How could he have been so close, and
not medeit?’

| shook my head. Some part of me was afraid to learn the answer.

Liam had not said much since my confession. | wasn't sure how much he believed, but hisface was grim
behind his dark sunglasses. He stood up, his shoes crunching on bits of colored glass. “It’ stime we found

So | caled to Moki, who was bounding about in the grass, tirring up moths. Then we mounted our
bikes, to ride thelast few hundred yardsto the temple gate.

Temple Nathé produced few kobolds, but it was famous for its hedling baths. Elek Madhu was the
temple keeper, presiding over a staff of adozen cessants. She had kept Temple Nathé for nearly a
hundred years, and had established two more small templesin the surrounding hills—thefirst step toward
creating an enclave—but she till came forward to welcome each one of her guests.

The great doors of the temple gate stood open in the security of the afternoon. Elek waited for usthere,
dressed in agown as white as Nathé swalls. Age had softened her flesh and brought afullnessto her
curves, but she was abeauty ill, endowed with afeminine grace that has dways euded me. | had met
her once before, thetime I’ d gone with my father to Xahiclan, and | remembered her as akindly and
courteous woman. But that had been three years before and though she looked much the same, | had
changed consderably. She didn’t recognize me until | offered my name, and then her eyes grew wide and
alittle fearful. She couldn’t help aquick glance at the ruined truck, sitting in front of her sanctuary likean
accusation. “Comeingde,” she said softly. 1 think we' Il find much to say.”

We walked our bikes up the driveway, to the templ€' s expansive courtyard. Two trucks were aready



parked there, and a battered bike, dusty from the road. “Y ou have guests?’ Liam asked.

Elek smiled, though | sensed it was only the role-playing of a practiced hostess. “Nine now, with the two
of you. It'sarare night when we re without guests, but | can offer you a private bath...” Shelooked
anxioudy from meto Liam. “ And then perhaps, we can talk?’

| nodded. “Y ou do know how it happened? How he was caught so close to sanctuary?”

Her hands clenched in aknot againgt her belly. “1 will tell you what | saw. Perhapsyou can tell me what
happened. But not here—" She glanced toward aflight of white stairsrising to a columned veranda.
Then, in asoft undertone, “ Some of my guests are strangersto me.”

She gave us no chanceto reply to this, for in the next bresth she was speaking again in anormal voice:
“I'll go now to prepare your bath. Please come up when you' ve gathered your things.”

My things? As Elek mounted the steps | redlized | had nothing. When I’ d raced out of Temple Huacho
that morning, | hadn’t exactly prepared for an overnight expedition. Liam offered agrudging smile.
“There might be aclean shirt in the saddle boxes,” he offered. “Oh, and | brought your savant.”

| turned to open the saddle boxes, but as| did | heard Elek’ s voice from the top of the airs, sounding
querulous and mistrustful: “No, they don’'t want to talk, I'm sure.Please . | thought you had come to stay
the night and rest?”’

| looked up, to find her on the veranda, speaking to someoneinsdewho | could not see, though there
was something familiar about the voice that answered: “I’ ve come for many reasons, Elek, but rest islow
onthat lig.”

“Not for them. They'retired. They’ ve requested a private bath. Perhaps tomorrow—"
“Has something happened to frighten you?’

Silence followed this question....though | felt more sure than ever that | knew thisvoice. But from where?
The memory would not come.

| glanced & Liam, to find him listening too. | had told him &l about Kaphiri, and the cessantswho
followed him. “ Should we go?’ he asked when he noticed my look. We could never get home before
dark, but we had camped before, on hilltopsin Kavasphir.

Elek answered her unseen guest before | could decide. “ The truth, stranger, is thatyou frighten me.”
“Ah. A flaw in my nature, | suspect.”

At that, my memory finally gave up its obstinate game.“Udondi Hald,” | whispered. The cessant who had
told me Kaphiri’sname.

She gppeared on the veranda, asmall, lean woman dressed in weathered clothing, with fingerless black
gloves on her hands, and dark hair pulled in aloose knot behind her neck. She smiled when she saw me,
“Jubilee Huacho,” she said as aflustered Elek hovered at her elbow. “Soitisyou.”

| did not respond in kind. | was wary as she descended the steps. She saw this, and stopped, saying,
“It'snot me you need to fear.”

| wanted to believe that. “Why are you here?’

“To seeyou of course, though | hadn’t expected the pleasure until tomorrow. | was on my way to



Temple Huacho.”

“Hehasn't comeagain.”

“Y ou shouldn’t spesk of that here.”

“| don't think hewill come.”

“I hopethat’sso.” She stepped forward, tentatively extending her black-gloved hand. “Well met?’

| hesitated. Should | trust her just because she had told me Kaphiri’ s name? She held her hand out till,
though she was disgppointed, | think, a my doubt. Under her breath she said, “Know thisat least: | am
not hisfriend.”

That | could bdlieve. So | clasped her hand, and after that | introduced her to Liam, and then |
reintroduced her to the perplexed Elek who, | discovered, knew her under adifferent name and perhaps
adifferent purpose.

Liam and | returned then to our bikes and gathered our things, but within afew minutes we were stripped
and immersed in one of the fine healing baths of Temple Nathé. At my invitation Udondi Hala shared our
round pool, while the temple keeper sat beside us, hunched on astool, her white dressheld carefully
above the damp floor.

Sunset light poured into our private room through a ceiling of polished glassand for atime no one
seemed willing to spesk. | sank into the hot water, letting it rise to my chin, and | watched Udondi past
wisps of steam asthe light faded and her face sank into shadow. | felt calm for the first time since that
terrible night. Patient. It wasthe way | felt when | waited for the words of a new language to boil up to
the surface of my mind.

In that prolonged silence | dmost forgot about Elek. As darkness crept into the room the temple keeper
became a shape without features, afrozen phantasm of the slver perched on her little stoal. | was startled
when shefindly spoke doud: “1t was at just thistime that | saw the headlights of your father’ struck.”

All the tension that had leeched out of mein the nurturing water returned now. | Strained to see Elek
through the gathering darkness, and | listened.

“I" d been expecting Kedato that afternoon, and when he didn’t arrive by sunset | grew concerned. | had
no other gueststhat night, so | went to stand on the temple wal where | could watch for hislights.

“Therewas no sign of silver. There had been none for many daysand | told mysdlf that even if there had
been a problem with the truck, he would likely be safe camped along the road.

“Then | saw hisheadlights at the valey’ s northern end and my worriesleft me. The evening was o
beautiful. Bats were hunting, their dark shapesflitting through the dusk, and | stayed on thewall to watch
them.”

She bowed her head. “The world can change so quickly. Kedato was only ahaf mile out when the valey
floor blushed silver. Never have | seen anything likeit. Therewas gill apdelightinthe sky, soat first |
thought the sheen was just some strange reflection, but it was silver, seeping up from the ground, seeping
up everywhere a once. Kedato drove faster, but it was no use. Histiresfailed in seconds and the truck
skidded off theroad, diding into the low ground where it lies now.

“He climbed out of the window and stood on the roof, looking toward me. By then the silver had filled
thevaley floor. It lay al around him, many inches deep. He caled out to me—you see, the truck’ s phone



had aready faled—he asked meto cal hislover, but the slver wasrising fast. | feared that if | went up
to the temple, he would be gone when | returned.

“So we spoke. He talked about you, Jubilee, and your brothers and sisters, and histravelsin the world.
Thedlver lit thenight and | could see him clearly. | could see everything. | have not imagined what | am
about to tell you.

“I have said that K edato stood upon the roof of the truck. The silver had risen to within afew inches of
his feet when the wizard appeared. | don’t know where he came from. He was justthere , walking
through the slver, following the path of the highway, which isbuilt higher than the vdley floor. Theslver
lapped at hiswast.

“Kedato had been calm until then, but now he trembled. He called out to the wizard, but received no
answer. Only when the wizard stood beside the truck did he speak. Or seem to speak. | couldn’t hear
him, but | heard Kedato clearly. He said, ‘Heisdead.” Then he asked the wizard how it was he could
survivethedlver, but again, if therewas an answer, | didn't hear it. They spoke for afew minutesand |
think Kedato asked him for help, but his voice had grown soft, and | could no longer make out his
words.

“All thistimethe glver continued to rise. Kedato must have known he had only seconds left. He knelt on
the truck’ sroof, and reached a hand to the wizard. The wizard met it with his own hand, and the silver
rushed up, rolling over both of them and they were gone.”

She sat with bowed head and hunched shoulders, asilhouette of despair in the near dark. “I have never
before seen anyone taken by silver, and | hope never to seeit again.”

Stars had emerged in the deep blue vault beyond the glass ceiling. The Bow of Heaven lay acrossthem.
It wasfaint that night, a bridge of gossamer that could be seen only from the corner of the eye.

| climbed out of the hot bath and sought atowd . Footlights winked on, and water splashed as Liam and
Udondi emerged behind me. | patted mysdlf dry, half suspecting | was caught ingde adream spun from
weeks of worry.

Liam wasfirst to break the silence. “ Thisisthe second strange story I’ ve heard today,” he said ashe
toweed himsdif. “Jubilee, isthis‘wizard” Kaphiri too?’

| shrugged. “Udondi will know.”
“Itwashim,” shesad firmly.

“But how isthat possible?” Liam asked. “How could this ghost be a Temple Nathé and then Temple
Huacho on the same slver-shrouded night?’

“That ishislatest art,” Udondi said as she dressed in ablack sweater and black pants. “For the last half
year he has been sighted all over thisturn of the world, vanishing at one Site only to regppear moments
later a another, thousands of miles away. | have records of hundreds of incidents...but I’ ve never heard
of anything like Kedato' s death.”

| pulled on along-deeved shirt and leggings that smelled musty from their sojourn in my saddle boxes. |
could fed Udondi’ s gaze, though she spoke to everyone, not just me. “Kaphiri was here asking questions
of Kedato. But what questions?’

Liam sad, “Likey, the same questions he asked Jubilee”



“Oh?’ | hadn’t told Udondi of my conversation. “He spoke to you, Jubilee? What did he say?’

| shrugged, pretending it was unimportant. “ He asked about my brother Jolly. HE' d cometo see Jolly,
toget him...but it made no sense because Jolly was taken by the slver years ago and it’s not possible
he'sgill dive” My voicefatered asmy red fedings broke through. “It' snot possible. ..isit?’

“I’ve never heard of such athing,” Udondi said gently, “but there’ smuch | don’t know. Is he the young
man you asked about before?’

| nodded. | could not speak.

Elek findly stirred on her stoal. “I have never heard of this‘Kaphiri,” who seems so well knownto all of
you and | have to wonder at that, but | remember when this Huacho boy was taken. Playersarelost to
the slver al thetime, but not like that. Not inside atemple. It should have been impossible, but the
aftermath of evidence showed it wasred.”

“The reason you have not heard of Kaphiri issmple,” Udondi said. “Heis cautious. His followers work
to ensure that word of him does not spread outside their ranks, for if he became well known, expeditions
would surely be mounted againgt his strongholds, and he' s not ready for that. | used to try to make him
known in the markets, but every time | spoke | was attacked as a doom-cryer, ahysteric. My posted
bulletins were buried under tedious objections that sounded intelligent, but meant nothing. Severa times, |
was attacked on theroad. So | don’t speak publicly anymore.” She turned to me, her expression
growing thoughtful. “But thisincident with your brother, Jubilee. .| remember hearing of it. Though
wasn't it long ago?’

“Sevenyears” | sad.

Udondi nodded. “Very strange, for it'sonly in this past year that Kaphiri’ s been seen beyond the district
of Lish”

“Because he has not strayed before?” Liam asked. “Or because he has not been seen?’

| shook my head. “Kaphiri was not there the night Jolly wastaken!” Theforce of my denia surprised
even mysdf.

Udondi spoke softly, “But you were? Jubilee?’

| remembered the way the silver had loomed over us, its smell, and the high-pitched sound of Moki’s
bark. “I saw it. It camefor him. It reached out forhim , not me. Just like it reached out to Kaphiri that
night. It wasthe same.”

Elek touched my cheek, summoning me back to the present. “ All the puzzles of the world cannot be
deciphered in one night. Come with me now. My staff has prepared afine medl, and we are overdue.”

Chapter
10

Elek had six other gueststhat night, five of them truckersfrom distant Ano who spokein theforma style
of that region, with many “maam’'s’ and “ Should-it-please-you-my-lady’ s’ and courtly nods and smiles.
We sat with them, and with Elek’ s staff of twelve, at alarge tablein Temple Nath€ sdining hdll.
Throughout the med—a feast centered on sage partridge, asfine as Elek had promised—the truckers
entertained us with stories of the silver and of their lives on the road.



These truckers had with them aplayer called Mica Indevar, who they introduced as ascholar from aland
even beyond Ano. This Micalndevar was a stoop-shoul dered cessant whose round face and smooth,
hairless head gavelittle hint of hisage, though his husky voice led meto sugpect he was pushing ninety
years. He seemed familiar to me, though | could not place him. | wondered if he had visited Temple
Huacho, but Elek dashed that theory when she explained that Micalndevar had sworn himsdf to aquest,
to faredl theway around thering of theworld. It was hisfirst timein that region, and he paid many
complimentsto the landscape.

This scholar had accompanied the Ano truckers al the way from the seaand | supposein that long
journey he had heard dl their tales many times over, for he showed no interest in their talk. His curiosity
wasfixed instead on me and Liam.

He wanted to know why we were on the road. Liam would not speak to him, but my mother had taught
me to be polite even in the face of rudeness. So | answered him, explaining that our reasons were
persond, but thisdid not please him.

“Whatpersonal reason might bring someone abroad?’ he mused. Apparently the question troubled him
deeply, for after dinner he cameto mewhen | wasdonein the hall.

“My lady Jubilee, if I might have aword.”

To stay and speak with him wasthe last thing | desired. “1 must return to my uncle. | promised to be
back immediately.”

He smiled. “No doubt he till thinks of you asachild. But | will speak swiftly. In my journeysit has been
my habit to investigate tales of the silver, and none has been more striking than astory | heard even
before | reached Ano, of alost boy who appeared from out of the silver.”

| do not know what expression my face showed. Horror maybe. Or hope. Whatever it was, it intrigued
Micalndevar. “1 see you have heard such astory too.”

“You' re misaken. | havenot.”

“It'sagtory | would have discounted, if | did not know the player who saw it happen, and if he did not
make an image of thislost boy.” Ashe spoke, he drew this printed image from his pocket and he
displayed it to mein a cupped hand. It was apicture of Jolly as he had been when | wasten.

| drew back. “Y ou would show methat?’

“I wastold you would know him.”

“Idon’t know him!” But as soon asthe lie left my mouth | countered it with aquestion. “Who told you?’
He held my gaze, and while no words passed hislips, it was answer enough.

| turned away, trembling.

Indevar spoke to my retreating back. “Most players believe the goddess is nothing more than the
unconscious hand of chaos, but it isn’t s0. Though she has been wounded in her long battle against the
darkness, sheisagoddess till, and her will isharsh. Still, sheisnot unkind. Thislost boy has been sent
to usto remind us of her mercy—"

| turned in sudden fury. “ Do you know him?’



He drew back, anew warinessin hiseyes. “No, lady. That has not been my privilege.”

“Have you seen him then?’ | pressed.

Hisgazefdtered, asif I'd caught himinalie. “Heislogt, lady.” It had the sound of an apology.
“Then you have not seen him.”

“lseek him—"

“Then you should know that you chase aghost! That picturein your hand—it's of aboy seven years
dead. If he had lived he would be aman now. Not alostboy . Y ou have been deceived.”

Apparently thiswas not the response Mica Indevar had expected. His face grew red. His mouth opened,
but words proved hard to find. “Y ou—" he sputtered. “Y ou don’t know what—"

“Jubileg”
We both jumped & Liam’s harsh voice. | turned, to see him at the end of the hall, Udondi a step behind.

“Jubilee, hasthis stranger offended you?’ Liam’ svoice was Soft, but therewas achill init that startled
me. In the ruined city the bogy had mistaken him for one of the ancient queen’ s own warlords. It had
seemed an absurd error to me, but | realized then it might not seem so absurd to astranger. Liam wasa
man of size and strong bearing, with aface that fell al too easily into agrim and brooding aspect.

It wasthis other Liam that Micalndevar saw. Fury flashed in his eyes, but he stepped away from me. “I
have offered polite conversation only. If that gives offense, then thisisabarbaric land.”

“Itisabarbaricland,” Liam agreed. Then he looked a me. “ Jubilee?’
| nodded, and the three of us|eft together, ceding Micalndevar the hall.

There was no slver that night, so we left Elek to the company of her other guests and we went outside to
stonthewal. | told of my encounter, while Moki patrolled the grounds around us, keeping watch
againg any curious scholars who might wander closein the dark. “Kaphiri sent him,” | concluded. “But
why?Why do they care about Jolly? Why do they believe heis ill dive?’

| wanted someoneto say it was possible, that maybe Jollywas aive somewhere, and that was how
Kaphiri knew him. But Liam was a harder man than that. “It’'s clear now, isn'tit?’ he asked. “ Somehow
arumor was started about Jolly, probably because he was taken insde atemple.”

Udondi nodded. “That seemslikely. And Kaphiri would want to know if there was another like him. He
would investigate that kind of rumor.”

But the night | met Kaphiri, he had spoken asif he knew my brother:Why does he hide from me? He
should know that | am hisfather now.

Thewhitewall of Temple Nathé gleamed faintly under starlight. | stood upon it and looked for the
remains of my father’ struck at the bottom of the dope, but it wastoo dark. | could not seeit. Behind
me, Liam spoke to Udondi. “Will you come back with usto Temple Huacho?’

“I think not,” she said. “1 am known to hisfollowers. | would not want to bring his attention back to your
family.”



Guilt touched me. “ That’ swhy you gave adifferent nameto Elek, isn't it? | gave you away.”
She shrugged. “ ThisMicalndevar likely knew of me anyway.”

“| fed like I’ve seen him before,” | mused, sitting down beside her. But | could not remember where. So
| asked anew question. “What is known of Kaphiri? Udondi, do you know where he comes from? Y ou
told me before that his history goes back four hundred years. How can that be? And what istherein his
past to make him hate the world?’

“Thereisshame,” she said softly. “That isthe spur, though | think the heart of it is something different. A
flaw in hisnature. It ismy guess he was not made like the rest of us.”

She hesitated. She had kept her own counsdl for years, and | think it was hard for her to speak aoud the
knowledge she had gathered in her long pursuit of Kaphiri. But after afew seconds, her soft voice took
upthetde

“Each of us, we have existed since the beginning of the world. We cannot remember our past lives, but
we always remember the lover we were made for. For us, thereis only one. But for Kaphiri it was
different. Hislover found another.”

| felt dread stir in me then, for no reason | could define, but | said nothing.

Udondi continued to speak. “ Thisishisstory as| have pieced it together. Over two lifetimes ago, three
hundred and eighty years, he was known by a different name, OwincaNgar. His parents kept the main
kobold well in alarge enclave that existed then in Lish, near the Reflection Mountains. Hewasraised in
rank and privilege, and he was called lucky, for he had been wayfaring less than ayear when hefound his
mate. He brought her hometo Lish and they lived there six years, though without children. There were
never any children. In the sixth year, sheleft him. A wayfarer had come to the enclave, and she
recognized him at once as her true lover. That same day she put aside her marriage and she went away
with her true mate,

“Never had anyonein that enclave heard of such athing. OwincaNgar had taken afdselover. That was
the conclusion, and the lack of children was held up as proof. | do not have to speak of the bitter shame
that family must have felt. The young man fled, and it wasthe belief of al in that enclave that he had given
up hislifeto theslver.

“I think he tried to. Who would not? Given the despair he must have felt....how tempting to leave behind
the shame, even the memory of shame, and embark on anew life. So yes, | think hetried to end hislifein
the slver, but the slver would not have him.”

A littlelaugh escaped her. “Did he fedl like amonster then? Even more than before? Or did hefed likea
god?’ She shook her head. “In either case he did not return to Lish for nearly three hundred years.
Where he went is not certain, though thereis evidence he found a new home in the south. It was only
some sixty years ago when he came again to Lish, though of course al who had known him before were

long gone”

“Then how do you know it isthe same man?’ Liam asked.

“Itishim. Heisaman outsde histime, with the mannerisms and habit of dresscommon in that ancient
enclave. Hisfaceistheface of OwincaNgar that | found recorded in alibrary in Lish, and hisanger is
the same. Too, he preaches celibacy, so that he has become an icon of the cessant cults. And | have his
fingerprints. They are the same asthat sad young man of Lish. He has nursed his hurt for over three
centuries and a haf while the silver floods have grown steadily worse. It ishis oath that he will seethe



world drownindlver.”

| was keenly aware of the ruin of my father’ struck in the darkness below us. “Why does he believe Jolly
isaive? He must believe it. Why ese would he keep watch on Temple Huacho?’

Udondi shifted, her eyesgdlittering in the faint sarlight. “ Has he been watching?’

“Not himsdlf. Not that we' ve seen. But this morning Jacio surprised asavant in the forest. We pursued it
al theway to the highway. It swhy we re here.”

“Whereit sdf-destructed,” Liam added. “ And how will Kaphiri react to that? Perhaps he'll think we
have something to hide after dl.”

Udondi leaned back againgt onearm. “Actualy,” she said, “that savant was mine.”
“Yours?’| whispered it so that | would not shout. “ The savant we pursued? Y ou know about it?’

She nodded. “1 wasin Dalanthé that day | first spoketo you. | cameasfast as| could, but it'salong
journey and | wasworried Kaphiri, or one of his servants, might return before | could reach you. So |
had afriend, atrucker, release the savant as he passed the Kavasphir Hills. It was set to watch al
comers, and it would have delivered awarning to you if anything suspiciousturned up, but it was
otherwise ingtructed to remain hidden—I didn’t want to upset you without cause. That’swhy the savant
retreated, and why it findly destroyed itself.”

| couldn’t think what to say. I’ d been so sure the savant belonged to Kaphiri, or at best someone who
served him, like Micalndevar, or that player who had watched mein the market. ..

| dapped my thigh. “It washim ! In the market. It was Indevar who was watching me. That time | went to
see you, Udondi. Hewasthere.”

“That was many daysago,” Liam said. “Kaphiri could have returned many timesto Temple Huacho...so
why wait for Indevar to come instead? Why? If it still mattered to him?”’

“Y ou' rethinking Indevar may be lessthan he ssems?’ Udondi asked.

Liam grunted. “Perhaps he is not so much serving Kaphiri, asdesiring to serve...or at least to be noticed.
By hisreaction | would guess he had no idea that picture of Jolly was seven yearsold.” Liam shook his
head. “Whatever it was this Kaphiri hoped to find that night at Temple Huacho, he was disappointed.

He' s probably forgotten us...and Kedato.”

Udondi said, “For the sake of your family, | hopethat isso.”

For mysdlf, | could make no sense of it, but there were other things | wanted to know. “Why are you
hunting him, Udondi?'Y ouare hunting him. Isit for revenge?’

“It did start that way.”
“Youwerein that last temple at Phau, weren't you?’

In the darkness | saw her nod. “ That was along time ago. For years after, Kaphiri was only a phantom
of Lish. The playersthere cdl him aghost and some make shrines and offeringsto him so he will not
bring the slver. | used to tear these down, but as my anger grew colder | started to ask mysalf questions
instead. Was Kaphiri aman? Could a man control the silver? Had any man ever done so?’

“Faccomo,” whispered.



Udondi turned to mein surprise. “Have you worked that out aready? Y ou're faster than | am.”
“Or luckier,” Liam muttered, and he described our vidit to the ruined city.

“A world without silver,” Udondi said. “1’d heard such stories, but | didn’t believe them. Fiaccomo wasa
legend, amagicd hero created for the amusement of children. Then my journeystook meto atemple
high in the Reflection Mountains.” Her voice grew softer. “1 hope neither of you ever hasto visit those

peaks.

“Silver isacongtant hazard in those elevations. Almost every day the peaks are hidden in heavy, dark
cloudsthat the sun cannot break through. Under that shelter, Silver will often rise up from ravineseveniin
the daytime so that traveling only a short distance is dangerous. Then, too, there are no roads and no
antennas, for any structures are wiped out within days. That’swhy the temple | sought had no market
link. It swhy | had to go there in person—but it was worth the journey.

“In that mountain temple | found a brief, handwritten document, very old. The temple keeper helped me
with thetrandation. Thisiswhat | read:’ A grievous night! It isdawn now, and | set pen to paper for no
purpose | can discern, except that | would leave aremembrance of those who aregone. Indl my travels
| have been ever wary of therare traces of slver fog that are found sometimesin these mountains, but my
warinessfailed last evening! Tomas, Jonny, and | were overcome by asudden boiling of the grim migts. |
felt mysdf dying. | know | became other than mysdlf, for anew consciousness came over me, asif some
part of me had wakened to agreater redlity. My sight expanded, so | seemed to see somewhat of the
mind of another far greater than mysdlf, and | understood the unfathomable details of the world. But to
what purpose? | have no answer to that. Nor can | guesswhy | have been returned to the world, while of
my dear companionsthereisno trace. Am | mad to think of returning? For thereisahunger in meto
understand it, to know why thisthing happened. | struggle to be calm, to berationd, but in truth | wait
only for the return of evening. | do not think 1 will ever write more.’

“Faccomo was the author of thisaccount. Thistale of how he discovered his affinity for slver isalittle
different from the story wetell to children, no? Not as pretty. But the talents Fiaccomo reportedly
possessed—passing unharmed through the silver, and summoning it at will—those were the same taents
Kaphiri had dislayedin Lish.”

Liam dtirred. “ Are you thinking Fiaccomois Kaphiri, in another lifetime?’
“It' ssomething I’ ve wondered.”
“But Fiaccomo is known for restoring the world, and for cresting the first kobolds.”

Udondi said, “Heisaso known for bringing the silver back into theworld.” She shook her head. “The
slver movesin cycles. In some agesit can hardly be found, but for usthe silver is common, coming more
often, and in deeper floods than anyone can remember. Already players have begun to wonder how bad
it might be. Kgphiri telsthem it will bethe end of al we know.

“He has Fiaccomo’ stalents, but he does not speak of saving the world. Instead, he preaches that the
goddess has given him the task of unmaking theworld in agreet flood of slver...and | fear heislearning
how to do it. Just this year, something has changed for him. Before, hewas only aghost of Lish,
preaching annihilation to a handful of unhappy cessants. Now he has been seen in far-scattered enclaves,
proclaiming the wrath of the goddess and promising that dl the world must soon drown in silver. Clearly,
thedlverisrising. And if dl drown, none will ever be reborn again, no? So it isthe bitter end. But Kaphiri
offersthis hope: that he will shelter those who accept his protection, and that when the find flood
recedes, they will emerge from the silver into aworld remade, the world the goddess had always
intended for us, without the flaws of thisone. A world in which birth and degth have been discarded, and



lifetimes go on forever, and where every player may becomethe lover of every other. But only those who
serve him now will ever reach this place.”

“Canhe guide playersthrough the slver?’ | asked.

“No. His cessants are consumed by the silver as easily as anyone dse. | have seen it. But desperate
playerswill believe what they will. At his command they will open the gates of enclaves and alow the
slver to enter. They will poison kobold wells. How hard could it be to destroy every last shelter ina
world on the brink of drowning in silver? In past ages when the Silver hasrisen, some few players have
aways survived. But not thistime. Not if Kgphiri hashisway.”

Inmy mind | saw anight when there was no hill or tower high enough to escape arising silver flood, and
only ahandful of enclaves strong enough to hold it back. But if the gates of these enclaves should be
opened? If Kaphiri himsdlf should vist each stronghold and call the silver in, even past the temple wals?
Then dl that ismust drown.

Morning would still cometo such aworld. Thering of the world would turn, the sun would rise, and the
Slver recede, but there would be no one to see what follies had been brought forward in time, or to
celebrate the renewal of the land.

“So you've sat yoursdf to stop him,” Liam said.

Udondi nodded. “I have dready seen enough drowning in thisworld.”
Chapter
11

Much later that night | was awakened by my savant, whispering my name. | opened my eyesto find it
floating beside me, itswing emitting a soft, golden illumination that did not reach to the edges of thelittle
room. “A cdl,” it said initsold man’ svoice. “From Jolly.”

A cold flush ran through me as | sat up on my pallet. | stared at the gleaming savant, afraid to spesk,
afraid that speech would shatter the dreamspel| that surely held me.

“Itisatime-limited channd,” the savant added.
“But how could it be Jolly?’

The savant hesitated a second. Then it answered confidently: “It can be Jolly because the biometrics are
correct.”

“Thet can't be”

“Rechecking. Done. Identical results. Reminder: thisisatime-limited channd.”

“Answer it!”

It was not Jolly caling me. That’swhat | told mysdlf. But | wanted to know who it was, and why.

A rectangular window appeared within the golden glow of the savant’ swing. At first the mimic screen
was dark, but asecond later light stirred, rising like slver in the night to codescein aface hdf lit, hdf in
shadow—a boy, with beautiful, dark, fearful eyes.



It was asif the years between us had been erased. Here was my brother, hardly older than when I'd lost
him.“Record,” | whispered to my savant. Then louder, “ Jolly?’

“Mama?’ He cocked his head; alook of confusion crossed his brow. “Y ou’re not my mother! Whereis
she?

“No, I'm not Mama. It'sme, Jolly. It's Jubilee. Were you caling Mama? She' s home—"
“You'renot Jubileg! And thisis my mother’ slink. Why do you have her savant?’
| caught my breath. What Jolly was saying was true. When hewas dive—

(When he wasdlive ? What was he now? | could not doubt it was him, yet he looked only alittle older,
hardly touched by seven years of time.)

—yet it was true. When he was taken, this savant had belonged to my mother. 1t had not become mine
until | wasthirteen.

My astonishment was like akeening climbing higher in intensity and pitch until | could no longer heer it. |
gpoke camly. “Mamagave me the savant, Jolly. A long time ago. And itisme. | am Jubilee, but time has
goneby...for me. I'm seventeen. We thought you were gone. Lost.”

“I’'vebeenlogt.” Tearsstarted in hiseyes. “ Jubilee?’
“Ya”
“Itcan’'t beyou. You'relittler than | am.”

| shook my head. “I don’'t know how, Jolly. | don’t know what’ s happened, but thisisme. Look—" |
patted my thigh, calling Moki to my side. “Here sMoki. Y our dog.He sjust the same.”

Jolly stared at thelittle red hound, looking like aboy sinking benegath clear water, dumbfounded,
drowning in confusion.“Moki?’ Hisvoice cracked. Moki pricked his ears, sniffing furioudy. “Moki!”
Jolly shouted, and Moki jumped off the bed, searching behind the savant. “Moki!”

Time was counting down in the corner of the screen. * Jolly. We only have aminute left. Tell mewhere
you are. Tel mewhere| can find you, and I’ll come.”

“You'll tdl Mamaand Dad?’
| winced, but | nodded.

Helicked hislips, looking uncertain. He glanced to the side, but apparently he got no counsd there.
Moki returned to my lap, and Jolly’ s gaze fixed again on hisdog. “I’'m at asmdl temple...inthe lrdiad.
It'scdled Rose Idand Station. Ficer isthe temple keeper. Helives here, by himsdf. He kegpsthe
antennas.”

Timewasticking down. We had only seconds left. “How did you get there, Jolly?’
“Out of thedlver.”

It was the answer I’ d expected, and still it rocked me. | struggled to keep my voice calm. “ Send me your
address, Jolly.”

“How—?" Again heturned asif to ask someone offscreen.



“Tdl the savant,” an old, low voice advised in gruff syllables.
“Send the address,” Jolly said dully.

The connection closed.

| held on to Moki and cried for severa minutes. Then | wiped my face and blew my nose and got up. |
walked around my little room, pinching mysdlf, jumping up and down, stroking the wallsto fed the
complexity of their texture, the pain of corners pressed againgt my fingertips, the detail of sensation asl
rubbed my face and swallowed.

Detailsthat were never mimicked in dreams.
Only when | was sure | was awake did | cal the savant back to me. “Replay thelast call.”
| watched Jolly and listened to my voice talking to him.Not adream. | watched again.

Then | sat down on my pallet, my back braced againgt the wall and the savant balanced on my knees. |
launched a search for Rose Idand Station.

Thelibrary accesstook only afew seconds. It wasared place, inthelrdiad, just as Jolly had said. The
station keeper was recorded as one Ficer EImi.

Of course, someone who wanted to deceive me might easily use the name of ared place. But why try to
deceive me about my brother?

My brother was not a deception.

| had talked to him and he' d been redl. Impossibly real. Only alittle older than the boy | remembered.
| had promised to tell his mother where hewas.

| gripped the savant, not daring to even think what | would say to her.

| sent thecal.

My mother’s confusion and grief, and her anger: they warred with aquiet joy as| told and retold every
detail of my story, many times over, each repetition making it morered. At last she asked methis
question: “ Jubilee, doyou believeit' s Jolly?’

“l do.”

She nodded, her face reflecting astern resolve. “We have to bring him home.”

“I'll go,” 1 sad quickly, for | was afraid shewould go hersdf. “Liam will go with me.”
My mother looked doubtful. “1t' sthe Iraliad.”

“I'mnot afraid.”

Her hands met, palm to palm, beneath her chin. “What about Y aphet?’



Y aphet was even farther away than Jolly, though every step closer to the Iraliad would bring me closer to
him. It was athought that made me uneasy, asif | were contemplating a betraya—but of who? | shook
my head. “If that’s meant to be, then it will happen,” | said. “ Someday. For now it’ s Jolly who matters

“I wish | could go with you.”
“You can't. You have the babiesto carefor.”

“Yes...Jdubilee? When you are deep in the Iraliad, there may come atime when you look back and
redlize that your home has become too far away. Too far to ever risk returning. If that happens, Il
understand. If you want to take Jolly and push on to Vesarevi, to Y aphet...wdl...it might be best.”

“No.”| rgjected theideaimmediately. “No, Mama. I'll bring Jolly back to you. | will.”

“If you can,” my mother said firmly, for she knew the ways of the world far better than |.

| checked thetime. Still two hours before sunrise. From the window of my room | could look out over
the gardens and the temple wall, to the north end of the valley. There was no sign of silver, and the odds
of it riang so late in the night were very dim. So | went to wake Liam.

He had the room next to mine. | dipped past his unlocked door and shook him awake. Then in awhisper
| told him al that had happened. “1’'m going after him,” | concluded.

“Into the Irdiad?’
[13 YSH

“That'snot aland | ever thought to visit. It'ssaid the Silver risesthere dmost every night, and for much of
the year theland is pummeled by terrible scormsthat blow in from the ocean. The antennas there come
down amost before they’ re grown. The Irdiad’ sthe reason the channels are limited to Vesarevi.”

| nodded. “ Terrible stories are told about it, but Jolly’ sthere.”

| heard something then: the crack of a tick, the rustle of ashrub. | went to the window to look, but saw
only the night shapes of the garden. From my room next door | could hear Moki’ s nailstapping on the
tiled floor, but nothing e se.

Liam joined me, moving so silently | didn’t know he' d stirred until he brushed againgt me. | flinched
away, then laughed softly at my own reaction. “1’m feding jumpy.”

“I"'m thinking that’ s good. This Kaphiri could be after us, if helearnsyou' ve found Jolly.” Then he added,
“If we leave now, we might leave unobserved.”

“You'll gothen?’
“Of courseI’ll go.”
| gave himaquick hug. “1 knew you would.”

We retreated from the window. “We need supplies,” | said. “ Should we return to Temple Huacho?” |
didn’t want to. It would mean time lost, and time was crucid, for Kaphiri was|ooking for Jolly too. “It'd
be foolhardy to set out with nothing, but—"



A faint knocking sounded from the hallway. Liam went to the door, listening as the knock
repeated.” Y our room,” he whispered. | cameto look over his shoulder as he opened the door a crack.

Elek wasjust down the halway, stlanding before my door with aflashlight glowing golden in her hand.
Sheturned a startled gaze on Liam. Then she saw me and took atentative step. “ Jubilee,” shesaidina
soft whisper, “your mother hasjust called. She has asked meto outfit you for ajourney. A long journey.
Y ou are not to worry about the debt.”

| breathed a silent thank you to my mother.
“Can you do thisnow?’ Liam asked. “We d like to be gone long before dawn.”

Elek nodded. “Come. My supply roomisyours. It will take only afew minutesto gather what you need.”

Temple Nathé was astop for dmost every trucker making the run between Xahiclan and Halibury, and
Elek’ s supply room looked to be stocked with samples of nearly everything that had passed on that
well-traveled road. There werefield clothes and jackets, machine parts and electronics, agricultural seed,
precious stone, kobolds, artifacts, and objects of art, and winesfrom all over the world, bows and rifles
and skins...and food. Mogt of the food wasin bulk: huge wheels of cheese and massive sausages and
sacks of grain, but one shelf held trave rations, each portion neatly sealed againgt time and weether. Liam
made most of his sdlections from these, taking enough to fill our saddle boxes. He had brought our rifles
from home and there were deeping bags aready on the bikes. | found afield jacket to fit me. Then |
hunted down two shirts, and one pair of long pants. | aready had shorts. A length of rope and an extra
water cell went into Liam’s sack, and aready | thought it was more than we could fit on the bikes.

We wanted no light in the courtyard that might draw attention, so we worked by starlight as we loaded
our saddle boxes. The courtyard gate stood open, for Elek had aready gone down through the garden,
to open the temple gate.

The night was clear, the stars bright and plentiful, but the Bow of Heaven had faded entirely from sight.
Unlike the stars, the Bow does not rise and set but remains dways at the zenith. Even when it ssemsto
disappear, it’ snot redly gone. With atelescopeit can ill be seen asathin, black ribbon eclipsing the
gars. What it truly is, no one can say. The best telescope shows no detail. Even whenitslight is bright, all
that can be seen isaglowing, rounded surface as of some fine flawless glass. By observing theway it
eclipses gars, scholars have estimated that it is two hundred thousand miles above the world—an
indomitable gulf that cannot be crossed by any physical means.

As| worked to pack the saddle boxes | found mysalf thinking about Fiaccomo, and histryst with the
goddess. If the Slver was the manifestation of her dreamsin the world, did the rest of her mind dwell in
that inconstant arch of light? Then anew thought came to me: Had Jolly been to Heaven? He had to have
been somewhere after all...

What was the Bow of Heaven? | thought of it as aplaceless place, not truly of thisworld...and perhaps
that’ swhy our telescopes never seemed to bring us any closer to it. Maybe the Bow was no physical
thing at dl, but only a boundary, bleeding the white light of some other realm. | couldn’t imagine what
such an other-place might be like, but in that cool predawn morning, working hurriedly under the sars, it
was easy to think that time might run very differently there.

The last saddle box wasfull. | leaned on thelid, pressing it down until the latch clicked. Severa packets



remained, with no place to put them. “ Do you have any room?’ | asked Liam.
“No, I'mfull.”

| frowned at the leftover packets. | didn’t want to leave even one behind, for if the weather was against
usit could take days, even weeksto crossthe Iraliad. | wore my new field jacket to hold back the night
chill. So | sarted filling the pockets. “I guessI’ll carry them then.”

Liam came over to look a my bike. “Y ou' ve got room up front,” he said. He was pointing to the bin
where Moki would ride,

| snorted. “I can’t hold Moki in my armsthe whole way.”

Liam hesitated. Then he asked, “Y ou' re not planning to take the dog?’

“Of course I'mtaking him...did you think | was going to leave him here?”
“He |l befine here. Elek can put him on the next convoy bound for Huacho—"
“I can't turn Moki over to strangers!”

“Then Riza can come get him! Jubilee, bringing adog on atrip likethisisonly asking for trouble. If he
even survives—"

“He |l survive, Liam! And he'sgoing with us. Moki is Jolly’ sdog. He sthe only thing left of thelife Jolly
used to know—"

“Hush,” Liam whispered. He looked past me. | turned, but saw no one. The temple stairs glimmered
white and empty in the starlight. Then Liam bolted past me, dashing up the sairs, taking them three at a
time before disappearing into the hall. A moment later he came stumbling back out as Udondi emerged,
her arm wrapped around the chest of Mica Indevar. The stoop-shouldered scholar sagged againg her,
his bald head nodding and hisfeet dragging like the feet of ababy who has not learned to walk. His eyes
fluttered open as Udondi brought him to the top of the stairs, but then his knees gave way. Shelaid him
down, nonetoo gently.

“What have you doneto him?’ Liam asked in alow voice, full of horror.

“Only made him deep,” Udondi said as she came down the sairs. * He was listening most intently just
insde the door. Did he hear enough to earn the favor of his master?’

My cheeks grew hot. | had been speaking of Jolly. “He heard enough,” | admitted.

“It can’t betaken back,” Liam said gruffly. “And that’ s all the more reason to leave now. Come on. Elek
iswaiting at the gate.”

| nodded and mounted my bike. Then | called softly to Moki, who had disappeared into the garden.
Udondi gripped my handlebar. “Y ou’ve had news,” she said.

Liam and | traded alook. Then | whispered, “We were wrong and Kaphiri wasright. My brotherisdive.
| taked to him mysdf thisnight.”

Evenin the darkness, | could see the surprise on her face. “ Alive...? Has Kaphiri found him?’

“Not yet.”



“I would go with you.”
“Wereleaving now,” Liam sad.
“I can leave now.”

“What about your deeping scholar?’ Liam nodded at the dark figure at the top of the sairs. | could hear
Indevar’ s soft, sonorous bresthing, like the song of some night insect.

Udondi’ steeth flashed white. “We will ask Elek to seeto it that he leaves this morning with the Ano
truckers. He will be far avay—and so shall wel—by the time he is conscious enough to protest.”

At the courtyard gate | called again to Moki, and thistime he came. | put himin hisbin. Then we let our
bikesroll through the expansive gardens propdlled by gravity alone. Elek waited for us at the outer wall,
ghostlike in her white robe. If she was surprised to see Udondi in our company, she showed no sign. We
stopped to talk with her, and she agreed to do what she could with Indevar. Then shetook my hand. “I
thought | knew the rules of the world, but all that changed the night the wizard came. Now mythsare
coming redl, and | don’t know anymore what is possible and what is not. Perhapsit will be up to you to
find out.” Then she hugged me, and | thanked her, and we left Temple Nathé behind.

Chapter
12

At first we followed the highway south, asif to return to Temple Huacho. But once we rounded the hills
that guarded the valey’ send we l€eft the road, striking east into atrackless land of low hills and scattered
trees. By dawn we d put seventy miles behind us.

Udondi had her own field glasses. When the sun was well up we stopped, and she and Liam searched
our trail, but they found no sign of pursuit. “Anyway, it stoo soon,” Liam said.

Udondi returned her field glassesto a battered saddle box. “Only if Indevar isalone.”
“ Are you suspecting the Ano truckerstoo?’
“Better to be cautious, that'sall.”

Udondi had assured us that Indevar would deep until noon, but what then? If he woke on atruck bound
for Xahiclan, he might not get aride back for many days. But if the truckers|eft him behind, it would be
easy for himto find hisway to Temple Huacho.

So | sent amessage of warning to my mother, giving detailed descriptions of Micalndevar and dl the
Ano truckers, and | instructed her to give no welcome to any of them should they appear at the temple
gate. She surprised mewith areply even before | put my savant away:Jubilee, 1 will be cautious. But
whenthe silver rises, dl travelers are welcome at Temple Huacho.

What other answer had | expected? She was who shewas, and | loved her for it, but it made me angry
just thesame. | felt torn. | wanted to be at Temple Huacho where | could protect my mother. But if |
went home, | would be abandoning Jolly and that | could not do.

The day started bright and clear, but by midmorning clouds gathered, dark to match my mood. Theland
was changing too. We made good time in the gentle hills east of the highway, but our progress dowed as
we entered arising land of crumpled stone cut by steep ravines. When | looked back | was startled to



see how far above the lowlands we had climbed. “ Are these mountains?’ | asked, looking ahead at a
highland curtained by clouds.

“Not true mountains,” Udondi said. “Thisisthe western escarpment of the Kaang Crescent. This part of
the Kaang runs some eight hundred miles north to south, dividing the western lands from the southern
reaches of the Iraiad. We re near to its northern limit, where the escarpment swings easterly, to make a
great crescent reaching far into the desert.” She frowned at the heights. “ The plateau is supposed to be
only twenty-five hundred feet high, though it looks higher to me. Anyway, it's high enough to catch the
cloudsthat come from the northern ocean, soit’ll be wet up there, and densdly forested. But it salso an
empty land, and there’ sagood chance we can make our way aong the eastern spur without being seen.
Then we could descend into the Irdiad, far beyond the reach of any permanent highway.”

This encyclopedic answer amazed me. “But | didn’t think you’ d been in these lands before. How do you
know so much of what is here?’

Udondi smiled. “I am new to thisregion. But | try to understand the temper of theland wherever | am,
evenif I’'m only passing through. . .just in case something happensand | find mysdf in quiet flight before
unrse”

| blushed, for | had not once thought to look at amap. | could not remember ever using one. There had
never been aneed. | knew every dell, every stream in Kavasphir, | knew how to find the highway, |
knew how to follow the highway to Halibury, or Xahiclan—but every geography beyond that wasonly a
vaguereferencein my mind.

By contrast, Liam had traveled athird of the way around the world and Udondi had likely wandered
much farther. Her battered bike looked asif it had been al the way around the ring, though it ill ran
smooth and fast. | felt childish beside them, and very foolish, but dso grateful | was not done. “It’ slucky
for Jolly he doesn’t have to count on just meto find him,” | said around a sudden constriction in my
throat. “ Or both of us might belost forever.”

“If you got lost it would not beforever,” Liam said gruffly. “ Jolly would not have aworry.”

| smiled my gratitude, but then | nodded again at the cloud-shrouded heights. All my lifel had heard of
the hazards of mountains. “ Even if these arejudt little mountains, do we want to enter them? | have
aways heard thereisagreat danger of slver in any highland, and surely we cannot journey al the way
down the eastern spur before nightfall?”

“Not unlesswefind away to fly,” Udondi answered with agrin. “Thisisarough land.”
“Therésnosgnat al it ssettled,” Liam said doubtfully.

“That’ strue. East and south there are no temples recorded on any maps I’ ve seen. If we follow the
Kaang Crescent we' || have to camp for severd nights, but it'ssaid slver israrely seeninthat forest. It's
anold land. Very old. We could be safe from Kaphiri there, at least for awhile, for he cannot appear a
will inaland wherethereisno slver, and he cannot bring the silver to such aplace unless hefirgt travels
therelike an ordinary man.”

“And if we go north?’ Liam asked. “ Following the foot of the crescent?’

“Theterrain will get easer. In ahundred fifty milesor so therewill even beasmal highway that runs
along the base of the Kalang and into the desert. There are temples there we could take shelter in, but...”

“But where there are temples, there are also truckers,” | finished for her.



“ So the wise course would be to chance theforest,” Liam said, “except | have to wonder, if thisland is
asquiet asyou say, why have we seen no sign of settlements? Safe lands are not so common that players
will overlook them yeer &fter year.”

Udondi turned her hands palm up. “I truly don’t know. But no land is safe without a sheltering temple and
there are none here.”

For mysdf, | wanted to travel unobserved for as many days as possible and | waswilling to risk
mountains, abeit small ones, to do that. So after afew more minutes of discusson we agreed to try the
Kaang Crescent, and we set out again on our climb toward the clouds.

Thereisaproblem with forests where abundant rain fals. It' samatter of recurson. Dominating
everything isthe primary forest of tall trees, but beneath that thereisasmaller forest of dender shrubs
and fallen trunks, and beneath these are smaller species till, and for al | know there are greater and
lesser levels of microforests among the mosses that grow upon the ground.

On the escarpment the vegetation soon grew so dense that only an army of highway-building kobolds
would have ahope of finding a straight path through it. Being only three players on bikes, we wereforced
to follow winding game trails that had mostly been made by creatures much shorter than a player seeted
onabike.

| leaned close againgt the handlebars, but branches still whipped my face and shoulders. Beneath me, the
bike tires stretched and jumped and grabbed for traction, kicking up mud as they fought to keep balance,
and to climb, but their vertical reach was only ten inches. Every minute or two we' d have to stop and lift
the front tires of our bikes over arock step, or onto afallen trunk, and once we had to port all three
bikes across a narrow ravine with near-vertica walls, because we could not get up the speed to jumpit.
It was hard work, but at least it was not hot. Clouds closed in around usjust past noon, drawing curtains
of fine gray mist acrossthe last views of the lowlands, and shortly after thet it began torain.

We kept on. Severa timesthe gametrails vanished againgt vertical stone, or disappeared into fast white
streams, or wandered back downhill where we did not want to go. At such times we struggled to turn the
bikes around and then we backtracked, looking for any suggestion of an opening in the dripping
vegetation.

It was very late on that dreary afternoon when we findly reached the top of the escarpment. We topped
out beside atrickle of water that drained an odd little meadow of thick grasses that turned out, on closer
ingpection, to be abog. It looked like paradiseto me. “Let’scamp here,” | said, dropping the kickstand
onmy bike. | gave into exhaustion and tumbled to the soft ground, sure that | could not get any wetter,
until | felt chill water seeping against my shoulder blades. Oh, well. Moki jumped down from hisperchin
the saddle bin to lick my face. Then he raced away, happy to stretch hislegs.

Gigantic trees leaned over thelittle bog, ghostly gray silhouettes that faded in and out of themi<t. | could
hear birds caling in smdl, squeaky voices, but | could not see them.

Udondi and Liam had gone on across the clearing but they stopped when they saw | was not following.
“Jubileg?’ Liam cdled, hisvoice srangdy muffled by themist.

“Let’scamp here” | repeated. “It’ sthe only place we ve seen dl afternoon with enough room to unroll a
desgping bag.”

“We can camp hereif youwant,” Udondi said. “But come closer to thetrees. It'sdryer.”



“Thereisno such thing asdry!” Just the same, | forced myself up one moretime, climbed onto the bike,
and trundled across the spongy ground.

| got asurprise when | reached the trees. All those layers of greater and lesser forests that we had
squirmed through on the journey up the escarpment did not exist here on the plateau. Beneath the trees
the ground was carpeted with moss—nothing but moss. Raindrops glittered like tiny diamonds strewn
across the perfect green. | could seeinto the forest for maybe twenty yards before the mist closed in and
it waslike that everywhere: huge tree trunks and a green maoss carpet. | closed my eyesand drew ina
deep breath of contentment. “ So, | guess we could deep anywhere here.”

Andtha’swhat | did. | rolled out my deeping bag, switched on the heat, and crawled insde with a
dinner packet, drifting off before it was half-esten.

Moki must have finished the rest, for the packet was empty when | wakened to the old-man voice of my
savant. Night had falen, and the rain had stopped. Stars glittered to the west, where | could see past the
bog to the edge of the escarpment and the vista beyond. The savant floated beside me, gleaming silver,
just an inch or two above the ground. Liam must have gotten it out of my saddle bin and set it to watch.

“What isit?’ | whispered, listening to the soft breathing of the others from the darkness nearby.
“A cdl fromY gphet.”

Y aphet. I’d dmost forgotten about him.

“What timeisit?’

“Thirty minutes past midnight.”

Ah. Our usud time of discourse. | dipped out of my deeping bag into anight colder than any | had felt
before. | drew in asharp breath. | had dways heard that mountains were cold; it snowsin the mountains
after dl, though never in the lowlands. | wondered if it might snow on us before we crossed the Kaang.

My field jacket was still damp, but | pulled it close anyway. Moki appeared from somewhere, and with
the savant soaring beside usto light the way, we stumbled toward the bog.

That night the Bow of Heaven remained invisible, but the starswere bright and | could just make out the
edge of the escarpment. An exposed rock, softened by moss, sufficed for arather soggy bench. Above
and beyond and even beneath me, starsfilled the black canopy of the sky. | had never lookeddown on
gars before. We were that high and for several secondsall | could do was stare at them until the savant
whispered again for my attention. “Thisisatime-limited channd.”

“All right. Link. Link now. Y gphet?’

Thewarning placard appeared, then immediately minimized, and Y aphet was there—till & homein his
room. | was surprised at the rush of reief | felt knowing he had not left home. “ Jubilee.” Helooked at me
with worried eyes. “Were you deeping?’

“YS.”
“1 didn’t know if | should cdl.”
“It' sdl right.”

He searched my eyes, asif seeking there for some hidden truth. “Y ou’ re okay?’



“A lot has happened, sncewetaked last.”
“You're not a home, areyou?’

“No.” | pushed a my disheveled hair, then drew a deep breath, trying to drive away the lethargy of
deep. We had only afew minutes. “I’ ve left home. My brother—my older brother—though he' s younger
than | am now—he was taken by the silver years ago. | never told you about him, Y aphet. His name
was...isolly. We thought he was deed, but he' snot. He saive but lost. HE sat agation in the Irdiad.
I’m going after him. Y ou must not tell anyonethis. Y gphet? Do you understand?’

His scowl told me hedid not. “Thisisn’t funny.”

“Itisn't meant to be.”

“You' ve set out for Vesarevi, haven't you? Why don’t you just say s0?’

“Because | haven't. And | won't. Not until | get my brother home.”

Helooked & me doubtfully. “You're...serious?’

“Yes. Theruined city, | told you about that. It was from the time of Fiaccomo.”

He nodded stiffly. He till did not believe. And yet he did. | could seethat conflict on hisface.
“I think my brother is somehow like Fiaccomo—"

“No. That' simposs—"

“Just liglen!” | hissed. “ Thereis another who is not destroyed by the silver and he is hunting my brother
too. It' swhy you must tell no oneNo one.”

Helooked at mein helpless confusion, before remembering himself. “Our time...” He gestured to the
corner of the screen.

| glanced a the clock. Our time was amost up. “I’ll cal you when | can, and explain more.”
“Whereinthelraiad?’ he asked quickly. “Where are you going?’

Would he comeif | told him? Would he? Did | want him to?

“Jubilee, you know I’ d never do anything to bring you harm. Tell me.”

And if hewould harm me? | would know it now, beforel ever met him. Until that time, | would ill have
achoice. “RoseIdand Station,” | whispered.

“Okay.” Thelink closed, and he was gone,

| sighed deeply and shoved the savant away, watching its sllvery wing shape bobble on the air,
wondering what Y aphet would choose to do. It was Moki’ s soft growl that brought me back to the
present.

He stood on the rock beside me, staring down the escarpment, at the track we had come up that
afternoon. | leaned forward, striving to see past the darkness beneath the trees, fully expecting Kaphiri to
appear on the trail we had made, a shadow walking out of the shadows, but | could see nothing. | heard
nothing, but Moki growled again and when | laid acomforting hand on hisback | felt hisred fur raised



high.
It might be alion staking us. And my riflewas till on my bike. “Liam!” | shouted, and my voice echoed
across the escarpment.

| listened for the sound of some grest creature charging through the forest below, but | heard only Liam
and Udondi cdling me. “ Jubilee! Where areyou?’

“By the escarpment. Pull therifles. Moki thinks something’ s down there.”

Then severd things happened at once. Behind me | heard Liam bounding across the bog. Beside me
Moki danced back, barking furioud y—his high-pitched warning bark exactly like that night the sillver
camefor Jolly. My heart turned over. | roseto my fet.

| saw it then: asilver-colored worm diding uphill ong the track we had followed in the afternoon. It did
not gleam like asavant, but its surface caught the starlight so it looked like afaintly glittering cord of light.
| guessed it to be six feet long, but very thin, probably no more than an inch in diameter. It moved with
stunning speed, not dowing for rocks or the rough terrain as any organic creature would, but gliding over
them asif it truly was made of light. By this unnatural locomotion | knew at once it was amechanic, and
with equal certainty | guessed it had been sent to hunt us.

Moki’ s barking grew more frantic and he scampered back, showing more sense than me. | should have
retreated. But I’ d seen the worm move and | knew | couldn’t outrun it. So | scrambled higher onto the
rock outcropping where | had been sitting.

| didn’t see the worm reach the edge of the escarpment. It was just there, diding out of the grassand
onto the moss-dick rocks where | stood. A bullet whined, smacking the stone just ahead of the worm,
throwing mud and moss and sharp rock flecksinto my face.

| dipped. | went down on my side and the worm was on me. It did over my legs, then across my chest. |
grabbed at it, just asitstiny mouth flared open, exposing the glittering point of asingletiny fang. In my
hands | felt cold metd scaes, on my neck, apiercing pinpoint of pain. | flung the worm away over the
precipice. Two rifle shotsfollowed as| regained my feet and jumped down to the bog. | was hafway
back to the forest when my legs gave out beneath me.

All that night | wasin astrange state, drifting in and out of consciousness. Somehow, | was back in my
deeping bag. | thought | waswarm, but | wasn't sure. | couldn’t move. | wasn't even certain | was
breathing. Somewherein the distance | heard Moki bark in his high, frantic voice. | heard Liam shout and
Udondi answer and therifle sounded again.

| remembered the feel of theworm’s cold metal scales and thought, Thisis Micalndevar’ srevenge. The
wormwas his. It had to be his. He' d sent it to follow our trail.

Then maybe the poison wouldn't kill me. Maybe it was no worse than the deeping drug Udondi had used
on him. Except | wasn't adeep. | was dreadfully aware.

| could not turn my head. | could not eventell if my eyeswere blinking, but | could see and hear. Moki
was barking again, far away, while down the wide trunk of the tree beside me something crawled.
Something slvery whitejust like the worm.

A savant must have been gleaming behind me, because acircle of faint light fell againgt thetreetrunk. As
thisthing crawled into that radiance | saw it was not the worm. Insteed, it was athing like amantis, but



larger than any insect | had ever seen, astal asmy hand islong.

It crawled headfirst down the rough bark of the tree trunk, stepping carefully on four legswhile holding
two front limbs close to its body. Itslong neck was capped by atriangular head just large enough to hold
itstwo wide, pale eyes. They were not animal eyes. There was no white, no iris, no pupil. Just adry disk,
driated by acircular fan of white rays, marking it asamechanic, but one very different from the worm.

| screamed for Liam, but the sound was trapped insgde my mind.
The mechanic reached the base of the tree’ strunk. It stepped gingerly out onto the thick moss.
Liam!

| could hear him and Udondi in the distance, caling to one another in the sharp, staccato voices of
hunters close on the prey.

The mechanic raised its forelimbs before my staring eyes. One was alarge pincer, more dender than a
river crab’s. Onewas like the blades of apair of serrated knives. From amouth in itschest it spokeina
strange, unpracticed voice like arusty hinge swinging: “ Thesetreesare Kalang's. To harm them is not
dlowed.”

It waited asif for an answer. When it did not get oneit turned and disappeared back up the sametreeit
had descended.

| still could not move. | could not spesk. But | could fed my heartbegt racing in helplessfear.

Some long time passed. Then finaly Liam came by and made me close my eyes.
Chapter
13

By dawn | had recovered enough valition to throw up when Liam tried to get some water down my
throat. My thoughts fixed on Micalndevar and they were wicked thoughts indeed.

But soon after that | got my fingersto twitch and my eyesto blink on command. Then, instead of the
pleasure of feding nothing, | endured ahorrible prickly return of sensation as when theleg hasfalen
adeep, but it was everywhere and lasted asolid hour at least. I’ m ashamed to say thefirst sound |
uttered (and the only sound for somelong time) was an agonized moan.

At last though, the torment faded. | gained some control of my muscles, especidly of my tongue and
throat—though | had no control at al of what | said. | began to babble, to confess. Anything and
everything | had never told to Liam before poured forth: the story of how | had taken my father’ srifle
when | was eeven and sill forbidden to useit, and how | had killed adeer then |eft the carcassin the
forest because | wastoo frightened to admit what | had done; and thetime | had convinced Rizd it
would be agood ideato snesk aride on the rear bumper of atruck leaving Temple Huacho, except Rizal
was afraid to jump off so we went too far and it waslong past dark by the time we managed to walk
home and lucky for usthere was no slver that night; and thetime Jolly and | had climbed down the
kobold well; and how | would fantasize that Liam was my lover after dl.

After that confession he left meto recover on my own, and Udondi was too wise to come anywhere near
me, so | had only Moki to babble my secretsto, but he already knew them al.



| have no doubt that if MicaIndevar had managed to climb the Kalang escarpment that morning, | would
have happily confessed everything | knew about whereto find my brother Jolly.

By noon | had mostly returned to mysdlf. | could stand, though my legs trembled. And | could hold my
tongue, which isaskill we should not take for granted. | was working my way through a sweetened oat
bar when Liam ruefully informed me that the worm had escaped.

| wasincredulous. “You letit get avay?’ Liam was an excellent shot; it had not occurred to me the worm
might have escaped him.

“Not by choice. It wasfast. Cunning.”

“But you had Moki. Y ou had therifle.”

“Wehitittwice,” Udondi said. “It broke into segments, and then re-formed.”

| looked wide-eyed at the lanes of moss-covered ground between the giant trees. “So it’ still out there”
“And whoever sent it could be on their way here aswe speak,” Udondi said. “We need to move on.”
“But | saw how fast it moved. We can't outrun it.”

Asamechanic, the worm would be powered by the same tiny battery chipsthat powered our bikes,
which could run for months. If they were smarter, I'm sure it wouldn'’t be long before mechanics owned
theworld, but fortunately they have no passion for their own existences. Their only interest isthe task
they are given—and thisworm had gpparently been charged with stopping our flight, and holding us, until
its master could catch up. If weleft now it would certainly follow us, and give awvay our position once

again.

Udondi shrugged. “ Of course you're right, the worm will find usagain, but...” Shepulled avia from her
chest pocket. “The next timeit showsitsdf we Il haveit...and we Il fill be far ahead of whoever sent it.”

A hdf-dozen dormant koboldsfilled thelittle vid. They were silver, and no bigger than the smallest
housefly. “ Metallophores?’ | asked.

Udondi nodded. “Can you ride?’

| didn’t want to. | was't sure| could stay on my bike, but if someone was following the worny' strack
up the escarpment, | did not want to be caught sitting here when they came over thetop. So | forced
myself up. Liam had dready packed my deeping bag and my savant, so there was nothing left to do but
get on the bike, and lift Moki into hisbin. That was when | remembered the second mechanic I'd seenin
the night.

The memory was remarkably clear, but Liam gave me afunny look when | described what | had seen. “I
was not hdlucinating!” 1 indsted. He shrugged.

Udondi was more willing to believe me. She eyed the forest thoughtfully. “Kaang' strees, huh? They do
look rather nicely tended.”

So they did. | had been too tired yesterday to notice, and too sick to seeit in the morning, but the trees
were al straight-backed giants without dead limbs or wounds or gnarls. They looked asif they’ d been
carefully pruned and tended for what must be the hundreds of years they had been dive.



Udondi said, “Persondly, | think I'll leave the trees unharmed and forgo any fires until we leave the
Crescent. What do you say, Liam?’

What could Liam say? He nodded, and took the lead.

The mossthat carpeted the forest floor was so thick and moist our bike tires hardly disturbed it; our
tracks disappeared amost before we could turn around. Y esterday on the escarpment I’ d expected to
spend many grim days hunting a path through the forest. The redlity proved suspicioudy easy. Thetrees
were planted in grest lanes, with no saplings, no underbrush, and no low-hanging branches. There were
no folliesether; no sign at al that silver had ever been there.

Following the lanes of treestook usin anortheasterly direction: deeper into the forest and ever farther
from the western escarpment. By late afternoon we had put over eighty miles behind us. We might have
gonefarther, but | was still very weak, and for my sake Liam called abresk every haf hour or so. During
thesetimes| would let Moki run free, hoping he would dert usif the worm drew near. Then | would fling
myself onto the wet moss, deegping for five minutes, sometimes ten, while Liam and Udondi kept watch.

It was during one of these rest stops that Moki discovered a mantidike mechanic, identical to the onel
had seen the night before. It clung to atreetrunk, at aheight of fifteen feet or so above the ground. From
its perch on the rough bark it examined us, making no comment while Moki danced and barked at the
base of the tree. Udondi shooed him away. Then she looked up at the mechanic, her hands on her hips.
“You see?’ shecdled. “Weare not harming the trees.”

The mechanic made no response. When we continued on our way afew minutes later, it was still clinging
to thetree.

Soon after we saw another, thistime on the forest floor where it was busy using its clawlike appendage
to snip away at tiny weeds sprouting in the moss. Moki growled &t it, but | held on to his scruff so he
could not give chase. These were not the mechanics we wanted him to hunt.

Lateinthe day therain returned. Fat dropsfel down from the distant canopy, pattering dully on the
moss, whilethe aides of treeswere filled with drifting mists. | was overwhelmed with the certainty that
this had been the pattern of life here, every day, for hundreds of years. The rain would come and the
trees would grow, with no difference from one day to the next, no way to measure time passing.

Then into that stillness there burst aterrible animal scream.
| skidded my biketo astop to listen better.

Every player isborn with ingtinctive memories. Though | had never before heard such ahorrible
bellowing, | knew immediately it was the death rage of some great beast, set upon by a predator even
more fierce. The hair rose on the back of my neck, while Moki cowered in hishin.

The noise came from somewhere ahead. Not far, | guessed, though nothing could be seen through the
mist. The sound became higher in pitch and more frantic, waves of pain echoing through theaides. |
bowed my head and covered my earsbut | could till hear it. It seemed to go on forever, though |
supposeit couldn’t have been more than two minutes, maybe three before slence returned to the forest.

But nothing was the same. The aides of trees had become sinister linesleading to adark and unknown
heart. | looked back, thinking to turn and flee perhaps, | don’'t know, but Udondi was there and though
shelooked shaken she managed an encouraging smile. “ At least that hunter found game beforeit could



noticeus.”

Liam rolled his bike back, so that we made asmall circle there under thetrees. “1'd like to know what it
Wm”

“You want to look for it?” | asked, wide-eyed.

He nodded. “It could take us two days to reach the eastern end of the Crescent. I’ d rather know the
hazards than not.”

| glanced back once more, but there was no sanctuary that way. Mica Indevar had overheard me speak
of Jolly. He would surely have gotten word to Kaphiri by now. | stroked Moki’ s back and whispered a
few wordsto soothe him. Then | dipped my rifle out of its sheath and dung it over my shoulder.

Udondi did the same, but Liam eyed me doubtfully. “I’ll bein front,” he reminded, “so don’t shoot if your
hands are shaking.”

They were shaking quitevisibly. “Come. Let’ sget thisdone.”

We cameonthekill injust afew minutes. It appeared first as amound of gleaming, scurrying metal
looming in the mist. Only aswe drew near did | see the great horns and hooves of awild bull—eight feet
at the shoulder in life—protruding from the mass of forest mechanics that swarmed the carcass, using
their claws and bladesto cut away tiny dices of mest.

Scarlet blood pooled on the moss.

The bull must have rampaged, for in places the moss was torn out down to the mud, and many trees
were dashed asif by horns. A crowd of forest mechanics crouched at each of these wounds, using their
feet to pat in apaste just the color of the bark. | kept my hand on Moki.

Liam said, “1 think we see the reason the Kalang Crescent has not been settled. | will take your advice,
Udondi, and not harm any trees.”

Beyond the dead bull (at least, | hoped it was findly dead...adeath of small cuts and dashesand dow
bleeding) new movement caught my eye: afluid cable of slver meta diding out of the migt.“ It stherel” |
whispered.“ Theworm.”

Theworm. It must have been drawn by the activity of the forest mechanics. | watched it dip toward the
bull’ s boiling carcass. It moved dowly, itstiny head raised an inch above the moss, and it did not look to
ether Sde. It seemed entranced, hypnotized by this mechanica frenzy, utterly unaware of us on our
bikes, only afew dozen feet away.

| redlized then that it must have been closeto usdl day, staying just out of sght—for how else could it
have found the carcass so quickly?—and yet it had not once attacked us. Why not? Perhaps because it
would be easier to let us escape the Kadang Crescent under our own power...?

| dropped the kickstand on my bike. Udondi turned to stare at me. “They’ rewaiting for us on the other
Sde of the Crescent!” | gestured at the worm. “It’ s been called off. It'sbeen told to follow usonly.”

Panic took me. What had | said this morning when the worm'’ s drug had set my tongueto talking? Had |
said anything more about Jolly? About where | hoped to find him? | couldn’t remember, but what if |
had?“ They want to use me againgt him!” Already wet and sick and trembling in that grim foret, | could



not bear thisadded injury. “They think they can find him first!”
| swung off my bike. Moki legped down to follow.
“Jubileg!” Liam said, backing his bike around. “Be cam. There s nothing we can do here.”

“Yesthereis. Give meyour via of kobolds.” Hewould have astock of the metallophorestoo. | had not
seen them, but | knew Liam.

“No. It would be too—"

| wanted no excuses. | turned from him to Udondi. | swear my intention was only to demand the
kobolds, but she had come up behind me and in my weakness | stumbled against her. She reached out to
catch my amsand | felt the vid in her chest pocket. In an ingtant | had it out and | was away, running
bent over for balance, Sraight for the feeding frenzy, with the smdl of the bull’ sblood in my nogtrils.

Theworm was gill there, on the other side of the swarming mechanics. It looked like achannd of light in
the blood-soaked moss, itstiny head reared up and swaying above the forest mechanicsin the attitude of
one entranced by an incomparable symphony. Of me, it was utterly unaware.

| drew my hand back to throw the via—»but the moss was soft. Would the vial shatter? | hesitated, and
in that moment Liam caught up with me. He grabbed my hand. | cried out in wordless fury while he
shouted a me, “ Stop and think what you' re doing!”

Then we were both shouting at once, while Moki danced around our feet barking like a mad thing.
“I'm going to kill theworm, Liam!”

“You'regoing tokill usdl.”

“Let go of mel Theworm will follow usif we don't kill it now.”

“Think what you're doing! If you rel ease those kobol ds here they won't just attack the worm. The forest
mechanics, Jubilee! They're made just like the worm. What will happen ifthey beginto die?”

Hiswords got under my rage at last. What would happen? Even more of the forest mechanics would
come. Hundreds had siwarmed together to attack the bull. How many more might come if some of their
own were dying?

Thefight left me. | let Liam take the vid.

The worm had been roused by our shouting. It Stared a me, itstiny eyeslike blind white circles.
Somehow it knew | would not dare hurt it.

“Comeaway,” Liamsad.

The smdll of the carcass and the churning and snipping of the mechanicsintruded on my sensesas
sckening things. Even Moki was lgpping at apool of blood. I let Liam guide me backward. “We will not
harm any trees,” he murmured. “Or any mechanics.” | caled to Moki, and he followed, histonguelicking
at the blood on his nose and chin.

The worm watched us. Listened. When we were six feet away it lowered itslittle head to the moss and
gped off tail firgt into the mist dmogt faster than my eye could follow.



Liamwas quietly furious all that afternoon—because | had been foolish, yes, but so I’'m sure because
he wanted to destroy the worm as much as | did and yet he had been forced to let it go. We would not
get achancelikethat again, and asfast as the worm could move, how could we ever escapeit?| had not
seenitagain, but | did not doubt thet it ill followed.

Liam waswell ahead of me, his shape on the bike only a silhouette in the mist when | saw him stop. |
dowed my own bike, wary of hisanger. Udondi had been following, but now she rode up beside me.

She had been silent since my escapade, but with her, aswith Liam, | sensed there were wordsto be
spoken that had only been put off for awhile. “Stay close,” she said. “We need each other.”

A blush touched my damp cheeksand | hurried forward, to learn that Liam had found a path.

It was anarrow track, running at right anglesto our heading. The moss had been worn away, reveding a
maze of tree roots cradling scattered patches of thick mud. Pressed into the mud in severd placeswas
the watery impression of avery large boot.

Udondi looked up from where she had been crouching, examining the tracks, “ Do we follow the path?’
she asked. “Or do we leave this mysterious resident to himself?”

“Let'sgoon,” Liamsaid. “1 don't want to know the player who would chooseto live here.”

| felt the opposite. | wanted to know who would adopt this forest for ahome, and the thought of deeping
under aroof, behind a closed door, was pleasant to me. But | was not going to argue again with Liam.
So we crossed the path and went on, but we did not escape.

After half an hour our northeasterly trek was interrupted by awall that marched across our way. It stood
perhaps nine feet high, with a crown of moss on the top. Its bricks had the chalky look of condensed
stone that grows by harvesting moleculesfrom the air.

Thewall ran off to right and |eft, wending between the trees until it disappeared in themist. At severd
pointsits stonework had been shattered by the expanding girth of some massive trunk. But despite the
strange setting, and the wall’ s poor condition, | thought | recognized its purpose, for | had climbed upon
agmilar fortification dl my life. “Thisisatemplewall.”

“Maybeitwasatemplewadl,” Liam said. “It'saruin now.”
“But perhaps not uninhabited?” Udondi mused.

It waslate. Darkness would be faling soon. | knew Liam wanted to push on into the night, but he looked
at me and saw it was no use. | was exhausted, not at al recovered from the worm' s bite. | played on my
weakness. “If it satemple,” | said, “the playershere are sureto let us stay the night.” And perhaps there
would be no forest mechanics within the temple building. | was developing ahearty loathing for all
mechanics greater in 9ze and intelligence than smple kobolds.

“Let’ sfollow thewall around,” Liam said, nodding to the north. “If we find the gate, maybe we' |l see
what goeson insde.” He was hoping we would not find it, but it was my luck—my famous luck—that
wedid, and only aquarter mile away. The gate stood open, its panels stained with rain, and moss
growing along its upper edge and piled around its hinges, so it was clear it hadn't been shut for years
upon endless years.

The path we had spurned in the forest found us again at the gate. It stepped boldly through, dividing the



carpet of mossin half. Liam sat hisbike, peering reluctantly within at a massive, dark shadow that was
the temple building, looming in the mist. There were no lights, or any scent of dinner cooking. No voices,
no gardens, nor any paths, except the one determined path leading directly to the front door.

It was Moki who decided us. He jumped from hisbin before | could stop him, and trotted toward the
temple, hisears pricked forward in acurious pose. “So,” Udondi said, “I’ ve been in stranger places.”
Shefollowed after Moki, and | followed her, so in the end Liam had no choice.

Chapter
14

Weleft our bikes a ongside the path and walked up the moss-covered stairs that led to the temple’s open
doors. | was surprised at the dull thump of our footsteps on the stair, asif it was made of hollow plastic.
An angled roof covered the small stoop, shdltering it from the rain and shading the double doors so that
instead of moss, their plain panelswere covered with adimy black agae that came awvay on my fingers
when | made the mistake of touching it. The doors were pinned against the wall with blackened hooks.

Twilight wasfdling over theforest, but within the temple night had dreedy come. Liam used aflashlight to
chase back the shadows, reveadling amodest hal bare of any furnishing. The massve trunks of two trees
grew up through the floor, disappearing past neat collars set into the celling. Water—presumably from
the rain—trickled down their rough bark and out of sight. The floor was adick of black agae, except
where that one resolute path made its way straight across the room, vanishing into a halway beyond.
Moki sniffed a thefloor, histail wagging furioudy.

“Nobody home?’ Liam wondered.

Udondi addressed the question to the house. “Hello? Anyone here?’ Her voice reverberated from hard
surfaces. There was no response.

| shrugged, too tired to fedl much fear. “If there sany comfort to be found here, it'll be at the end of this
path. Comeon.”

Thefloor wasdick. | amost went down before | figured out how to walk flat-footed. “Hold on, Jubilee,”
Liansad. “Let megofirg, I'vegot thelight.”

The path took us through a halway, then into around chamber crowded with four massive tree trunks.
Rain was drumming on the roof now, and little freshets of water raced down the trunks, trickling into
drainsin thefloor. Everything was damp, and the chamber smelled the way chronically damp things do:
of mildew and moldering. Still, it waswarmer in here than it had been in the hal and when we stepped
past thefirst grest tree trunk it was clear why: four huge gold coils spirded up from battery pots set into
the floor. They gave off acheerful heat so that in the center of the room the air seemed light to bregthe,
though itssmdll reminded me of burnt mulch.

This, apparently, was where the resident had chosen to live, for between the heating coilswas abed with
asagging meattress, abench, a battered table, atiny stove, and anill-designed sink served by apipelaid
right acrossthe floor.

| collapsed onto the bench. Udondi |eaned past me to touch a quartz-paned lamp that sat on the table. It
blushed to life, reducing Liam'’ sflashlight to an inconsequentid role.

| looked about at the pathetic furnishings, and at last a healthy doubt began to assert itsdlf. If thistruly
was atemple, why wasit on no map? Why wasit so empty of everything except an abject poverty?



“Maybe Liamwasright,” | said softly. “Maybethisisonly theruin of afailed temple”

Liam answered from the darkness beyond the heaters. “ A nice theory, but there’ sathriving kobold well
herethat disputesit.”

“Youfoundawdl?’ | wason my feet in amoment, despite my fatigue, hobbling into the shadows where
Liam was crouched beside awaist-high ring of sour-smelling soil as coarse asworm castings. The mound
shivered and trembled as kobolds by the hundreds crawled aimlesdy through the surface layers. Insde
the ring the well was adark, unfathomable circle. Theair aboveit was cold.

“Listen,” Udondi said softly. She stood at the doorway, Moki beside her, his ears pricked as he stared
downthe hall.

After asecond | heard it too: asound of low, mournful singing, just at the threshold of hearing.
Udondi said, “1 think the keeper returns.”

We put the light out, and returned to the front door to wait.

The migt-shrouded twilight had given way to true darknessin the few minutes we had been insde.
Neither thelight of any star nor the gleam of Heaven could reach down through the clouds that shrouded
the Kalang Crescent that night. Neither was there any stir of wind, nor whisper of leaf against leaf, but
everywhere the endless soft pattering of rain on yielding moss.

| crouched on the stoop, too tired to stand, holding Moki gently by the scruff so he would not charge.
The singer’ s voice drifted through the trees. It was a man’ s voice, and the song he sang was soft and sad,
and full of londiness, though the words were of alanguage | did not know, and that did not move any
memory in me. A light appeared through the mist, a blurred golden spot jostling aong the mud path,
reveding nothing of the onewho heldit.

Wewaited in sllence while the light advanced to the gate, where it stopped. Had the sSinger seen the
tracks our bikes had |eft on the mud path? Or had he sensed our presence some other way? A scent, or
agrangewarmth intheair of bodies passng...

How long had he been done? How long, with hisworld never changing?

Udondi stepped forward then, ddliberately scuffing her boots against the dick stair. “ Greetings, Keeper,”
she caled in avoice that was clear but soft.

The light rose higher in the air, asif the keeper had lifted it to extend itsreach, and for thefirst timel
could see alarge, looming shadow behind it.

Udondi said, “We are three strangers on your doorstep at twilight, seeking shelter from the silver.”

Those are the traditional words used in stories of old to gain entrance to atemple. | couldn’t remember
any visitor to Temple Huacho ever being so formal, but of course our hospitality was never in question.

“Mari?’ the singer asked, his voice oddly hoarse as with some wretched hope. Then, speaking in the
language we dl knew, “Mari, isit you? Did you find your youth? Have you come home at last?’

Udondi answered him, “ Alas, Keeper, none of usare your Mari.” Then sheturned to Liam and
murmured,” Hand methe flashlight.” He passed it to her. Sheturned it on, and held it high soitslight



shone down on us. “I am Udondi Hald, thisis Liam Panandi, and this, Jubilee Huacho.”
“Areyou wayfarers?’
“It'sonly that we have businessin the desert to the east.”

He cameforward then, into the gleam of the light, and | could see he was a player big enough tofill the
boots whose tracks we had seen—taller than me and Liam by ahead and shoulders, and almost wider
than the three of us put together. He wore ahat with a grest, flat brim, and along green raincoat that
whispered as he moved.

But despite hissize, and despite anestly trimmed black beard that furred the lower half of hisface, he
looked a boy, hisfeatures youthful and rounded and smooth. If not for that beard, | would have guessed
him even younger than me, a husky adolescent just reaching hisfull growth. The beard looked like stage
cosuming.

He examined usin turn, and his confusion wasthat of a child. “ She said shewould come back.” His
worried eyes |ooked first at Udondi, and then Liam. Next he turned to me, and hope touched him. “I
never saw her when she wasyoung. Areyou sure...?’

“Sheisnot Mari,” Udondi said quickly. “ Sheis Jubilee Huacho.”
“And sheisno wayfarer,” Liam added. “ Sheis mated.”
“I'amnot,” | snapped. “Not yet.”

The boy-man chuckled &t this, showing an eusive maturity, though he till did not seem convinced. He
studied me, asif hoping | would reved some habit or gestureto provel washislost Mari after dl. This
annoyed me. | was exhausted and still sick, and | didn’t want to defend mysdlf againgt the ghost of a
woman long gone.

So | let Moki go, and rising to my feet, | said, “Y ou don't ook old enough to have ever known alover.”

“Oh, but | am.” He rubbed at his damp forehead with the tips of pale whitefingers, asif trying to rouse
some memory. “I’'m older than | look. My name, it’s...Nuanez Li. And...and...” Hefrowned. “lam the
temple keeper. | have been, since shewent away. A long time, now. There are words I’ m supposed to
say when players come. | know there are, but...what were they? What?’ He shook his head in utter
mydtification. “Anyway, dl of you are welcome here. Not that there’ sany slver to hidefrom. I've never
seenit here. Not once. But you' rewelcome...” He snapped hisfingers, looking at usin sudden triumph.
“All travelers are welcome! Those are the words. * All travelersarewelcome at TempleLi!” Well. It has
been avery long time since any have come.”

We brought the bikesingde to get them out of the rain. Then we returned to the well room, which was
the only room Nuanez Li used anymore. He had gone in ahead of us, and we found him waiting there
with the light turned on, looking forlorn as he stood before the open door of asmall cabinet. “There's
only kibble,” he said softly. “It'snot fresh.”

Kibbleisawayfarer’ sfood, made of astrain of kobold that can eat dmost anything organic. The
kobold' s body swdlsinto amarble-sized pellet of protein. Then the head and legs die and fall off, leaving
aprotein pellet encased in a sweetened carbohydrate shell. Kibble can last for months, and apparently
that was how Nuanez cultivated it: in large batchesin aback room of the temple whenever he could get
the carcass of awild caf, or gather enough falen leaves to make a compost heap.



“We have other food,” Liam said. “If you'll permit it, we' d be honored to provide dinner tonight.”

Nuanez looked closeto tears at this suggestion, and | could not tell if it was because he felt ashamed, or
because he was moved to be with other players again. Liam nodded, pretending Nuanez had assented.
Then he went to fetch our road packets from the bikes and Nuanez went with him.

When they came back Nuanez carried al the packets himself, looking as pleased as achild on his
birthday. He sat beside me at the table and sorted through them again and again, admiring the labels, and
the listed contents. Liam encouraged him to choose whichever he wanted and that took another ten
minutes until finaly | said | should cover hiseyesand let him pick blindly. He agreed that would be best
and afterward he ate with his eyes closed, and alook of bliss upon hisface. None of us had the heart to
disturb him, soit wasaslent dinner, requiring only afew minutesto finish.

Afterward | forced mysdlf up. Leaning past Liam, | put my hand on hisflashlight. “I’m going to get our
things off the bikes”

Helooked up a me, and the look in his eyes made me remember that we had not finished our business
of the afternoon. Udondi saw it too. She leaned across the table, distracting Nuanez with questions about
the structure of the temple. “Oh, aye,” Nuanez said. “It’ sdl plastic, compiled of carbon harvested from
theair...”

| took the flashlight and I&ft. | did not look back. Shadows retreated ahead of mein the hallway and |
heard Nuanez ask, “Where are they going?’ Udondi answered something | could not understand and
Moki’s claws scrabbled at the floor as he hurried to catch up.

| listened for Liam following me, but he moved like acat, silent. Saying nothing. When | could stand it no
longer | turned about in the hall sending the shadows jumping up the mildewed walls. “1 had to do
something!”

Hewas six paces behind me, looking as angry as he' d been that afternoon, asif he’ d packed the emotion
away, only to pull it out again, till fresh. “Y ou didn’t thinkl’ d do something?’

“I’'m not the kind of player to wait for someone else.”

“If you don't learn to think first, Jubilee, to think ahead, you' re not going to last out here. It sassmple as
that.”

| nodded. “I made amistake, Liam. | know that.”

He watched me, asif waiting for something more. “What? No promiseit won't happen again?
“I can’'t promisethat.”

“Soyou'rehonest.” He held out hishand. “ Give me the flashlight.”

It washis, so | handed it to him. He went past me, into the front hall where we had |eft the bikes. “Liam,
lam sorry.”

He was dready throwing open the saddle boxes, pulling out the deeping bags, and our savants. “1 don’t
want to die out here. | don’t want you to die.”

“Weaen'tgoingtodie”

“Spend afew months on the road, and you won'’t sound so confident when you say that.”



Hewasin no mood to make peace. So | took my savant and went out on the stoop to call my mother,
but | could not get asignal, not even when | floated the savant high on awireline. Liam came out to
watch. “No luck?’

| shook my head. “Either the district antennas are down or thereare no district antennas.”
“That last, I'd guess”

Moki was running about in therain. | whistled for him, trying hard to hold on to an artificia calm. At
Temple Huacho we had often lost our market connection, but never before had | been prevented from
cdling homeif | was away. What was going on there? Did they need me? Would | ever know?

It cameto methat | might find Jolly, and that | might take him back to Kavasphir only to find that our
home, Temple Huacho, had been logt: fallen to ruins at the hands of some cessant cult, or washed away
by the silver, and dl that we loved in thisworld gone.

“She'll bedl right,” Liam said asif he had heard my heart. “Y our mother isgood at taking care of
things”

“Sheis | know it.”

But Kaphiri was ahazard dtogether different from any she had faced before.

Back in the wdll room, Udondi saw thingsin amore positive light. “1f you can't get alink out of here,
neither can the worm.”

That wastrue. So it was possible nothing was known of our activitiessnce we d left theKaang's
western rim. If we could get rid of the worm before we left the Crescent’ s eastern spur, we might il
stand a chance of dipping avay undiscovered.

| laid out my deeping bag beside one of the heating coils. Then | checked that my rifle was loaded. “How
can we stop theworm?’ | wondered doud. “Would a shot to the head do it?’

Nuanez had heard the story of the worm from Udondi. “ Depends on the design,” he said. “Some
mechanics have intdligence in every segment. Do you want to deep in my bed?”

| glanced at his sagging mattress—"No thank you; thisisfineé’—and crawled ingde my bag before he
couldingg.

Liam said, “The metalophores could still work. Or maybe we could takeit in anoose.”

“No,” | sad. “If you nooseit, the worm would only split into segments and escape.” | pulled the bag over
my shoulders, grateful for the nearby heating coil.

“Maybe it could be noosed about the head,” Nuanez said.
“It has only one set of eyes,” Liam mused. “That probably meansthe intelligenceislocd to the head.”

“So ahead shotmight work,” | mumbled as alethargy crept over me. The room grew distant, and yet |
didn'tfal adeep. Orif | did, it wasonly ahdf deep in which the voices of the others continued to play
inside my mind, their soft words wrapped around awhiskey smell. | guessed it was Udondi who'd
produced the liquor, because | never knew Liamto carry it. | listened to their low voices, and after a
whileit was mostly Nuanez who spoke, hiswords building the shape of hislifein my haf-waking mind.



Long ago he had come to the Kalang Crescent with hislover, and together they had made thistemple
around akobold well they discovered freshly born from the ground. A lifetime spent in that horrible
forest! | could not imagineit, yet Nuanez spoke fondly of his past. He had been happy, and | can only
think hislover Mari had been happy too. There had been twenty-six children, though one daughter was
lost to the forest mechanics when she wasfive. Nuanez il was bitter: “Kaang—whoever he was—was
afool to leave them here. Now it'll take asilver flood to berid of them.”

In time the children grew up and one by one they went away. “1 hope some of them found lives out
there,” Nuanez said, afaraway note in hisvoice. “ Anyway, none came back.”

But Nuanez did not look old enough to have even one child. | wondered if he might be the youngest son
after dl, left on hisown after someterrible accident, hislondinessdriving him to re-creste alife history of
love and family bonds. “How isit you look so young?’ | asked.

They dl turned to me with startled faces. Then Liam chuckled. “ Jubileg, | thought you were adeep.”
“Not redly.”

Nuanez eyed me with that disturbing, speculative glint he had. “Do | look young?’

Udondi answered that. “Hardly ateen.”

Thispleased him. “That' |l be arelief for Mari! She wouldn't want to come back to an old man. Ah, |
miss her so much. She endured alot to win the traveler’ sfavor. Hewas a cruel one, with never akind
word for her, but she would dways gift him the best room and the best food when he cameto say.”
Nuanez smiled sheepishly. “I1t' shard to believe, | guess, but we kept a fine house when Mari was here.
Not likenow...”

“Your houseiswarm,” Udondi said, “and your hospitaity unquestioned. ..but who isthistraveler you
speak of 7 Was there an edge of excitement in her voice?

Nuanez frowned, struggling with the memory. “ Did he ever have aname? If hedid | don’t remember it.
We cdled him thetraveler. Or we caled him nothing at dl.He shere. That'sdl Mari would say when |
returned in the evening from tending the wells, but | knew who she meant. He had no need of aname.

“He camethefirst time not long after we moved here, but even then he knew hisway in theforest. He
showed me kobold wells | had not found before, and he ordered me to care for them. It made my circuit
very long, but | kept them well. Mari wanted meto. The traveler knew many things, and Mari loved to
learn new things.Our wells must be very specid , she' d say.To bring him back again and again .

“Y ears passed between hisvisits, and when he came back he aways|ooked just the same. Mari noticed
it firs.Hedoesn't age, she'd say.”

This tartled me, and my gaze shifted to Udondi, who answered my look with adight nod.

Nuanez went on with his story. “Mari felt her own age growing heavy on her. She had spent ninety-one
years asawayfarer. She was past one hundred when she found me. She’ d been through alot and...it
made her afraid. If she died and was born again, would she have to spend another ninety yearsin fruitless
searching? She didn’t want to die and lose what she had. So finally she gathered her courage and asked
thetraveler about his secret, how he had held on to hisyouth.

“He had dways been acruel man, but he showed her some kindness then. He told her he would help
her, that she did not have to die. So she went away with him. He was going to make her young again,
that’ swhat she told me, and then she’ d come back, and we' d be together always...”



Again Udondi and | exchanged alook, and | could see she thought this traveler was Kaphiri.

Nuanez did not notice. “ She' |l be surprised when she does finally come home, because | have found a
way to get my own youth back, and | found it right here, in our own kobold wells. After Mari left, | had a
lot of time, so | read her books, and | experimented with the kobolds and changed their configuration
codesand findly | got what Mari wanted: an €lixir to return youth.”

| pushed mysdlf up on one elbow, peering at his boy-face. “ So you made yoursdf young again.” But his
youth was not the same as Kaphiri’s. The player I'd met at Temple Huacho had none of the childish look
or mannerisms of Nuanez. Kaphiri had seemed not so much young, astimeless, immuneto age.

“ She should have come back by now,” Nuanez said, and his voice broke. Hisface scrunched up, so that
| was afraid hewould cry. “Why doesit take so long?’

“Hasthetraveler never come back?’ Udondi asked gently.

“Never. Theroad isdangerous, | know, and if something happened to him in some far land, then Mari
might have become logt. That could be why she takes so long. But the goddess will finaly guide my Mari
home. | know it. The sllver’ saware of dl of us. Mari told meit was so, and she grew up inthe
mountains, so she would know.”

He snapped hisfingers. “But I'm forgetting again! It' s gotten bad lately. The traveler must have known
something | did not, for he never forgot anything...” Nuanez tapped hisforehead. “But me...| fed stuffed
with memories. Too many memories. They make me fuzzy-headed. Sometimes| fed | don't have room
inmy head to think at al, but—" He stopped in midsentence, adistant ook in hiseyes asif he were off
chasng some stray thought. Then he amiled. “Mari doesn't like meforgetting.”

His bed creaked as he stood. He shuffled over to one of the cabinets behind the heating coil at the foot of
his bed. Opening the plastic door, he bent over, and rummaged around insde. “ Oh. Miracle. I’ ve found
it”

When he turned around, | glimpsed aflat, greenish object half-hidden in hisgreat hand. “ Thiswas Mari’s.
When shewasagirl in the mountains, it was the custom to make shrines to the goddess. If you left
something valuable for the silver, sometimes something even more va uable was returned, so it was said.
Wedll, Mari had abrother who was good at everything, while she was not so good. It sat hard with her,
and one day she made a shrine and |eft her cat there. That cat was more precious to her than
anything...except, | guess, beating her brother. She wanted the goddess to send her something powerful
intradefor that cat. Well, shelost the cat, and dl she got in return wasthisbook.” He handed alittle
palm-sized book to Udondi, who thumbed through it curioudy. “ Can you read it?” Nuanez asked

hopefully.
“Not aword.”

He sighed. “Neither could Mari. She never showed it to the traveler, or told him she had it, because she
didn’t trust him to let her know what it was about. But before we came here she used to show it to
everyone she met, hoping someone could read it.”

“Jubileeis good with these things,” Udondi said, and she passed the book to me. | accepted it eagerly.
The cover was green plastic, but each inner page was awafer of green |ettered stone, the black writing
tiny, compressed. | bent over it, squinting in the poor light. | knew these letters! My lips moved as|
sounded out the words.” Sweet silver,” | whispered.

“Doyou haveit?’ Liam asked.



| nodded, fedling asudden chill. “1t' s the same language used by the bogy in the ruined city.”

“You can read it?’ Nuanez asked in hoarse amazement. “What doesit say?’

| turned afew pages, reading wordswhere | could. “It looks like an index of configuration codes.”
“For regrowing youth?’

“I don’'t think so. It’ Il take me some time to work the whole thing out, but here...and here. These seem
to do with recalling memories”

Hisfacefel in clear disgppointment. “Oh, | have too many memoriesdready. Anold man'smindina
young man’ s body and no room left for thinking.”

| frowned over the book. Had | misspoken? The codes had to do with recalling memories, yes, but not
the memories of individud players. Rether, the memory of Slver...

Could that be?

| glanced at Nuanez, knowing | should explain the difference, but I’ d begun to covet the book. | held it
agang my chest. “May | read it?’

“You can haveit! Didn't | say that? Mari intended to giveit to the one who could read it. She got to
thinking maybe that was the reason she’ d been given the book in the first place—to hold on to for
another. She traded her cat for it. She wanted it to mean something. Oh, Mari. Y ou' d be disappointed to
know it was only configuration codes.”

After that the light was put out and the others dept, but | lay awake, thinking, still holding the book in my
hands. Mari had traded her cat for it—the same asif I’ d traded Moki. A powerful gift.

Wasthe silver aware? | riffled the book’ s crigp stone pages and alight fluttered from them. A greenish
light.
My eyeswent widein surprise. | huddled deeper in my deeping bag. Then | opened the book again.

The pages made their own light, alovely, light green glow that left the letters standing out in crisp
slhouette. | turned to thefirst page and read thetitleKnown Kobold Circles. There was an introduction
before the listings of configuration codes. | rubbed at my eyes and told myself to close the book and go
to deep. But the introduction was short; only afew sentences. | decided | would read that, no more.
Eagerly, | garted puzzling out the unfamiliar words. The meaning | gleaned was closeto this:

Oursisaworld of tricks and complications. Who made it so no one can say, but al tricks must unravel in
time if we work together, and share what we know. Thisbook is dedicated to that end. Herein are
summarized the findings of seventy-three temple keepers, dl of whom dedicated many yearsto the puzzle
of kobold circles. All the circleslisted here are based on the Pythagorean series. No doubt other
combinations of zero exigt, but at the time of thiswriting they are unknown. New solutions should be
reported to the keeper of Temple Choff-en-Oreone, for inclusion in future editions of this book.

Ki-Faun

5th day of Spider
thisyear 13,255



If Ki-Faun had counted years according to the same calendar we used, then this writing was more than
eight thousand yearsold.

Forgetting my resolve to read only theintroduction, | turned the page, puzzling over the lists of
configuration codes. It was too bad Ki-Faun had not bothered to explain what a kobold circle was, or
for that matter a Pythagorean series. Maybe my savant would know?

| stuck my head out of my deeping bag to whisper aquiet summons. That’swhen | saw Moki standing
over me, stiffly dert, hisears pricked toward the top of the tree trunk beside the heater where | had
made my bed. | followed his gaze. Between the trunk and the collar that ringed the hole in the celling, |
could just seethetiny head of theworm, glittering in the faint light of the drifting savants. Moki growled,
and theworm’ s head emerged alittle farther. It looked at us with its empty white eyes.

| reached for my rifle. Without dtting up | raised it dowly, dowly to my shoulder. Then | lifted my heed,
just far enough to peer dong the sght. Theworm didn’t shy at my movement. It hung motionless against
thetree trunk, itswhite eyesfixed on me...asif it was daring me to take the shot.

That firgt night Liam had shot it in the body, and it had immediately repaired itsdlf, but | knew | could hit it
inthe head...and maybe that would finishiit.

| held my breath; my finger tightened over the trigger—

Then, asif some ghost had whispered awarning in my mind, | realized what | was about to do. | would
hit the worm, yes, and maybe destroy it, but the bullet would carry on into the trunk of the tree and then
the forest mechanicswould surely come.

| collapsed back to the floor, holding therifle against me, my eyes closed and a cold sweat beading my
skin.Sweset slver . | had nearly repeated my mistake of this afternoon. | could hear Liam again, his
disappointment,Learn to think first, Jubilee.

Hedidn't trust me. | wasn't sure anymore | trusted myself.

| laid therifle on the ground. Then | looked again for the worm, but it had withdrawn. | watched for it to
return. Only after along time, did | fall adeep.

Chapter
15

The table lamp was on again when Udondi nudged me awake. “Timeto rise, wayfarer, the road awaits
lﬁ"

“Youfound aroad?’ | asked around ayawn.
She grinned. “Where we step, that is our road.”

| groaned and tried to wriggle deeper into my deeping bag. “It’ stoo early to quote classics. Areyou sure
it seven morning?’ Therewas certainly no evidence of daylight in the temple’ swell room. Thelamp on
the table burned just asit had last night, casting the sameillumination. | squinted at the tree trunks, but
could see no sgn of the sun winking through the narrow gap in the ceiling.

“It'smorning by the clock,” Udondi assured me. “ And even better the rain has stopped. Do you fed al
right today? Has the worm poison finished with you?’



| considered the question. | felt tired, hungry, sore, but what else could be expected?“| fed dl right.”
“Good. Come have some breakfast. We want to be ready to leave at first light.”

| gavein, and crawled out of my deeping bag. A glance around the room showed the other bags were
already gone, packed on the bikes | supposed, along with the savants. Of Liam and Nuanez and even
Moki, there was no sign. “How long has everyone been up?’ | asked, collapsing onto the bench beside
thetable.

Udondi set abowl of kibblein front of me. “Not so long.”

They were babying me. She and Liam had probably been up for an hour, packing, and making plans. |
scowled at the kibble. | didn’t want to be the cargo, the human baggage on this journey.

Udondi chided me: “Thekibblewill not be improved, no matter the stern looks we giveit.” She put out a
glass, and apitcher of water. Then she sat down acrossfrom me. “Y ou’' ve been sick with theworm’s
bite. It would have affected any of usin the sameway.”

| nodded, though | couldn’t help but think she and Liam would have shown more fortitude.

I commenced my duty with the kibble, while Udondi spilled three snub-nosed bullets onto the table.
Picking up thefirgt, she opened it at the base, revedling a hollow chamber indgde the ceramic jacket. Next
shetook out the via of metal-eating kobolds. With ceramic tweezers she carefully transferred seven
koboldsinto each of the bullets, sedling them shut when she was done.

“Going worm-hunting?’ | asked.
Sheamiled.

Liam had been out with Nuanez, scouting about for the worm. He had hoped to try a head shot. But
though Moki found scent trail sthat excited him, he did not find the mechanic, and Liam returned with his
rifle unused.

Then it wastimeto leave.

Nuanez stood with us on the stoop, his boy-face looking al the moreforlorn for the brave smile hetried
to put on. “ Take care on your journey,” hetold us. “It'salong way to the end of the eastern spur. Be
cautious dl theway. Don't make fires. Don’'t harm the trees.” Then he turned to me, still with that
questioning look in his eyes. “Keep that book closeto you, Jubilee. And if you ever come back here, you
must vist, and tell meif it wasworth Mari’scat.”

| thought my heart would bregk. “Why don’t you come with us?’ | blurted. “1 think you should. We' re
not the perfect companions, | know. That worm'’s not a pleasant shadow, but you' d probably be okay
with usto the edge of the Crescent. Y ou could use my bike. | could ridewith Liam.”

“Jubileg sright,” Liam said. “ Come with us. Let the matchmakers help you find your Mari.”

Nuanez shook hishead. “I thank you for your kind offer, but | can’t go. Mari and |, we made promises.
She said she'd come back here, and | know she will.”

We argued with him some more, but he had hisfaith and he would not come. So we left him some of our
food packets as a parting gift, and we said good-bye. Afterward | thought of him asakind of ghogt, for



athough hewas not dead he did not seem truly aive either. The past owned him, and he had not the
heart to ask it to let him go.

Weleft Temple Li heading east, but after severd mileswe turned in amore southerly direction. This spur
of the Kalang Crescent reached deep into the desert, and it was our plan to follow it for aslong aswe
could, but first we wanted to find our way to the remote southern side.

Thelraliad wasredly two deserts. The northern expanse was renowned as a harsh land, with few
Settlements and no permanent highways, where the Slver was said to rise dmost every night of the year.
But the southern basin was worse. The silver ssormsthere were so bad that few players had ever
survived it, and what little was known was mostly rumor. We reasoned that if we kept to the southern
escarpment, there would be no highways, and no settlements below us, and the worm would have no
way to make radio contact with its masters, and give us away.

We szt out inthe gray light of dawn, but it wasn't long before the sun joined us, glittering among the
leaves and casting spangled shadows on the moss. With no mist among the trees it was not so easy for
theworm to hide, and Liam and | glimpsed it shortly after we set out, diding through a patch of sunlight.
We both pulled our rifles, but it dipped away. Then at midmorning it was Udondi’ s turn to spot it.

She wasriding ahead of me when she brought her bike skidding to a stop, so that | had to pull hard to
the sideto avoid hitting her. She yanked her rifle from its sheath, snapped it up to her shoulder, and fired.

Hiss. Pop!

The worm was caught on the moss, less than fifty feet away. It bucked, its back rising ahand span into
theair. Thenit writhed, coiling into atight knot, turning over and over until it vanished behind atree.

Udondi dung her rifle over her shoulder and sped off after it. | followed. It took us only secondsto reach
the site, but the worm was gone.

At leadt it had not gone away unscathed. Liam found asix-inch segment of its body, where one of the
kabolds had attached. | found another, smaller segment afew feet away, and then athird. Udondi
crouched over each, counting the kobolds. “Five,” she announced. “ There were seven in the dug. Damn.
The other two will be logt in the moss somewhere.”

“They might bewith theworm,” | said. “We don't know.”
“No. It would have dropped more segments.”
“Not if one reached the head.”

She smiled—"Then we Il hopefor that”—»but | could tell she was only humoring me. She let the kobolds
feed for afew minutes. Then she gathered them up and we went on.

We reached the southern escarpment just before noon. We knew we were close by the gleam of brilliant
daylight growing steadily brighter beyond the massive trunks of the trees, until suddenly the trees were
gone, and therewas only sky.

Leaving our bikes, we walked the last few feet to the edge of the escarpment. A wind sailing up from the
south poured over the cliff’ s edge, whipping my hair and chilling my face. | crept up to an outcropping of



rocksthat stood like aguardrail at the very edge of the abyss. Gingerly, | leaned over them—and found
myself facing a sheer drop of at least two thousand fedt.

Bilerosein my throat. | waslookingdown on theworld, asabird looks, asabat looks. Asif | wereflying

But playersdid not fly.

Beneeth the cold touch of the wind my cheeks flushed with an unwholesome hegt.Players did not fly
...and yet there was something familiar in thisheight, in thefed of the streaming wind, asif | had known
such athing before, in some dream | dared not remember. | felt suddenly guilty, asif I'd violated some
essentia law...but | did not retreat from the edge. Instead | leaned even farther, gazing in wonder at the
cliff’s sheer face.

It looked unnatura, asif it had been chisaled by some giant hand. Here and there afew silver-barked
trees clung to the rock, in defiance of the need for soil. Between the trees, moss and lichen grew in green
streaks and slvery patches, but they did not soften the dope. Looking east and west | counted three
waterfalls plunging in long spires of mist that turned to rain before they reached the land below. At the
base of the cliff trees grew in adense forest, but farther from the wall their ranks thinned, and soon they
yielded dtogether to grassy foothillsthat fell steeply away into abarren land of stone and brown dust. A
brown haze veiled the basin, while ssorm clouds gathered on the horizon. Lightning flickered among them,
and the streaming wind carried with it afaint growl of thunder. | was glad we would not be going down
into those lands.

Liam and Udondi had retreated to the trees. | joined them, to find Udondi with her savant unpacked and
balanced in her lap. “Y ou see here,” shewas saying to Liam as she tapped at the screen. “ The map
showsralling foothills, blending with the plateau. There’ sno hint of an escarpment likethis. None at dl.”

Liam frowned at the display. “Well look over here, at the elevation measures on the western side. We
came up that way, and it was alot higher than it shows. Y our map iswrong.”

“Y ou mean the Kalang Crescent isn't supposed to be thishigh?’ | asked.

“Not according to the cartographers who pretended to map it,” Udondi said in disgust. “ Three different
expeditions, according to the records, but they must have been copying each other’ swork because not
one of them shows adliff likethis—" and she waved her hand at the escarpment. “Which meanswe can’t
rely on these mapsto show usaway down.”

“The northern edge of the Kaang is better known,” Liam said. “And probably more accurately mapped.
We ll find away down.”

“But finding takestime.”

| crouched beside Udondi. “How old are these maps, anyway? Maybeit’sjust that the land has
changed.”

She frowned a me. “ Enough that the entire plateau has risen two thousand feet?’
Wel, it wastruel’d never heard of land changing on such ascale. Still...

“May | seethe other maps?’

She shrugged, and passed the savant to me.



| studied each display, not surewhat | was hoping to find. On each one the southern escarpment was
shown as a steep dope, but it was not vertical, and it rose no more than athousand feet above the
surrounding land. A thousand feet, at most. On one of the maps the height was only 740 feet, while on
the other it was 870. | looked at the dates and my browsrose. “Udondi!” | called. She had returned to
the cliff edge, where she stood, gazing east with her fidd glasses. “ Udondi!”

Thistime she heard me over the streaming wind. | beckoned her over. Liam cametoo. “Timeto pack
up,” hesad. “If the terrain stays smooth, we might be able to put two hundred miles behind us by sunset,
enough to bring usto the eastern tip of the Crescent.”

“First look at this.” | had the three maps displayed so they overlagpped one another, with the southern cliff
showing at the bottom of each. “The oldest map showsthe lowest eevation. . .thirty two hundred years
ago. The newest map showsthe highest. That one' s nineteen hundred years old. The landis changing, but
not so much asit seems. If it' sbeen risng only six inches ayear, that would account for the error in the
most recent map.”

Udondi and Liam traded abemused look. “ That' sa clever idea,” Udondi said diplomaticaly, “dthough |
have never heard of such athingin dl the histories|’ve explored.”

“The absence of slver arguesagaingt it too,” Liam added.
That wastrue. Without slver, the Kalang should be unchanging.

“Anyway,” Udondi said, “it doesn’t matter why the map iswrong, just that it is. It will be along way
back if the cliffs prove to be this steep dl around the eastern spur.”

Liam shrugged. “WEe Il crossto the north side tomorrow, and then we' Il know. But let’ s make what
progresswe can, whilethelight iswith us”

With the coming of the afternoon, the weather changed. The storm we had seen to the south sent an army
of clouds north to cover the basin, but they remained below us, hiding the desert beneath awhite blanket
that stretched to the horizon. | had never looked down on clouds before and | was fascinated by the
dow, bailing motion of the mist tendrils asthey rose, then collapsed again into the cloud bank.

L ater, pesks cameinto sight far away to the south and east, their summits glittering faintly through the
distance, like gems of white quartz cast on afield of wool. “That' s called the Sea Comb,” Udondi said,
nodding at the distant points of white stone aswe paused at astream crossing. “A gulf of the southern
ocean lies less than ahundred miles beyond them, and it’ s said those peaks comb the moisture from the
clouds that come up on the southern wind, sending it back to the gulf in athousand streams and rivers.
The clouds that pass through those teeth are ingy with the moisture they have left. They cast agloom
over thelrdiad, but they seldom giveran.”

| thought about the ocean, trying to imagine al those clouds as water. The fantasy delighted me. Maybe |
should have been afraid, standing on that cliff edge, looking out on avistathat reached to the edge of the
world, but | was part of that world, | felt my connection to it keenly. | wanted to throw my arms around
it, and gather it al up and know it, for it was beautiful, and full of life and mystery, and these were things
that called to my soul.

We continued east, and in the late afternoon we finaly reached the edge of Kalang’ sforest. There was
nothing gradud or natural about the trangtion. Thetreessmply ended in alast line of carefully tended
giants, without a single sapling to mar the strict boundary between the forest and the wide grasdand that



dtretched before us.

Aswe rode through that grasdand we saw many herds of wild cattle, each shepherded by abull that
would snort and offer false charges if we passed too near. Theland was badly overgrazed, and cut
through with the colorful scars of exposed minera deposits. | could not imagine how so many cattle
survived there, but they looked in good condition. “So,” Liam said when | mentioned it, “maybe they’re
tended by mechanicstoo.”

We laughed, for even mechanics could not easily produce feed out of the air. Still, | looked around alittle
more warily after that, for if these herds were descendants of animals kept by the mysterious Kalang then
perhaps theyhad inherited some ancient protection of their own.

The sun was behind us, low in the west and just on the verge of disappearing behind the gloomy line of
the forest when we came unexpectedly to the eastern tip of the Kalang. Udondi, who had ridden ahead,
stopped and gave asomber call back to us, her voice likeabird' s cry on thewind. Liam and | hurried to
join her, only to find that the sheer southern cliff had circled around in front of us. We were standing on a
peninsulain the clouds, no more than a quarter mile wide, its apex marked by arounded bluff that
dropped straight down into the fog.

“The maps don’t show anything likethis” Udondi said, and her voice was soft with arestrained anger. If
the map makers had been there, | fear they might have learned very quickly the exact height of that cliff.
But they were long lost to history, and we could go no farther east.

So we rode around the bluff, and in that way came immediately to the northern wal. At first the cliff was
as sheer as on the southern Side, but after amile the vertical wall gave way to greet piers of eroded stone
that stepped out into the cloud sea. Their dopes—thelittle we could see before they vanished in
mist—were frighteningly steep and heavily eroded, covered with loose flakes and chips of stone so that
the danger of landdide was very red. And still they seemed friendly after the stern impossibility of the
southern escarpment. We could have tried to descend in adozen different places, but al of them
presented a considerable risk, so we kept going, hoping for something better.

At twilight we found it. The clouds pulled back, reveding awel-used cattle trail winding along the side of
agreat ridge. We watched a herd appear from out of the mist, lowing gently asthey climbed the last half
mileto the plateaul.

“And if the native cattle choose to passthe night in the highlands,” Liam said, “then | think we should
too.”

Udondi and | quickly agreed. Indl that land we had seen no sign of silver: no fallies, and no recent veins
of beautiful ore. We felt safe camping there. Or we would have fdlt safe, if we didn't have to contend
with the lurking threeat of theworm.

We made our camp well back from the trailhead in case the cattle chose to useit in the night. | floated
my savant, but therewas ill no sgnd. “That' sthe Irdiad,” Udondi said. “ Antennatowers go down al
thetime”

| couldn’t help but worry—about my mother, about Jolly, and even about Y aphet. | wasrestless, so as
evening loomed | set out for the cliffs, Moki a my hedls.



To my surprise the clouds were breaking up, the greater massrolling back toward the Sea Comb, while
the stragglers evaporated in the descending night. There wasllittle light Ieft. Stll, | was ableto glimpsethe
land below. It looked to be adry, jagged country, with little more vegetation than the southern desert |
had seen that morning. Ridge after ridge ran east into darkness, each one cut by steep ravinesthat
emptied into broad washes so smooth | guessed they were lined with sand.

Far, far away, where night had aready fdlen, atiny light winked to life. Whose light? Few players dared
the Irdliad and it was easy to think | looked out on the encampment of our enemies...but if so, why did
they wait for us so far from the Kdang?

Within seconds anew glow appeared—slvery, nebulous—it sparkled in the washes, at first only a
half-seen, illusory light but it brightened rapidly astwilight gave way to full darkness, and soonthe plain
was flooded with luminous silver. It rose as quickly asany slver flood | have seen, filling the gulliesand
climbing the steep dopes of the ravines until only the highest ridges and afew lonely pinnacles stood
aboveit. Cattle, madetiny by distance, gathered on these idands, lowing forlornly to the twilight.
Somewhere a coyote howled, and others answered it, and soon a symphony was rising from the
lowlandsand it was asif the silver itself had found avoice.

That sound got ingde me. Or maybe it only wakened my coyote heart, but | found mysalfhoping the
worm’ s owner was out there. Kgphiri might not be troubled by such an evening, but surely the same
could not be said for Micalndevar and the other players who followed him. The Irdiad was a dangerous
place and not just for us. Perhaps the silver would swallow our enemies before ever they could find us.
Perhapsit aready had.

When | looked again for the distant light, | could not find it, though whether it had been taken by the
slver or only eclipsed, | could not say.

Chapter
16

Liam had the last watch that night. He woke me with a gentle shake of my shoulder.” Jubilee.”
“Isit morning?’
“Soon.”

It was il dark, but | could hear aconstant lowing of cattle dl around me, and now and then the sound
of ahoof striking rock. Udondi stirred deepily. “Has something frightened the cattle?’ she asked. “Why

arethey moving?’

“They maketheir way tothetrailhead,” Liam said. “Most of them probably go down to graze in the day.”
He was crouched beside me. | could just make out hisrifle, cradled in hislap. “ Are you both awake
now?’

He spoke softly, but something in hisvoice gave mewarning. | sat up, and Udondi did the same. “What's
happened?’ | asked.

“I'veseenhim.”
“Seen who?”" | searched my mind for possibilities. “Micalndevar?’

“No. It was Kaphiri.”



Liam told usthen how he' d taken hisrifle and walked out to the cliffsto look about. “The land below
was flooded with silver, and | could see the tiny shapes of cattle, crowded onto the high ground. After a
time one of the trapped herds began to churn in a sudden panic that drove some of the smaller calvesinto
the slver. | thought a coyote might have been on their hilltop idand, but no. The shape that came around
from the back of the hill was no coyote. It ood tal, and it walked on two feet. A player.”

“Hewas done?’ Udondi asked.

“Yes. Dressed in dark clothing. No more than a silhouette, despite the glow of silver. He walked around
the sde of the hill, and the slver lapped at hisfeet. Hewaked into it, asif it were only fog.”

Shock was dill freshin hisvoice; it echoed my own.“Kaphiri,” 1 whispered, while fear shivered across
my scalp. To think he had been here...“How long ago?’ | asked.

“A few minutes. | lay on the edge of the cliff and watched to seeif he would regppear. In only seconds
he did. Thistime, right against the base of the cliff.” In the darkness | could not see Liam’ sface, but |
heard hisharsh sgh. “ Jubilee, | owe you an apology. | only half believed your story of Kaphiri. When |
saw him regppear, across agulf of silver from where he had been before, it seemed impossible, asif |
saw aghost. My mind froze, and it was many seconds before | remembered | had my rifle with me.
When | did | moved swiftly, bringing it to my shoulder to am. That'swhen helooked up a me.”

Liam shifted, and afaint gray light from the east glinted in hiseyes. “It al seemed unred, like adream. It
made no sense. How could he know | was there? He couldn’t have heard me, and so far above the
slver, the darkness should have kept me hidden—"

“Theworm,” Udondi said. “Perhapsit watched you. Perhapsit warned him.”

“Maybe.” He stroked the barrel of hisrifle. “ Anyway, | hesitated. For a second or two seconds. Maybe
longer, | don't know, but it was al the time he needed. He raised his hand and atongue of silver rushed
over him. | have never seen slver move so fast. | fired then, at the place he had been, but too late.”

| remembered the confusion I’ d ft thefirst time | saw Kaphiri. | could not blame Liam, and yet how |
wished...what? Thatl had been the one on the cliff? Would | have done better?

“Y ou did what you could,” Udondi said gently. “To see him for thefirst time, and to know such a
cregtureisrea—"

“I knew hewasred!” Liam hugged hisrifle, hisvoice so low | could barely make out hiswords. “1t was
my brother’ slife hetook. If I'd been fagter, | could have put an end to him.”

“It' ssomething to remember,” Udondi said. “Next time.”

Liam roseto hisfeet. “Hewill come again. Maybe tonight. He Il look for uswhenever the silver
rises...and it risssamost every night in the Irdiad. We shouldn’'t deep in the open again.”

We had made our camp beside alow bluff, and this protected us from the passing herds, though we
could hear them on every side. The bulls snorted and bellowed at one another and once | heard the
thunder of running hooves followed by the crash of heavy bodies.

“It'ssaid animal's can sense the coming of the silver,” Udondi mused as we ate aquick breskfast standing
beside our bikes. “ These cattle must have learned to retreat to the plateau whenever they sense aflood

rang.”



“It' stoo bad Moki doesn't have that talent,” | said as | kndlt, to feed some bread and bits of mesat to
him. He caught miceinthe night, so | didn’t have to feed him much.

“Areyou sure he doesn't?” Udondi asked. “He s survived what? Almost twenty yearsin Kavasphir?’
“Atatemple,” Liam reminded.

“But it strue he never was caught out,” | said, stroking the smooth fur of hisback. “I never thought about
it before, but he aways does seem to know which nights are safe to hunt, and which better to stay at
home.” And &fter dl, it was Moki who had warned of the slver that night Jolly disappeared.

Udondi kndlt to feed him another snack. “He' s been ahandy companion.”
Liam grunted agreement. “He keeps agood watch, but it’ stoo bad he hasn't found the worm.”

Werode our bikes out to the cliff edge, but there were so many cattle about we could not approach the
trailhead. So we went alittle to the west, to wait and watch as the giant bulls fought for theright to take
their herdsfirst down the narrow trail. Welay on our bellies at the edge of the escarpment while the
eagtern sky brightened, until finally the furnace of the rising sun climbed over theflat horizon, itsrays
painting long lanes of light and shadow acrossthe land below.

In daylight the northern Iraliad looked even more austere than it had at twilight. Grass grew against the
canyon walls and here and there | could see the deeper green of atree, but | suspected the cattle would
have along trek to find enough forage. Where they would get water | could not guess.

Clearly though, we were about to enter a playground of the silver—for its mad creations were
everywhere to be seen. False colonnades of gold decked the walls of many of the small ravinesjust
below us. Farther away, agiant arch framed the mouth of a canyon. On alow dope of soneamura had
been laid, depicting afantastic landscape so red it seemed asif one could step through it into another
world—except the calves that skipped acrossits face remained in this one.

Elsawhere the exposed rock was shot through with veins of red and yellow minerdslike lightning bolts,
while the dry streambed spilling from one ravine was a stepped watercourse, architecturally precise but
filled with drifted sand. Strangest of dl, statues of gigantic god-men crouched in the shelter of every
overhanging rock, or lay behind the ridges, their bows drawn asif they were hunting one another.

A gentlewind gtirred, carrying aveil of dust to usfrom the diff trail. | thought to look for other plumes of
telltale dust that might be atruck moving at speed, or aposse of motorcycles, but | saw nothing. “It till
looks blissfully empty,” Udondi agreed as she studied the land through her field glasses. “No doubt
Kaphiri has summoned his people, but they’ re not here yet.”

“Maybewe Il have some hoursto oursaves,” | said. “ Thisisarough country, and if we can ride on hard
soil, or stone, we might hide our tracks.”

Liam lowered hisown fidld glasses. “WEe |l never get free while the worm follows us.

Udondi nodded. “And even from adistance, we' |l be easy marks the whole time we re on the cliff trail.
It' stoo bad there aren’t any clouds today to hide us.”

| remembered the light I’ d seen last night. Someone with a powerful telescope might want to Sit far out on
the plain, to get agood look at the entire wall of the plateau.

Liam boosted himsdlf on his elbow, to ook down at the progress of the cattle. “ The last herds are
garting now. When they’ re hafway down, wefollow.”



“Right,” Udondi said. “Make arace of it. The lesstime we spend on the dliff, the happier I'll be.”

Udondi went firgt, | followed her, and Liam came behind. The cattletrail plunged in steep switchbacks
acrossthe cliff face, so that awall of rock rose aways on one side while an abyssfell avay on the other.
Thetrall’ s surface was amix of loose shae enlivened with buzzing flies and stinking dung, and our bikes
dipped and skidded as we descended, sometimes bearing us periloudy closeto the edge. At first | made
it ahabit to pause at each hard turn and look around, especially to look back, searching the cliff face for
thetelltae glitter of the worm. We had not seen it since Udondi shot it with the kobolds, but none of us
doubted it was around. Soon though, my attention was drawn by other things.

In the two days we' d spent on the Kalang Crescent, we' d seen no evidence of silver and aswe began
the descent it was the same: the trail wound down past iron-red, unchanged stone. But that ended some
two hundred feet down. The natural stone proved to be a cap rock only, sitting primly atop an immense
gtack of transformed minerals. Thefirst layer we passed was of glistening onyx studded with white
seashdlls; below that, astratum dense with veins of eroded opal; and then many layers of colorful
sandstones pressed with the polished skulls of beasts | had never seen even in the playgrounds of the
market.

All of it looked freshly formed—perhaps even forming still—each layer thrusting outward in lumps and
bumps and crumbling knobs. It was asif the layers of transformed stone were being squeezed out of the
plateau, forced out under tremendous pressure. Thetrail was littered with broken pieces of jade and
onyx and sandstone and bone that had fallen away. Over the Sde of the trail, wherever the cliff lay back
from the vertical, the loose stones clung in precarious balance, so that the whole dope seemed on the
vergeof giving way.

Of dl the layers we passed, the most enthralling were the long veins of |ettered stone. The trail wasrough
and commanded my full attention, yet | could not resist stedling aglance, and then another, at that
treasure. Whole words, clearly legible, legped out a me. | could have spent alifetime there, happily
decrypting the secrets of the past. | was so distracted that for many minutes | forgot to look behind. We
were hardly ahundred feet from the bottom when | thought to pause and glance back—only to discover
that Liam was nowhere to be seen.

“Udondi!” | called. “Hold up.”

| searched the dope where the trail passed, but the light was al harsh sun and deep shadows, and at first
| could not see him.

Udondi turned her bike around. She rode up beside me. Dust covered her face and her sunglasses.
“He'sthere” shesad, “wherethetrail crossesthetop of that ravine.”

Most of the ravine was S0 steep it was dmost adry waterfal, but near itstop there was aledge where
thetrail wound past. Liam wasthere, lying on hisbelly in the shadow of alarge, flat Sone of somerusting
metal, gazing up the dliff face. “Where' shisbike?’ | wondered.

Udondi shook her head. “I don't—"

We both saw it at the sametime: the worm, diding down the sheer wall of the cliff. It moved with the
swiftness of water. It glittered like water too asthe brilliant sunlight reflected off its scaes. | watched it
enter the ravine where Liam lay hidden. | expected it to dow or circle away asit drew near him, but it
dipped past, unaware of him behind the rusting stone.



“Let’'sgo,” Udondi said, a sudden urgency in her voice. “Now!”
“But why does't he pull hisrifle?”
“Riflesdon’t work.”

Liam rose from behind the stone that sheltered him. He put hisfoot against a knee-high boulder, sending
it bounding into the steep ravine. It exploded past the brush and knocked |oose more boulders, aong
with atrickle of tumbled stone.

“Swest dlver,”| whispered.

Liam kicked more rocks, generating moretiny rock fallsthat went whooshing into the ravine, adding
mass on top of the first bouncing stones so that within seconds the whole floor of the ravinewasin
motion. Small gray birds rose up from the dope asif they’ d been shaken loose. Moki started to climb
from hishin, but | put my hand on his neck asasign that he should be ill.

“Get back!” Udondi shouted over the rumble of stone. “Thiswhole cliff face could go.”

The thundering avalanche was shaking |oose stones ahead of the flow and | thought she might beright. |
started to retreat, but | stopped when | saw the glitter of the worm below us, in the lower reach of the
ravine.

It was till well ahead of the tumbling rocks, but it was no longer fleeing downhill. Instead, it had turned.
It was attempting to escape the avalanche by climbing the ravine' s steep wall.

Moki saw it too and jumped from hishin just as| pulled my rifle. I shot from the hip, aming not at the
worm, but at the rocksjust aboveit. The loose stone fountained, startling both Moki and the worm. They
both hesitated. “Moki!” | shouted. “ Come herel”

Udondi was firing now too. Her first shot missed, but her second kicked close to the worm's head. It
reared back—and then the didewas on it. Itstail vanished under the tumbling rocks. Momentum spun its
forward half around even asit dropped segments, and then it vanished insde acloud of roiling dust.

Udondi whooped. “Got it!”

“Moki!”| called again, but he couldn’t hear me. Therock dide wasthundering past and | could fed the
ground shaking under my bike. | dammed my palm againgt my thigh.“Moki!” Fear got the better of him a
last. He gave up on the worm and came bounding back to me. | helped him scrambleinto hisbin, at the
sametime glancing at the cliff directly above us, where adozen tiny rock fallswere skipping merrily
downhill. “Udondi...”

“| seeit. Comeon!”

We raced our bikesthen, starting asmall rockfall of our own aswe cut straight down to the next
switchback. Moki hunkered low in hisbin to keep from being bounced out.

The cow trail Ieft the dliff through a steep tangle of stone and boulders left by past dides. Hooves had
shaped the path into densely packed gravel—good traction for our bikes. The wheels became round and
we sped toward the washes, the avalanche deafening behind us, spitting dust at our backs. Dust
everywhere, and grit in our eyesso | could hardly see.

Then it was over. The rocks had spent their momentum. Birds whirled through the billowing dust, and for
amoment | wondered if I"d gone desf, the silence was S0 astonishing. Then astray rock rattled, thewind



whispered past my ears, and time began again.

| turned to look back at the cliff. Even through the dust it was easy to seethat at least athird of thetrail
had falen away, and there at the top of thedide...

“Liam!”| shouted. | grinned to see him, atiny figure, gingerly working his bike around the unstable dope
that remained.

Udondi laughed. “That'll do for theworm. | don’t think even amechanic can get out from under that
much stone.” Moki shook the dust from his head and sneezed, drawing a smile from Udondi. “This dust.
If anyoneiswatching, they won't overlook it.”

| had one moreworry. “Thetrail’ s gone. How are the cows going to get back to the top? They’ll be
trapped down here.”

Udondi congdered this carefully. Then, “Hmm. Wecould stay to rebuild thetrail .”

| gave her asour ook, and she smiled. “Don’t worry over it too much, Jubilee. I’ m sure the herds have
faced landdides before.”

Wewaited in the shadow of one of the stone god-men for Liam to come down. As the dust settled, the
transdformed strata of the Kalang Crescent were reveded, glistening and glittering, scoured smooth by the
avalanche. Wisps of slver curled ominoudy from the torn dliff face, evaporating in the sunlight. All was
quiet now, and il | had theimpression of aterrible pressurein theland, asif some great engine of silver
lay trapped there, set to atask of endless creation deep benegath the Kaang.

Chapter
17

It waslate morning by the time Liam found away down, and the news he brought was not good. “1 saw
aplume of dust to thewest. Ten, fifteen miles, maybe, back aong the base of the Kalang. It disappeared
after afew minutes but | don’t doubt it was kicked up by atruck—one that was forced to dow when it
hit rough terrain.”

No one was surprised.

Udondi frowned at the sky, where clouds had begun to gather, just asthey had yesterday. “Weride
fast,” shesad at last. “ There are refuge mesasin the northern Iraliad, way stationsfor travelers. If we can
reach one, we might be able to defend it, and then the silver can take care of our pursuers.”

“If Kaphiri doesn't interfere,” | added gloomily, remembering the gpparition Liam had seen last night.

“He' sdill aplayer, and he can die as easly as any other player from abullet wound.” Shelooked at
Liam. “Thistimewe Il beready for him.”

It was not aquestion, and Liam did not answer.

We rode swiftly, following the line of the Kalang to the east until that great plateau reached its sheer end.
There we paused to look back at the cliff where we had stood late yesterday afternoon. How highit
seemed, and far away! We had felt safe from the silver up there, but here on the plain | could seefaint
puffs of slver smoking from the cliff face even in the daylight, and | wondered how safe we had redlly
been.



We had come to aboundary. On one hand the land descended to the terrible wastes of the southern
basin. On the other it rosein along, gradua dope to the high desert of the northern Iraiad. | was glad
that was our direction, and | wondered if | would have had the courage to turn south, if Jolly had been
waiting for methere.

We st off once again, riding fast, trying to keep out of the washes and on hard ground where we would
leave few tracks. At noon we lay on aridge top and studied the land to the north.

It was the darkest noon | had ever seen. The clouds made an unbroken celling, their gray bellieslooming
only afew hundred yards overhead. Beneath them the air was till and very clear, so despite the dimness
of the day we could seefor miles. After afew minutes Udondi spotted athin billow of dust risng from
behind adistant ridge. It might have been kicked up by cattle, or even arockdide, but none of us
believed that.

“Fivemiles” Liam said. “No more”

We returned to our bikes and resumed our flight. The sky continued to darken, until it seemed like
evening, though it was only early afternoon. It was cold, and | could taste the moisture of the cloudsin
every breath, though they gave up no rain. Instead they had another effect: they sheltered the land from
the corrupting rays of the sun so that silver began to appear despite the unnatural hour. Never had | seen
the like before.

It started with afew frail wisps, curling to life within the shadows of the deepest overhangs. Wisps
strengthened into luminous banks of slver tucked benegth the rocks. Beforelong, silver could be seen
lying in the floors of the many narrow gulliesthat faced away from the hidden sun. Nowherewas it more
than afew inches deep, but it made a blanket so dense and substantia that it looked asif it could be
walked on. Even on the ridge tops the air was crisp with the scent of silver, and | began to fear a
full-blown storm might burst into existence, though it was only afternoon. | wasn't encouraged to see
Moki huddled anxioudy in hishin.

Liam and Udondi were riding ahead of me, so | caled to them. “We need to get to higher ground.” After
abrief conference they agreed, and we decided to make for aline of pinnacles, four to five miles ahead.

Speed mattered more than secrecy now. We gave up our resolve not to leave tracks and took to riding
in the broadest washes, where the silver had not gathered yet, and our path was smooth. When the
washes narrowed we rode high on the ridges while the silver thickened in every gully and overhang
sheltered from the direct gaze of the sSky. But our pursuers guessed our plan, or esein their own panic to
escape the slver they eected to make for the pinnaclestoo.

It happened that we came down from the rough country into a broad, open basin that | took for afolly of
the slver because it was asflat and smooth asaroad, though it wasimmense: amile wide where we
would cross at its southern end, and many more milesin extent to the north. The pinnacles stood on the
other sde of that plain, higher than the tower in the bogy’ s city, rounded, wind-sculpted into flowing
shapes like contorted gourds or hanging birds nests. Their summits touched the clouds and while | had
no doubt we could climb them, it wasn't clear if away could be found to get our bikes up abovethe
flood zone—but that was a chance we were forced to take.

| pushed my biketo full speed, gaining alittle on Liam, who was ahead of me. Udondi wasin front of
him, maybe a quarter mile ahead. | saw her arm come up. She pointed to the north, then her thin cry
arrived on thewind,” Therel”

| looked around, past the billowing white dust kicked up by our tires, to see a gpeeding truck just
emerged from the hills. It was hardly amile away. A posse of bikers—eight? ten of them?—raced ahead



of it dong aline amed to intercept us.

Againg that number we were helpless on the open plain. Our only chancelay in reaching the pinnacles
firdt, intimeto find some shelter where we could liein wait for our pursuers.

My bike was already running all-out. All I could do was lean close againgt the handlebars to cut the
wind' sresstance. Moki huddled beneath mein hishin. The pinnacleswere hdf amile away. A quarter
mile. | saw Udondi reach the shelter of the rocks. She disappeared among them.

By then | had dmost caught Liam, but | was going too fast for the rough ground ahead, so | started to
dow. That was when something dammed into my back.

My bike did out from under me. White ground exploded under my handsin abillow of powder. No
pain. Not yet. Dust swirled as | lay staring up at heavy black clouds, trying to recall what | was doing
there and why | had been in such ahurry. Then Moki was dancing a my side, the hair on his back
standing on end, and | remembered.

| rolled over and got up on my knees, wincing a abruising painin my back. What had they hit me with?
Not area bullet. My body was not torn. They did not want me dead. They wanted me because | could
tell them where Jolly was;, that was my value, but they were not going to collect.

| looked for my bike. It had skidded twenty feet. | started toward it, one stumbling step and another, until
arifle shot hissed into the ground a my feet. A real shot thistime. | flinched back from the fountain of
dust and stinging debris. | retreated again when another shot hit even closer.

That'swhen | findly looked around, to find two of the strange bikers were almost on me. Before| could
think what to do the air exploded in aswarm of buzzing shots and to my surprise both bikers went
down.” Jubilee!” | whirled around at Liam’s shout. He had come back for me. A wall of white powder
sprayed inthe air as he spun his bike around. “Hurry up! Get on!”

| ran to meet him, vaulting onto the back of hisbike. More shots buzzed past, from the pinnacles, |
redized, from Udondi. Weraced for therocks. | pulled Liam'’ srifle from its sheath. Billowing white dust
obscured everything behind us. Moki was aliquid red blur, running al-out, but he could not keep up with
us. The pursuing bikes had fallen back too, but the truck—less vulnerable to Udondi’ s covering
fire—had come up in their place. Itstires spit jets of dust asit closed on Moki.

| lobbed awild shot at itswindshield. Moki dodged to the side. Then we reached the shelter of the rocks
and gtarted to climb and | had to turn around fast and hold tight to Liam to keep from being bounced off.

But we had come upon the rocks with too much speed. The tires were still round; they couldn’t grip the
loose stone. The bike bounced, skipped; held its balance, then shot forward, climbing higher ong the
rim of abroad, west-facing gully. There was no silver in the bottom, though | could smdll it onthe air.

| glimpsed Udondi ahead of us, hunkered down in an outcropping of white rock that seemed to be
undergoing aseries of tiny, violent explosions as dust and rock splinters burst out at a dozen different
points. Another volley of rifle shot exploded around our bike. | fet Liam flinch, then the front whed of the
bike jumped sharply. Thistime | wasready.

| kicked free asthe bike went down and managed to land on my feet. But the embankment where | hit
was dry and badly eroded. It gave way beneath my weight and | was diding down into the gully, the bike
following behind me so that | had to scrambleto get out of itsway. | didn’'t see Liam, and to my horror |
found I’ d dropped therifle.



The gully was wide and shalow, its mouth opening onto the white plain so that when | looked up | saw
the truck bearing down on me. | started to rabbit up the loose wall, but shots drove me back down. |
went to ground behind the fallen bike.

Wheat to do? | had no weapon, and no way to escape. Udondi was pinned down among the rocks and
could not help me. Liam might be with her, or he might be hurt—and | had his bike, for al the good it
would do me. And Jolly—Jolly was till days away, somewhere in the northern Irdiad, counting on meto
find him. Would | ever find him?

What to do?

| could tagte silver ontheair. If these bikers didn’t finish me, | thought, the silver would, but what to do?
| lay there, unable to come up with asingle solution, while the ground vibrated with the approach of the
truck. Finaly | could bear it no longer. | turned on my side and started popping open bins on the bike
just to see what wasthere, to seeif any of it could be useful. Inthethird bin | found Liam’s savant.

Like aflash imagein the market, | remembered the savant we' d pursued, the one we had thought was
Kaphiri’s. | saw it again, rising higher and higher into the blue afternoon sky above the highway until atiny
slver storm burst into existence around it.

Just alittledlver sorm.

But here on the edge of the Irdiad, beneath the gloom of heavy clouds, silver was dready lurking in every
sheltered niche...like afire that smolders, waiting for any faint bresth of air to stir it into afirestorm.
Could | giveit that breeth?

| yanked the savant from its bin and dapped the wings open. Then | whispered to it. “Go. Over the
truck. Asfast asyou can, and as high.Go! ”

It shot off into the air. | expected to seeit tumble asabullet took it, but someone wasfiring again from
the rocks above me and my pursuers had no time to devote to aharmless savant. | lay on my back and
watched it sweep away toward the plain. It was only ahundred feet up when slver envelopeditina
small cloud of cooal light that expanded rapidly, outward yes, but mostly downward, driving toward the
ground with the force of awaterfall.

| heard agreat scream of brakes, aroar of tires on dirt, the popping of stones. | raised my head to look
and saw aflood of slver gushing around the truck’ s melted tires. Severd of the bikers were down: frozen
ghost-shapes wrapped in luminous deeth, mting into the shalow flood. Beyond them the plain was
aglow with ablanket of slver only afew inches deep.

No one was watching me anymore.

| scrambled to my feet, heaving the bike back onto itstires. It started up at aword. | rode it back up the
sdeof thegully, letting it find its own way. It dipped once, and | looked back to see the gully floor
flooded with silver. But the tires caught again and then | was over the rim.

Liam must have heard me coming. He staggered from behind arock. He had found hisrifle, for he had it
in hand, but haf hisface was covered in fresh blood. | fought arush of revulsion. A player’sblood is
poison if it getsinsde another’ sveins. But thiswas Liam. | spun the bike to astop and he lurched onto
the seat behind me. “Uphill!”

“Where sUdondi?’

“I’'m here.” She emerged on her bike from the rocks where she' d sheltered. Her rifle was dung over her



shoulder and she looked unharmed. “Let’ s go, before this silver consumes ustoo.” With that she took off
into the tumbled rocks that surrounded the foot of the pinnacles, and | followed, not daring to look
behind until we' d climbed up some two hundred yards above the plain. There, just where the pinnacles
properly began, we found asmall, west-facing ledge. We stopped then, and |ooked back.

Silver was puddied in ashalow lake againgt the rocks. It did not reach asfar out into the plain as | had
thought, but it reached far enough. The truck was dissolved init, sunk most to its roof. Thefalen bikes
were gone, and of the players who had pursued us, | saw no sign.

“So, Jubilee,” Udondi said in awary voice, “have you become like Kaphiri now?’

| turned, to face her troubled gaze. | couldn’t meet it long, for it wastrue: | had summoned the silver, and
madeit serve my own ends. How many playershad | just killed? Eight? Ten? Did this balance my
father’ s degth?

“You had no choiceinit,” Liam said gruffly. “We' d dl be prisoners now, or dead, if you hadn’t sent the
savant up. And Kaphiri would have Jolly back thisvery night. It' syour luck we're still hereat dl.”

My wicked luck, that made othersfal in my place. Even my bikewas safe. | could seeit lying onitsside
out on the plain, covered in adrape of white dust.

But Udondi bowed to Liam’swords. “You'reright, | know. And it was my own wish that the silver
would swallow our enemies. . .though | never thought to cdll it to that purpose. It'snot athing to be
commanded. | fear there will be acost.”

| looked up sharply. “Where sMoki?’ | had seen him last, fleeing before the truck. | dropped the
kickstand and dlid off the bike.“Moki!” My voice echoed off the rocks. “Udondi, did you seehim?’ She
shook her head.“Moki!”

Tearswerewdling in my eyeswhen | turned to Liam. Hadn’t he warned meto leave Moki home? Then |
caught my breath as my gaze fdll on hisbloody face.

Liam said, “I haven’'t seen Moki since your bike went down, Jubilee. I'm sorry.”

“But you're hurt. | forgot. Oh, Liam.” His cheek was caked in blood and dirt, with fresh blood il
seeping from behind his sunglasses.

“A rock fragment hit my eye. That’swhen | dropped the bike.” Gingerly, he lifted away his sunglasses. |
flinched. “That ugly?’ he asked.

| nodded. The wound was a nasty gouge across his eye, the lower lid torn, the upper swollen so it could
not close. The eyeitsalf was 0ozing tears of blood. The sight of it frightened me, more so because | had
open abrasions on my hands from when my bike had fallen. If our blood crossed we might both die.

Udondi saw my predicament. “ Stay back, Jubilee,” she said. “No need to take a chance.”

So | hed Liam’srifle while she examined the wound. “Can you see?’ she asked Liam.

He shrugged. “It'sablur on that sde.”

“And no doubt very painful. Let’s cover it, and tonight we can put together an elixir that will helpit heal.”

“Hold on,” Liam said softly. “Look around. On the ridge behind you. Isthat someone coming?’



Chapter
18

| turned and brought the rifle to bear on ahooded, sticklike figurein dull-colored clothes, angling down
the boul der-strewn dope above us. My firgt thought was that one of the bikers had survived, but my
quick offense collapsed when | sighted Moki trotting proudly in front of this desert gpparition, asif intent
on doing the introductions himsdlf.

“Moki!”

He came bounding at my cdl, and | greeted him with ajoyous hug, dmost dropping theriflein my
enthusiasm. Fortunately Udondi acted with more thought, neither raising her wesgpon nor lowering her
guard. Instead she called a cautious greeting. “If you are not one of those who pursued us on the plain,
thenwell met.”

“If I were one of them,” the stranger answered in athroaty voice that identified her as an older woman, “I
do not think | would bein fit condition to speek.”

Udondi stiffened at thisjibe. Her grip on therifle tightened just alittle. “We did not ask to be pursued,
nor to be accosted.”

The stranger stopped, still many yards away. She regarded us, her brown, time-wesathered face |ooking
out from the hood of atunic that might once have been white but was now stained to the reddish-brown
color of the Irdiad. She wore loose trousers and cloth boots of the same color, and an unused veil that
draped her shoulder, but beneath her soft clothes | sensed she was as thin and hard as the pinnacles that
towered over our heads—and in her height she echoed them too. My head did not reach her shoulder,
while Udondi looked like a petite child before her. She said, “Y our objection was strongly stated. Isit
your way to summon the silver to your defense?’

Udondi’ s posture softened. “No. That was a desperate act. One | hope we never repegt.”

“Still...it can be hard to forget such awesgpon.” Her gaze turned to me, where | kndlt, cradling Moki.
“Such knowledge can haunt us, following us even from onelifeto the next.”

Her words stung. | wondered:wasit possible I’ d done such athing before? | didn’t want to believeit. “I
saw another savant taken by the silver only afew days past. And the air was heavy with the silver’ s scent
al thisafternoon. That’ swhy theideacameto me.” But wasn't that how languages cameto measwdl?
In the right circumstances, memories were stirred.

The desert woman nodded, asif she approved this new turn of my thoughts. “I am Maya Anyapah,” she
said. “Temple keeper here a the Ssters—" She gestured at the pinnacles. “Night isnot far off and it's
my duty to offer sanctuary...” Her lipspursed in acool amile. “At least to the survivors. Will you trustme
71

Udondi glanced at Liam, who answered with an ironic smile: arather frightening expression given the

blood on hisface. “1 would like the chance to prove we are not brigands.”

Udondi nodded. “Then, Keeper, we gratefully accept your offer of sanctuary thisnight.”

Liam and Udondi went with Maya Anyapah, but after receiving instructions on how to find thetemple, |



took Liam'’srifle and walked back down to the plain to retrieve my falen bike. Moki went with me.

We skirted the pool of slver | had made. There was nothing left to mar its smooth surface, for the truck
had been entirely consumed. | thought of it being returned by the slver in some far-off time, perhaps
transformed to wood or quartz or jade. Few things leave the world forever; even players are returned
when they are born again, but like the follies of the Silver, they never return unchanged.

| walked out onto the plain. It was afolly too, as| had guessed, made of white, interlocking tilesthe
same color asthe powdery dust. The walking was easy, and | had only aquarter mile or so to reach my
bike, but it seemed much longer. Now that my blood had cooled, my body was remembering its traumas.
My back ached where the soft shot had knocked me from my bike. My palms were skinned, and my
shoulders and wrigtsfelt asif they’ d been sprained in my fall. The bike seemed very heavy, but when |
findly got it back up onitstiresit started easily. Moki scrambled into hisbin, and after that it was aquick
ride through the rocks to the temple door.

The Temple of the Sisterswas built within the living rock of one of the pinnacles. From the front step, |
gazed up at huge double doors of shining black onyx, carved in an intricate geometric relief. | could see
no placeto leave my bike, so | nudged one of the doors open and waked it inside, feding truly likea
brigand. | found mysdlf in alarge room lit with warm yellow celling panels. Hangings softened the stone
walls, and across the carpeted floor pillows and low couchesinvited conversation...if only someone
would linger long enough to spesk.

The room was empty, but the other bikes were there, parked on astrip of stonefloor, so | left mine
beside them. Then | crossed to an arched hallway. The sound of voices encouraged meto pushonto a
kitchen where Maya Anyapah was recounting the templ€e' s history as she tended Liam’ swound at a
massve datetable. Inthisway | learned the Temple of the Siterswas astoundingly old, 617 years, while
its kobold well till showed no sign of the decrepitude that usually comes over awell of that age. Such
wasthe power of slver inthelraiad.

Udondi sat on thefloor, cleaning her rifle beside alarge fireplace where abank of glowing codsyielded
only an occasiond yellow flame. When she saw me she sent meimmediately out again to fetch the other
rifles. | brought them, and my savant aswell. My shoulders burned to carry even that little weight, my
back ached, and | felt colder than | should have. That was the nearness of death, | think. | was not used
to players dying. Especialy, | was not used to causing their deaths, but | could not think what else
should have done.

The keeper offered metes, but | was sad, and | wanted nothing to est or drink. “Isthere ahigh place
wherel cantry tolink?’ | asked. “An upper room, maybe?’

“Ther€ sadair to the very top if you want to climb that far. Sometimes the Tibbett antennacan be
reached from there.”

“Y ou don't keep an antenna of your own?” Liam asked her. He sat hunched over asteaming teacup, a
plastic patch over hisinjured eye.

“There was one. But antennas bring company. It's more peaceful, snce awindstorm took it down.”
“Doyouliveaone?” Udondi asked.

“No, no. We are a colony of old cessants, though my companions went off to Tibbett afew days past.
Only the old man is here, in hisroom upstairs. HE' samost two hundred twenty now, and he' sgone very



fral.”

“Whereisthedair?’ | asked with someimpatience.

Mayanodded at the door. “At the end of the hdl, but it' salong climb.”

“Don’t try to reason with her,” Liam warned. “ She' s set her mind to it. Y ou won't persuade her to rest.”
Udondi st her rifleaside. “I'll go with you.”

“No,” | said—too quickly. A faint blush touched my cold cheeks, but | wasin no mood for company,
even Udondi’s. “Redlly. Stay here. I'll be down soon.” | started for the door.

“Jubilee,” Udondi cdled. | hesitated, glancing back. “ Death is not an easy thing to face.”

“I'll be okay.” And | hurried from the kitchen before she could persuade meto stay. Moki choseto
remain behind by the fire swarmth, so | got my wish to climb the gair aone.

The stairway spirded up through the natura rock, opening on three more floors, each with awide sitting
room, and tall windowsto the right and left set into the rock, admitting awan gleam of late afternoon
light. Halways like the one below led away to private rooms.

Past the fourth floor the stairway narrowed, becoming astight asachimney and dmost as steep asa
ladder. If | had gone back for my bike (as|’d considered doing) | would have had to leaveit in the last
gtting room, for it would not have fit past those tight turns.

So | climbed on foot, and climbed and climbed, following aspird of optical tubes set into the stairwell,
and as my body warmed my back hurt less but it never stopped hurting atogether.

At last | saw gray daylight above me, and in afew more steps| emerged on awalled platform at the very
top of the pinnacle. The wall was chest-high and damp, and as | looked over it | could see nothing of the
surrounding plain, for | had climbed literaly into the clouds. Fog wrapped the platform and | could just
glimpse the boulder-strewn ground far, far below at the pinnacle s base.

| instructed the savant to seek alink to my mother, but there wasno link, and | was so high already |
didn't darefloat it on aline. | felt closeto despair. If only | could know my mother waswell; if only |
could tell her | waswell too...though | didn’t want to tell her what | had done that day.

| sat down on the wet stone, my back againgt the enclosing wall and the savant cradled in my lap. | tried
to imagine mysdlf back a Temple Huacho, and my mother, busy in the kitchen, or taking my littlest
brothers and sisters on awalk through the orchard, but those scenes kept getting messed up with the
memory of the bikers behind me on the plain, and of Kaphiri’ s shadowed face on that night he had come
asking for Jolly, until in desperation | pressed my pams against my eyesto drive dl visons away.

That’ swhen my savant spoke in its soft old man’svoice. “ Thereisacal for you.”
| looked up, wide-eyed. “I thought there was no link.”

“Thereisnoneto thewest. Thiscal isfrom Y aphet.”

Y aphet.

Suddenly | wanted to see him almost as much as| wanted my mother. “Open the link. Now. Please.”



And as easly asthat Y aphet was on the screen, looking at me with astunned half smile. * Jubilee? 1’ ve
tried to call you, every few hours, for days.”

“We weren't in range of any antennas.”

“I thought something had happened to you.”

“We're okay. But you...” His cheek wore adark bruise, and he had a cut over oneeye. “You're hurt.”
“No. It'snothing.”

“Y ou left home, didn’'t you?’

He nodded, his eyes charged with excitement. “I’ m on my way to meet you.”

“It' sdangerous.”

Thiswon another rare smile from him. Asif he cared! “| talked to your mother.”
“Youdid?When?lssheadl right?’

“Thenight | left home. That wasthe night after we talked. Two nights ago, now. | wasworried when |
didn’t hear from you. She told me more about your brother Jolly—"

“Wasshedl right?’
“Shewasworried for you—"
“Did she say if anyone had cometo the temple?’

He shook his head. “No. Wedidn't talk about anything like that. ..why? Something’ s happened to you,
hea'tit?’

“Y gphet, there sno time to explan—"

“Yesthereis. Look—" He gestured at his screen. “There' sno limit on this cal. Probably because there
aren’'t any links beyond the Iraliad, so no one bothersto cdl. We re probably the only playerson this
channd. We can tak al night if wewant to.”

“I should call Jolly.” | opened asecond link, to the address Jolly had given me at Rose Idand Station. A
savant answered, and | asked for my brother, but the savant said he' d gone out. | |eft amessage for him
tocdl me,

It was getting really cold on the pinnacle now, so | seeled my field jacket and huddled close to the stone,
cradling the savant in my lap, and we talked, Y aphet and |, while night descended on the desert. Night
il reached him firgt, but it hurried on to me much faster than it had that first time we' d spoken. | learned
how it had been for him, when he left home. At first he’ d thought to just dip quietly away, but his
conscience wouldn't alow it. So he did the proper thing and went to his father to speak hisintentionsand
say good-bye.

It isan unnatural thing for a parent to have only one child, and perhaps that is some explanation for the
row that followed. It was the worst that had ever falen out between them. In hisrage Y aphet’ sfather
beat him, but afterward he was so shocked by what he’ d done that he relented and Y aphet was given his
freedom. He seemed bitter over it, and sad, and angry, but also proud and pleased too. So many
fedings, dl at once, but then, that was'Y aphet.



Inturn | told him all that had happened to me, and it was both pleasing and disturbing to see him fret over
the dangers| had visited. To be the object of his concern—that was a heady fedling, though at the same
time | sensed in him the same strong protectiveness he despised in hisown father. Not that | mentioned it.
Hewas Hill too far away to bring hiswill to bear and | wanted only to bask in his affection.

So wetalked.

At one point | heard footsteps on the stair, and | guessed Udondi had come to check on me, but after
listening a moment she must have assured herself | wasin good company because she retreated. | smiled,
fedling content in that moment despite the cold and al the questions we il faced. | asked Y aphet if he
would go back with me to Temple Huacho after we found Jolly and he said he would do that. It wasa
pleasant dream for usto share.

Darkness came, the clouds rolled back, and silver bloomed across the desert floor just asit had the night
before. | sood beside the wall to watch the spectacle, while Y aphet watched it through my savant.

That' swhen | saw Kaphiri for the second time.

The slver had risen dmost to the foot of the pinnacle when adender, dark figure dipped out of it,
glowing tendrilstrailing from hisbody asif the slver was reluctant to give him up, thisliving folly. My eyes
widened, and | stifled the cry that tried to rise from my throat.

Y gphet saw him too. “Jubilee—!" but | dapped the link off so Kaphiri would not hear and know that we
were aware of him, for our best hope wasto take him in ambush.

| darted for the stairway. My muscles had grown siff in the cold, and the first downward jolt
reawakened the angry bruisesin my back. Each step was an agony. Still | hurried as| could, turn and
turn, until theworld itsalf coiled about meinadizzy spird.

At last | reached the wider stairway between the floors, and there | dowed, to keep my footsteps quiet.
Udondi wasin the kitchen. She had the rifles there. Thiswas my thought as| stumbled onto the lowest
floor. Liam must have heard me gasp, for he appeared a once from the kitchen.

“Heisoutsde,” | whispered.

And immediately there came the sound of afierce pounding on the door.
Chapter
19

The pounding at the door was echoed in my panicked heartbest. “Liam! Hewill bring the slver through
that door. Quickly. Therifles. There are windows on the upper floors.”

“What tak isthis of riflesin my house?’ Maya Anygpah demanded as shefollowed Liam from the
kitchen. “'Y ou claimed to be innocent victims on the plain, but now you would murder a player who
comes openly to my door?’

“It isthe one we spoke of, Keeper,” Udondi said. “And he isnot aplayer like any other.”
“Because he knows more of the sllver than any other?” Maya asked.

“Donot let himin,” Udondi warned. “The cost of your curiosity will prove too much.”



| guessed this debate had gone on for most of the time | had been at the top of the pinnacle. Keeper
Mayawas tempted by what she’ d been told of Kaphiri...but | had no patience for the argument. “Where
aretherifles?

Mayatried to keep me from the kitchen, but Udondi stepped between us, and | was able to dip past.
Therifleswere lying clean and reassembled on the table. | took al three, handing oneto Liam and oneto
Udondi as| left the kitchen again. Mayalooked on usin cold fury. “Y ouare brigands,” she said.
“Practitioners of cold murder.” Then sheturned away, striding resolutely down the hdll, toward the greeat
room, and the front door, though by thistime the pounding had subsided into silence.

“Stop her,” 1 whispered to Udond.
“No. Our only chance now isto best her.” And she darted for the stair with Liam right beside her.

| hesitated, but | could not bring my rifle to bear on Maya s stiff back. | would not. “If you open the door
to him, you'll kill usal,” | shouted after her.

Maya stopped, turning to look back at me. “Y ou forget thisisatemple. It has survived for six hundred
Seventeen years because the slver cannot enter here.”

“It can. | have seen it happen.”
“My houseismy own,” she said, and went on toward the front door.
So | |eft her, and gdloped for the Sair.

On the next floor the Sitting room was empty. | glanced out both windows, but saw no sign of Kaphiri.
Then | noticed adoor at the end of the hal was open, where it had been closed before. | went to ook,
and found a bedroom, negtly decorated and brought to a comforting warmth by an electrica heater set
into thewal|.

Inareclining chair beside atall window there sat an old man—older than anyone | had ever seen or
imagined, hiswhite hair reduced to wisps and his body shrunken, asif life had taken al he could giverit,
and more. A white afghan lay across hislap and his hands rested on this. They were marvel ous hands,
amost tranducent white. His pale eyes glittered in amusement as he looked from me to Udondi, who
stood with her back flat against the wall, craning her neck to look out the window.

The slver loomed only aston€e sthrow away, dready as high asthe floor on which we stood. Udondi
had unlatched the pane and pushed it open an inch, admitting a current of cold air. It brought the scent of
Slver, to mix with the scent of temple kobolds. Udondi had the barrdl of her rifle aimed outside, but when
| looked her aquestion she shook her head. Under her breath she said, “ The phantom has disappeared.”

“AndLiam?’
“He has goneto look for a better vantage in another room.”
The old man said nothing, seeming pleased to be watching the drama playing around him.

Up through the window came the sound of the front door creaking open below us. Then Maya svoice,
cdling to the night: “Let it be known, this keeper welcomes dl strangersto the Temple of the Sisters, but
be warned that this night my other guests have murder in their hearts.”

The old man looked at me with raised eyebrows. | could not meet hiseye. “I’' m going back up to the
roof.”



Udondi nodded. Both of uswanted to see the conflict finished that night.

Leaving her with the old man, | dipped from the room and trotted back toward the Stairway. Liam
intercepted me, startling me badly as he stepped out of asderoom in hisslent way. | whispered my plan
to him, and he nodded. “I’ll go too.”

“Canyou il shoot with that patch over your eye?’
“I cantry.”

But as we reached the stair we heard afaint scraping sound from the spira above us... like aboot
brushing stone? Mayawas il at the front door, so that left only one other player whom it might be. |
could not guess how he had reached the stair, but it did not seem afeat beyond his powers.

Liam must have shared the same thought, for we both flung oursalvesinto the stairwell, aming our rifles
up just as something dipped into sight around the spird.. ..

| cursed and dmost dropped my weapon in my fight to keep from firing off a shot, for the intruder was
nothing more than my own savant, making its dow way down from theroof. “A cal for you,” it said
pleasantly.

| looked a Liam. My handswere shaking. “1t's Jolly. | left him amessageto cdll.” | laid my rifle down,
and took the savant in hand, whispering to it to link.

But it was not Jolly who cameto life on the screen. | drew back in horror as | found mysdlf face-to-face
with Kaphiri. | knew who hewas, for he till wore the same style of elaborate, starched clothing he'd
worn that night a Temple Huacho. Hislong black hair was till pinned in desk waves, and specks of
slver Hill glittered around his eyes. But now hisface wasfully illuminated by the sllver so that | could see
him clearly for thefirst time: his pae skin, hisblue eyes, histhin black beard. But for the color of hisskin,
he bore an uncanny resemblance to Y aphet. His face was as youthful, as beautiful, but hiswas the beauty
of aknife, without softness or sympathy. When he amiled, | felt asif dl the cold of the night had run into
my spine. “1 am warned you would murder me.”

“Y ou murdered my father!”
“Jubilee—" Liam tried to draw me away from the savant, but | shrugged him off.
“You'redill here, aren’t you?” | asked Kaphiri. “ Surely you haven't gone?’

Liam understood me. He nodded and started up the stairs to get the vantage from the roof aswe had
planned.

Kaphiri seemed to watch him, though Liam did not pass within the scope of hisview. “Do you send
someone to hunt me?’ His strange accent stirred aresonant memory in my mind. If he were to spesk his
native language, | would recognizeit, | was sure, but he spoke only the language I’ d been bornto. “To
resst meismore dangerous than you know. Y ou might kill me, but | will still have my revenge, for you
would then become the destroyer of thisworld.”

What words were these? They made no sense. “I’'m not likeyou! | called the silver only thisonce.”
Confusion bloomed on hisface. “Y ou? How couldyou cal it?’

Hedidn't know.



Kaphiri didn’t know how or why his players had failed.
So let him wonder.

“Youmust leaveusdone,” | said. “Leave usaone, and you will cometo no harm. We don't want this

fight”

“It doesn’t matter.” He spoke softly now. “It has al been decided for us.” His blue eyes were hard and
terrible. “Whatever you did today, your talent does not match mine. The silver will not harm me. Can you
say the same?’

My mouth was so dry | could say nothing.

“I will not tolerate apretender.”

| shook my head. “It was atrick. I'm not like you.”
“BEven0.”

“What do you want?’

“You. | must haveyou. | have wondered why | let you live that night outside your temple. It troubles me,
and | would have my mind at peace. And of course | must have Jolly back. Heishere, inthelrdiad, isn't
he? 1t must be so. How long do you think it will take me to search each one of the handful of stations
where he might be?’

| fdt faint. Kaphiri could doit in one night.

Or could he? Why would he be here, questioning me, if it were that easy?*Y ou're afraid to enter the
gations, aren’t you? Y ou don’'t want to be known. Not yet. That’ swhy you have your players silence
any talk of you inthe markets.”

His head tilted thoughtfully. Whatever eixir he had used to extend hislife, it had not left him dow of wit
or confused, as Nuanez Li had been. “Do you love your home?’

| froze, for he had found my greatest fear.

“Ask that woman who travelswith you what became of her family, her mother, her lover, her children.
Truly, it's so much better to kegp me happy.”

Did he mean Udondi? Did she have afamily once? | heard my voice, pathetic and pleading, “ Don't hurt
them. Please”

“Comeoutdde”
“No.”

“Come out now. Cometell mewhere Jolly has gone, and it will dl be over so quickly. Jubilee...that is
your name? | envy you. All of you who are not like me. Now come. I'm waiting just outside the door.”

Thelink closed. | cried out. | shoved the savant away. What had he promised? What? That if | should
give up my lifeand give away Jolly he would leave Temple Huacho in peace? But he had notsaid that...

| seized my rifle from the floor.“ Udondi-i-i!”



She appeared a the end of the hdl. “ Jubilee?’

“Isit trueyou had alover?’ | shouted it, asif it were an accusation. “Isit true you had children of your
own?’

An expression of shock came over her face.
“I thought you were a cessant!”
“I am now,” she said softly.

| bowed my head. “Hewaitsfor me outside.” | was afraid to go; afraid not to. He had promised me
nothing. ..

“Will you go?’ Udondi asked.

Now it was my turn to look stunned. “Y ou want meto?’

She hefted her rifle. “If it draws him into the open...”

| stared at the weapon. “Hetold meif hedies, I'll take hisplace. I'll be the destroyer of thisworld.”

“Hetoyswith your mind, that’sdl. If he can seed doubt in you, you might hesitate. Thisis our chance,
Jubilee. Likey our only chance. We can end it tonight, and stop any more senseless degths. Y our
mother—"

“I' know! | know.” With shaking hands | leaned my rifle against thewall. It would not do to take it with
me; | was supposed to be giving up.

Udondi passed me aknife from a hidden sheath in her boot. “Just in case.”
| nodded, and we hugged. “Beready,” | whispered. Then | went down the stair on shaking legs.

| was afraid. So afraid. Sweat soaked my clothes and my chest felt hollow. | told myself that Liam was
on the roof and Udondi was at the window. One or both would get a clear shot, no matter the direction
Kaphiri camefrom, solong as| didn't stray far from the door...and | had no intention of doing thet.

But surely Kaphiri was aware of this danger?

Y oumight kill me, but | will sill have my revenge.

Maybe hedidn’'t care? But | couldn’t believe that.

Maya stood beside the door, watching me with reproachful eyes. “Whereisyour weapon?’
“I haveleft it upgtairs”

| stepped past her, and put my hand on the latch.

“What gameisthis?’ she asked.

“I don’'t know.”

| opened the door a crack. The silver stood off some sixty feet from the door, though its glow seemed



strangely bright. Amplified by my fear?1 did not see Kaphiri. Was heredly here? Or wasthisonly a
game designed to break me?

“I am coming out.” | could hardly hear my own voice. So | straightened my shoulders and shouted it, “I
am coming out!”

| stepped onto the stoop. Immediately a pae hand, al aglitter with specks of silver, reached from behind
the onyx door to seize my forearm. He yanked hard and twisted, and suddenly | was sprawled on the
sand-strewn rock before the door.“Udondi!” | screamed, rolling to get back on my feet. How had he
gotten behind the door? It wasn't possible. Udondi would have seen him from above. Why didn't she
shoot now?

Heloomed over me as| tried to rise, a phantom dressed in black. He chopped at my head. | ducked,
but the blow proved afeint. Spinning quickly around he seized both my arms and twisted them behind my
back so that | thought they would tear from their sockets. | collapsed to my knees, my head bowed. He
followed me down. He was crouched behind me so | could fedl the hesat of hisbody. | had expected him
to be as cold as slver, but it wasn't so. Why didn’t Udondi shoot?

“Now, girl,” he said softly, “your timeisamost over. Tl mewhere my Jolly can befound.”

He wanted an answer. So he eased his grip on my arms, alowing meto raise my head. | saw then the
power that was his. Silver surrounded us, not just on the sides, but over our heads too so that we were
crouched in acave of slver that hid us from anyone watching from above. No wonder the silver had
shone so brightly when | had looked out the door! That door was till gar. | heard Udondi’ s voice from
somewhere deep insde, shouting a meto stay insde; the silver had risen. She did not even know | had
been taken.

All this passed through my mind in the space of a heartbest. “Why are you doing this?’ | pleaded.

| could fed hisbreath in my ear. Warm, and familiar. “1t' swhat | was born for. The sllver will not take
me. Not until my task iscomplete”

“What task?’

“To bring about the end of thisage.” His grip tightened again, making me gasp. His voice softened. “I
could dmost think you were her, come again.”

Her.

Udondi had told me of his past. “The woman who was your lover?” My words were only apained
whisper, but he heard me clearly. “If | were her, | would leave you again!”

He chuckled softly. “Y ou are so very much like her. But now you must tell me, whereis Jolly? So that
wemight finishthis”

“I don’'t know where heid! | told him to run away! | don’t know where he' sgone!”

Now there was movement at the door. Kaphiri saw it and doubt touched him. His grip dackened. |
reared back, and we sprawled together on the hard stone. He had my arms till in hisgrip. | twisted,
trying to escape him. One hand came free but the other he held by the wrist.

Then he was not fighting me anymore. We kndlt on the stone, face-to-face, while he stared at the scar
that crossed the back of my hand, the one | had gained in the kobold well. With histhumb he traced its
ragged line, whiletiny sparks of slver followed that movement, jumping from his hand to mine. “What



doesit mean?’ he murmured. “Who—7?" Helooked at me, his expression deeply troubled, and again |
was struck by how much he looked like Y aphet.

It wasasgmilarity | wanted no one eseto ever see.

| reached for Udondi’ s knife with my free hand. Kaphiri saw the blade dide from my boot. Hetried to
block my strike—too late. The knife hissed through the starched fabric of his deeve and struck flesh.
Blood poured from the wound, as red as the blood of any player, but he did not release his grip on me.
Instead he struck my hand. The blade tumbled, and he caught it inthe air.

“Let thedlver decidethen, if you have adestiny.”

He brought the knife' s bloody edge against my forearm. | screamed, twisting away, more afraid of blood
poisoning than of the silver itsdf but hiswill was sterner than mine. The knife cut deep, ferrying hisblood

into my body.

Then he released me. The knife clattered to the ground. He raised his hand to the Silver, just as he had
that night outside Temple Huacho, and the sparkles that seemed to always follow the motion of his hands
were bright and vibrant. The slver rushed toward him, it spilled over him, while| scrambled out of its
path, fleeing back to the temple doors.

They burst open and Udondi wasthere, her rifle amed over my head. “He' sgone!” | shouted, my
bloody arm pressed hard against my belly.

| pushed past her, over the threshold. A wave of faintnesstook me and | went down on my knees. |
heard Maya Anyapah say, “ Their blood has crossed. Shewill surely die”

Then | felt Udondi’ s cool hands against my forehead;| heard her whispered plea,” Forgive me, Jubilee,
forgive me, forgive me,” and | wondered why | had not |et the Sllver take me after dll.

Chapter
20

| should have died within twelve hours. Instead my blood fever stretched on through three days of
delirium, or so the old man told mewhen | finaly awoke. | opened my eyesto find him gtting a my
bedside, his beautiful pale hands resting atop the afghan in hislap. The sun wasjust rising, itsrays striking
past atrand ucent window shadeto illuminate hiskindly smile.

“At firs we were dl frightened by the imminence of your death,” he mused, hisvoice raspy as desert
sand. “Then we were frightened you might live, it was so unnaturd. | think now most of us have grown
used totheidea”

“Willl live? | whispered. | did not fed at al confident in that conclusion.

Hesmiled. “You'll livethrough this, &t least. The fever has broken. All the savants agree that isasign of
imminent recovery.”

“| thought there was no recovery...from ablood poisoning.”

“Ah.” He seemed embarrassed. “ There is an exception. Arare exception. Very rare. That it should be
you here, now, wdll, it would not be unreasonable to conclude this game you' re playing is not entirely
random.”



“Game?’ | croaked, struggling to follow his conversation.
“A figure of speech. | meant this contest you are engaged in with the traveler.”
“Thetraveler? That isthe name Nuanez Li used.”

“That isthe name heisknown by inthe Irdiad. | am told you call him Kaphiri, though where he came by
that name | cannot say. Heisold, older even than | am—far older'—though he does not look it. How |
would love to know what he knows of the slver!” The old man’seyestwinkled. “Though | don't think |
would survive thet interview.

“But | am forgetting my duty. Maya put me to watch over you. Watching iswhat | do best these days. |
don’'t degp much.”

His beautiful hands had lain so il inhislap I’ d begun to wonder if he was somehow damaged and could
not move them, but now he stirred, opening acompartment in the arm of his chair and removing asmal
devicethat proved to be avoice phone. “Hello, Maya,” he said, with droll amusement in hisvoice. “Yes,
she has wakened. Soup would bein order, | think, and the company of anxious friends. Nay, of coursel
am not talking too much. What a preposterous suggestion!”

His namewas Emil, and in the short time | spent in hiscompany | grew to love him. Hewastheoldest in
ahousehold of scholarswho had cometo live in the remote Temple of the Sisters so that they might
study the silver without risking harm to anyone el se. His companions had been gone to Tibbett, just as
Mayahad said, but they’ d returned the previous evening, bringing life to the silent household. Emil
reported that they were very interested in dl of us, and Liam and Udondi had been madeto tell their
stories many times, and had been closdly questioned. Y ou can be sure the eager young vultures want to
guestion you too! But for today at least, | guard the door.”

Hedid dlow Liam and Udondi insde. Liam ill wore the patch over hisinjured eye. He held my hand for
along time, looking pleased, but troubled too. Udondi remarked again and again on my luck, spesking a
little too loudly. As Emil had said, my surviva was unnatural. So what explained it? Looking on their
worried faces, | guessed they knew something | did not.

“Why am| dive?’ | aked at last. “You dl know, don’'t you?’
Thefar corners of the room suddenly commanded their compl ete attention.

“Emil,” | indgsted, “you said there was an exception to the blood poisoning. What exception? Y ou must
tell me. Please”

His eyebrows did azigzag dance. “ Ah. Well. Y our case isfascinating, you see, because you suffered
harm from the traveler’ s blood, though you did not die.”

“That'sright,” Udondi said. “Y ou should have suffered no effect at dl, if—" She caught herself. Her gaze
met Liam’s.

“If what?’ | demanded.
She sighed. “If your blood crossed with the blood of your lover.”

| must have misheard! But Liam confirmed it. “It’ sthe only exception,” he said gruffly. “A player cannot
be poisoned by the blood of her lover.”



| stared at him, trying to make sense of what | was hearing. “Kaphiri isnot my lover.”
“l know it.”

“Yaphetismy lover!”

“Jubilee, | know it.”

“Still, thet isthe only known exception,” Udondi said.

| closed my eyes, hearing again hisharsh voice:l could dmost think you were her, come again. He had
said those words to me. And he had looked like Y aphet. He had looked so very much like him...

“It doesn't mean anything,” Liam said. “If...if there was something between you, you' d have sensed it...”
He heditated, waiting for meto deny I d fet anything, but I could not. “Anyway, you should have suffered
no harm, if it had been that way. Asit was, you nearly died.”

“But she had two lovers, didn't she?’ | whispered.
“Don’t think about that,” Udondi commanded, though she might aswell have ordered me not to breathe,

Still, there was good news to be shared. Jolly had caled while | wasfeverish. Asit turned out, he'd
never received my message. It seemed hisrescuer, this Ficer EImi, had heard areport of strangersin the
town where Jolly first gppeared—strangerswith alively interest in the odd incident of the boy who
stepped out of the silver. Ficer EImi had decided that an expedition into the desert waslong overdue, so
he and Jolly had spent the past few days exploring the ruins of lost, unmapped stations.

“Is't that dangerous?” | asked. “If the Sationsarein ruins, surely it’s because their kobold wells have
faled?

Liam shrugged. “ This Ficer EImi has gpparently survived the Irdiad for ahundred twenty years. I've no
doubt Jolly is safer with him than he'll bewith us...uh, I'm not sure| said that right.”

“Such confidencel” Udondi chided, but her smiledidn’t last. “ Still it' strue. WE Il need to think hard on
our next move.”

To that end they planned to set out within the hour, to scout the land to the north looking for any sign of a
new assault againgt us. “But you can’t go on without me,” | protested.

Udondi took my hand. “We re not. We' re going north, not east, and we' |l be back by tomorrow
evening. That's how long you have to regain your strength. It's not much time.”

| shrugged. “If you come back so late, we won't be able to leave until the morning anyway.”

Liam scowled, the way he did when he was uneasy. “ The scholars here think that maybe the silver will
come late, both tonight and tomorrow night. We re thinking of leaving tomorrow in the evening, to throw
off pursuit.”

Trave thelrdiad a dusk?“Liam, that' s crazy. If you' retrugting to my luck—"

“Oh, no. Your luck’ stoo harsh to trust, Jubilee. But these scholars—they’ ve studied the flow of slver
herefor over acentury. They’ re sure enough of their predictions that they came back last night after full
dark had fdlen.”

Wetalked some more about it. | didn't like the idea of traveling at night, but they badgered meinto a



promisethat | would at least consider it, and soon after that they took their leave.

| wanted to watch them ride away, but Maya came into the room and told me | must not raise the shade
or show mysdlf a any window. “Kaphiri may be watching, or he may have sent someone, to learn if you
lived or not. Don't give away thetruth. 1t's better for you if he thinksyou' re dead.”

| should have been dead, but there was something monstrous inside me that had let melive.

“Do you believe usnow?’ | asked Maya as she turned to leave the room. “ Do you understand why we
did aswedid?’

She stopped at the door and looked back at me. Wariness, or maybe regret, lurked in her eyes. Her tall,
gtern frame seemed alittle stooped. “ All the time you were outside,” she said, so softly | had to strainto
hear, “| was standing just within the front doors. | heard everything he said to you.”

| couldn’t think what to answer. She had been there, but she had not hel ped me. Maybe there had been
no way she could help, and till...

| looked at the shade, a the sunlight streaming in, until | heard the door close.

Emil returned soon after that, shuffling in histime-weighted gait, awhite shawl held about his shoulders.
He sat beside my bed and asked after my health and we talked. | could fed his curiosity, but he wastoo
polite to guide the conversation toward Kaphiri. So | did it for him: “If he was my lover, we should have
known each other right away, but we didn’t. Still, he suspected. The blood poisoning was atest.”

“Oneyou did not truly pass.”
“Would he seeit that way?’

Emil’ sthin shouldersrosein the dightest of shrugs. “Heisfar older than any player should be. Who can
say what hethinks, or what pains his heart might still fed?”’

“Hehatesher.”
Emil nodded. “I’'m afraid it’ s so. | met him once.”
“Youmet him? Areyou from Lish?1 thought he was known only in Lish.”

“In Lish they believe heisknown only in Lish, but we have known him longer inthe Irdiad. | grew upin
the desert, and | returned here when my wandering was done. When | was a boy, it wasn't uncommon
to seethetraveler. My own encounter occurred when | was twelve. He came at dusk, to the gate of the
enclave my father tended in Bakran. It was my duty that evening to sed the gate, so | saw him first. He
told me he wanted to buy food, but he would not enter the enclave. | ran to report this strange incident,
and some among the cessants were very excited. They went out to spesk withhimand 1...” Emil smiled.
“I listened at the gate.

“Ah, thetraveler! He was not aman you could easily forget. Frighteningly intelligent. A naturd scholar.
Hedid not look it, but he was ancient even then, and it was apparent he had not spent hisdaysin
idleness. The cessants questioned him on many subjects, and the range, the depth of his knowledge, it
astounded me, even then when | wastwelve. But his bitterness was as obvious as his brilliance. He had
examined lifewithout embracing it, and for dl | could tell, he loved nothing.



“At last one of the cessants asked the question that isawaysfirst in the minds of dl of uswho have been
defeated by the great search: why are so many players condemned to alife of loneliness?

“Thetraveler answered with these words:* Because this world was broken, along with the goddess who
made it. We are all condemned to acycle of death and birth and terrible loneliness, that can be stopped
only by afind greet flood of silver.’

“In thisflood the world will either belost forever, or remade asnew,” Emil explained. “ Thetraveler did
not seem at al sure which it would be and he did not seem to especidly care, so long asthe cycle that
had trapped him here wasfinally stopped.”

After hefinished recounting this story, we were silent for awhile. | considered what I'd heard, but | was
confused. “| likeit here, in theworld. Don't you, Emil? Why would anyone want it to end?’

“Ah, I likeit heretoo,” Emil said softly. “But it ishard sometimes. Very hard.”
“Do you believe theworld is broken?’
“Ah, wel. Perhaps itwas intended to work differently.”

“Intended? Then do you think the stories of the goddess are true? That she was wounded in her war with
the dark god?’

“It'shard to know. Still, the world was made somehow.”
“I wonder why the dark god would wish to destroy it?”
“I cannot say.”

“Butif it'strue, if theworld isbroken and the goddess cannot hedl it, then it sup to usto try, isn't it?
Isn't that better than hoping for itsend?’

Emil accepted my wordswith aformal nod. “That ismy belief. It sagood bdief, and if it' sany comfort,
| don't feel we are entirely on our own.”

“Do you mean...the goddess?’
Heraised hiseyebrows, but | wasnot at all amused.

“What good is a dreaming goddess, when her dreams are so wicked?’ | demanded. “ She should be
dreaming of life! But in just these past days my father has been murdered. | have abandoned my mother
to adangerous position. | have caused the deaths of many men, and | have survived the blood poisoning
of amongter. If we are not on our own, Emil, we might aswell be.”

Many playerswould have been offended at such an outburst, but Emil nodded, asif my wordswere
worthy of careful congderation. “When you put it like that, it does seem awonder you'rediveat al.”

“I’'m alucky player, or so othersliketo say.”
“I’ve heard. And what isluck? Why do things happen asthey do?’
| did not like the flavor of this question. “Things must happen one way or another.”

Emil smiled, amused | think, a my resistance. “ The scar on your hand,” he said. “It saved you, didn’t it?’



| raised my hand, to look at the scar I” d received in the kobold well. Emil was right. In another few
seconds Kaphiri would have killed me...but he' d seen the scar, and hesitated.

“Herecognized it,” Emil said. “These scarsare so very digtinctive. So many finelinesand ridges, like the
compressed writing in | ettered stone.”

Likewriting? | examined the etches and loops of my scar. “| cannot seeit aswriting.”
“Did thetraveler ask how you got it?’
“No. He seemed to know.”

Emil nodded; hiseyeswere sad. “1 aso know, for such things have happened many times before. Players
areimpetuous, and dtill it'sa cause for wonder. History tells us not onein ten thousand will survivethe
kobold poison.”

“That can’t beright.”

“Perhapsthetraveler once knew aplayer withasmilar scar.”
“Emil—"

“Itisawonder you are dill dive.”

“So what are you saying? That | climbed down the kobold well seven years ago, so that Kaphiri would
not kill me here, thisyear, at the Temple of the Sisters? That’ sridiculous! Our roles cannot be that
closdly written.”

He smiled. “Perhaps not. But the scar would be lucky no matter where, or when you met him, don’t you
think?’

“It was only chancethat | met him at dl. He did not come looking for me.”
“And ill hefound you. Twice.”
“Hewants my brother.”

Emil nodded dowly, and histhoughts seemed far away. “Mostly the slver sesemsto act without purpose,
but sometimesit isotherwise”

“Nuanez Li believed that too.” | told him of Nuanez, and the book he had given me,Known Kobold
Circles. “It came out of the silver, and he and hiswife believed it came to them for some purpose,
though in the end the only purpose wasto giveit to me.”

“That seemscrud to you?’

| nodded. It was eerie too, given the book’ s subject, and the language in which it was written—the same
language used by the bogy in the ancient city. More than chance, as Emil might say. “The author hintshis
‘kobold circles might be used to recal memoriesfrom the silver itself.”

Emil’ spale old eyeswidened in aflicker of surprise. “I have heard of such things, but only in fantastic
dories. Thisbook clamsit for thetruth?’

“I have not had time to study it, but yes, | think so. It haslistsand lists of code. Almogt dl of it iscode.
I’ll show it to you if you like. Whereis my field jacket? It should bein one of the pockets.”



Emil took agreat interest in my book. He could not read it. Neither could anyone else in that house of
scholars, but they were eager to hear my trandation. Once again, | puzzled over the words of the
introduction:

...Herein are summarized the findings of seventy-three temple keepers, al of whom dedicated many
yearsto the puzzle of kobold circles...

“But what are kobold circles?’ | wondered, looking around at the half-dozen scholars Emil had alowed
to gather in my room. “ That' s what the author, Ki-Faun, never bothersto say.”

“I cantdl you what they are.”

It was Mayawho spoke. She stood on the edge of our little group, lurking near the door. Everyone
turned to her in surprise.

“1 saw akobold circle once, in aroad show, when | wasagirl. At least, that’ swhat the hucksters called
it. They asked for very specific kobolds from the audience. When these were presented, they adjusted
the configuration codes, claiming they must be set to the correct sequence of zeroes. When thiswas
done, the kobolds linked together in aball.”

Maya cupped her hands, the fingersinterlaced, leaving a hollow space between her palms. “Likethis. No
one had ever seen anything likeit. At the end of the show—an hour or so, I’ d guess, though | don’t redly
remember anymore—the kobolds separated, but asthey did they released a new kobold, one they had
made together. This new kobold inflated into a balloon and blew away.”

She shrugged. “Wéll, it was acomedy show. Probably there was sometrick to it, someway of secretly
introducing the ‘new’ kobold, though | never figured out what it was.” A sdf-conscious smileflitted over
her lips. “I tried for yearsto get kobolds to form circles, but | never succeeded.”

How odd to think of this stern keeper trying to reenact aroad show she' d seen asalittle girl. “The
coding sounds very specific,” | mused, frowning at the next sentencesin the introduction. “Soredly it's
no wonder you had no luck with it. Here it says something like,* All the listed circles are based on the—'
There saword here | don't know. .. Pythagorean? Has anyone heard of it? | meant to ask my savant.”

“That isavery old word,” Emil said. “It describes a sequence of numbers obtained by adding the next
greatest number to an accumulating sum...zero plus oneto give one, one plustwo to give three, three
plusthreeto give Six, et cetera”

| laughed in amazement. “Why would you know such athing?’
“Wadll, to impresswild young wayfarers, of course.”

“Oh. Well...isthere any meaning to these. .. Pythagorean numbers?’
He shrugged. “They' reinteresting.”

Someone asked, “What does the text say of them?’

| frowned at the page. “Just that al the listed circles are based on these numbers, then,"No doubt other
combinations of zero exi<, but at the time of thiswriting they are unknown.””

“There, Maya,” Emil said. “Did you set your zeroesin the pythagorean sequence?’



She shrugged. “It wasal long ago.”

It went that way for an hour or more as we read and discussed the little book. Beforelong | cameto
understand that akobold circle was ameans of procuring rare kobolds that could seldom, if ever, be
found naturaly in wdlls. If the book was correct, then akobold created within acircle might be
completely unlike any of thosethat had givenrisetoit.

In the road show Maya had described, the new kobold had been nothing more than atoy, butK nown
Kobold Circlesimplied wider posshilities. Its pageslisted hundreds of formulasfor producing kobolds,
most with catalog numbers that would fit among the mysterious, empty pages of my mother’ s kobold
libraries. Unknown kobolds—though Ki-Faun had included brief sketches describing what they might be
used for. Mogt produced dixirsthat were claimed to prolong life and health and even to cool the blood
fever. (“We could have made use ofthat ! Emil chuckled.) But avery few seemed to have something to
do directly with slver...Recdling its memories? That had been my impression on first reading, but now |
fdt lesssure. Certainly the slver must have some means of memory. How else could it bring follies
forward intime? Still...“ | think these formulas are more about calling certain folliesfrom the silver, than
about cdling out theslver' smemory.”

Even that was unheard of, as the general murmur confirmed.

It was awonder to me, to think I might hold in my hands the instructions for amethod of kobold culture
unknown to even dedicated keepers like my mother. If the formulas proved true then | would know
something of kobolds that my mother did not—and how astonishing that would be!

Chapter
21

Seep did not come easily that night. | lay awake, listening, | don’t know for what. | could hear adistant
guitar, and closer, the soft scratch of kobold feet on the stone windowsill. Therich, cloying scent of
temple kobolds pervaded my every breath.

A restlessness grew in me, so that after sometime | left my bed, to stand watch at the window. From my
room | could see the plain below the pinnacles. The silver was just taking form there, asathin, bright
sheen like liquid glass poured across the flat basin. | could fed its presence, as a strange new awareness
inmy mind. | could fed it, asif the Slver had somehow become part of my mind. | fdt it flowing past the
rocks and swalowing them whole. | fet it risng.

Fear took me, and | retreated from the window, but it made no difference. My preternatural awareness
continued, asif some outpost of my mind existed down there on that plain, looking, listening, waiting on
my ingtruction while my familiar self trembled in the darkness of my borrowed room.

A terrible suspicion took root in my mind.“No,” | whispered.“No. | am not him.”

But had some part of him gotten inside me, when his blood mixed with mine? Had that poison wakened
something in me? Was this how Kaphiri sensed the slver? Wasthis how he felt?

A faint glitter caught my eyesand | looked down, to find my hands surrounded by tiny sparkles of slver.
Horror washed over me. | was not like him! | dashed my hands against my thighs.” Go away!”

The vision snapped, asif in obedience to my command. My awareness collapsed, to become only a
human awareness. Fatigue rushed over me, and | soon convinced myself it had been nothing more than a
dream.



| awoke in the morning to find my strength returned and | refused to stay longer in bed. | repacked my
bike and checked my rifle, and when that was done | spent some time trandating the lists of configuration
codes inKnown Kaobold Circlesfor the scholars of that house—a payment of sortsfor the kindness they
had shown me—but | could not keep my mind on it. | wasimpatient for Liam and Udondi to return.

By late afternoon the waiting became unbearable, so | dipped away from adiscussion of the nature of
glver, and with Moki at my sde | climbed thelong stairway to the top of the pinnacleto ook for my
companions. Maya had warned me not to show myself outside the temple, so | sent my savant to look
over thewadl, whilel lingered in the sairwell.

The day was clear, and the savant had command of theland for milesal around, yet it reported no sign
of movement. | told mysdlf not to worry. Sunset was gill more than two hours away.

| called Y aphet, but he didn’t answer, so | |eft amessage. | started to call Liam, then remembered | had
destroyed hissavant. So | called Udondi, but there was no answer. Next | tried Jolly, using the new
address he' d given to Liam. No answer.

| grew annoyed. No one | cared to talk to ever seemed to be within reach. | understood the difficulties of
communication inthe lraiad; | knew that asavant stored in the bin of abike would be unlikely to catch a
radio sgnd, but that knowledge did not ease my isolation.

After an hour or so | heard footsteps climbing the stairwell, and afew minutes later Maya appeared from
below. “Ah good,” she said, when her gaze fell upon me, crouched at the top of the sairs. “I was afraid
I’d find you in the open. Have you sighted your companions yet?’

“No, and they should have been back by now. They wanted to leave again at dusk.”

“There are many reasons they might be delayed. Don’t worry too much.” She sat on the stairs, unfolding
asguare of paper across her lap. “1’ ve had amap made for you. It showsdl the refuge mesasin the
northern Irdiad...and it dso charts severa wild kobold wells. It might be helpful to know where they are.
Not that the wells offer much shelter. Most are in the open desert, or in boulder fields. A few arein
canyons, or on cliff wals. Still, you' d be safe from the silver if you camped at any of these Sites, andit's
unlikely anyone esewill know of them.”

| leaned over her shoulder, studying the map. The nearest wild kobold well was only fifty milesor so
away. “ Soif Kaphiri has sent more players, they’ll likely look for us a the mesas, and not at these wild
wels”

“That may be,” Mayasaid, “but if you camp at thewellsyou'll find no food or water or shelter from the
elements, and no defensible positions. It’ satrade-off, though it may be aworthwhile one. You'll haveto
decideasyou go.”

| nodded. “Thank you for al you've done.”

“Too much and not enough,” she said as she handed me the map. “We do ask this of you: make no copy
of thismap for your savant, and destroy it as soon as you have left thisregion. Thelife span of awild well
isfleeting, but the life span of expired information isnot. In afew months this map will show only where
wellsused to be. | wouldn't want anyoneto follow it to their desth in the silver.”

Dusk came and went, and still there was no word from Liam, but asthe scholars had predicted, the silver



did not immediately appear at the onset of darkness.

The scholars based their predictions on the rhythm of ssormsthat arosein the Iraliad’ s southern basin.
Littlewas known of the basin, except that silver seeped from it, even in the daylight. It was alow-lying,
broken land, “Asif thefist of the god had struck the world,” Emil said. Like the other scholars, he
believed some force or factor, hidden there beneath veils of slver, controlled theriseand fall of slver
sorms even asfar away as the northern edge of the Kalang Crescent.

“Our higtoriestell us the goddess spun the world from acloud of slver, and that the Sllver isher mind,
dreaming the world into existence. But where does the silver come from? And how could the goddess
control it? | believe some hint of an answer might be found within the southern Irdiad. That regionis
different from dl othersin theworld, for the slver is never absent, and no player may go there, and
live...except perhagpsthetraveler.

“Once, | tried to go there. | was already old, so there wasn't so much to lose. | was determined to
discover what wasthere, even if | never escaped alive with the knowledge—but the goddess has no
patiencefor hubris. | barely penetrated the rim of the basin, for the silver became awall that would not let
me advance. In that land you canfed the forces that made the world, till at work, endlessy building up
theland dl around. Y ou came across the Kaang Crescent. Did you know that it grows higher every
year?’

“We had guessed,” | said, quietly astounded at this confirmation. “ And we saw the southern desert, when
we were on the Crescent.| have no curiosity to go therel”

“Wise youth! For mysdlf, | decided that life was precious to me after al, and | turned for home, but it
took me a hundred days to return amere two hundred milesto these friendly lands of the north.”

Emil sighed. “If we could but understand the factor of the southern desert, we would be so much closer
to understanding the tide of silver now risng intheworld...or so | beieve.”

The scholars had collected notes for centuries, but they could only predict theriseand fal of slverina
radius of some hundred miles around the Temple of the Sigters. Farther than that, their sudiesfailed. This
one night they could guide me. Then | would be dependent on luck once again.

Leaving my savant on the pinnacle, | retrested down the stairs to eat some dinner. When | returned half
an hour later | found the starsout in dl their glory, and a message from Jolly recorded on my savant. |
cursed my timing. But when | sent alink Jolly answered immediately, his youthful face gazing from the
screen of my savant with worried eyes. “ They said you weresick.”

“I’'m over it now. Where are you?’

“It' san old ation. | don't know if it has aname, but we re only staying herethisnight. We' ll leave again
inthe morning. Ficer saysto tell you we' |l be at Azure Mesa by tomorrow afternoon.”

| consulted the map Maya had given me. “ That' s only a hundred twenty miles from herel”

A gruff voice spoke from off-screen. “ Ask her if that’ snot too far...now that we' ve crossed almost dll
the North Irdiad to meet her.”

Jolly grinned. It wasinfectious. “I’ll bethere,” | promised. “Infact, I'll be waiting when you arrive.”
“If theslver dlowsit,” the gruff voice amended.
“YS’” I mr@. 113 If.”



Only 120 miles—afew hoursby bike, if al went well...though things had not gone well for somelong
time. After Jolly had gone to have hisdinner, | cradled the savant in my lap and considered.

Liam and Udondi till had not caled. Did that mean they could not? If they had found trouble, it might
mean trouble would find meif | stayed a the Ssters.

| could leave tonight.

Liam had been planning to set out tonight anyway. The slver wasn't expected to rise until late. | could set
out, get asfar asthefirst wild well on the map, and camp. That way I’ d have astart on anyone who
might come looking for me...and if Liam and Udondi showed up at the Ssterstomorrow...well, I'd
leave amessage with Emil teling them where’d gone.

| took my savant downgtairs. Emil nodded when | told him my plans, asif he' d expected as much. He
summoned Maya. “ She has decided to leave usthisnight.”

“There are no safe choices now,” Mayasaid. *Y ou should have until midnight to reach shelter, but in the
darknessyou'll need to go dowly. Y ou weren't planning to use alight?’

| shook my head.

“By garlight,” Emil said. “By thelight of Heaven.” He clagped my hand. “If | were younger I'd go with
you. Asitis, | canonly watch...but I'll watch well. Thetraveler will have no news of you from thisold

“No, Emil. If he comes, you must tell him whatever he wantsto know. He' ll learn it anyway, and | would
not have you or anyone else hurt.”

Hiseyeswere moigt. “ That task may betoo hard for me.”

| kissed hischeek. “ Still | ask it of you.” Then | whispered the name of the mesawhere | wasto meet
Jolly, and | left him and went downdairs.

My bikewasready. | put on my field jacket while Mayamade sure | understood how to find thefirst
wild well. I thanked her, then | called Moki and put him in hisbin. Maya opened the door for me. The
Bow of Heaven glimmered overhead, giving mealittlelight. Therewas no sign of slver. | wondered if
Kaphiri lay hidden somewhere among the boul der-strewn s opes. | desperately hoped it wasn't so; |
didn’t want him to know | lived. But even if he waswatching, at least he would have no way to follow me
except on foot. He would have no way of knowing where | went.

Maya set her hand on my shoulder. “Go dowly,” she whispered, “and with great care. The Irdiad will
not forgive any mistake tonight.”

| nodded. Then | set out alone on the path she had shown me.

Coyotes were about that night, and for two or three hours they followed me, appearing as silhouettes on
theridge tops, or as dark shadows against the pale sand of adesert wash. When | first saw them | was
frightened. But they did not attack, and when they vanished an hour before midnight | felt terribly aone.

It was only fifty milesto thewell that would be my refuge, but the Bow of Heaven was singy with itslight



and | worried | would lose my way so | went dowly, making sure of every landmark Mayahad told to
me. Inthisway | cameto awide plain.

In much of thelraliad theland isahard minera soil, but the silver had made that plain afertile place, and
despite the rarity of rain, tough sedges grew knee-high, with waxy white flowers looking out among them,
their petds agleam in the Sarlight. Far away | could see the dark shapes of mesasrising againgt the
star-gpangled sky, and closer, an ethered gathering of white standing stones half-melted by the passing
tides of slver, so that some stood on stems, looking like el ongated white mushrooms.

| hurried forward, for thiswasthe last landmark Maya had described. The well was supposed to be a
mile beyond the standing stones—“No farther,” she had warned. “Y ou must be very careful. It would be
easy to passitin the dark.”

It would be easy to passit in the daytimetoo, | thought ruefully as | looked out on that plain. Maya had
carefully described the well, but she had not mentioned the dense sedges. | was supposed to search a
little north of east for the mound of the kobold well, but if her description was accurate, the mound did
not stand as high as the sedges. | could see no hint of where it might be.

| headed out anyway. There was gill no sign of silver, but | knew it could not be far away. The hour was
late, and Moki—who had been excited at the scent of coyotes earlier in the evening—now huddled
fearfully in hisbin. | spoke soft reassurances to him as | watched my odometer measure the distance.

A mile passed, but | discovered no sign of the well.

| stopped and looked about. The sedges were so dense that even in daylight | might pass within ten feet
of the mound and not seeit. How could | expect to find it in the dark?

| hed to find it.

Moki whined hisfear. Faintly now, | could smell the crisp, clean scent of Slver, and as| breathed that
scent | felt something waken within me, just asit had last night when | stood by my window, looking out
on thedlver-covered plain. | could fed the silver, unseen and lying close againgt the ground, but rising
into life...and into my awareness.Stay back , | thought.Stay away . Suddenly, sparkling motes were
dancing around my hands.

Moki whined again—and then the slver emerged dl around us, rising in asilent flood among the sedges,
everywhere, except at our feet, and around the tires of the bike.

Stay back.
Moki panicked. He scrambled out of hisbin.

“Moki!” I caught him with my sparkling handsjust before he touched the ground. He shook in my arms.
“Moki, stay withme.” | held him against my chest, and dipped the bike into gear.

Back.

| leaned with my mind against the silver. | raised my hand in awarding gesture. The motes brightened,
and | felt asif | had raised some larger hand that | could not see, one thatpushed the silver back, pushed
it away from my path. | feltit fal back. Not so much as aphysical sensation, but asakind of cool
awareness diding away from the pressure of my will.

Oh, it wasaneat trick! But it was adso agift from Kaphiri, and | did not trust it. | had to find the well.



But how?

A well ismade safe by the kobolds that grow within it. Thefirst that emerge are dways of the kind we
cal “temple kobolds” whether atemple is ever made around that well or not. They are smilar to the
kobolds my mother had used to call the silver during my father’ smemoria ceremony, but their duty isthe
opposite: the petals on their backs exude a sweet scent that somehow worksto keep the silver away. |
sniffed at theair.

Moki watched me and whined again, the fur on his neck standing straight and stiff benesth my hand. | set
him on the ground, keeping my hand on him until | was sure he would not panic and run. He edged
forward, sniffing a the air. He edged right up againgt the slver, and whined.

“Do you smdl thewdl?” | whigpered, rolling my bike up behind him. I held my hand out andpushed , and
the silver retreasted before us. “Find it, Moki,” | urged. “Find theway.”

Heturned alittle toward the south.
Push.

The silver rolled away from our path. Moki hurried forward and | followed. But when | glanced back the
dlver wasrollingin behind us. | panicked. Asif by ingtinct | raised my other arm andpushed , and the
motesthat clung to my hand brightened, and the silver fell away.

Why?

| didn’t want to think too hard onit. | didn’t believe this new power of mine would bear up under
examination. What | had done wasimpossible, and if | thought too hard on it, surely it would ceaseto be,
just as childhood fantasies fade when we enter the age of reason?

“Hurry, Moki,” | whispered, and Ipushed and a channel opened before us and closed behind, while the
dlver climbed as high as my waist, as high as my head. Then suddenly the sedges ended. We cameto a
mounded ring of barren soil afull nine feet across. Moki scurried over the mound and | pushed my bike
after him. “Moki, you did it!”

In the darkness | could just make out the black circle of the well, hardly afoot across, at the very center
of the mounded ring. | rode my biketo itsedge. | could hear kobolds moving in theloose soil. | knew |
must be crushing more beneath my tires, but what could | do?

| dropped the kickstand and dipped off, staggering to keep my balance, | had gone so weak with fear.
All around thewell, sllver drifted as high asmy head so | could not see the standing stones. But even with
my eyesclosed | could fed the Slver, asif it were part of my mind, leaning on my awareness, waiting for
metoinviteitin.

| remembered the night Jolly had invited it in.

“Not me,” | growled. “That’snot me. Stay back! Please. Just stay away.”

That night | did not deep. The slver rose so high around me, it was asif | huddled at the bottom of awell
of light. Far above, hundreds of feet asit seemed to me, there was adisk of blackness | took for the sky,
but the glow around mewas so bright, | could see no stars.

| waited for Kaphiri to step out of the slver. Did he know | was dive?



How could he not know? He had poisoned me with some splinter of his nature, but the silver remainedhis
element. He existed somehow within it. He emerged from it whenever he desired, and surely he desired
to find me? | held my rifle with bloodless hands, on guard dl that night, but Kaphiri did not come.

What ruled his comings and goings? | didn’t know, and not knowing, | worried he might be occupied
elsawhere...at Temple Huacho, or the Sigters, or that he might have found Liam and Udondi, just as he
had found my father.

That night seemed endless, but at |ast the dark circle of sky above my head began to lighten. | returned
my rifleto its sheath, eager to be on my way. Minutes passed, gathering together until most of an hour
had gone by, but to my congternation the silver did not break up. The sky had lightened just enough to
show mewhy: heavy cloudslay over the desert and only awan light reached past them—not nearly
enough to drive the silver away.

| looked around at the pale, misty walls of my cage, and fury built insde me. Had | been betrayed? Why
had no one warned me? If the scholars at the Temple of the Sisters could predict when the silver would
rise, surely they also knew when it would subside? But they had said nothing.

And what of Jolly? Was he trapped too? Did the world conspire to keep us apart?

But | wasnot trapped. | could push the silver away, as| had done last night. | could hold open abubble
within the sllver and go wherel liked...if | dared. | wanted to go, but | was afraid. | didnot dare. | could
not bring mysdlf to doit.

Frustration fed my anger. | cursed the silver. | dared it to take me. | shouted for Kaphiri to come, and
threw handfuls of dirt into the mist. But while| succeeded interrorizing Moki, my rage was atiny thing,
unmeasurable againgt the reach of the world and soon spent. Afterward, | gaveinto deep likeatired
child.

| dept for many hours. When | awoke it wasto the howl of acold wind against my cheek. The slver ill
surrounded me, but it was bresking up under the pressure of the wind. Tufts of it whipped across my
sanctuary so that | did not dare to Sit up above the shelter of the mound. Moki was of asimilar mind. He
huddled a& my sde, histail thumping nervoudy in the dirt. | thought about taking him down into the well.
The blowing silver could not touch usthere, but my first experiencein akobold well still haunted me, or
maybe it was the stunned look on Kaphiri’ sface when he saw my scar...

But | was saved from a decision by the sudden appearance of the sun. It broke past the fleeing clouds
and the slver wasimmediatdly transformed. Its menacing tendrils became athin migt, sparklingina
watery atimosphere, and then it was gone, leaving only the wind and the blowing dust.

| stood cautiously and looked about. The coarse sedgesin that place had not been harmed by the flood,
though the white flowers were closed now in daylight. Here and there in the near distance clusters of
irregular anding stones glistened, looking asif they were made of fine leaded glass. But what caught my
attention was a mesa standing far away on the flat horizon. It was a pedesta, narrower at its base than at
itsflat summit, for the slver had eaten away at itsfoundation for untold centuries. Its color wasalight,
bright blue, like turquoise, only alittle darker than the afternoon sky. Azure Rock. Where | would meet
Jolly, if only | could get there.

| whooped and whistled to Moki. It was |ate in the afternoon. No more than two hours of daylight
remained to me, but that was enough.

Chapter
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By thetime | reached Azure Mesathe sun was directly behind me. Its rays shot through ripsin the clouds
tofal in mottled patterns againg the mesa’ s blue stone dliffs—alovely, bright blue like polished
turquoise. Changed stone. Perhaps dl of Azure Mesawas afolly. | wondered how long it had been
there, and how long it would last. Itswalls were badly undercut by the silver, and in placesthe
overhanging rock had collgpsed into hills of turquoise stone. Still, it looked solid enough to offer me
shelter through the night. ...if | could find away to scaleits smooth walls.

A sKirt of brush surrounded the mesa. Perhapsit had rained recently, for the brush was covered in a haze
of tiny yellow flowers. | breathed in their dry, honey-sweet fragrance: a pleasant scent, but not nearly
strong enough to hide the lingering scent of silver. Darknesswould not fall for the better part of an hour,
but that smell had me nervous. Almost panicky. | did not want to be caught out in the open again. |
wanted to get up among the rocks, while the sun’slight held the silver at bay.

But | dso wanted to find Jolly.

| had seen no tracks as | approached the mesa, and the dust plumes that wandered the desert had all
been tossed up by the fierce wind. Perhapsthe morning’ s silver sorm had kept Jolly from traveling. If so
| would have another night on my own. | did not look forward toit.

Grimly | set about exploring the mesa, circling east around the brush, and after afew minutes| found a
path. It was a sandy track that cut straight toward the base of the mesa. Eagerly | looked for the marks
of tires, but if there had been any, they were gone now, smoothed away by thewind. “Jolly!” | shouted
his name, but the wind took my voice away, and there was not even an echo in answer.

| followed the path. It took me dl the way to the mesa swall, ending benegth a vertica notch cut into the
overhanging stone. There were handholds in the blue stone, making a sort of ladder that climbed to what
looked like anarrow shelf some thirty feet overhead. Was this the way onto the mesa?

| could not believeit, for | could see no way to get my bike up that rock face. Giving up on the notch, |
searched the brush on either side, and after afew minutes | found a second path, fainter than thefirst and
nearly overgrown in places, but it circled around the base of therock so | followed it—all the way
around the mesawithout finding any sign of another way up the smooth blue rock.

By thetime returned to the notch the sun was nearly on the horizon. The scent of silver was growing
stronger, and Moki was starting to worry. | considered again the handholds that had been cut into the
gtone. | could certainly climb them and get mysdlf above aslver flood, but if | could not dso get my bike
to safety, what would | do tomorrow? I | lost my bike, | would be afoot. ..and it might take me daysto
walk to the next refuge mesa. Could | do it? Fending off the Silver every night? It ssemed impossible.
Evenif | could manage that trick again, eventudly | would have to deep, and surely | could not fend off
theslver inmy deep?

No. There had to be some true sanctuary here, or Mayawould not have sent me. And Ficer EImi—the
stranger who had Jolly in his care—he would not have told me to come. So, leaving Moki to sniff out
partridgetrails, | started climbing.

Each handhold was deeply cupped and together they made an easy path. Soon | became all too
conscious of my height above the ground. | hesitated at the last handhold, thinking that a snake might
have come for the sun on thiswestern-facing shelf, but when | peeked over the edge, | saw only one
smdl lizard that fled at the sight of me.



Even if there had been asnake, | would have found the courage to fight it for possession of that shelf, for
just to the right of the notch ladder, set back from the edge afew feet so it was invisible from the ground,
was asted post supporting aboom with pulleys and cable that looked in good condition. So therewasa
way for meto get my bike above the reach of the silver flood.

| heaved myself over the edge and spent a minute exploring. The ledge was nine or ten feet wide on its
outer edge, but it narrowed toward the back. It reached fifteen feet into the rock, giving the impression of
an dcove...an effect enhanced by the presence of asted door set into the back wall. | leaned on the
latch handle, and the door opened easily, swinging inward onto a cool darkness that bore the sweet scent
of temple kobolds. My heartbeat quickened painfully. That perfume will ways speak to me of home,
and as| stood on that threshold | found myself torn between joy and loneliness.

Then optical tubesflickered to life dong the walls, revealing the foot of awide Sairway littered with the
beetlelike carapaces of thousands of dead kobolds. Spiderwebs hung from the celling, swaying on air
currentstoo dight for meto fed. A vell of brown dust overlay it dl. | took a step insde and dust rose
around my foot. Peering up the Stairway, | called Jolly’ s name, but without much hope. The only tracksin
the dust were thetiny tracks of kobolds. Clearly, it had been avery long time since any player had
entered Azure Mesa by thisstair. | called again, but only an echo answered me, so | went back outside.

The ledge looked south and west across a desert plain studded with follies and standing stones, and here
and there on the horizon, hazed by blowing dust and distance, the blocky silhouettes of other mesas. In
al that land | saw no sign of movement, or of any purposeful plumes of dust of the kind that would mark
the passage of abike and | was glad, for the air had about it an opaesque quality, ashimmering density
that | had never seen before, though some part of me knew it was an effect of slver, edging into
exigence. Night was not far off. Any player ill on the road wasin dire danger. My own paosition would
not be secure until | brought my bike up from the desert floor.

So, working quickly, I swung the boom out over the edge of the shelf. Then | scrambled down the notch
ladder to secure my bike to the dangling cable. Tucking Moki into my field jacket, | climbed up again
while the sun blushed red, itsdisk mdting asit neared theworld. | set Moki down, then turned my
attention to the cable. A hard pull and the bike rose from the ground. Gears locked behind the pulley so
that the rope could not dide back. | hauled again, and in lessthan aminute | was able to swing the boom
inand bring the bike to rest on the ledge. | unshackled it, and hurried with it into the refuge, but | did not
closethe door.

The sunwasathin arc of fire on the horizon. Itslast rays penetrated the refuge, overwhelming the pale
optica tubes. In that glare | unpacked my savant, determined to contact someone before | sealed mysdlf
away for the night.

| snapped the wings open and stepped outside—to find anew sound intruding on the stillness of the
evening, asoft sound that | knew immediatdly: the hiss of tiresmoving at Speed on asandy trail.

| @bandoned the savant and scrambled to the edge. East beyond the brush that skirted the mesawas a
lone biker, riding fast so that atail of dust spun up from thetiresto glitter in the sun’slast light.

Then the sun was gone. Twilight rushed in, and the biker became a shadow—a singular shadow—for this
player was certainly alone.

Panic touched me. Kaphiri wasthe only player | knew who traveled without companions. Kaphiri...and
mysdif.

| went back for therifle. By thetime returned to the cliff’ s edge the biker had found thetrail to the
notch. | crouched in the shadows, huddling close to the rock, my hand on Moki’ s back to let him know



we were hunting, and that he must be quiet. The scent of Slver was very strong.

The biker reached the base of the cliff and stopped there, a darker shadow among dark shadows. He
straddled his bike and looked up. “Throw down the cable,” he said in agruff voice that was not
Kaphiri’s, but was familiar just the same.

Moki whined, trotting to the very edge to look over while | swallowed my fear and did as| wastold,
swinging the boom out and releasing the cable. “Who areyou?’ | asked. But my mouth was so dry my
voice was awhisper. Hedidn't hear me,

“Go on now,” hesaid. “Find the notches on thewall and climb up.” His words were not addressed to
me, but instead to asmdler figure that dipped from behind him. | caught my breath, while Moki whined

agan“ Jolly...?’

At the sound of his name he froze, one hand on thefirst notch.
“Goonup,” the gruff voice commanded. “ There slittletime.”
Ficer EImi. | had heard him spesk last night.

But Jolly did not climb up. “Isit her?” he asked, hisvoice glassed with fear. “Y ou said it was only one
player who came here.”

“It wasonly one”

“Jolly,” | said softly. “Itisme. Jubilee.”

He stared upward, but it was dark and | could not see hisface.
“Comeup,” | urged. “Hurry.”

The gruff voice backed me. “Be up, Jolly, now. Before the silver awakes.”
Jolly obeyed, though he climbed hesitantly.

“Haul therope,” the old man reminded me.

| scrambled to doiit. A fierce tug brought the bike swinging into the air. | shifted my grip and hauled
agan. “Hurry,” | pleaded. “Theslverisclose”

“Weveaminute” Ficar EImi sad.

The bike cleared the ledge. | secured the rope, then swung the boom in just as Jolly reached the top.
Moki was frantic, bouncing around on the edge of the cliff and barking so that | feared he would dip over
or that he would knock Jolly off. “Moki!” | shouted. “Back up! Back up!”

Just then afaint gleam of slver ignited on the flat below. Jolly saw it and twisted around. “ Ficer!”
“I'm here,” Ficer answered, hisvoice comfortingly close. “Just below. Nowclimb .”

Jolly scrambled onto the ledge, and Ficer followed behind him. Moki was beside himsdlf, barking and
dancing, and | wasfighting with the cable, struggling to get it unclipped from the bike, atask made hard
by the darkness and my shaking hands. Ficer knelt beside me. His callused hands hel ped with the hasp.
“It'll be heavy thisnight,” he murmured. “Can you not fed theweight of slver in every breath?’



| could. “Why were you out so late?’
“We were to meset three, not one.”

Jolly sguatted among the shadows beside the door, cradling Moki in hisarms. “We thought you might be
him,” hesaid in avoice o low | suspected he fill wasn't sure.

“I'm not him. But things have happened. Come. WE |l talk insde.”
Chapter
23

Even before Ficer seded the door, Jolly turned to me and asked the question | dreaded most. “Why
were you the one who came, Jubilee? Where is my father?’

“Heisgone, Jolly. Gonetothesiver.”

Not aflicker of surprise could | see on hisface, only grief. He must have guessed the truth long before.
Indeed, nothing €l se could have kept our father away. Now Jolly’ s gaze fixed mein away | remembered
well. “Tel me how it happened.”

And | would have, there on the doorstep, but Ficer intervened. “We' Il havetimeto tell our storieswhen
we' ve settled in.” He mounted hisbike. “ Azureis not atrue temple and the kobolds are poorly tended.
We'll be safer on the highest floor.”

Jolly rode on the back of Ficer’ sbike, with Moki cradled in hisarms. They went first, while | followed
them up the wide stairway, lit from above by opticd tubesthat glinted against the blue stone. Dead
kobold shells crunched beneath our tires, and the taste of dust wasin my mouth. It was easy to think we
werethefirg playersto enter that refuge in ahundred years. All looked abandoned, yet the sweet scent
of temple kobolds permesated the air.

“Thereisno keeper here,” Ficer assured mewhen | questioned him on the matter. “Not in my memory,
or the memory of anyone | have known.”

The gtairs climbed in three long flightsto a chamber of startling Sze, aswide asthe auditorium at
Halibury, though the celling was so low | could have jumped and touched it. The air was fresh and for
good reason: nine bell-shaped chimneys perforated the rock. | supposed they were madeto bring air into
the cavern, but they also served as excellent conduits of sand, for mounds of it were piled beneath each
vent.

Ficer sat agtride hisbike, watching me as| studied the chamber, asif waiting on my reaction. Hewas a
tall man, thin and dark and sun-wrinkled so that pale dust was trapped in the deep fissures of hisskin.
Even so, and even though his hair was slvery white, he did not seem old. This puzzled me, until | decided
he was an artifact of the desert, as much as the clean stone and the blowing sand, and | I€ft it at that.
“Thisisthewdl room,” he announced, when | refused to make any comment.

| smiled, sure he was having fun with me. Then | looked again at the mounds of sand on thefloor. Was|
supposed to believe each one was the mouth of awell? But | had never heard of atemple with more than
onewsdl. Even the oldest temple at Xahiclan was said to have only one, though it wasvast in size.



Ficer smiled. “You don't bdieve me? Take alook.”

| glanced a Jolly, but hisface wasturned away. My grief was older than his, and my curiosity was
strong. So | dropped the kickstand on my bike and ventured across the chamber—to find it wasjust as
Ficer had said. The mounds of sand were not made by the wind blowing grainsinto the ventilation shafts.
Instead, the shafts appeared to have been carved over centuries by the traffic of stone-eating kobolds
flying up from the mouths of ninewellsthat perforated the floor.

“It'sanatural wonder,” Ficer said. “More s0, because the wells die out every few years, but dwaysthey
come back to life. No one can explainiit.”

| wondered how often Maya' s scholars came thisway, and if their theory of silver tides could say
anything about this strange concentration of wells. “But why isthere no keeper?”’

“Azureisastrange place. A placeto passthrough. No onel know has ever stayed more than three
nights. Too much history.” He waved a sun-blackened hand, indicating the double stairway on the
opposite Sde of the chamber, that rose without railsto the right and Ieft. “ There are chambers and
passages dl through the rock, enough room for ahundred people, or more than ahundred if they’re not
desert folk. But the only way into the refuge is by those notches we climbed. What kind of people would
wall themsalvesin like that? Not a happy people, | expect. Not at al.”

| looked around, and despite the large size of the chamber | felt a sense of entrapment.

Ficer nodded. “ Some say the memory of those who made this placeis still here, locked up in the rock.
That’show it ssemstome”

Though | had known Ficer only afew minutes, | could not imagine him being frightened by ghost stories.
So perhaps there truly was something strange about this place. “ There aren’'t any bogies here, are there?’
| asked suspicioudy.

“Y ou know of bogies?’
“I met one”

He grunted. “Nasty things, spawned in greed. There have dways been players who would try to protect

the wedlth of onelife until they could find it in the next, and some, even worse, who could not endure the
thought of otherstrespassing in the ruins of their estates, so they used bogiesto guard them, even through
the slver. But there are no bogies here. Just memories, and that’ s enough.”

“We'll bedl right, though?’ Jolly asked, hisvoice hoarse, little more than awhisper, though when he
looked up at Ficer hiseyesweredry. “ Thisone night?’

Ficer gave him areassuring smile. “ Sure we will. And tomorrow we' Il do our part for the temple before
wego.”

“For the next player,” Jolly said with asolemn nod, asif repeating a phrase he' d heard many times
before.

“For the next player,” Ficer agreed.

Welaid our degping bagsin asmdl side chamber. | shared out some of my dwindling supply of
packaged food, while Ficer brought out dried meat and fruit. | didn’t know how to ask the questions that



were most important to me—what had happened to Jolly, where he had been, what he knew of Kaphiri.
Also, | knew if | started asking questions, | would have to answer them too, and | was reluctant to say
more about my father. Therewasaquality to Jolly’ sface, afragility, that frightened me. | couldn’t guess
what he’ d been through, or how much more he could bear. What if he blamed himsdf for my father’s
death? Kaphiri had come seeking him after all.

Jolly ate mechanicaly, wrapped up in his own thoughts, so it was |eft to Ficer to carry the conversation.
Inaquiet way he told me about himsalf, how he roamed the Irdiad, repairing the antennasthat grew here
and there on the mesatops. “ The dlver isless an enemy than the wind. Fierce sorms out of the southern
ocean blow down the antennas more often than the silver takes them away.”

When we were done eating | asked if there was a passage to the mesatop, for | wanted to call Liam, but
Ficer shook hishead. “Thisisnot the night to be opening any door. But come with me awhile. There's
something here you should see”

| started to my feet, surprised at the relief | felt at the prospect of leaving that room and my brother’s
dlence. Only alaent guilt made me hesitate. “ Jolly,” | asked, without reglly meaning it, “will you
come...?’

Helooked at me with some faint amusement. It was alook that made me shiver, for it seemed mature
beyond hisyears. “1 think Ficer wants to speak with you aone.”

“Thereisno point in trying to be subtle around Jolly,” Ficer announced as he clambered to hisfeet. “He ll
seethroughit every time.”

That wastrue. Jolly had dways had an eerie knack for guessing the thoughts and intentions of other
players, while | was hardly aware of my own heart. Still, | worried about leaving him aone. “Will you be
al right?’ | asked.

“Fine” Jolly inssted, his hand resting on Moki’ s back.

“There snothing here to harm a player but his own conscience,” Ficer said, “and no other can beashield
agang that.”

Jolly met my doubtful gaze. “ That doesn't reassure you, doesit?’

My cheeks warmed, for he had seen through me again. “ So. W€ Il be back in afew minutesthen.” And
before| could diminish mysdf further, | followed Ficer into the hall.

The passageran level for several hundred feet, lit by optical cables growing on the smooth walls. Benegath
the strings of lights, dust and dead kobold shells were hegped in shalow banks, pushed there by passing
feet. | glimpsed afew living kobolds among the debris. In such astrange place | expected to find strange
kobolds, but there was no evidence of any variety beyond the familiar temple strains.

We passed many closed doors. Some were locked. Those few rooms that were open held only dugt. It
felt asif no one had ever lived there, or asif the abandoned kobolds had consumed everything except the
rock itsdlf.

Twice we passed other halways, both running a odd angles to our own. Neither waslit, and | felt no
urge to explore them when | saw the great cobwebs that hung like skeins of mist from their ceilings.

WEe d been walking severa minutes when the passage came to an end, widening into around chamber



with asingle, massive door set in onewal. “That' sastairway to the surface,” Ficer said. “If tomorrow
the silver subsides, you can take your savant up and try your luck.”

| didn’t understand why | should wait. “We must be five hundred feet above the desert floor. The slver
cannot have cdlimbed thishigh.”

Ficer nodded at apillar of black metal set to one side of the door. “It' strue the top of the mesaisonly
ten feet or so above us.” Helaid his pdm against the metd, which was damp with condensation. “ This
pole reaches up to it, through the rock and into the open air. Lay your hand oniit.”

| did, and felt afaint but frantic vibration.

“That' stheteeth of the Slver you'refeding,” Ficer said, “chewing onthe metd.”

My eyes grew wide. “Do you mean the whole mesa has drowned?’ Never had | heard of silver so deep.
“Thesameaslast night,” Ficer said. “Where did you stay?’

“Atawildwel...” And hadn’t it been like standing &t the bottom of aluminous ocean?

Then doubt setin. “Thispole...” | frowned at it. “ It must have been here for many years. How hasit
gone untouched so long, only to be consumed tonight?”

Ficer ran hisfingers through the condensation. “1t' s not so much that things go untouched by the silver.
I’ smore that sometimesthey’ re put back exactly asthey were, and sometimes not. Thispipe, it’sbeen
touched by the silver many times, and awaysit's been returned more or less asit began. Someday
though, it’ll be given back changed...or not a al.”

| too ran my fingers down the column of metal and the cold of it seemed to reach dl the way to my spine.
“How isit the dlver gave Jolly back?’

“That | don’t know.”

“I didn’'t want to tdll him of my father’ s deeth.”

“Y ou had no choice.”

“Still, he' sbeen very quiet.”

“He doesn’t say much,” Ficer agreed.

“Y ou wanted to tell me something, didn’t you? It' swhy we' re here.”

Ficer’ s gaze took my measure. Then: “It' stheway you look a him, asif you'relooking at aghost or a

phantom.”
“1...7?7" | was shocked. “That’ snot how | fed!”

“No?’
| had to look away. “But heisaghog, isn't he? In away.”
“So | thought when | first saw him.”

“How did it hgppen? How did you find him?’



He smiled at the memory. “If you werelost in asilver fog, looking out for playersto be with, what sort of
playerswould you be most likely to see?’

| shook my head, not a al surewhat he meant.
“What isthe one and only reason most players ever approach abank of slver?’
“Oh...you were a afunera, or amemoria ceremony?’

Henodded. 1 was attending afunerad a Sentind Mesa. They have afair-sized enclave there, dmost at
the center of the northern desert. The body of the deceased was hardly committed to the silver when this
boy stumbled out, al silver himsdlf at firg, asif the soul of the deceased had returned. It scared everyone.
It samusing now, to think onit, but it scared metoo. Playersdon’t like being startled. Makes’ em fed
foolish later. | could see how thetalk was going, so | took Jolly away from Sentinel before anyone could
notice.”

“| want to thank you for that.”

Ficer accepted thiswith adow nod. “1 wasn't sure at first, but | think now it wasthe right thing to do.
Jolly’ sagood boy...and if the silver has given him back, it'sfor areason.”

““Mostly the slver ssemsto act without purpose,”| recited,”* but sometimesit is otherwise.””
Ficer laughed. “And where did you here that?’

“From Emil.”

“The old man of the Pinnacles? That oneisworth listening to.”

| didn’t disagree. “ So what is Jolly’ s purpose?’

Ficer' s eyes chalenged me from their deep setting among sun-wrinkled skin. “Maybe that’ sfor Jolly to
discover?”’

| nodded, for it wastrue that each of us must find our own way. “1 would ill like to take him home.”

“And maybe you will. But come. He swaiting, and he'll beworried if we' re gonetoo long.”
Chapter
24

When we returned, Jolly was huddled in a corner, with Moki in hislap. That sight affected me strangely,
for it seemed asif | looked back intime at mysdf, aonein the corner of my room, holdingonto a
scream of despair until the slver wasfully gone.

| moved my deeping bag next to hisand sat down. He watched me with wary eyesasif | weretheslver
itsdlf. | leaned againgt the wall, looking out across the room so that he did not have to fed my gaze. | was
not, after dl, the Jubilee he remembered. | said, “I’ m sorry for this strangeness between us. Y ou were my
older brother. That’show | remember you. My best friend. Now seven years have passed—"

“It has not been that long.”

“It has, for me. Seven years.” | tried to smile. “Ficer says| look on you asif you were aghost. Y ou must



forgive me, Jolly, if it ssemsthat way, but the dead do not come back to life every day, looking as bright
aswhen they left. | think it will take sometimeto get my mind around it....though it doesn’t mean | love
you less”

He nodded, but hisgrip on Moki tightened. “ Do you remember that night | called the slver?’

| could fed hisdark eyes on me, and there was defiancein hisvoice, but | was not going to argue with
him. I knew what he had done. Maybe, | knew how he had doneit. “I remember it all.”

He leaned back against thewall, hisright hand obsessively stroking Moki’ s neck. “Y ou are aghost too,
Jubilee. The slver wastherein our room. | knew it must have taken you too. How could you have
escaped? | thought you were dead. That we both were, and | had killed you.”

| turned to himin surprise. “No. The sllver never touched me.”

Ficer appeared in the doorway then, startling Jolly so that he shrank againgt the wall. “ Getting jumpy
again?’ Ficer asked as helay down on his deeping bag.

Jolly smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.” Then he glanced a me. “ Did you see what happened that night?”
13 YSH

His next words were haunted with memory. “ Thereisslver indl of us. Mamatold me when aplayer
dies, slver will leavethe body, like alast breath. | wasthat wisp-of-silver. Ifelt like aghogt, floating, not
solid at al though | was till me. Like being in adream, when you can't touch anything, but | could see. |
could see everywhere....that’ s how it seemed. Windows opened everywhere | looked. It wasthe
world—at least | guessed it was. None of it looked like any part of theworld | had seen before. But at
least it was somewhere, and | was nowhere. | tried to get through the windows, but they kept dipping
away. | didn’'t know how to move. | thought | would never escape.”

Whether that timein the sllver encompassed hours or days or the dow turn of seasons, Jolly couldn't say,
but it waslong. | think it was adifferent kind of time than passesin the world. Perhapsit was akind of
infancy, for like an infant that growsin strength and learnsto walk, Jolly’ s hel plessness gradually yielded
to anew mobility. He struggled aways to move toward one of these vistas that he called a“window” and
findly hereached one.

“It was like being pushed into a painting of alandscape, only to find the land in the painting was the redl
world, while...” Hewaved his hand vaguely. “Wherever | had been...that was adream. Though it had
felt red enough when | wasthere.”

“Where did you find yourself?” | asked when he’ d been silent for most of aminute,

“Nowhere.” He shook his head. “ There was no one there. Nothing. It was an empty land”—he glanced
at Ficer, stretched out on his bedroll—*alot like this place, but by the ocean.”

He had been terribly frightened and utterly alone. Wandering that strange coast he grew hungry and
horribly thirsty under a pitiless sun. He hid behind rocks and watched as wild animals came up out of the
water, great fat seds and giant sea stars with shining tentacles. A bull hippo chased him, giving up only
when he scrambled up acliff face whereit could not follow.

“| stayed there three days. It rained twice and | had some water, but the sea snails | could pry from the
rocks were salty and they made me sick. | thought | was going to die. It made me so angry. | didn’t want
todie But | wassick. | could hardly stand up. When the silver came, the third night | wasthere, | tried to
run, but there was nowhere to go. No more cliffsto climb. So the slver caught me, and it wasjust like



thefirst time. Theworld dipped away and | could seeit only through windows. | was aghost again,
looking through windows, with adifferent view everywhere | turned...but | never saw home.”

Moki dtirred, so Jolly set him on hisfeet. The hound stretched and yawned and wagged histail, and we
both watched, asif it was afascinating thing to see. Then Jolly spoke again. “I thought everyone had lied
tome.” Hisfigt clenched against hisknee. “I was so angry. Furious at Mom, Dad, becausethey’d lied to
me about the slver—"

“They didn't lie—"

“I know that! | know it now. But then, | thought it was the same for everyone, that the silver only took
you away, it didn’t kill you.”

“Butit’'snot likethat...isit?’" | longed for himto tell methat everything | knew waswrong, thet players
could return from the silver, but Jolly was wiser than that.

He shook hishead. “ Other players can't survivethe silver. It sonly meand...and...”
“Kaphiri?’ | asked softly.
Jolly looked suddenly fearful. “Y ou know him?’

“I'vemet him.” | tried to kegp my voice cam. “He s hunting you. And now.....I think he’shunting me
too.”

Jolly nodded, and turned away again. | was afraid he’ d stop speaking, so | pressed him with a question.
“Jolly? How did hefind you?’

“Hedidn’t. | found him.”

He described how he' d struggled once more to escape the silver by reaching toward the vistas he could
see, the “windows’ as he cdled them. It was hard for him to move willfully. It was so much easier to
drift, and yet, as he strove for direction, he learned, and motion became easier. Thistime he chose
carefully, before dipping through awindow into the world.

“It was abetter place,” Jolly said. “A lot like Kavasphir, though there were animalsthere | never saw
before, so | think it wasredlly far avay. But there was astream with fish init, and wild berries, and | set
atrap and after acouple of days| caught apiglet.” He shrugged. “It’ s better to hunt with arifle.”

So | would guess.

“Anyway, | stayed there many days. | didn’t keep count. But | never saw another player. It was lonely,
and | wanted to go home. So when the silver rose again, | walked into it.”

That became the pattern of hislife, for weeks at least. Perhaps for months. He would look for aplace
like Kavasphir, or any place that seemed familiar, or just a place where there was some sign that players
might be nearby. But theworld is vast, and he never found hisway home.

“Thenhe came,” Jolly said. “I saw him, far away inthe silver. At firg | thought | was only looking through
another window, but there was something different about him...asif he was solid and everything else was
mist. The other windows would fade in and out of existence, but he was solid. Not awindow at dl, but a
player within the slver itsdf.

“A player...but hewasn't aghost like me. He wasred .Solid . Fixed in place...likethe seasnails|’d



pried off the rocks. That'swhat hewaslike. | went to him, but he couldn’'t see me. Hewasin the silver,
but he couldn’t see. Y ou understand? Iwas the silver. He was il aplayer.”

“Y ou were transformed? And he was sill untouched?”’

Jolly nodded. “The slver would not take him, or touch him. That was his power, but it was acursetoo. It
made him angry, though | didn’t know it then.” His eyes had adistant look. “He couldn’t see me, but |
could see him. He was waking, and there was solid ground under hisfeet, but it was not solid for me. |
followed him anyway, through awindow and out of the silver.” Jolly’ s smile was bitter. “He saw me then.
| scared him. He lookedso scared. But only for afew seconds.” Hisface grew sad as he remembered.
“Hetook care of me, and for atime | was happy that I'd found him.”

They learned much from each other, Kaphiri and my brother. Though they both could survive the slver,
their talents were not the same. When Kaphiri entered the silver, he remained aphysical being. He could
go only where he could walk within the fog. It was different for Jolly. Hisfate was like that of the metal
pole Ficer had directed meto touch. The silver would dissolve his body, but he would not lose
coherence. He would remain whole in the memory of the silver. He would remain aware. It was asif the
slver’ sawareness became his, asif he shared the mind of the goddess. He could see through the sl ver,
to places dl around the ring of the world. He could reach through it: aghost that might appear anywhere
the fog touches.

Never before had Kaphiri imagined it possible toride the silver. It was atdent he wanted for himself.

“| asked him to help me find my home,” Jolly said, “but he had never heard of Kavasphir. So we went to
atemplein high mountainswhere he kept hishome.

“Hetold methat slver once wasrare, and in those days people were less afraid of the mountains. Many
temples had been built in the high places then, and people would come ddliberately to seethe silver. All
those temples are gone now, except the one where Kaphiri lives, and dmost no one comesthere
because they’re afraid of the sllver. But there was another player who lived there, awoman who kept the
templefor him.”

“And was she hiswife?’ | wanted to hear that she was, for then | would not have to suspect mysdlf.

“Hehasnowife,” Jolly said. “He told me he was a cessant, and Mari—she who keeps the house for
him—sheis a cessant t0o.”

“Mari?’ | asked, Sartled.
“Y es. Why? Have you heard of her?’

“I think | have.” The wife of Nuanez Li had been named Mari, and she had gone off with the traveler,
seeking to restore her youth. How long ago? | could not guess.

“Tel memore” | said, “and I'll tell you my story later.”

Jolly nodded. “Mari was an old woman. Very old. Shewouldn’t tell me how she’ d cometo be so highin
the mountains, but she was afraid of the silver. She would never step outside the temple walls, even when
the sun was bright. So she was trapped there, a prisoner.

“Shewas dways good to me though, and she never became angry. Still she must have been lonely when
Kaphiri was away. | felt sorry for her. | wanted to find some way for her to escape. It wasn't Kaphiri
that held her prisoner, you understand? It wasthe silver. So | hunted around the temple, wandering for
miles, and made amap of al the wild kobold wells | could find.”



He frowned, and hisvoice grew even softer. “| was afraid of the silver too. Kaphiri could find hisway
through it, but | could not. Not when he wasn't there. | needed him. | needed something solid to follow. |
knew if | went back into the slver one | would get lost again. ..and we were so high in the mountains
therewas noway | could walk out in the few hoursthe silver was away. Maybe, if | could move from
wildwdl towildwel...”

He shook hishead. “Mari didn’t want to go. Kaphiri had been away for many days, but as soon ashe
returned shetold him what | was planning. It made him angry. Whenever hewas angry | would stay in
my room, or if the sun was bright I’d go walking in the forest. But when Mari told him I’ d been looking
for away out of the mountains he went crazy.”

Jolly’ s voice dropped again until it was no more than awhisper. “He hit me.” Hishand rose, to touch the
sdeof hishead. “It made me dizzy and sick. It was night, and he took me outside, up onto the temple
wadl.

“That temple was on acliff above astegp canyon. On afternoons when the sun was bright you could see
to the canyon bottom where athread of white water ran through forest, but most of the time there was
only siver below us. That night the slver filled the canyon, flowing downhill like awide, dow river just
beneath our feet. Kaphiri said hewould throw meintoit.”

My brother’ s eyes were haunted. He gazed at his hands, but he saw other things. “1 didn’t want to be
logt again!”

“Jally, it sdl right.”
“l wasefraid.”
“It' sdl right,” | said again, but naither of usbelievedit.

“ After that he brought other playersto the temple.” Hisvoice took on anote of bitter triumph. “He
guided them between wild welld! | learned that after—that he stole the idea from me. He had threatened
to throw meinto the slver, but after that night he was afraid | would jump, so he brought some of his
cessants to watch over me.”

Kaphiri had found atreasurein Jolly and he was not about to giveit up. “All of us, we arelike the
kobolds,” Jolly said. “Wedl have configuration codes. That’swhat | learned from Kaphiri.” He looked
me hard inthe eye ashe said this, asif daring meto argue. | did.

“Jolly, players don't have configuration codes. He waslying to you. WEe re not mechanics.”

Jolly laughed—a cold laugh that frightened me because it reminded me of another. “Y ou think you
know.” He jumped up then, and paced the room. Ficer watched him, propped up on one elbow. Jolly
said, “Kaphiri knows more about how we are made than anyone else alive. Our configuration codes are
hidden deep in our blood, in our cells, but they exist. Kaphiri studied the codesin my blood, the codes
that mademe . Then he copied the pattern as best he could, adjusting the codes in his own blood.”

In hisblood? | was aware suddenly of my heart beating. Kaphiri’ s blood had crossed with mine and now
| was changed, asif some part of me had been rewritten. ..

Jolly said, “He learned to move through the silver as| do. He went to many far places, while | sayedin
the temple with the cessants he’ d brought to watch me. They were afraid of him, but they loved him.
They wanted to be like him. Sometimes...| wanted to be like him too.”

| nodded. Thereisan attraction in power. It' swhy ason wantsto be like hisfather, or adaughter like



her mother who she sees as being in contral of life. How much more powerful Kaphiri must have seemed
than any father!

“At first, he would never tell me where he went, or what he did,” Jolly said. “But he would talk to the
cessants, and when he was gone they would talk among themselves. | asked himif it wastrue, if he had
brought the silver into enclaves where players ill lived. He said it wastrue. It was his purpose.”

“He told me the same. It'swhat he was born for.”

“Hesaid | was born for it too.”

“No! You can't believe him. That’ s not true.”

But thelook in Jolly’ seyes belied me. “Y ou weren't there,” he said. “Y ou don't know what happened.”

Dread tirred in my belly. | didn’t know, but | could guess. “Y ou caled the Slver into the temple, didn't
you? Just like that night at Temple Huacho.”

Hisface grew taut, asif he were seeing again someterrible vison. “ The cessants saw it coming. They
tried to carry meto safety, but the silver caught them anyway.” Therewas grief in hisvoice, though his
eyesweredry. “So | got away, but | till couldn’t find my way home.”

“Y ouhave found your way.” | said it with conviction. “I’ll take you home, Jolly. I will.”

There was adistancein his eyes as he congdered this. It was asif I’ d become the child and he the adult
with concerns| could not even conceive. “And what if he follows me there?’

| looked away. | didn’'t want him to see my own fear.
“He slooking for me!” Jolly ingsted. “Y ou know heis. You said it yoursdlf!”

Moki shrank from hisside, troubled by hisanger. | gathered the hound into my own lap, burying my
fingersin his soft fur. “Why does he want you, Jolly? He' s dready stolen your secrets. He' slearned to
movethrough the slver—’

Jolly cut off my protests with aquick dice of hishand. “Y ou can’t turn ameta-esting kobold into a
temple guardian, can you?’ he asked. Hisvoice was soft and bitter. “Kaphiri made himself more like me,
but heis not me. He can go where he wantsin the silver, but he can't see anything until he’ sthere. For
himit’ slike stepping through adoor between rooms. The rooms might be thousands of miles apart, but
it' sonly one step for him. Only one step between the mountain temple and the enclave he would destroy.
He can't see anything in between. He' s blind to most of the world. Posses have gathered to attack his
cessants, and he has never seen them. But | can seethem.| can seeit dl . That’swhy | get lost.
Everything isthere at once, and it al gets confused...”

| came to understand it only dowly, that our senses are filters. We do not hear everything thereisto hear,
or we would be overwhelmed by the complexities of sound. We do not see everything there isto see, or
our brainswould fail trying to interpret every nuance of light. But in the sllver Jolly was not protected by
any amilar filter. He perceived far more than his mind could make sense of, and so he could make sense
of nothing....until he found Kaphiri. Solid and unchanging, Kaphiri wasthe rock he could cling to while
chaos rushed around him. It was the difference between a player who is swept avay in araging river,
and one who stands upon arock while the river sweeps past him, gazing at the debris that passes by.

“I amhiseyes” Jolly concluded. “1 seetheworld for him. | see hisenemies.”



It was very quiet in that refuge, with no sound of wind or water, or the night songs of birds. When Ficer
gtirred in hisbedding, it seemed aloud noise. “ So he needs you,” Ficer said. “But he must fear you too.
Hemust fear you could find someway to lead hisenemiesto him.”

Jolly shook hishead. “No. Y ou don't understand. To do that, I’ d have to go back into the silver, and
then I’ d be lost again. Jubilee—" Heturned to me. “Don’'t you see? If | go home, he'll know it. He
knows |’ m from aplace called Kavasphir. If he looks hard enough, he' Il find it—"

Something must have shown in my face.
“Has he been there dlready?” There was horror in Jolly’ svoice. “Isthat where you met him?”

| wanted to deny it, but | was not well practiced at telling lies. “He came. One night when | was Sitting on
thewall. He asked for you. | told him you were gone. | thought you were dead. | didn’t know.”

“And my father? Wasthat when...?’
“No. Kaphiri had already found him on the road.”

| told Jolly my story then, keeping nothing back, not even the story of the blood poisoning, which Jolly
accepted with alook that had more of resignation in it, than surprise.

Should | havelied? Should | havetried to shidld some of the truth from him? He was a child after dll. ..

And yet he was not a child. He had been through the silver, and he had passed through other fires. Those
experiences had changed him. Ficer wasright in that. Besides, Jolly had atruth-sense too keen for meto
evade. If ever | tried to passlightly over asubject he questioned me, drilling down to levels of fact |
hardly knew existed. | relived my journey that night, and it was late before we findly lay down to deep.

Chapter
25

That night when we put out thelight, | did not expect to deep, for my mind wasfull with the day’ sevents,
each memory jostling for recognition and reflection. But deep came anyway, quieting my troubled
thoughts one by one, until dl that remained in my awareness was a soft whispering, amurmur of voices
with no gpparent source unlessit was my own ears, stunned by the profound silence of that cavern.
Adrift between degp and wakefulness, | listened, and gradually the whispering resolved into words, faint
and garbled a firgt, and in alanguage | did not immediately know, but asit had so many times before, the
knowledge of another language wakened in me.

Or | wakened into that knowledge.

| have dreamed often, and what happened then was no dream, though it was akind of vision, for |
wakened into more than just the knowledge of another language. | wakened into another life. My life,
though it was not the one | had lived.

Thewhispering grew closer, surrounding me, faint ghost voicesimploring meto do what only | could
do.Saveus. That wastheir plea. Their ghost fingers brushed my arms, my face, light touches like puffs of
warm air. They whispered blessings. They touched my tears asif this effuson was asacred liquid.

Thefear in my belly was so hot | thought | would puke. | had already run away once. Now they begged
me to go back.



| raised my head, looking up to meet the gaze of an old man, small and crooked as a crab that has spent
most of itslifeliving in borrowed shells. His complexion was dark, but his skin had atranducencetoit, a
smooth purity, asif he had never seen the sun. Hishair was gone, but tendrils of beard remained,
reaching past hiskneeslikelichen that hangs from the limbs of trees. He sat in an ornate chair, asmal
throneredly, for we were in an audience chamber of grand design such as| had seen only in market
dramas, with high ceilings and immense windows of colored glassand dl of its span filled with whispering
ghosts begging meto do what | dreaded to do.

The old man was Ki-Faun. In my vision | knew this. He was the player who had authored a book of
kobold lore. I had never seen him before, yet | felt asif | had always known his name. At the sametime,
| was not entirely that other me, for | felt surprise too. Ki-Faun, the author of my book? Yes.

| had not seen him before, but as | looked on him | was surprised by a sense of familiarity, and | began to
redize tha Ihad known him, but in another guise, or morelikely another life dtogether.

Surprisefilled his eyes, and he leaned forward to look a me more closdly, asif he wastroubled by
remembrances too. Hisold crab hands pinched at the armrests of his chair, and his eyes closed
briefly.”Not by chance,” he whispered. When his gaze met mine again there was the faintest of smileson
hisfaded lips. “The knot istied around you, milady, did you know it? All our fates circle around you.”

| had no ideawhat he meant, but | knew what he wanted. *Y ou want to blame me, but it’s not because
of mel He was something strange and wicked before | ever knew him!”

“We do not blame you,” Ki-Faun said softly. “But we need you, just as we have needed you in other
lives beforethis.” He set akobold in my hand. “We have reached the end of thisage. Wewill either
mester the slver, or wewill drown in it—"

“Y ou think you can magter it?’
“With the time that you buy us, yes. We are that close. Our fates circle around you.”
“Hewill not want to seeme again!”

An expression of such pain crossed the old man’ sface | thought he would cry. “Oh, no, milady, he will
want to seeyou.”

An anguished cry pierced my dream, and | awoke with agtart, to find myself once again in the room at
Azure Mesathat we had chosen for deep. Faint light fell from my drifting savant, and in that illumination |
could see Jolly deeping peacefully beside me, but beyond him Ficer was calling out in atroubled deep.
Sweat shone on hisface. My own clothes were damp and my skin was clammy. The scent of kobolds
was strong in the air, and sweeter than the kobold scent of Temple Huacho.

| sat up, feding my muscleslimp, and trembling. | leaned againgt the hardness of the stonewall, thinking
on my vison, and trying not to think on it, asif | were ill two people: one that was me, and one that was
me, in another life.

A lifel had lived.
How to describe the horror this conviction brought? To know who | had been, what | had done...
He was something strange and wicked before | ever knew him!

Not for amoment did | doubt who “he” might be, and it was Ki-Faun' s plan that | should return to him.



Most of thetimewelive anilluson. We put the worst possibilities out of our thoughts, and live asif evil is
aneutered beast, incapable of the horrors described in stories of old. We see ourselves as strong, and
lucky; the weakened beast is no more than ashiver in our spineson ablustery evening—and thisisa
good way for usto live. For to be fully conscious of the potentia horrors of existence would quickly
destroy existence, asaraging stream will level the mud castle a child has made upon its bank.

That night though, | saw with the clarity of acondemned prisoner. The world was broken, and had been,
amost from the day it was made. The silver that should have served uswas drowning usinstead. The
floods grew deeper with each passing night and enclave after enclave wasfaling to them.

No player had made thisdisaster. It was aflaw in the world itself. But one player there was who would
hurry the world toward its conclusion.

Our fates circle around you. Ki-Faun thought he could master the silver, if only hehadtime, o1
promised to do what | could to get him that time.

| flinched as Ficer again cried out in hisdeep. But Jolly dept quietly, asif no unpleasant thought had ever
brought a shadow to his beautiful boy’ sface.

My eyes started to close, but | forced them open again. | had no idea of thetime, but | swore | would
not deep again that night. | would stay awake until dawn and then we would leave this ancient stronghold
and my dream would fade and &l would be asit had been...so | told mysdlf. But the cloying scent of
koboldswasin my nodtrils, sweeter, and more intense than their scent at Temple Huacho, and my mind
drifted. Though | clutched at my deeping bag | could not keep myself from dipping away.

The stone walls of that room became the stone walls of abarren canyon that tumbled down to adesert
plain, and the faint gleam of my savant became the gleam of atwilight sky. A cold wind moaned among
the rocks, bringing with it the scent of silver, to mix with the scent of temple kobolds that arose from the
wild well where had made my camp. My deeping bag waslaid out and | had put a pot of water to heat
on my little stove, but these were only gestures, done out of habit.

All around me, skeins of silver gleamed beneath the overhanging rocks, and there was a pearly opacity to
theair that | knew too well. The kobold Ki-Faun had given me weeks before scrabbled within the prison
of my clutching hand.Y ou must not crushiit! Ki-Faun had warned.Not until the moment when he will
breatheits vapors. There will be no second chance . That | might breathe the same vaporswas a
possbility Ki-Faun admitted with red grief.Y ou are hisguardian. It is not an easy task, but it isyours.
The goddess hersalf madeit so.

The kobold could not escape itsfate, any morethan | could.

The evening’slast light faded from the sky, but it did not grow dark, for silver gleamed into existence,
seeping from theair. 1t sank to the ground al around the sheltering ring of my wild well. Once on the
ground it gathered together at the lowest point of the defile and did away downhill, like a phantom
stream. | watched it pool in avast lake on the plain below.

Sometime passed. An hour. Maybe two and then | saw him, adark figure, climbing up from the plain
with aspritely step, the silver flowing harmlesdy past his knees. He spoke to me, the memory of a
memory, hiswarm breath tickling my ear as he whispered his dark philosophy like words of loveWe can
be like them. The goddess who made this world and the god who pursued her...they were once aswe
are now, mortal, on another world in afar place. There they were tested, and some few among them
climbed beyond their world and became more than human...We can do the same, you and I. We don't
have to remain smple players. We can master the silver, and own thisworld. ..



| hated him. Eventhen as| lay in hisarms. And | hated the goddess and the god, who were swallowed
by their own darkness, leaving the world broken. Why should | wish to be like them?

| was content to be human. To be human was to know the difference between good and bad, right and
wrong, to live without a darknessin the soul. | understood enough of gods and goddesses to know that
they wereterrible, asthe slver isterrible, and not human. Not &t all.

Now he was back.

| watched him climb toward me up the canyon and the silver did not harm him because he had become a
minor god.

He must not die, Ki-Faun had warned,or the silver will be poisoned. And he must not live, or he will
bring the sllver into thisenclave. It isawicked thing we ask you to do, to erase the very memory of him
from the world, but it’ s the only thing we can do. He must be removed forever from the cycle of birth and
rebirth .

Evidently his climb up the canyon was taxing him. His pace dowed, and as he drew near | could hear the
harsh wash of his breath, though | could not hear the tread of hisfeet againgt the stone for hisfeet were
hidden benesth the silver. | wondered if the ground he walked on was somewhere else dtogether.

Helooked ahead and he saw me, but neither of us spoke, not even when he reached the edge of the safe
ground around the kobold well and stepped free of the streaming Slver.

His shoulders heaved with exertion and in his dark eyes was an expression of mistrust and anger and
pathetic hope that sickened me. Could heredlly believe | would love him again?

| saw that he could.

The kobold struggled in my hand, reminding me of why | had come. | stepped toward him. | tried to
amile

A rock skipped down the cliff behind me. He heard it too, and looked up. His enemies were
uncountable, and any one of them would be grateful to murder him, but | could not alow him to die that
way, not while there was till a chance Ki-Faun' s plan might work.

“Get down!” | cried, but he was aready moving, dropping behind the shelter of aboulder. | fell on my
pack and dragged it with me behind the cover of another rock, asrifle shots bit at the sand all around us.
| pulled my own rifle free of the pack. Then | leaned out just far enough to see the dliff face.

He had called the lver to hisdefense. An arm of it was flowing—impaossibly!—upthe gully wal, nosing
behind boulders and sweeping into every cleft and cut. Someone shouted, in alanguage strange to me.
Then six players ppeared asif from nowhere. They charged down the dope, their gunsfiring wildly. |
ducked back behind the boulder, clenching my rifle, listening.

It would not take long.

There was a scream, and then another. The chorus of shotswas cut in haf, and then it was cut again until
only one wegpon spoke. A man’ s voice shouted what must have been a curse. Then silencefdl, savefor
my ragged breathing.

| turned to look at him.

Hewas standing, smiling faintly, with the slver behind him and al around. “Y ou didn’t know they were



there, did you?' he asked.

| shook my head. “I was careful not to befollowed! | don’t know how—"
“It does't matter.”

Wewere both il dive. That' sdl that mattered.

His gaze fixed on something between us, lying in the sand. He frowned, stooping to collect alarge
kobold, the very one | had dropped when the shooting started. “What isit for?’ he asked, looking a me.

| could not lie. “It’ sfor you.”
Heregarded it thoughtfully. “ And what will it do for me?’
| whispered the only answer | had: “It will end your pain.”

“No, | think only you could do that.” Then he cocked his arm back. | saw what he was doing and
shouted at him,”No!” but he did not heed me. He cast the kobold in a powerful throw down the gully
whereit plunged into the streaming silver. Gone.

Then helooked a me with wounded eyes, this man who had brought the silver into athousand enclaves.
“They sent you, didn’t they? Ki-Faun and his cohort, always so taken with their own cleverness, but they
will not livelong past thisnight.”

He had never been oneto lie. So | made my choice. Bringing my rifle to my shoulder, | fired.

Blood fountained from his chest. He collgpsed firgt to his knees and then he started to pitch forward, but
he stopped hisfal with one hand against the ground. He looked up a me. There was confusionin his
eyes, and cold horror.Do you know what you’ ve done? he seemed to ask.Do you know?

| did. | washisguardian after al. | dways had been.

Then he could no longer hold his head up. He sagged to the ground, his eyesreflecting the gleam of silver
but with no life of their own. Silver seeped from hislips and nogtrils, the silver that leaves the body at
desth—more and more of it. | was amazed at how much. | watched in fascination asit flowed across the
ground, to meet with the ordinary slver of the night. Ki-Faun had warned againgt just this.It must not
happen! But surely it was better for the slver to die than for the world to drown in asilver flood?

The two fogs met, and where they touched the silver collgpsed, itslight going out asit was transformed to
agray powder that sifted to the ground. The destruction spread outward, sweeping down the canyon,
leaving the rocks covered with afine, powdery ash and every gleam of silver extinguished.

The transformation reached the plain. Darknessrolled across that lake of silver faster than abird could fly
so that within secondsthe only light left wasthat of the stars overhead and the pale gleam of Heaven's
arch.

A warm hand touched my shoulder. “ Jubilee, what' s the matter? Why do you cry?’

| shoved that comforting hand away. “Y ou ask me that? The world is murdered! Again . And you ask me
thet?’

Then | was back in the cavern of Azure Mesa, on my knees but still entangled in my deeping bag, with
Jolly al in ahegp before me, looking up a mewith frightened eyes. “ Jubilee?’ he whispered, asif testing
if itwasredly me.



| closed my eyes. | could hear Ficer muttering, ill trapped in visonsof hisown. “I have seenit,” |
whispered. “| have seen what happens when one such as Kaphiri ismadeto die. He did not lie, Jolly. He
didnotlie”

Chapter
26

That vison left my body asweary asever | can remember, but | would not lie down again despite Jolly's
urging. | would not risk areturn to deep and that nightmare world of vanishing silver. | felt trapped by my
own history. Not for amoment did | doubt that what I d dreamed was real. Somehow | had been
alowed to recover amemory of my own past, to glimpse one of thelives| had lived.Why? So thet |
would not repeat the disaster of that night? Or so | would be prepared when | faced the same choice

agan?

| remembered thefed of the kobold in my hand. A kobold that would erase the very memory of aplayer
from the world.Any player. What a horrible weapon Ki-Faun had made, and | had been ready to useit.

| started for the door. Jolly followed after me. “Where are you going?’ He glanced anxioudly at Ficer,
whose deep had quieted.

“I cannot stay here. | need air.”
“But thereisslver thisnight.”
“I need to seeit.”

Hedid not ask why.

| took aflashlight from my bike and Jolly went with me, to the distant room with its stedl pole. | pressed
my pam againgt the cold metd, but | could fedl no vibration. Had the silver receded? Moki was sniffing
at the door that was set into thewall. | laid my pamsagaingt it. It too was till.

Jolly watched me with wary eyes. “Thisshould lead to the surface,” | said. “I don't think thereissilver on
the other side, but | cannot be sure.”

“Will you tell mewhat you dreamed?’
“Whenwe' reoutsde. | need to seethe slver first.”

The mechanism to open the door was alarge, polished whedl. | took it in both hands and glanced at
Moki. He seemed eager to go out. So | turned the whed!.

It proved to bewdl oiled. | felt aheavy bolt dide back and then the door swung open an inch, admitting
abreath of cold, clean night air. No silver came sweeping into the room, so | pushed the door wider, and
Moki dipped outside. The beam of my flashlight followed him as he disgppeared up arising stone
darway.

Jolly and | were more cautious. We stayed |ong enough to gather some of the kobold shells that
everywhere littered the floor, making amound of them in the doorway so the door could not close
completely and lock us outside. Then we went to find Moki.

The stairway was steep. After only a half-dozen steps | could see starsin arectangle of sky above us.
Therewasno glow of Slver.



| knew there had been slver on the plateau earlier in the night: | had felt it bite againgt the stedl pole.
What had caused it to retreat? Fear hurried my steps until | burst from the top of the sairs, to find mysdlf
only adozen feet from the southern escarpment.

That prospect was not aslofty as standing on the edge of the Kaang, but it wasimpressive enough. An
ocean of silver lay upon the desert below us, an expanse that reached dl the way to the faintly gleaming
horizon. | went to my kneesinrelief.”1t' sstill here” My vision had been of the past, yet | feared it Sooke
of thefuturetoo.

“Y ou dreamed his death?” Jolly asked. He stood beside me, gazing out across that luminous seg, its glow
reflected againgt his smooth skin.

“It was another life. An earlier life. Did Kaphiri...did he spesk to you of his death?’

“Always, when hewas angry. If hewaskilled, the world would regret it. That’swhat hewould say. That
he was a poison in the world, and the silver would not outlive him.”

On the surface that might seem a pleasant outcome because silver is so dangerous, but silver isaso
essentia to our world. Darkness and light rolled into one. Destruction and cregtion. Itslosswould be a
disaster.

“Didyou believe him?’ | asked.

Jolly’ s shoulders moved in alittle shrug againgt the star-filled sky. “ At first | thought he wasjust crazy. In
theend, | believed everything he said.”

| nodded. “In another lifel saw it happen. Imade it happen.”
How many times had | made it happen?
Y ou are hisguardian. The goddess hersdf madeit so.

| felt aweight upon me, asif | had come to this moment of understanding many times before without ever
growing wiser. Was there no way out? How old was the world?

My hands began to shake.

We had aready come so close to disaster. That night on the Kaang escarpment, when Liam had seen
Kaphiri on the plain below. If he had brought hisrifleinto play alittle sooner, it would al be over now.
Or if I had been better prepared that night at the Pinnacles...

If we had succeeded in our murder we would have murdered the world. Mayahad been right al aong.

| thought of running away, taking my brother and disappearing so deep into the Irdiad that Kaphiri would
never find us. But to do so | would have to forget about Liam, and Udondi, my mother, my brothers and
sgers, and Kaphiri himsdf, who had been my lover in another life, | could not doubt it now.

Someday someone would kill him.

| had seen the ancient city, and the horrible bogy haunting it—relics of an age without slver. Should the
world be returned to such atime?

(Or should it be l€eft to drown in Slver flood?)
Why isit me?



Because we had been joined somehow, long ago.

Many minutes passed before | trusted myself to speek, but findly | glanced again at Jolly. Where his
thoughts had ventured | cannot say, but | was remembering the words of my ancient lover. “Did Kaphiri
ever speak to you of the goddess and the god?’

Thewan light cast up by the silver exposed alook of sudden wariness on Jolly’ sface.
“Jolly...?

“I never sadit!”

“Sad what?’

“Hesaid it. That we were gods.”

“Thetwo of you?’

He nodded.

So | told him of my dream: of Ki-Faun, and the kobold in my hand that should have removed the
memory of Kaphiri from theworld. | told him of my failure, and the final choice | had made.

“How closdly did you look at the kobold?” Jolly asked. “ Did you see its configuration code?’
“No. | didn't think about it. Not then. It was a horrible thing.”

“But before? Isit possible you looked at it before? Isit possible you knew it? Y ou lived through that
night, didn’t you?Isit possible you wrote it down?’

Wasit? Might arecord of my experience exist in alibrary somewhere? | shook my head. “I don’t think |
would have wanted such knowledge to survive.”

“Y ou have Ki-Faun's book.”

“It does not speak of erasing memories.”
“Y ou might have another vison.”

“Jolly, don’t frighten me more!”

He crouched beside me, and it no longer seemed to methat | was older. “Heisfull of hate, Jubilee, and
this can have no good end. If helives, hewill drown every enclaveintheworld in slver. If hedies, the
slver will diewith him, and that would be amost as bad. It was the same in your vison. He could not be
alowed to live, and he could not be dlowed to die”

“And dill | killed him.”
“To stop theflood! Thistimewe must act while there s till achoice”

“And dowhat?1 don’t know what kind of kobold it was, Jolly, and eveniif | did, | would not useit.
Don't you see? Ki-Faun was wrong. No matter how terrible Kaphiri is, only he can turn the silver back.
Without him, wewill dl drown.”

“Ki-Faun bdieved we could learn to control the silver.”



A wesk little laugh escaped me. “We can. Anyway,| can, though | don't think it will help usmuch. | can
push the silver away, Jolly. It's something I’ ve learned since K aphiri poisoned me.”

My brother accepted thiswithout surprise. It hasto do with your configuration codes. They must have
been reset by the contact with Kaphiri’ s blood. He had reset his own codes dready, so he wasn't the
same. Not an exact match for you anymore. | guessthat’ s why his blood sickened you, but not so much
that you would die”

So. Kaphiri had poisoned me, and | was not human anymore.

Moki returned from the dark, nuzzling in between us. | buried my fingersin hisfur, redlizing for thefirst
time how cold the night was.

Jolly said, “I want to know what Ki-Faun knew.”
“l don't.”

“We need to read your book, Jubilee. | don’t think we have a choice.”
Chapter
27

We stayed on the plateau until the eastern sky grew light enough to show the westher. It was not an
encouraging sght. Heavy clouds were moving up again from the south, and though the silver faded asthe
dawn grew brighter, it ssemed reluctant to be gone atogether. | wondered if we should risk leaving
Azure Mesa, or if we should wait...for abetter day, or to give Liam achanceto catch up with us. |
wanted to try again to cal him but | did not have my savant, so we returned to the cavern to fetchit.

Ficer was awake, busily packing his gear onto his bike. He greeted me with aweary nod. “It was no
pleasant night, wasit?’ he asked.

“| dreamed,” | admitted.

“Everyone does, and it’ s never pleasant dreams either. It' sthe kobolds—that’ swhat | think. They smell
differently from your common temple kobolds, don’t they? A perfumeto trouble the mind. It' swhy no
onelives herewhy so few come to stay even one night—which made it the safest place for usto meset.”

| hesitated, for it was rude to ask, but | could not help mysdlf. “What did you dream?’

My question confused him. “Nothing | can remember. The memory is gone when you awake—at least
that’ s how it isfor most who visit here. Wasit different for you?’

| looked away, knowing | had said too much. “I seemto...remember alittle.”
“And not acomforting little by thelook of you.”

| was groping for some polite way to deny the truth when he raised ahand. “ Don't speak of it. | have
heard that some few come here on purpose to dream. They claimit’ sthe past that visitsthem.” He shook
hishead. “If that’ s s0, we dl have wicked thingsto account for, | say, for | have never met one who dept
peecefully here...that is, until now.” His gaze settled pointedly on Jolly—alook my brother answered
with asheegpish amile.

“What' sthis?’ | asked curioudy. “What do you speak of ? Not just that Jolly dept well?’



“That underestimatesit,” Ficer said. “I awoke several timesin the night, and while you were troubled,
Jolly’ sdeep was dways quiet. Like the deep of an innocent? One who has never lived before would
have no past livesto haunt him.”

“You think thisis Jolly’ sfirst life?” But how could that be? No one new had been born into the world
sinceits making—or so I’ d been taught.

“It' swhatl think,” Jolly said. “It makes sense. | don't have tdentslike you, like everyonedse. | don't
know anything but what I" ve learned—"

“It hasn't wakened inyou yet,” | said. “That'sdl—"

“And | don't think | could be reborn into another life. How could I, if the Silver dwaysreturns me as
mysdf?’

“Jolly!” He was s0 young. How could he believe that he would live only this onelife? That such thoughts
could even enter hismind...it horrified me. That he could believe such thingsand still hold on to the
sweetness that had aways been in his character....it astonished me, so that tears Sarted in my eyes.

“Heiscloser to Heaven than you or | could ever be,” Ficer said gently, and though Jolly tried to protest,
Ficer would not hear it. “He plays adifferent game, that’swhat | believe. He' son hisway to adifferent
end, same asthe traveler that hunts him. What end that is| don’t know, but I’ ve heard enough stories of
thistraveler to know whose side I’ d rather play.”

“Isthat why you' ve protected Jolly? To hinder Kaphiri?’
“Ficer helped me because that’ swho heis” Jolly said.

But it was more than that. Jolly could live within the silver, the relm of soulsthat other playersvisited
only in death. Did that make him agod? Kaphiri believed it, whilel...I pretended | did not.

“I must try to reach Liam,” | said brusquely. And taking my savant | fled to the mesatop where birds had
begun to sing to the new day. Liam’s savant was destroyed, so | directed my calsto Udondi. But neither
she nor Liam answered and my fears did not leave me, while the weather grew worse. Clouds gathered
overhead, and patches of slver could be seen gleaming among the sheltering vegetation that surrounded
Azure Mesa. | studied the horizon dl around, but nowhere could | see asign of dust that might indicate
someone traveling in the desert. | wished desperately that Liam would come. | wished desperately for
guidance. | did not know what to do. If only | knew where Liam was, and what had delayed him, then
my own path might be clearer, but | was at aloss.

Should | wait for him to reach Azure Mesa? Should | try to find him? Or should | take Jolly and flee
deeper into the Irdiad?

Y aphet was out there—likely only aday or two away, by now. | wanted to run to him, to meet him, to
know without doubt that he was the one. . . but the clouds were growing heavier, and | could smell silver
gathering on the plain below. | had told Jolly | could control the silver, but | had no confidencein my
talent. It seemed foolhardy to do anything—and in the end that was my decision. | convinced myself that
no onewould risk travel on such aday.

| 1eft my savant on the mesatop with a prerecorded message for Liam, and another for Y aphet, if either
should chanceto call. Then | went back down into the cavern, to find that Ficer had reached a different
concluson.



“What do you mean you'regoing?’ | demanded when | found him astride his bike, on the verge of
descending to the gate. “Where are you going? And have you looked at the weather? Thereis silver on
the plain, and no sign of the sun—"

“Aye” Ficer sad. “1t' swhy I’'m going now.”

“Butwhy? Ficer, where do you have to go that you must be there today? If the silver rises, you could die.
Jolly—" | turned to my brother for support. “Y ou must convince him.”

“Hewon't ligten,” Jolly said softly. My brother looked as frightened as| fdlt.
HFica._H

“No,” hesaid gently. “Don’'t argue more. I’ velived my lifein this desert, and I’ ve traveled on worse days
than this—"

“But you don’'t haveto go—"

“That’snot how | seeit.” He started hisbike, its soft purr resonate against the sonewalls. “They could
bein danger a the Temple of the Sisters. The traveler knows you werethere. | must seeto that...and
too, | must speak with the old man. Thereistoo much herel don’t understand.”

“But Emil doesn’t understand it either. None of us does. And—and—" | bowed my head. | didn’t know
what to do, what Ishould do. “I am worried for them too,” | confessed. “ And for you. None of you
asked to be caught up in this.”

“Nether did you.”

That didn’'t matter. “We' Il comewith you.”

“No,” Ficer said. “You'll stay here, at least until the weather clears. Y our duty isto Jolly now.”
“But it may bel can keep you safe from the silver.”

“Jolly said as much. But believe that | am safe enough. Stay here with your brother. It won't be pleasant,
but it' sthe best refuge you'll find. I'll come back if | can, but don’t wait for me once the westher clears.
If your heart tellsyou to go, then you must go. Do you understand?’

So we went down to the gate. Jolly and | worked the winch, lowering his bike over the sdewhile he
climbed down the notch steps. Though it was day, the light was dim. There seemed to be no colors
anywhere, and the scent of silver was very strong. Ficer called back to us once: “ Set your savant to listen
a dusk. I'll cdl if | can.”

Then he was gone away.

The caverns seemed a haunted place after Ficer |eft, agrim prison of cold stone and memories, and the
prospect of deeping there another night had mein aquiet terror. It wasn't long before Jolly and | decided
to flee to the mesatop.

It was gloomy there with the sun lost behind aceiling of low clouds, but it was still incomparably brighter
than the caverns. We stood on the cliff’ s edge and |ooked out acrossthe plain. Silver glittered in every
drainage and depression and for along time we saw no sign of Ficer. Then Jolly spied aplume of dust far
to the south, and we agreed it must be him, though it might have been adust devil, or even asmall



landdide.

My savant had received no messages from Liam, Udondi, or Y aphet. | told Jolly not to be discouraged.
We were not in the range of any working antenna, so any communications would be line-of-sight only,
meaning the sender was no more than afew hours away. | tried not to show my own disappointment,
tucking it away beside my terror of the coming night.

We spent the morning exploring atangle of pocket canyonsin the mesatop, while sllver gathered ever
more thickly on the plain below. There were dead kobold wellsin almost every ravine, so that we soon
learned to be wary of holes aswe beat paths through the desert brush.

There were birds everywhere, and day-flying batsaswell. A constant, mad twittering filled the brush, and
each time we descended into anew ravine, Moki would charge ahead of us, sending astorm of winged
cresturesinto the air. Theflocks would circle just above the ravines, keeping low, asif they feared being
seen, and indeed, after awhile ahawk appeared overhead, and then Moki could not get the flocksto stir
aadl.

| wondered where the birds went on the nights when silver climbed higher than the mesatop. | imagined
them spending the whole night on the wing, gliding in aluminous space between the bright silver and the
ethered gleam of the Bow of Heaven. With such thoughtsin my mind | fell adegpinanest of grassand |
did not waken again until the evening.

We went to retrieve the savant, and to wait for amessage from Ficer, but night gathered and no message
came. The plain below uswas aluminous sea, and overhead was only darkness. We stayed there until
slver began to gleam among the ravines on the mesa top. Then we retregted into the cavern and sealed
the door.

| made it my strategy to put off deep aslong aspossible. To thisend, | persuaded Jolly to explore with
me the [abyrinth of the cavern. He had not dept in the afternoon, and | could see fatigue on hisface, but
he set off gamely beside me. Wetook aflashlight, and picking one of the many dark tunnelsthat
branched from our well-lit hallway, we set out to see what there might be.

Within afew steps the tunnel began to descend. That was no surprise, as we were encamped at the top
of the caverns. Still, it made me anxious, for silver lay dl around the plateau.

Shadows jumped away from the beam of our flashlight, while dead kobold shells crunched unpleasantly
under our feet. Worse, the scent of their living relatives faded the farther long we went, and | soon
began to fantasize that | could smell Slver seeping into the cavern.

Then Moki hesitated, peering ahead into the darkness and growling.

Kaphiri. My heart thundered and my skin grew flush as | imagined him climbing up thet tunnd from the
seaof slver that surrounded our keep. But there was no sound of footsteps and | could not imagine how
anyone could walk among the dead kobold shellswithout sound. So | edged forward and Jolly went with
me, and in afew steps we came upon a chamber so broad our flashlight beam could not find the other
gde

Cautioudy, we entered that greet space. The ceiling was high, maybe thirty feet, while the walls that
stood within reach of our light curved asif part of agreet circle. “Isit an audience chamber?’ |
wondered, remembering the audience chamber of Ki-Faun that | had seen within my dream.



Jolly said, “It' shig enough to be amarketplace.”

There was no evidence of ether function. All we found within reach of the light was a broken bike,
shrouded in dust and missing itswheds, lying forlornly beside aknee-high midden of bird bones. Moki
growled over these things while we examined them. Then Jolly took the flashlight, and casting itslight
about, he searched the shadows. He did not have to say what he waslooking for. | followed him,
expecting to see the bones of the bike' s owner materidize in the gloom. Instead the light picked out a
purple pigment on thewalls.

“Look at that,” Jolly said. “Isit writing?" He edged forward, until the light revedled a scrawl of purple
|ettering covering thewall from the height of my head to the floor. “Itiswriting. Jubilee, can you read it?
No, wait.| canread it.”

Indeed, the script and the language were the same as ours. It had been done in achalk of purpletint that
had since acquired some moisture from the air so that it shone like enameled paint. “Look how the letters
have begunto drip,” | said. “ This cannot betoo old.”

Jolly was eagerly deciphering the rough lines. “It'sajourna. Look here Today the Silver subsided
beneath the gate. | try not to hope for tomorrow.” That isdated ‘ day twelve.”” Jolly scowled. “Doesthat
mean a player was trapped here for twelve days?’

“For far longer than that, | would guess,” | said, gazing down the length of thewall. The writing continued
at least asfar asthe light reached.

It came to both of usthen, that we might be trapped a Azure for many days, and it was asif the room
grew colder, the walls harder, the reverberations of our voicesalittle more loud. “ The longer we are
here,” Jolly said, “the better chance Kaphiri will have of finding us.”

| nodded, but what could we do?

Jolly shone hislight again upon thewords. “ Thereis day fifteen.” Hewaked severd stepsaong thewall.
“And thereis day twenty-five.' A good day! The mesatop was clear of silver. The net worked! | have
songbird for dinner! | am amad man, to be so excited at such athing. But who would not be mad,
enduring night after night of these dreams? ”

But by day thirty songbird had grown dull, and by day forty-five the flocks had thinned. Day fifty-one
wasthelagt entry.“ Thisnight isfull of stars. It fedslike alifetime since | have seen tars, but they have
returned this night, and the Bow of Heaven with them, brighter than | have ever seenit. The sun will be
bright tomorrow. | know it. May | never dream again.”

| touched the blank stone beside the writing. “He must have gotten away.” Perhapsby saying it, | could
makeit s0?

Jolly nodded.

Neither of us mentioned the mystery of the broken bike.

We returned up the tunnel to our encampment and made asmal dinner. The food tasted odd, asif it
were permeated with the heavy, sweet scent of the temple kobolds. “Y ou can't eat temple kobolds,”
Jolly said thoughtfully, picking up astray to examine the white petals on its back. “ At least I’ ve never
heard of it.” Hetapped the hard shell. “It would be like esting stones.”



“I think the petals might be poisonous.”

Temple kobolds produced no food, no machinery, no hard goods, no medicines. All they did wasto
create achemicd shidd againg the sllver. Until | cameto Azure Mesa, that had dway's been enough.

My eydids grew heavy, so | forced mysdlf to my feet, determined to fend off deep, for dl night if | could.
Fifty-one nights of Azure dreams. | could not imagineit.

“Jubilee, whereisyour book?” Jolly asked. “May | seeit?’

It was dill in the pocket of my coat, where it had been amost since Nuanez Li had givenittome. I'd had
it out a the Temple of the Sisters, only so that Emil and the scholars could make a copy of it, though they
could not read it. “1t' shere,” | said, and | drew it out. But | hesitated in giving it to him, held back by a
reluctance | could not explain.

“Jubileg?
“I'm nervoustonight.” | made mysdf hand him the book.

He sat cross-legged on his deeping bag, studying the green plastic cover. Then he examined the pages of
finelettered stone. “I guessyou' |l haveto read it to me,” he conceded.

| sat beside him, accepting the book back though | did not openit. “1 have adread of thisbook | did not
have yesterday. | supposeit’s an effect of the dream.”

| started to dideit back into my pocket, but Jolly stopped me. “Jubilee.” He took the book again, but
thistimeheladit openinmy lap. “If he dies, the slver dieswith him. If he does not die the world will
drown in slver flood. In your vision Ki-Faun beieved he had found a third choice—to control the slver.
| would learn that.”

| swear Jolly opened the book at random, but there on the page that faced mewas aformulafor a
kobold circle made up entirely of temple kobolds.

Thewellsa Azure Mesa produced only temple kobolds.
“Jubilee?’ he pressed, when I’ d been silent too long.

| looked at his anxious face, wondering what powers agod might have. Then | tapped the book’ s open
page. “Hereisarecipe. It's supposed to create akind of ... mirror, | think.' Reflect the other sdf’ ...21'm
not sure, but we can try it, just to seeif acircle might work.”

It was late, but neither of uswanted deep, so we went down to the well room and hunted for the
required kobolds. All of them were common, and it didn’t take long to gather the necessary kinds,
returning with them to our little scone room.

It was a harder task to reset the kobold’ s configuration codes. We did not have the tools of atemple
keeper—no magnification lens, no pick, and no decent light. But these were large kobolds, each the size
of my thumbnail, so we were able to use afine wireto tweak the digits.

Therewere sx koboldsin dl, and when their configuration codes were set as the book instructed, we put
them together.

Kobolds generdly seem aware of very little except an ingtinctive need to crawl, but this group was



different. They did not clamber away in six different directions. Instead they crawled deliberately toward
one another. It was eerie to watch them gather together. At first they made atangle of twitching legsand
glossy shdlls, but in less than aminute they had fitted together into a perfect sphere. Their petalswere on
theinside, locked away from sight, while their legswere folded flat againgt their exposed bellies Severa
minutes passed and nothing el se happened, so | picked up the sphere and turned it over in my hands. It
looked like one of those ballsthat isa puzzle of blocks, each piece adifferent color, but linking perfectly
to the next.

The book did not say how long this kobold circle might take to mature, though from Maya s description
of the road show, | hoped it would not be much more than an hour.

It was dready past midnight, and the very air of the cavern wasworking against me, its cloying scent like
apotion drawing me down, down into deep. | rubbed at my eyes and paced to keep awake while Jolly
sat beside the sphere, watching it congtantly, asif it were an explosive that might go off a any minute.

| swear | was adeep on my feet, ghost voices whispering again in my ears when Jolly gave a shout of
triumph. | sumbled in fright and went down hard on my knees, producing apain that brought me fully
awake.

“Jubilee, look.” Jolly had risen to hisfeet. He backed a step away from the kobold circle.
A fant migt of slver seeped from its seams.

Moki barked at it, dancing frantically backward to the door. “ Jolly, get back!” | shouted. “Get out of the
roomt!”

The slver gathered about the kobold circle, hiding it indde a cloud that shimmered and boiled asiit
spread across the floor toward our gear—and the bike.

“Jolly, wait!” | jumped for our deeping bags, gathering them up with our other things. “ Get the bike
outsde!”

He remembered the savant too.

We tumbled together into the hdl, while the slver filled the room. It did not behave like ordinary Siver.
Instead of flowing outward, it rose up, trembling and shimmering asit progressed higher and higher, asif
the particlesthat made it up were linking into threads—too small to be seen, but strong enough to weave
awadl of light.

| watched its growth from the corner of my eye as| worked to get our gear stowed aboard the bike. The
savant went in last. Then | mounted. “ Jolly, get on.”

“No wait.” He pointed into the room. “Look.”

The slver had reached the ceiling; its trembling had ceased. It had formed aluminous pand, with a
texture that teased the eye, suggesting somehow avast depth within that smooth surface.

“Jolly, let’sgo. We |l be safe by thewdlls”

But Jolly did not heed me. He crept closer to the door. “The kobold circle was supposed to make akind
of mirror.” He glanced back at me. “1 don't see anything reflected.”

“Maybe ‘mirror’ wasthe wrong trandation. Now come.”



“But it’'snot growing anymore.” Hetook haf a step into the room.
“Jolly!”
“But what' sthat?’ he asked. “ Jubilee, do you seeit? That shadow, near the center.”

| saw it. A dark shape, like the silhouette of aplayer obscured by rain or fog, far away, but striding
deadily closer, with agait al too familiar.

“It' shim,” Jolly whispered. He backed into the hallway. “How can it be him? How can he see us?’
“Maybe hecan’'t.”
“But he' slooking a ud”

Indeed, the figure had drawn close enough that | could see his eyes. Their gaze was fixed on me. He
gestured, asif commanding meto stand fast. “ Remember thetrandation?’ | said.

Jolly glanced at me, and nodded.

A reflection of the other sdif.

| reached for my rifle. “No,” Jolly said. “It’ stoo soon for that.”

| pulled it out anyway. In my vision | had been the only one of his enemieswho could get closeto him.
“Jubilesg, it'snot time!”

“Then let him gtay away!”

He might have heard me, for he hesitated. Confusion bloomed on his distant face. He looked about, but
he no longer seemed to see us. His mouth opened asif with a shout, but no sound could be heard. Then
he changed. It was not him anymore that we saw in the distance, but awoman. She walked on toward
us, awoman of good height and strong build, dressed in agown of gold and white. Her dark hair lay
loose about her shoulders, and there was a glow on her face of some hidden vitdity, a perfection of body
and spirit that did not seem to be of thisworld.

Asshedrew near, Jolly grabbed my arm and whispered the most nonsensicd thing: “ Jubilee, it'syou.”
Meaninglesswordsthat | ignored.

“Itisyou,” heingsted.

“Hush. It isthe goddess.”

The memory of her lay within me, avague remembrance, but certain dl the same. | dismounted from the
bike and went to meet her, wondering if she would step from the pand of silver and into the world, but
she did not. She stopped only astep away. We faced each other, and for a dizzying moment | could not
tell which of us stood within the mirror of slver, and which stood without, for her world seemed far larger
than my tiny cage of sone.

She did not speak, either in words or in visions. Instead she reached out, much as the bogy had reached
out from the wall of the tower room in the abandoned city. But as her arm passed through the pand it
changed: on her side she waslovely, but the hand that darted out to touch me was atiny, wizened,
blackened thing—the arm of a corpse subjected to along, dow fire. | flinched back, but she was faster.



Her palm brushed my forehead.

The contact lasted only amoment, but that was enough. | sumbled back. Vaguely, | was aware of Jolly,
shouting at meto flee, but | could not. My body felt far awvay, a distant object that | watched from a
place deep inside mysdlf, while another presence looked out from my eyes, and spoke with my voice.
“Thisisachance| did not foresee”

The silver pand dissolved. In afew seconds it melted into nothingness so that | stood in an empty room,
listening to my voice spesking words that did not come fromme. “Do | il live within your memory?” it
asked. "It was s0 long ago, when you were my hands and my eyes...before the war began...So much
waslost. So much broken. And still thislast battle will not end! It drainsme, and | cannot hedl.”

My mind jumped with frantic questions. Was shein me? Was| in her? In those seconds | could not tell
the difference.

“Don’t you remember...? Oh. Oh, no. | took that away. It was too horrible to remember. It's enough to
know he came to unmake thisworld we had built. | drove him into the darkness, but some shadow of
him exists here dtill. Y ou senseit, don't you? senseit.” Her voicefdl to awhisper. “He hasleft awound
inthe world, and the silver gushesfrom it, like blood to drown al the land and sea. Some fragment of
himsalf festerswithiniit, like apoison, and it cannot hedl.| cannot hedl, so that | too am become no more
than a shadow.”

A shadow strong enough to take me over! That was my thought, and | guess she understood it.

“You aremy hands,” she said gently. “From the first daysit was s0. Y ou must be my hands again. Find
thiswound. A veil of sedth liesover it, but you must ook past that, and remove this fragment of our
enemy, and let ushed.”

Then she turned. It was a clumsy movement and partly mine, for her presence was fading within me,
dissolving like dlver inthe dawn’ slight. Shefelt hersdf dipping away, and feer—or maybe it was
despair—caused my heart to quicken.Hurry now . “Whereisthe new one?’ she demanded. “Whereis
I,,g?!

He stood in the doorway, watching us with panicky eyes. “ Jubilee?’ Jolly whispered. “Isit you?’

The goddessfrowned. “How isit you are ill so young? Ah, but at least yourha has avakened. | seeit dl
about you. Y ou must waken it in the others. All of them. Teach them how. They have been children for
fartoolong...”

Even as she spoke, | felt her dip loose, diding past me, into that remote place where | had been, whilel
was pulled back into mysalf. She spoke once more, but in asoundless voice, risng up from

memory.“ Remember! When the haawakens, any player may speak to the slver and guide its function.
But that will not turn back its advance. Do not make that mistake again!”

Then shewas gone.

| staggered, al my energy gone away with her. My lungs heaved, and flecks of silver glittered between
my fingersand in the folds of my deeves. | braced myself againgt the cold stone of thewall. “ Jolly! Was
shereal? Or was she another vison?’

Jolly knew then that she was gone. He came to put an arm around my wai<.

“Shewasred,” hesad.



“What isthiswound in the world that she spoke of ? If a goddess cannot hedl it—"
“I know what itis”

Raw fear wasin hiseyes, and for many seconds the only sound in that room was my frantic breething, for
| knew too. | had seen the edge of it. It had been visible from the southern escarpment of the Kadlang: a
terrible region, hazed with dust, and lightning storms. “It isthe southern desert.”

Jolly nodded. “Kaphiri caled it the Cenotaph. | don’t know why. He tried to go there once. It sagreat
pit, with steep sides that go down and down into endless clouds of silver. He never found the bottom,
and climbing out again, he nearly died of thirst and hunger.”

“Hetried to go down there?’ It seemed an act of madnessto me. “Why? Why would anyone?’ | wanted
areason. | needed areason. Onel could believein.

“Because he had learned thereisa god there. Her enemy. Just as she said. A god from out of the
darkness.”

“But that’sareason to run away! It'snot areason to go.”

“It wasfor him, but hefailed.”

“Of course hefailed! How can any player do what a goddess cannot?’

Jolly consdered this, asif he saw red merit in the question. “ Sheis wounded.”
That wastrue. | had felt her weakness.

She had called me her hands. | had been her handsin some other life. | had served her will. Was that
why sparks of slver now danced between my fingers?“Thisisha,” | redized, raisng my right hand to
examinethe glitter. “Or anyway,haisthe ability to survivethis, to useit. Kaphiri wakened it in me...but
who wakened it in you?’

“Noone. Itjust came.”

“I think Ficer wasright. She made you for this—to waken on your own to the silver, and then to waken it
in other players...”

“I don’t know how to do that!”
“Canyou learn?’

“I don’'t know.”

“If you could—"

“If I could, then any player could learn to survive the slver. Our father—he d be alive now, he'd be here,
if—

“No. Don’'t say that. Neither of us knew anything then—and even the goddess cannot turn back time.”
For if she could, surely she would have restarted this broken world?“ Jolly, there’ s something el se,
something she told me after she could no longer speak aoud. She said that even though a player may
cometo control the silver, that will not turn back its advance. She said we must not make that mistake
agan. Y ou understand?’



He thought amoment. Then his eyes grew wide. “Ki-Faun waswrong!”

| closed my eyes, trembling to think how perilous the chance had been. What if, in that other life, | had
succeeded in his plot against Kaphiri? The world would be drowned. “ Soon you' |l learn to awaken theha
. When you do, you must tell everyone of thisdanger. Don't forget it.”

“And you?’

| shrugged, feding aweight upon me, the same asin my vison. The goddess had lied to me. | was not
her hands. Hands were used for building; for creating new things. But that had never been my task.

“Canyou degp?’ | asked Jolly.
He said he could not.

“Then let’sgo up to the mesatop, and see what the dawn will bring.”
Chapter
28

That dawn was cloudless. A flood of silver lay on the plain, but it dissolved at the sun’ stouch, vanishing
firgt in streaks and rays that lanced from the eastern horizon. Then the disc of the sun rose past aline of
distant mesas, releasing agreat wave of light to roll the remnants away.

Far to the south and west there were dark lines on the horizon that might have been sormsin the
southern desert where the Cenotaph lay, the wound in the world. Otherwise the day was perfect: clear
skiesand no wind to stir the dust, so that | felt we could see for ahundred milesin any direction.

Inal that vastness, nothing moved. We waited for most of an hour, but no plume of dust marked thetrail
of amotorcycle. Wherewas Liam? It cameto methat | might never know.

Finaly, Jolly spoke: “I think we should go.”

“Wherewould you go?’

“Anywhere! Just not here. Kaphiri will find usif we say here”

Of course he wasright. The Temple of the Sisters was only 120 miles away.

| sniffed the air, seeking the scent of silver, but al | could smell was the dusty odor of desert soil and the
swest perfume of blossoms from the brush in the ravines. | wanted to wait for Liam, but that did not
semwise.

It was easier to decide that we should leave than to know where to go. To the south lay the terrible lands
of the Cenotaph, where the goddess had directed me, but | did not want to take Jolly there. North and
east would bring us ever degper into the wastes of the Irdiad, while west would return us to the margin of
the desert. West was a o the direction of home, though both of us knew it would be foolhardy to return
to Temple Huacho. “He Il bewatching,” Jolly said, “waiting for meto find my way back.”

| nodded. “It could be he will leave them unharmed, so long as he believes there' s a chance you might go
back.” We both took comfort from this thought.



So we would not go home, but we decided to go west anyway, for that waswhere Liam had
disappeared, and | wanted to find him. We went down to the gate. | was operating thewinch, using it to
lower my bike over the low cliff when Jolly caled out. “Look there! Jubilee! A column of dust.”

| made sure the bike was safely on the ground before | looked. To the south and west, perhaps thirty
miles or more away, in adirection that pointed back to the Temple of the Sisters, a plume of dust stained
the blue sky. | could not seeits source, but it was more dust than the wheels of two motorcycles could
raise, even if they raced flat-out. “Maybeit’ salarge herd of cattle?’ | said, without much hope.

Jolly was more honest: “It'saconvoy.”

“They would have stayed last night with Mayaand Emil and the other scholars. | hope no harm has come
tothem.”

“Ficer went back there.”
But Ficer had not stopped the convoy. How could he? He was just one man.

We climbed down the cliff face. Moki went into hisbox, while Jolly rode behind me. If we went wes,
they would see usimmediately. So we turned east instead, setting off on thetrail that circled the mesa.
Wewent dowly at first, so asnot to stir up our own revealing plume of dust, but as soon asthe mesalay
behind us, | pushed the bike to speed. Our direction was north and east, a bearing that would take us
deeper into the desert. It was dso in my mind that with every mile, we were growing closer to Y gphet.

At first our progresswas easy. The milesfell behind us aswe fled across asmooth plain. But asthe day
advanced, the land rose in arugged dope cut with shalow gullies and studded with afew far-scattered
bluffs. It was aregion made strange by its emptiness. we saw no follies, or deposits of exotic oreto
indicate the presence of dlver...though we knew slver had flooded this part of the desert only the night
before. It was asif the folly constructed here was one of an untouched land.

Our progress dowed. Twice we found oursalves in dead-end canyons, not of any spectacular depth, but
still with wallstoo steep to scale, so we were forced to retrace our path and find another way. It was
after the second such doubling back that we sighted our pursuers again. From the vantage of Azure Mesa
they had been only adistant plume of dust. Now that plume had separated into three, and | could see the
metd glimmer of atruck at the base of each. They were not trying to hide their approach. Two ran
paralld to our track, oneto the east of it, and one to the west. Thethird truck was farther behind, but it
followed our trail exactly. Even as| watched, it dropped out of sght, descending into the same shalow
gully we had followed.

“They didn’t bother to stop at Azure,” Jolly said.

“| don't understand. How can they run so quickly and till follow our trail?’
“Themiddletruck, it followsour trail.”

“But it’sfarthest behind.”

“So they dready know where we are? Isthat what you' re thinking?’

| glanced over my shoulder. Therewas asmall bluff amile or so to the east, and another, closer, to the
northeast, but to the west there was no eminence for many miles. “Let’s change direction. West and
south will take usfrom the sight of any watcher on high ground.”



So we descended again into the little canyon we had only recently escaped, and we followed a branch of
it west for many miles, until it became a shdlow drainage between two low hills. At last we were ableto
look back: only to discover the convoy had not followed our trail to itsfarthest point. Instead, they had
cut acrosstheland, asif they’ d known of our change of direction amost as soon asit was made. Not
even two miles separated us now, and that gap was closing swiftly asthe three trucks sped toward us.
“Theyare watching usl But how?’

Jolly’ svoice was whispery with panic: “Look there.” He pointed to the north. “ That glimmer.”

Almogt logt in the shimmering heat was ametallic spark, but it was not atruck, for it floated high above
the ground. | squinted. “ Somekind of bird?” Then it caught the sunlight, reflecting it in abrilliant flare as
only metal can. “Or asavant,” | said, reaching for my rifle.

Jolly pulled it from the sheath and handed it to me. “Hurry! They’ll be herein aminute.”

| refused to look back at the trucks.* Don’t breathe,” 1 whispered as | brought therifle to my shoulder.
Taking careful am, | squeezed off one shot, then another, but to my consternation, neither found its
target. A second later the glimmer descended from sight, disappearing into alow swale...and acold
confusion took me. | twisted around to look at Jolly. “Did you see that?’

He nodded, his cheeks pale beneath afrogting of dust. A savant isasmall thing. When I’ d taken aim with
my rifle!’d judged it to be much lessthan amile away. Farther, and we would not have seenit at all
through the heat shimmers of that desert noon. But the swale where it had disappeared was two miles,
maybe two and ahdf to the north—farther away than the pursuing trucks. “ That was no savant,” | said
softly. “It was something larger.” Much larger, though what, | could not imagine.

“Let’'sgo!” Jolly’svoice was bresking in panic. “ Jubilee,now! ”

| nodded, though I had no plan, no ideawhat to do except to run. | eased the bike forward. | was
picking out a path on the crumbly dope when amuffled voice spoke my name from somewhere close
behind usJubiled!

| jumped in fright and the bike dipped. Jolly cried out, throwing hisarms around my waist. Thevoice
cdled again:Jubileg! An old man’ svoice, shouting asif from behind a pillow:Jubileg!

| recognized it then. “It’ sthe savant.”

“What?’

Again | stopped the bike. “Open the saddle box. Let it out.”
“Theré snotime.”

“Jugt doit, Jolly.”

Furioudy, he popped the hasp. The savant bobbed into the air, unfolding into its smooth wing shape. “A
cdl,” itsadinitscam and forma voice. “From Y gphet.”

Y aphetHisimage coa esced on the savant’ s mimic screen. Dust smudged his cheeks and lightened his
hair, and his eyes were hidden behind black sunglasses, and still | caught my breath, so much did he
resemble Kaphiri. Jolly’ s hand squeezed my shoulder. “ Jubilee, he looks like—"

“1 know.”



But Y aphet’ s skin was bronze, and flushed with heet, while Kaphiri’ s face was cold and pae—and

Y aphet stirred in me adifferent kind of fear. | hoped he was till far away, but | did not believeit, and his
first words confirmed my hopewasin vain. “ Jubilee, I’ ve seen you. | think it'syou. Two playerson one
motorcycle? Y ou're running west.” He gestured with field glasses held in a black-gloved hand.

“Whereareyou?’ | wasn't ready to meet him. Not yet. | wasn't ready to meet the trucks. It was dll
coming down too fast and | wanted to be anywhere but where | was.

He saw my panic and answered cautioudy. “I'm here. A few miles north...or north and west of your
position.”

| looked to the northwest, but | could not see him. | had no field glasses.

“There sasecond convoy, Jubilee, three miles or so west of me. It s moving to meet the other trucks.”

| was aware suddenly of the dryness of my mouth in that desert air. “We re trapped then.”

“Drop back to the south,” Y aphet advised in avoice soflat it did not sound truly human. “It’s not over
yet”

We turned south. There was no sign of the dark line of storms| had seen that morning. The sky was
brassy with adust that blurred the sun but did nothing to muteits heet. | sniffed at the air, but there was
no scent of silver anywhere. The sun wastoo bright, and al | could smell was dust and my own swest.

Jolly kept watch behind us, twisting around every few secondsto seeif anything had changed. After a
few minuteshe said, “1 seethat savant again—or whatever itis. It'smoved farther east.”

“Can you see the second convoy?’
“No.”

A concussion struck my ears, abooming roar of thunder that | felt in my chest. There was a grest
rumbling of diding stone, and when | glanced back, acloud of cinnamon dust was climbing into the sky,
from beyond aridge to the northwest.“ Y aphet,” | whispered, for he had been out there, only afew miles

avay.
Then | too saw the savant. It was much closer now, lessthan amile away, and clearly, it was no savant.
It was aflying machine,

Animpossibleflying machine, soaring at least a hundred feet above the ground. | could see the dark
shape of aplayer suspended beneath it, prone within aharness. | thought | could see asparkle of silver
along itswings. It passed behind an outcropping of rock.

My hands shook as | brought the bike to astop. “ Could Kaphiri order the silver away, even from aflying
mechine?’

“I don’'t know! Maybe he can. Do you think it's him beneath that wing?”
“Jolly, | tried to shoot him down! What if | had killed him?’

“We have to go. Now.”



| hesitated. Y aphet was out there somewhere. Had he caused the explosion we had just heard? That
night at the Temple of the Sigters | had told him everything. | warned him Kaphiri must not die, but did he
bdieveit?

“Jubileel” Jolly shouted. “We have to—"

The thunder of a second explosion overwhelmed his voice. Then the flyer regppeared, speeding toward
us down the canyon we had followed. Something €lse moved on the ground beneath it: athread of
glimmering water some six feet long. It flowed around boulders and down shallow dopes, retracing
exactly the tracksleft by my bike, and suddenly | knew how the convoy had followed us.

| thought my heart would stop, but Jolly’ s reaction was the opposite. He had never seen aworm
mechanic before, but | had described it well enough. “Go!” he shouted, and hisfist hammered my
shoulder. “Go now! Go now!”

But Y gphet was shouting too, and thistime hisvoice did not come to us through my savant, which | had
locked away again in my saddle box. Instead it reached us on the open air. * Get ready, Jubilee!
Abandon the bike! Thereisno choicel”

Every word was clearly uttered, yet none of it made sense until | looked up at the flying machine.

It had overtaken the worm. It had run ahead of it, so close now | could easily see the face of the player
suspended beneath it. It looked like Kaphiri, but it was not him.

Horror washed over me. We had only seconds before the worm mechanic caught us, but in that lost
moment the threat of the worm meant nothing to me. All | could think wasthat thiswasmy lover, ina
flying machine. A forbidden flying machine. A wicked flying machine, with aglimmer of silver dancing
aong theleading edge of itslong whitewing. Y aphet lay pronein aharness benesth that wing, hislegs
splayed around the engine, with two white baskets on either side of him that held supplies. Only a
psychotic would tempt the silver in aflying machine. A suicidd player or amurderousone. | knew the
gtories. There were many, and al were centered on awicked player, his doomed machine sparkling with
slver asit passed far above the influence of an enclave s defending kobolds, to descend among the
houses, and ignite aslver sorm.

Thiswasmy lover.
| knew then that there was no forgivenessfor the sinsand failures of our past lives.

| rocked the bike forward, sending it coasting down the Sope, engaging the engine again aswerolled.
Y aphet soared over us, hisengine silent, the only sound an artificid wind passing over the white wing.

“Jubileel Stop. Look at me. Y ou have to abandon the bike. The mechanic will have you if you stay on
the ground, but it can’t follow you inthe air.”

“No! Go away. | don’t know you. | don’t need you—"

But Jolly’ s desperation was different from mine. He reached around me and switched off the bike's
engine. Thewhedslocked. The bike skidded and went down. Jolly jumped free, but | did not. My leg
was caught beneath the bike and | did with it down the graveled dope. | heard Jolly shouting a me

to" Get up! Get up!” A shadow passed over the sun, and then Y gphet was beside me, heaving the bike
off my leg. | scrambled to my fet.

That waswhen | felt the pain. | gasped as my knee gave out. But Y aphet was beside me. He caught me
as | dropped. Hetook my weight, passing my arm around his shoulder—and as soon as | had my



balance | punched him: hard in the chest and we went down together. For one full second he stared at
nothing, alook of stunned disbelief on hisface. Then | pushed him away.“| hate you!” The words rushed
from my throat, an honest assessment in adesperate Situation. | would have left him to the worm then, if |
could. | tried to. | scrambled backward on three limbs. “ Stay away from me!” | warned.

But his anger wasthe equal of mine, and he at least could walk. “ The silver take you, Jubilee.”
“Better the slver than you!”

Hetackled me. | screamed as my knee was further twisted and then somehow he had my armslocked
behind my back, his mouth beside my ear. | hated him for it, because it was the same way Kaphiri had
held me. But Y aphet’ swords were different. “Y ou will live through this day, Jubilee, | swear it.” And
then he haf carried me, haf dragged me down the dope.

He had |ft hisflying machinein the dry water course at the bottom of the little canyon. Jolly was dready
there, with Moki under one arm, and my savant under the other, climbing into one of the cargo baskets.
“Jolly, don't!”

“Do you want to kill us?’ he shouted. “ Do you want to kill yourself? The worm can only follow usif
we're on the ground. So get in. Get in! Our only chanceistofly.”

Y aphet left me no choice. “ Y our brother’ salot smarter than you,” he said, and he shoved meinto the
basket opposte Jolly. My head struck one of the struts. A different kind of pain. The sharp, fresh scent
of slver tinged theair.

| had landed on afolded deeping bag, but something brittle crunched benesth it as 1 shoved myself up on
my elbows. What | had taken for a harness between the two baskets was redlly asolid platform
suspended by fixed struts. Y aphet clambered over the engine and dropped onto it. The size of the flyer
was such that hisface was only inches from mine. “Look back,” he ordered as the engine started up. |
fetitsvibration. | felt thewing beginto lift and | grabbed at the rim of the basket. “ L ook back!”

| did, and saw the worm. It darted up the dope behind us, following the track of my bike. Theflying
meachine began to dimb, lofting dowly into theair.

The worm reached my falen bike. It turned immediately, tracking our path down to the canyon floor. We
were twenty feet in the air, and twice that far away down the canyon when the worm reached the place
where the flying machine had been. It stopped, its sx-foot length sparkling in the sun like a stream of
water that does not flow. Then it circled that place, around and around, faster with each circuit, likea
mead thing. | fet the hair on my neck stand up. It never once looked up for us, as any living thing would
do.

Then we soared around a bend in the canyon, and | couldn’t seeit anymore. | turned, to look ahead of
us

“Y ou could unbaance us,” Y aphet suggested, past the streaming wind. “Y ou could shift your weight too
suddenly, or jump out, and send us crashing to our degths. If you want to.”

Jolly worried | might consider thisagood idea. “ Jubilee, he doesn’'t meanit! Don't doit. Please.”

| could not answer. A new clarity had come over me. If not for Y aphet, we would havefalen to the
worm. If not for thiswicked flying machine. “Why doesthe slver leave usdone?’ | asked, without
looking & him.

“Because we reflying low. Not even twenty feet above the ground.”



We were lower than the canyon walls.

“And the sun protectsus,” Y gphet added. “If slver beginsto bloom aong the wings, the sun will burn it
and gop it from growing.”

“And if you go higher?’ | remembered aday as bright asthis one, when Udondi’ s savant had risen into
the sky above the highway to Xahiclan, higher and higher, until atiny slver sorm burst into existence
around it.

Y aphet said, “1 won't go higher.”

| did not want to look at him. | was afraid to look. So | kept my gaze fixed on the canyon wall, and il
hewasdl | saw. Our bodies spesk their own language, and mine was waking to oneit had heard only
faintly that night outsde the Temple of the Sigers.

What if | hate him?’d asked Liam that question ontheday I’d first heard Y gphet’ sname, and Liam had
answered honestly.It won't matter .

It was Jolly who broke asilence of severa minutes. “Y aphet, wasit you who set those explosives?’
| had forgotten the explosives. So distracted was|, | had even forgotten the two convoys.

“No, it wasn't me.”

“It brought down alanddide, didn't it?’

“I couldn’t see what happened. . .but it sounded like alanddide. Are you thinking it was your uncle?’

Liam? had forgotten him too. | looked north, but dl | could see was the canyon wall. “We haveto go
back.”

Y aphet didn’t answer. Neither did Jolly, for of course it would be foolish to go back. They both knew
it...and sodid I. Liam and Udondi would be furiousif we did not use this chance to escape—and till |
could not just leave them...” Jolly!” Helay in the other basket, hisarm around Moki. “Y ou have my
savant, don’t you? So call them.”

Y aphet said, “We Il haveto climb out of thiscanyon firgt.”

“Thenlet’ sdoit.” We d gone fifteen milesto the southeast, maybe more. “Both convoys are far away
now. They won't seeus.” Not if we were lucky.

Aswe climbed to the canyon rim | found mysalf watching the wing for the glimmer of silver, but none
appeared, and then we were over the plain. We stayed low, only ten feet above the ground, but the land
was very flat, so that if anyone waslooking, we would certainly be seen. | studied the land to the north
and eadt, but there was no dust anywhere, no sign of atruck moving. Jolly put through acdl to Udondi’ s
savant, but there was no answer. “They could bein acanyon,” Y aphet said.

Hedidn't liketo fly in the open, so when hefound a shalow stretch of lowland between two ridges, he
guided the flying machine down into it. We were sill heading generally southeast. Ahead of usloomed a
rugged highland of steep canyons and wind-smoothed pinnacles. Goats moved on the barren cliffs. | took
their presence as a hopeful sgn. “There must be someplacein thereto shelter from the silver,” | said,
pointing them oui.

Y aphet nodded. “ That’ swherewe' Il go.”



Wetried to reach the cliffs, but the winds were confused, darting at usin powerful gusts that pushed us
back out onto the plain. We were working our way back to the cliffs once again, flying lower than ever,
only afew feet above the rocky soil, when we heard two faint concussons, one swiftly following the
other. | would have thought it my imagination, if Y gphet had not turned to look.

Far to the northwest, ahuge dust cloud boiled silently into the sky—far too much dust to be caused by
any convoy.

In the ancient city, the bogy had taken Liam for one of her warlords. | wondered if she had been right
after dl.

Chapter
29

We made our way at last into the highlands, succeeding in late afternoon when the winds began to die.
We entered the mouth of a north-facing canyon where we had earlier seen goats dong the walls. After
haf amile, Jolly sghted awild kobold well onthelip of alittle pocket valley some three hundred feet
above the canyon floor.

None of uswanted to fly that high, but time was growing short. The sun had aready dropped behind the
crags and the canyon was in shadow. We could look for a more accessible kobold well, but chance did
not favor the finding of one so latein the day. So we agreed to try for thelittle valey.

Y aphet guided the flying machinein atight spird, keeping closeto the dliff wal. Hewould glance
anxioudly at the valley, then back again, to the leading edge of thewing, dert for thefirst sgn of aslver
bloom. Jolly too kept a close eye on the wing, but | was distracted by a herd of brown goats that had
stopped their browsing to eye us as we rose past them. They didn’t seem to know what to make of us,
for we did not much resemble the predators they were used to.

It was then, as| watched the goats, that aflicker of awareness stirred in my mind. Moki whined, and one
of the goats snorted, scampering away on an invisible path that climbed the dliff face. The othersfollowed
after it, while | glanced up, confirming what | aready knew: aglitter of Slver had ignited on the nearest
wing tip. “It has sarted,” | said, loud enough to be heard over the wind.

Y aphet looked at me. Then he looked up, and his eyes went wide. He jerked at the controls, and the
flying machine lurched. Jolly yelped, grabbing for Moki with one hand and a strut with the other.

“Hold on,” Y aphet muttered. “We only have afew seconds. If we don’'t make the well—"

Thetuft of silver expanded with astonishing peed, rushing dong the wing' s edge like agleaming,
glittering stream just escaped from its dam.

Y aphet saw it and leaned hard on the control gtick. “I’m going for the cliff! There sno placeto land, so
et ready to jump—"

“No! Turnaway! Turn away now!” There was no way we could survive acrash againgt the cliff face, but
maybe we could survive the silver?

Motes glittered on the back of my hand and danced between my fingertips. Myha was awake. So for the
firg time, | invited it deliberately into my mind.

A liquid awarenessfilled me. The silver on thewing' s edge boiled in my consciousness, becoming part of



me, an extension of my will. Holding tight to a strut with one hand, | reached out toward the silver with
the other. Intheway | had learned, | leaned on it with my mind. | used it, likeaglovethat | could weer,
andpushed , and it came away from thewing in along thin skein of Slver.

But slver will dways sink to the ground. Detached from the wing, with nothing to buoy it up, the skeinfell
whilewe flew forward into it. Y gphet shouted, hammering &t the controls so that the flying machine
jerked upward, in asharp turn away from the cliff. | dove half out of the basket andpushed , out and
down. The skein passed just beneath my hand. It stirred an electric awarenessin my skin so sharp |
yanked my hand back, asif from contact with aflame.

Then it passed beneath us, brushing the belly of the plane and igniting a scatter of silver sparkles, but |
commanded them away. More motes formed aong the wing, but thesetoo | willed away. Then the
cherished scent of temple kobolds reached me, and amoment later Y aphet guided us over the wild well
and we landed gently in alittle bowl of dry grass.

| could not wait to distance mysdlf from the flying machine. | was climbing out of the basket even before
it cameto arest. “Jubilee, wait,” Y aphet said. “It’ swindy. If we don’t anchor the plane—"

| sumbled on my swollen knee. At the sametime, agust caught the wing, dragging the wholeflying
machine afoot back toward the cliff. “ Jolly, get off!” | shouted. “Now!”

Jolly’ s eyes were wide with fright. He shooed Moki out of the basket, then tumbled after him. Deprived
of hisweight, the plane skidded back again. Y aphet too scrambled free, but he did not abandon the
plane. He grabbed a strut and sank in his hedls. “ Get the ropes!” he shouted at Jolly. “In the cargo
basket. Help metieit down.”

| wanted to see Y aphet’ s flying machine tumble over the cliff. On the other hand, | did not want to be
trapped three hundred feet above the canyon floor. Torn by these conflicting desires, | risked aquick
glance around. The valley reached back only fifty feet or so. Redly, “valey” was much too grand aword
for it. It was more agloomy little hollow, hemmed in by sheer wals of stone. Birds could reach us, and |
guessed that goats could climb down from the ridgeline, but | did not know if aplayer could scale those
cliffs—certainly the task looked hopeless for aplayer with atwisted knee.

So after amoment of indecision, | lurched after the flying machine and grabbed a strut, bracing my good
leg against arock. Jolly found the rope. He looped it around the central struts, and Y aphet secured the
other end to aboulder. “Help mefurl thewings,” hetold Jolly.

| had not redlized it before, but the white wings were made of ametallic cloth, stretched upon aframe.
Y aphet showed Jolly how to unclip the edge, and tie down the cloth so the wind would not catchit.

When the danger was padt, | turned away from the hateful machine. But | managed only afew stumbling
steps before my knee gave out. | sank down in the dry grass, not knowing what else to do, or what to
think. It did not seem hard anymore to accept the ideaofha, but I could not get my mind around the fact
of aflying machine,

“Jubilee?’ | looked up to see Jolly beside me, afurtivelook on hisface. “I1syour leg badly hurt?” He
sounded very guilty—as he should. He had dropped the heavy bike on my leg after al.

“My kne€ sswollen.”

He cast anervous glance over his shoulder. Then, speaking under hisbreath, “Heis so much like



Kaphiri.”
“Has he threatened you?’
“No! He' sangry though.”

“Not withyou,” | reminded him. Then | nodded toward a stand of tangled brush that grew againgt the
back wall. “Go and find me awaking stick, okay?’

| used the stick to hobble behind the brush and relieve mysdlf. | had very little urinein me, which made
me wonder how much water Y gphet had aboard his flying machine. All mine had been lost with the bike,
and by the half-dead look of the vegetation in our little valley, | was certain we would find no water there.

When | came back, Y aphet was rearranging the suppliesin the cargo baskets. He said nothing. He did
not look a me. | asked about water. He had two gallons. He told meto sit down and he would get it. |
hobbled the few stepsto the rim of the valey, stting beside the wide mound of dirt surrounding the
kobold well.

Fromthevaley’srim, | could ook out of the canyon to the plain beyond. The dust cloud had long since
blown away and shadows were running long. Very soon it would be dark.

| closed my eyes, feding sick ingde. Y gphet wasmy lover, | could not deny it. | felt asif | had dways
known him and awaysloved him. It didn’t maiter at al that | didn’t want him. 1t didn’t matter at al that
he horrified me.

| listened to the rustle of the wind, to thefall of a pebble from the cliffs above...to the crunch of Y aphet’s
footstepsin thedry grass. | did not turn to look at him—I was too stubborn for that—»but | knew exactly
where he was by the sound of his steps.

He came and he stood behind me, handing a bottle of water over my shoulder. | took it, careful not to
touch hishand. | drank.

“I wanted to tell you about the flying machine,” he said, “but | knew how you would seeit.”
“Then why?Why did you do it?’
“I wasborntoit!” No apology in hisvoice. No shame. 1 dreamed it, every night when | waslittle”

“I saw it inyou. That first time we spoke. | saw it in your eyes. An obsession, though | didn’t know what
itwas”

He crouched behind me.

| tensed. | still would not look at him, but | was brutally aware of his proximity, of hisvery gravity. “Don’t
touchme,” | warned.

“Y ou know it’ s never been that way between us.”
| turned to look at him. | could not help myself. “Do you remember it?’

“Enough to know it.” He dipped his sunglasses off with ablack-gloved hand. “Y ou' re angry with me,
Jubilee, but I'm not the only one with secrets. | thought Jolly did that trick with the silver, but he said it
wasyou. Areyou like him? Areyou likethem 7’

With hisface set in anger, he was Kaphiri’ s dark-skinned twin. “ Y ou are frightening my brother,” | said



oftly.

He glanced over his shoulder, but Jolly had gone with Moki to explore the back of thevaley. “He snot
afrad of the plane.”

“The plane?’
“Thearplane. Theflying mechine”
“That’snot what | meant. Y ou remind him of Kaphiri.”

Y aphet scowled, clearly hurt and perplexed that | would say such athing. “Y ou think I'm the same as
him?'Y ou and Jolly would belong to him now, if | hadn’t come.”

That wastrue, though | wasn't ready to admit it doud. | fixed my gaze on the plain, where glints of slver
had begun to appear. “ Jolly isterrified of him. He knows him well enough to be afraid. And I...I"'ve met
him too, face-to-face since we last talked, and...you look like him. Almost exactly like him...asif the
two of you were made from the same memory of slver.”

Y aphet consdered thisfor many seconds. Then he denied it. “ Players are not made in multiple copies.”

“Wall, you are. Or heis. You'relike him. In many ways. But you're...you re different too.” | had sensed
awhispered connection with Kaphiri, but with Y aphet that connection was aclear song. | could never
confuse one with the other, not even if they stood together, Sde by side. “Y ou don’tfed like him. Not at
al”

| should have been more careful with thewords | used. “Did you touch him?’

“What?’

| had never suspected such cold fury could inhabit Y aphet’ s eyes. “ Something’ s changed in you, Jubilee.”
“What do you mean? What' s changed?”’

“Hetouched you, didn’t he? It fedslike he did. Did he hurt you?’

| had been holding my breath. But | let it goinasgh as| redlized hisanger was not directed at me. “He
did touch me,” | admitted. “ And he hurt me. And he changed metoo.”

Our eyeslocked, but too many thoughts were chasing around Y aphet’ s head and he could not meet my
gazefor long. | haf expected him to giveit up and leave, but when he shifted his position it wasto St

bes de me—close beside me. His shoulder amost touched mine. His hand rested on hiskneein arelaxed
posture, but it was apose. | could see white lines of stressin hisdark skin. “Tel me.”

So | did. First | spoke of the blood poisoning. Then | told him the story Udondi had told to me, of
Kaphiri and hislover, and how she had |eft him for another.

In the evening' sfading light, Y aphet’ s eyeswere colored with aquiet fear. “ These two lovers.. .they
looked the same?”’

“Udondi didn’t say.”

| spoke next of my encounter with the sllver, on the night | left the Temple of the Ssters. He believed my
story. How could he not? He had seen me push the silver away. But for Y aphet, belief was not enough.



“How could such athing work?”

| shook my head. “Y ou might aswell ask, how doesthe slver work? What isit, after dl?” Theold
questions, that had haunted me since Jolly disappeared, but Y aphet surprised me with an answer.

“Thedlver isamechanism,” hesaid, asif thiswere common knowledge. “ A machine devised by the
ancients who made thisworld. A device, and if we could relearn its use, we could contral it, and make it
Serve our purposes.”

| raised my hands, examining them thoughtfully. In the dusk, afew scattered glints of silver could till be
Seen between my fingers. “Thisisha,” | sad softly. “Do you seeit?

When he saw what | meant, he reared back in fear. But then he leaned in again, to examine the specks.
“How do you do that?’

“I don’t know. It just came to me, after his blood poisoned mine. My brother, he believeswe relike
mechanics, that we have configuration codes, hidden away in our cdlls. Jolly thinks my codes were reset
by the contact with Kaphiri’sblood, and | was changed. He says Kaphiri reset his own codes; that he
knows how.”

“Hedoes?’ There was asudden avaricein hisvoice. “Does Jolly know how?’

| had expected Y aphet to be offended—any sane player should be offended by the idea of human
configuration codes. But he was not, and that offendedme . “Y ou’ ve thought of such things before?’

Hisback grew iff. He turned away from me. “I’ ve thought of alot of things.”

“Do you believe we are mechanics?’

“Jubilee, | don’t know!”

“Andthisdesrel fed for you, isit amechanism?’

He laughed and the sound was cold, with no humor init. “Oh, yes. I'm sure that much istrue.”

| had not expected such an answer and it hurt me. | was surprised how much. Oh, but we' d had afine
first day. I'd declared my hatred for him, I’ d struck him, I'd warned him not to touch me. “1 think there
was more pleasurein thisfor my mother and father.”

“Y our mother likely has a better temper.”
“Shedoes” | admitted.

“Jubilee...I’m sorry | keep offending you. | don’'t know if we' re like mechanics. | don’t know what we
are, but | do believe there' san explanation for us, and for thisworld: astory that will explain why it exists
and why it works asit does. If we could learn that story, then everything that confuses us would make
sense...some kind of sense, anyway. Thingslikethe slver...and the way we are made to love one
another.”

| have never been so conscious of anyoneas| was of Y gphet in those lingering minutes. The blink of his
eye. Thedight riseand fall of hischest as he breathed. Thetardy drag of hislong black braid whenever
he turned his head. Each tiny movement recorded itself in my memory.

“Y aphet?’



He smiled one of hisrare amiles. “ That' sthefirg timeyou’ ve said my name.”
“I have not told you everything yet.”
“Oh.” Hewas slent amoment, staring down at the plain. “1 guess you should, then.”

So | described the vision that had cometo me as| dept in the sanctuary of Azure Mesa. And then | told
him of the experiment with the kobold circle. “It was caled' the mirror of the other saif,” and hewas
there, withinit. But why wasit him, and not you?’

“Did you want him to come?’

“No!Have you not been listening? He iswrong . There is something about him that is corrupt. It was o,
even inthat vison of my other life”

“But hewasyour lover.”

“In another life! And eventhenit wasamistake.”

“But it makes me angry! What' swrong with me? I’ ve never felt thisway before.”
“| haven't either.”

We sat in silence for sometime, while the night gathered around us. Stars pricked the blue sky, while on
the plain below silver filled the canyons, so that the dark land seemed infused with veins of luminous
metd.

“Isthat dl?’ Yaphet said at last. “Or isthere more till 7?7’
“A litttemore”

He made agroan of mock despair. “ Say it, then. Let me haveit dl, for you could tell me anything now
and | would believeit.”

| snorted—*That’ swhat you say now”—and | told him of the goddess and the task she had given me.
He listened. He made no comment on it except to ask, “Nowisthat al?’

1] |t iS.”

Helooked over hisshoulder. | followed his gaze, to see Jolly, playing agame of fetch with Moki beside
the flying machine. “1 want you to be my wife, Jubilee. Now.” He put hisfinger against my lips. “Don't
speak! Becauseyou' |l say it’' simpossible, that we don’'t know what will happen to us tomorrow. But
that’ swhy | want you to marry me now. We are caught up in something, and maybethistimeisal the
timewe |l ever have. Marry me now.”

“But Jolly ishere!”

“Just the words. Just share the words with me.”

My mouth fdt dry. “I cannot knedl. My kneeis swollen—"
“Thenwe'll St. Takemy hand.”

“All right.” 1 ladd my hand in his, but in that moment the awareness of silver stirred in my mind. | turned, to
see aherd of goats hurrying down aninvisibletrail on thevaley’ s sheer back wall. “Thereisas|ver



gorm coming.”
“How do you know?’

“I just do. We should bring your flying machineinto the circle of thewell.” | started to get up, but my
knee quickly reminded me that was not agood idea.

“Stay here” Y aphet said. “Jolly will help.”

The flying machine was cleverly designed, so that Y aphet was able to collapse the wing. With Jolly’ shelp
he dragged the folded frame into the circle of the kobold well. The nose and tail stuck out beyond the
mound, but we gathered handfuls of freshly spawned kobolds from the mouth of the well and scattered
them about, expanding the protected zone.

When dl the gear was safely within the circle, Jolly crept up to the precipice and looked over. “The
canyon floor isflooded,” he called back.

Y gphet went to look, and an expression of awe came over hisface. “ Y ou can seeit climbing. Doesthe
wholeIrdiad flood every night?”

Jolly answered, “Ficer said it' s worse now than when he was aboy.”

The goats snorted when they found us occupying their well, but they joined us anyway, and after afew
minutes Moki gave up growling a them.

We were halfway through a cold dinner when the savant spokeinits cultured voice. “A cal,” it said.
“FromLiam.”

“Answer it!” | had been ditting shoulder to shoulder with Y aphet, but when the savant settled in my lap,
he moved back, positioning himself so that he could see the screen without being seen by those on the
other sde.

Theimagethat formed was of gars, faint above ahorizon limned with silver, “Liam?’ | heard the scuff of
aboot on grave, then the tumbling bounce of asmall sone. “Liam!” | cdled, louder thistime.

“Jubilee?’ His shadowed face filled the mimic screen, and in amoment the savant compensated for the
lighting. He was dusty and haggard, his face thinner than | had ever seen it. The patch was gone from his
eye, but there was apink scar across his lid where the rock fragment had cut him. His eyes were red.
Fromthedug, | told mysdlf. Thedust. “You'reaive.” Hisvoice was awhisper of disbdief. “Wefound
your bike. We thought—"

“I'mdive. And I’'m free. Jolly iswith me. IsUdondi—?’

“She'shere” Helooked away, cdling to her. “Udondi! I’ ve found Jubilee!”

A few seconds later her face appeared beside his. “ Jubilee! Where are you? How did you—7"
| wasn't ready to explain. “Did you set the explosives?’ | asked. “Wasthat you?’

Liam nodded. “Ficer iswith us. He brought them from the Temple of the Sisters. We found your bike
after. We thought you must have been with them, when—" He shook his head and stepped away.

Udondi looked after him with atroubled gaze. “I think this has been the longest day of hislife,” shesad
softly. Then shelooked back at the screen and her gaze grew sharp, though it was not fixed on me. “Is
that Jolly?’



| turned, expecting to see'Y aphet, but it was Jolly who stood at my shoulder. He had come up silently
while we spoke.

“Thisismy brother,” | said.

Then another face crowded in beside Udondi’s.
“Ficer!” Jolly shouted. “Y ou came back!”

“Of course | came back. Didn't | say | would?’

We demanded their story firgt. Ficer told of how he had reached the Temple of the Sisters a midmorning
yesterday, minutes ahead of a convoy of threetrucks. “ The drivers did not speak the name of the
traveler, but it was clear who they served.” He hid his bike and pretended to be one of the scholars and
inthat way the day passed. Dusk came, but Ficer would not risk suspicion by climbing the tower to send
amessage. “ Thereisacavern that opens on the white plain, that is used to garage the passing trucks. In
the morning, when the drivers went down there, | tried to call you, but it was well past sunrise, and |
think you were gone from the mesa top by then. Emil was very worried. He sent me back up the tower,
saying that if | could not find you, | should try to find your uncle, and in that, at least, | had some
success.”

Udondi nodded. “We had aready encountered that convoy. There werefive trucks atogether—too
many for usto stop, but we delayed them aday when we released the last of our metallophoresinto their
engines. We spent that day in hiding, while they spent it repairing their trucks. But they aso used thetime
to put up an antenna, and in the morning it was clear why. They had decided to split up. Only three
trucks went to the Sisters, while the other two went north.

“We used the antennato call ahead to Emil, and he told us you were gone, and that we should look for
you at Azure. We cut the power supply to the antenna, and then we l€eft, but it was adark day, and by
noon agreat bank of siver drifted in from the west and we were forced to take shelter in arefuge mesa”
She shook her head. “The next day was no better. We could not leave, and we could not contact you. It
was maddening! To be trapped there, not knowing what harm you might be facing. But thismorning the
sun came out, and Ficer cdlled, with word that you were till free. Y ou did well, Jubilee.”

“It wasmy luck.” My usud harsh luck that | had lived, but only at the cost of Kaphiri’ sdrivers, crushed
beneath tons of stone.

“We are shdtering at Azurethisnight,” Udondi said, “but on the mesatop, and not in the cavern, for the
dlver doesnot look likeit will rise much tonight. | dept in the cavern once, years ago, and onceis

enough.”
“What shdlter did you find?” Ficer asked us. “ Or have your gifts protected you from the silver?’
| said thetruth, asmuch as | dared: “Wefound awild well.”

He gave me a strange look, and it occurred to me we had seen no wild welsin al those hills. But Ficer
asked no more questions, and after, | pled fatigue, for Jolly and | had not dept the night before, and we
said good night.

The viewscreen darkened, and Jolly and Y aphet became shadows in the starlight. On the other side of
the folded flying machine, the milling goats were shadowstoo. “Y ou left out alot,” Y gphet said.

Jolly agreed. “Y ou didn't mention Y gphet. And you let them believe we were dtill in those hills”



“Y ou think that waswrong? Should | have told them about the flying machine, Jolly? Or that my lover is
mad? Or that heisthetwin of Kaphiri?’

“Wée I haveto tell them tomorrow.”

“We'll haveto tell them when we see them. Not before.”

“Doyou redly think I'm mad?’ Y aphet asked in atroubled voice, so | couldn’t help but smile.
“Wadl,” | conceded, “maybejust alittle”

Chapter
30

It was cold that night, so high up among the rocks, and Y aphet had only one deegping bag. When
unfolded it would cover two. He said that Jolly and | should have it, and he would watch until at least
midnight. | was exhausted, so | accepted gratefully. When | woke again, it wasto the glow of Slver. | sat
up abruptly, my heart pounding with the certainty that someone was drawing near. But when | looked
about, al wasill.

Jolly was still deeping beside me, bresthing softly benegath the folds of the deeping bag. Y aphet was
gtting with Moki on the folded structure of the flying machine, his hands clasped around hisknees. He
studied me curioudy. “ Are you truly awake?’

“I don't know.” | glanced over my shoulder. The silver stood in awalst-high ring around the well. | could
samell the goats, but they were huddied on the other side of the flying machine, and | could not see them.
The Bow of Heaven glimmered overhead. “Did you hear something?’

“No. It'sbeen quiet. Eerily quiet.”

“Woas| dreaming?’

“Probably. What did you hear?’

| shook my head. | had notheard anything....“| felt something.”

| till felt it: a sense of someone drawing near, a presence, brushing past lines of awareness that had been
laid down inside my mind, leaving them swaying with the evidence of passage, asacurtain will sway
whenitislifted asde briefly, then allowed to fall back. | raised my hands, to find theha sparkling brightly
between my fingers. “Heiscoming.”

Y aphet rose to hisfeet without hesitation, without doubt. “Where?’
| nodded toward the bank of silver that hid the precipice. “ From the canyon.”

He jumped from his perch on the flying machine. | scrambled to my feet, to find my knee much stronger
for the rest. We waited, poised, watching the waist-high fog where it Iapped over the rim of the canyon.
Moki growled, and amoment later the shape of aman rose up from within the silver, exactly in the place
| expected him.

At first hewas only asilhouette of slver. Then his glistening shell dissolved, and Kaphiri stood before us,
motes of slver glittering againg his hands, and in his carefully styled hair.



His gaze moved from me, to Y aphet, then back again. He was careful not to move. “1 have just
discovered something,” he said softly. “ It seemsthat when theha of your lover awakens, it becomesan
unmistakable sgnal within the silver, onethat requiresno effort at dl to follow.”

“I amnot your lover.”

“Never again, it' strue.” Heraised hishand, in the gesture | had seen before. Theha brightened between
hisfingers, and atongue of silver siwept over therim of thewell. It raced past hisfeet, rushing downhill
toward Y aphet.

“No!”If there had been time to think | would have failed, but instinct moved me. | raised my hand to stop
it. Thelines of my awareness squeezed together—and the tongue of silver curled back asif it had hit a
wadl.

| looked up, to see my own astonishment mirrored in Kaphiri’ sgaze. “But that is not your talent!” He
sad it asif | had committed some socid affront, asif | should take back the gesture, and apologize.

Y aphet was the only one of us not made dull by surprise. He sprang on Kaphiri, cuffing him behind the
neck, unbaancing him. “Keep the sllver away!” he commanded as he followed Kaphiri to the ground.

Centuries must have passed since anyone had dared such a close assault against Kaphiri. He was
completely unprepared. Dust puffed up around him to sully hisfine clothes and he grunted as'Y gphet
pinned him with akneein the back. Another tongue of slver darted toward him over therim of thewsll. |
shouted and

pushed
back

againg theintruson that tried to bend the lines of my awareness—and thistime the tendril of slver
dissolved.

But another followed immediately after it. And another, and then two at once, and then an explosion of
tendrils, like anightmare of worm mechanics darting toward Y aphet with their venomous mouths, but
they could not breek past my will. That's how it felt. Thehawas my will, and while Kaphiri could
command the slver that lay al around us, he could not force it past the defensivelines| had made.

Not that thiswas ameasure of our relative power. | had no illusions about that. My connection to the
slver had given mean ingght into its behavior, and | understood, asif it had been explained to mein
words, that a player’ s defensive gesture would aways be stronger than an assault. That was one part of
the silver’ s essentia nature, for it had been madefirst asagift, and only later corrupted into awespon.

“Youwon't murder him!” | shouted a Kaphiri’ s progtrate form. “Not thisnight. | would let you die
firs—" Another flurry of slver tendrils reached for Y aphet. | blocked them. “Listen to me!l would let
youdie.”

He heard me. Perhaps he believed me, for the silver tendrilsretreated, dissolving into the stillness of the
ocean of slver that surrounded us.

Y aphet had Kaphiri pinned against the ground, but his head was turned toward me and there was such a
coldnessin his eyes, it frightened me more than the assaullt of Slver. “ Death isyour rolemy love.” There
was dust on hislips, and when he spoke, | tasted it in my own mouth. “Y ou have ended my life seven
times adready. Seven timesthat | can remember.”



“How can you remember it?’
“Letmeup.”

| looked at Y aphet, and nodded, but Y aphet’ s anger was ill hot. He brought his knee harder against
Kaphiri’ s back, making him wince and grunt. “ Swear that you will not bring the slver against usl”

Kaphiri’ s eyeswere narrowed in pain, but he smiled even so. “1 will not bring the silver againgt you,” he
said in amocking voice. “ Anyway, not thisnight.”

Y aphet understood he would get no better answer, so he relented. Kaphiri sat up, dapping at the dust on
hisclothes. “Y ou must forgiveme,” hesaid to Y gphet. “It' sonly out of habit that | hate you.”

They looked dike. Y aphet stepped back a pace, studying Kaphiri with awild look in hiseyesthat
seemed part wonder, that such athing could be, and aso part fear, and fury, that such athing could be.
They looked so very much alike, but it was a surface effect. . .the smilarity of aman and hisreflection,
and | was not fooled.

“Why me?’ Y gphet asked.

Kaphiri shrugged. “It' s hard to know. But then, you may havefalen far sncethewar.” He glanced past
me, and | knew he waslooking for Jolly. | turned, to find the deeping bag where | had |€ft it, but my
brother had dipped away. The goats snorted and skipped, shying away from the flying machine. They
might aswell have pointed to Jolly’ s hiding place.

“What will we do?’ Kaphiri asked. “I cannot cal the silver, and you are not ready yet to spill my blood.”
His mocking gaze returned to me. “Isit a staemate?’

He was confident—and why not? | could not keep watch forever—| must deep sometime—and then it
would be easy for him to bring the Silver.

“Jolly,” he cdled in amocking, Sngsong voice, “come home with me—"
“Leavehimdone” | cried, but heignored me.

“Comehome, Jolly...and maybe 'l et your Sgter live...at least until thefind flood. The gamefinishes
then for everyone.”

“Itwon’t finish,” | told him. “1t'll just start over again, when your degth triggers the destruction of the
slve!”

A sudden fey mood rosein him when | said these words. There was a sheen on his skin, and hiseyes
werewild. “Isthat what you want? Shall | cal the end of the Silver now? Do you wish it yet again?’

“No,”| breathed, and | backed a step away.

“Did you think the end of the silver wastied only to my deeth? It'snot. | could summon it anytime. Cold
murder isn't necessary, love, and | am not as stubborn as | used to be. Ask me, and | will destroy all the
Slver thisnight.”

| could not doubt his claim, for at his words some connection closed in my mind and the world felt
different. Harder, clearer. The uncertainty that had dogged me since leaving the Temple of the Sisters
was gone, dissolved like the silver in my vision, leaving dl the hard edges of the world exposed. “The
goddess made you, didn’t she?’ | asked him. “ She made you for this purpose, to cal down the



destruction of the silver at need. She must have trusted you so deeply.”

| saw through his chilly smile. It was afdse front, a painted animosity to disguise the fragile architecture
that lay benegth. “ She made me only when she could not find him.” Hethrust hischin at Y aphet. “It
seemsthat in that age he had been swallowed by the silver, so she devised meinstead, adding in some
skills he lacked.” There was such agleam of hatred in hiseyes as he said this, that | thought he would not
be ableto containiit. | felt the pressure of it in my own head. Then Kaphiri sucked in asharp breeth, like
aswimmer returning from adeep dive, and his shoulders relaxed. “ Sometimes | wonder if | remember it
rightly,” he added. “Was she the one who made me? Or was it the other?’

“Thedark god?’ | asked.

“No matter. | serve neither of them now.” And he sat on the ground, arranging the folds of his garments
around him. “Come. Sit with me.”

| would not Sit, but | crouched nearby. Y aphet remained standing.

Kaphiri looked at me. “These arethelast days. Y ou senseit, don’t you? Thereisonly alittletimeleft
before the world drowns...unless you choose to stop it again.”

“That should beyour choice! It'swhat the goddess made you for.”

His smilewas bitter. “And | obeyed her, that first time.” He looked down at the dusty ground. “I was
naive. Do you know whét follows the destruction of the silver?’

| nodded, for | had seen the city.

“Youdon’t know!” Kaphiri barked. “Not until you’ ve seen a hundred thousand players starve to death.”
Nothing was the same. | faced amurderer, but | could see the horror of degth in hiseyes.

“Bardly athousand survivors|eft in theworld,” he said, hisvoice so soft | had to strain to hear him.
“How can you remember it?" Y gphet asked.

“I have learned to remember.”

“Tell ushow.” He could not disguise his eagerness. Y aphet loved knowledge best. He dways had. |
knew it, though | could not remember how | knew or why.

Kaphiri knew it too. “Would you learn how?’
Y aphet nodded.

Kaphiri’ s expression turned to disdain. “Even if you remembered every word ever spoken, you would
have no victory. The goddessisusing you...usingus . She aways has.”

| knew it wastrue. “1 am going to the Cenotaph.”

Shock overtook hisfeatures. He looked at me with haunted eyes. “Where have you learned of that
place? Why would you go? My love, there is nothing in the Cenotaph. Nothing you can touch.”

“Thereisagod there. Or some fragment of agod.”

“Hewill not helpyou.”



“I am not sent there to seek help. He isthe cause of the floods. The goddess has said that the world will
not hedl until heisremoved.”

“The goddess? Has she visted you?’

| nodded. “ She said that | am her hands, and this fragment of the god must be removed.”
“By you?

| shrugged.

He started to laugh, but his humor turned suddenly to anger. “Y ou cannot defeat agod! Even afdlen
one. Think onit! If the goddess herself cannot gect him, what hopeis there for you?’

“I don’t know. None, maybe, for me done.”
“Youwon't beaone,” Y aphet said.
Kaphiri threw him adark look. “Y ou are ways S0 eager to play their game.”

“And what aternative should | take? Should | refuseto play? Should | be like you and wish for the night
whenweal drown?Let usdl die! Why not? If it will spite the goddess.”

“Y ou mock me, but | will answer you anyway. Thereisan dternative.” He nodded toward me. “ She has
never dared it, but it’ sredl dl the same. The only way to bring our malice to bear against the gods who
made thisworld isto become as gods ourselves.”

| caught my breath, for these were the same words he had whispered to me in my vision—and that | had
regjected. | rgjected them again. “If you knew how to do that, you would have done it already.”

“But | don’t know how...though | might still learn, with your help. Will you hep me? Thistime?’

My heart was beating hard. What he asked repulsed me. To become agoddess, to hold the power of life
and death, and to widld that power with none stronger to say if | amright, or if I amwrong. It horrified
me. “We don’t need more gods and goddesses. They have done badly enough by thisworld aready.”

Y aphet touched my arm. “Jubilee, think. Will you dways make this same answver?”
“What do you want meto do? Do you want meto help him?’

“If you have never helped him before, thenyes. Do it differently thistime! Do anything! Becausethere
may never be another chance.”

But thisturn was dready different. Y aphet had never spoken to melikethis before. Never.
Heturned to Kaphiri. “What isit you want from her anyway?’

“A small thing. The smallest thing. | want her to trandate our past. My love—" He reached toward me. |
thought he would touch me, and | shied away.

Helaughed a my childishness, but his laughter could not hide hispain. “Y ou did not awaysfind me so
repulsive! You loved mein other lives. But the bond between us has faded, for | have changed, and you
have not. | have remade mysdlf! But in doing o, I’ ve left you behind. We can never betrue lovers

agan.



“We never were,” | whispered.

“Y ou say that, because you don’t remember. But you haven't forgotten everything, have you? Y ou lill
remember the language spoken when the world was made. | know you do.”

“And what useisthat?’ Y aphet asked.
Kaphiri mocked him. “We are dways so hungry, aren’t we? Insatiablel”
“And impatient!”

“I know it.” Heturned again to me. “If you would dare to face our past, to understand it, then help me.
For lifetimes | have gathered documents and written manuscripts, in languages lft over from the ancient
world. Thousands of pages, my love, and | cannot read more than afew words of any of them! But you
can. Theselanguageslive now only in your ancient mind. Come back with me. Teach me.”

“No, Jubilee, don't!” Jolly shouted.

| had let mysdlf forget about Jolly. 1 saw him now, crouched benegth the folded wing of the flying
mechine

“He'll trick you, Jubilee. Don't do what he wants. Please don't.”

Kaphiri crossed hisarms over his chest, mocking the posture of aweary parent. “I have said only the
truth.”

Through every turn we had played, through every lifetime, | had dways refused to help him...and the
world had never hedled. Always, we had been caught in the cycle of slver flood and silver drought.
“Whereisit you would have usgo?’

“Jubileg,please ”

“South,” Kaphiri said. Heturned to Y aphet. “Y ou will come too. We need you. Or anyway we need
your flying machine, for my templeisfar to the south, among the peaks of the Sea Comb.”

Jolly crept out from under the wing. “Jubilee, say you won't go. Y ou can’t go with him.”

| wanted to refuse. | wanted to send Kaphiri away, and take Jolly home, and have my father back, and
see my mother, but dl those were impossible things.

Y aphet watched me, ahungry gleam in hiseyes. “Think about it, Jubilee. We can't let him go, and we
can't let him die, and you can't waitch him forever. Thisisthe only answer.”

All was quiet. No wind blew, and no bird caled. Theworld lay sill beneath a heavy blanket of silver and
dill | felt asif | was hurtling forward. “We Il go.”

Y aphet’ sfigt clenched in triumph, but Jolly cried out in fear.

“Jolly!” | knew how afraid he was of Kaphiri. “Wewill take you to our uncle firs—"
“No,” Kaphiri said. “We leave tonight, and Jolly comeswith us.”

Y aphet looked scornful. “We can't fly a night.”

“With me, you can.”



| did not doubt it. Sprawled on the ground outside the Temple of the Sisters, | had looked up at an
auditorium of silver arching over my head. It was no greet stretch to think the architect of that magic
could keep even aflying machine safe.

“Wewill gotonight,” | said. “But we will take Jolly to my unclefirst. Hurry now, before | change my
mind.”

We st about getting the flying machine ready, while the goats shied from us, frantic to avoid both our
presence and thewall of slver that lay dl around. Into the cargo baskets went our few possessions. Then
Kaphiri drove back the silver, far enough that we could spread the wings.

Wasit rea? So | asked mysdf over and over again, for the night was weighted with the strangeness and
inevitability of adream.

Jolly came out of hiding, but he would not let Kaphiri come near him, nor answer him in any way.

At Y aphet’ sdirection, we carried the flying machine to the edge of the precipice, and the silver fell back
before our advance. The air was cam, and the stars were bright despite the luminous glow of the flood.

| huddled with Jolly in one of the cargo baskets, and we cradled Moki between us. “Pleasedon’t doit,”
Jolly whispered. “HeE Il hurt you. Y ou know hewill.”

“Not tonight.”

| watched Kaphiri as he made anest for himself in the other basket. Then Y aphet crawled into the pilot’s
ding. Heyeled at Kaphiri to make a path through the silver that lay beyond the cliff, and the silver rolled
back asif some god’ s breath had blown upon acloud of cold smoke. The engine started. Then the plane
rocked forward, and with a sickening lurch, dropped from its perch on the cliff’sedge. | cried out, sure
wewereadl fdling to our desths. Then thewings crackled asair filled their hollows. The nose of theflying
machine nodded upward, and dowly, dowly we began to climb.

The canyon wasfilled with silver: agreat gleaming river flowing between idets of sharp sone. We
followed its current to the plain. | had wondered once what it wasliketo be abird, forced to fly all night
above aworld drowned in luminous silver. That night | learned. It was cold! Bitterly cold inthe high air
above the world, and dreamlike: the dream of some ancient god bent on defying all the rules of the world.

It was abrilliant night. The Bow of Heaven glowed, without dimming the sars around it, and the world
was ablaze with silver. The only redl darknesswas cast by the plateaus of two distant mesas, oneto the
eadt, and one north: Azure.

We could seeit eadly; the night wasthat clear. Y aphet brought the flying machine round in asmooth arc,
and awisp of silver danced dong thewing' sedge. | pushed it away and Kaphiri laughed, asif at achild's
clever trick. He made no moveto fend off the silver, leaving it al to me.

It took only alittle while to reach Azure, but we did not go al the way to my uncl€e’' s encampment. How
could I explainto Liam what | wasdoing? | wasfairly sure there were not wordsin any language to
convince him that abargain with his brother’ s murderer was the right thing to do.

So we studied the mesafrom afar, until we sighted the camp, and then we set Jolly down aquarter mile
away from it aong the mesarim. Y aphet did not even touch down. He dowed the flying machine,
bringing it dmost to astall afew feet above the ground. Jolly and | shared along look. | did not believe |
would see him again. “Take Moki,” he whispered. Then he dropped from the cargo basket and fell into



the brush. An explosion of birdstook flight, and then we were away from the mesaand over the plain
again. | heard a shout from the plateau. It sounded like my name. Moki turned to look, but | did not.

Chapter

31

It was my task to guard Y gphet, but my vigil failed during that long flight south. | fell adeep, waking only
when Y aphet shouted some question and Kaphiri answered that we should bear west. My face and
hands were numb with cold and | pulled Moki’s small body close to warm them.

Wewere very high. The silver-flooded plain lay far below us, unbroken by any peak or pinnacle, but
ahead there were mountains.

| had seen the Sea Comb from afar, but only aswe drew close did | understand the expanse of that
range. The part standing above the flood was twice astal asthe Kaang: awall of sharp, ice-coated
peaks raised against adawn sky of liquid blue-gray.

Asthe dawn brightened, the silver rolled back, uncovering aland as strange asany | have seen. A city of
glasstowers sparkled in the foothills, carpeting the dry dopes and filling the valley floorsfor mile after
mile. The glasstowerswere black, or gray, or blue, slanding impossibly high and thin. Some of the
buildings crowded one against the next, but where there was space between them, the ground sparkled in
broken glass. Aswe passed over | saw why. Every few seconds a great windowpane would pop loose
from one of the towers and drop, turning and flashing in the muted light, until it struck the ground, bursting
gpart in ahigh-pitched, crashing explosion of sound. It seemed to methat if thewind blew hard, the
towers themselves would be toppled.

Theglasscity did not belong in our world. | was sure of it. The architecture was wrong. The towerswere
too tal, too thin, too fragile for our gravity...but the gods had come from another world.

| wondered: How does a player become agod? Whatis agod? What quaities might define one? If we
could learn to command the power of the silver, would that make us gods? Or wasthat only afirst step?

The city fdll behind us, and soon after that the desert began to yield to an upland of shrubsand smal
trees, that grew greener and more lush with the increasing e evation. The ground no longer seemed far
away, for the land rose steeply, while we only dowly climbed toward the middle pesks. Then Kaphiri
guided usinto acanyon, and suddenly the mountains surrounded us.

We flew between the canyon’s narrow walls for perhaps five miles, and then at Kaphiri’ sdirection we
climbed above the canyon rim. A temple compound was perched there on the very edge of the precipice,
and at once | recognized it asthe temple Jolly had described. The defensive walls were massive, at least
forty feet high and twenty wide, surrounding a courtyard and a centra temple building, al of it built of a
melancholy gray stone. Beyond the temple was alovely green meadow edged in forest, with high pesks
inthe distance that glistened white with ice.

AsY aphet brought the flying machine around in abroad circle | looked again at the forest edge. Silver
lingered there, in patches sheltered by the shadows of the trees, and between the silver | thought | saw
playerswandering in dow groups asif searching for something. But | wasn't sure. Maybe they were
some kind of stirange, upright animal, for they seemed small and hunched, with headstoo large for their
bodies, but before | could decide, they disappeared, shying away from the wind-rush of the flying
mechine



Then we were over the canyon again, and amoment later the templ€’ s massive wall was rushing up
below us. Y aphet had chosen to land on the wall that faced the canyon. | glimpsed staircasesrising up to
it from the courtyard, and saw that only a shallow curbing offered protection from the precipitous drop.
Then thewingsflared, rolling back to embrace the air just as the wings of abird will, and we floated
gently down thelast few feet, landing with only adight bump.

Immediately, | rolled out of the cargo basket and staggered to my feet. It was asif | had been half-adeep
al night, enthral to some bizarre dream, but in that moment | wakened fully to my situation, and horror
filled me. | was standing on thewall of Kaphiri’stemple, his stronghold, where he had returned again and
again over many lifetimesin hislong and bitter struggle with the will of our flawed goddess. Why had |
come? What had moved me to abandon Jolly, and Liam, and Udondi to flee south with my father’s
murderer? | wanted to discover that | had been swept up in adream, another vision, but that dawn had
too much of redlity about it. | was iff with cold, and exhausted, and hungry, and in desperate need to
answer aparticular cal of nature.

Moki whined and | picked him up, the warmth of hissmall body so tender against my cheek that | knew
it was no dream.

| stepped to the edge of thewall. Silver il filled the canyon. It flowed downhill in agrest, Slent river,
roiling and tumbling past the foot of the temple wall without ever quite touching the stone. | breethed in
the sweet perfume of temple kobolds, mixed with the sharp scent of silver, and it seemed to me that
temple was strong and well defended. But then | stepped around the wing and | saw that thewall had
been breached by the silver at least once, for astrange folly of blue glass had replaced some of the stone.
Thefolly started at the top of thewall and plunged down into the courtyard, looking like the spillway of a
steep mountain stream. | wastired, and it was hard to focus on the trand ucent mass, but it seemed to be
filled with swooping shapes and swirls asif some edgeless, unstable geometry was trgpped withinit.

Kaphiri came round the flying machine. He saw where | looked. “ That is Jolly’ s monument,” he said.
“Seven players were taken when he called that flood over the wall. And every night sncethe silver
followsthat path into the temple grounds.”

| turned away, for | could not bear to think of Jolly, so far away, and lost to me again.

Within thewadlls, the courtyard lay like adark skirt around the central temple building. That building stood
three stories high, each story smaller than the one below so that it had the look of a stacked cake. Its
dark windows cast a brooding gaze toward the vistas beyond the walls.

Memory girred in me. | felt the tremor of an old fear risng in my consciousness, aterrible dread, and
suddenly | knew with absolute certainty | had been in that place before. *Y aphet—" My mouth had gone
dry, so that | could hardly speak. | turned to look for him—but what | saw made my voice leave me
entirdly.

He had called Kaphiri to him, and they worked together to furl the wings, while Y aphet explained the
mechanism of the flying machine and its steering system, spesking gently, asif the two of them were
brothers.But they were not! | could fed the difference between them...though it did not seem as
profound aslast night.

The night’s cold had settled in my bones and | shuddered, but to the east the sky above the mountains
blazed with the light of ahidden sun. As'Y aphet finished furling the wings, the sun finaly showed itsdlf,
risng over the eastern dopesto spill its warmth across the temple walls and the flowing siver inthe
canyon—which sank away into the shadows—and againgt my jacket, and like the silver, my fear
receded, though it did not go away.



The sound of our footsteps made a forlorn tapping as we crossed the empty courtyard to thetall temple
building. The wide grounds weretiled in a herringbone pattern of gray and blue brick, and nowhere did |
see adtray leaf or any gathering of dirt or dust, or sprouting weed between thetiles, so that it seemed we
walked insde an dectronic market, and not in the true world. An explanation of this perfection was not

long incoming.

The temple was made of the same gray stone asthe walls. Wide, arched windows looked out into the
courtyard, and between them weretall doors of shining platinum. They opened a our gpproach, and their
motion gtirred to life acreature that had been crouching on the step: amechanic, mantidike and the height
of my hand. It scuttled aside on four legs, while holding two front limbs close to its body—one pincered,
one armed with scissored blades. Its machine eyeslooked at us from atriangular heed mounted on the
end of asnakelike neck.

| stared back at it, mouth agape, for it was exactly like the mechanics on the Kalang Crescent, whose
endlesstask it wasto protect the forest. The traveler had visited that forest often, and Nuanez Li had
seen hislittle daughter killed by thesethings.

“You'reKaang, aren't you?’ | asked Kaphiri. “Y ou are the player who |eft the mechanicsin the forest.”

He glanced at the mechanic, alook of melancholy in hiseyes. “That was another life. My name was Zha
Leng, but it changed with time, asdl thingsdo.”

“Y ou |eft the mechanics to guard the wells, didn’t you? Not the trees!”
He shrugged. “If the trees cannot be cut, then no one should have reason to settle near the wels.”

“Nuanez Li lived there. Helivesthere ill!” But | bit my lip, regretting the words as soon asthey were
spoken. Perhaps Kaphiri didn’t know Nuanez was ill dive, or that he had found his own unending
youth in thewdlls of the Kdang.

But Kaphiri’ sinterest proved to be only philosophicd. “If he ill lives on the Kalang Crescent, then he'll
likely bethelast player divein the world, for the sllver may never conquer that plateau. Not that Nuanez
would ever notice the differencel”

Helaughed, but it was alaugh full of bitterness, delighting in the harsh ironies of the world.

We mounted the front steps, and passed through the open doors into a great room, neatly furnished with
couches and tables and chairs, al meticuloudy clean. Across the room, agrand stairway led up to the
next floor, while on either side gloomy passages gave access to other ground-level rooms.

A woman appeared from one of these halways. She was white-haired and stooped, and she clung to the
shadows, asif reluctant to show herself. | guessed her to be Mari, the woman who had cared for my
brother when hewas a prisoner in thistemple. Mari, the lost wife of Nuanez Li.

Jolly had described her asakindly player, but she did not extend us any welcome. When she spoke, it
was in asoft, furtive whisper, asif she feared drawing the atention of awicked fate. “How long willthese
last?" she asked Kaphiri, gesturing at me and Y gphet with her chin.

“No longer than therest of us,” he answered. “For al things must end, Mari. All things. Even you.”



Wewerein the household of my father’s murderer.

| had cometo help him learn more about our shared past, and about the lost science of becoming agod.
| brooded over theseironies aswe sat down to aforma breskfast, in aroom hung with paintings and
projections of ageslong past.

Mari served us. Shewould alow neither mysalf nor Y gphet to help, and while we were at the table she
refused dl attempts at conversation. But when | was returning from avisit to the scupper | encountered
her in the hal. In her whispering voice she asked about Jolly, and | assured her my brother was well, but
thisnews did not bring her any particular pleasure.

“Seven players died when Jolly |eft thistemple.” She glanced over her shoulder, asif to assure herself
Kaphiri was il at table. “Did you seethe folly that has broken the courtyard wall? Jolly |€ft that to us, to
remember him by. A knifethrugt, that’ swhat it is. A wound that draws the silver into the yard night after
night, like bacteria seeking flesh. Thistemple won’t sland much longer.”

Thislast was pronounced with vindictive satisfaction.
“Do you want to seeit fal?’

She bent closer to me, and her voice grew even softer. “1 came herelong ago, because hetold me |l
would not die—not if | stayed within these wals—and he did not lie. | have lived and lived and lived! |
have been old longer than anyone e se has been dive. Even him!”

“You areolder than him?’ | asked increduloudly, thinking of Nuanez, living alone on the plateau of the
Kadang.

“So you know about him?”

| nodded.

“He kept himsdf youthful, but | have dways been old.”
“Not dways, surely.”

She looked away, and there was atremor in her lip. “Whatever existed before...that islost totime. |
wonder how many lives he haslived, sincel lived with him?1 wonder how many lives he has spent
searching for me? But there will be no more lives after thisone.”

| did not tell her that Nuanez too was dlill living the samellife. | didn’t think she would believe me. How
could shelet herself believe?If she had stayed with Nuanez she might have regained her youth. ..or
Kaphiri might have murdered them both for nosing into his secrets.

Y aphet and Kaphiri had been deeply involved in adiscussion of flight when | left the table. That
discusson was still ongoing when | returned. | listened at the door, but their conversation was hard for
meto follow. They spoke asif they knew, or guessed, what wasin the other’ s mind and perhaps they
did, for Kaphiri had been made as a copy of Y aphet, and it came to me that they likely shared avast
measure of memory kept within the silver.

Their amilarity frightened me, but their growing sympathy troubled me even more. Asl listened, | could
not say with any certainty which was'Y gphet’ s voice, and which belonged to Kaphiri. | told mysdlf this
confusion was only aresult of my exhaugtion, for | had not dept well since leaving the Temple of the



Sigters, but | decided against rgjoining them. Instead | resolved to explore the temple on my own.

| set out with that purpose in mind, but the dread of that place that had stirred in me upon our arrival was
dtill strong. Fear seized me as| started to climb the grand staircase to the second floor, so | went outside
instead, with Moki following at my hed.

The sun waswarm and the air coal. | did not see any mechanics about.

| circled the courtyard, and in that way came to the temple gates. They were three times my height, fitted
benegath a horizonta span of stone. | knew Jolly used to walk in the meadow beyond thewadll, and climb
the ridges around the temple, but in his stories he had never mentioned the strange creatures | had seen
lurking on the forest’ s edge. Ingtinct warned me againgt them, and | did not dare to open the gates.
Instead | climbed the nearest stairs, thinking to look for the creatures from the safety of the wall.

| spied them almost immediately: aband of five just a the edge of the trees, and thistime there was no
doubt in my mind. Though they walked on two legs and in every general way resembled men and
women, they were not players. They weretoo tiny and too lithe, and gravity did not seem to chain them,
for they would bounce and float at every step, sometimes drifting severd inchesinto the air. They were
ephemeral too. They began to disappear, one by one. | would look away, and when | looked back one
more would be gone, reappearing sometimes alittle farther along the forest’ s edge.

Moki growled, and | turned, to see Kaphiri coming up the sair. “WhereisY aphet?’ | demanded.
“Inthe paradise of my library. Hewill not missusfor alittlewhile”

“| fed asif | have been in thistemple before”

He came to stand beside me. “Y ou have been here before.”

Across the wide meadow, the creatures paused in their random wandering. They looked toward the
temple, and one cried out in ahigh, strange voice something that sounded likela-zur-i , with the syllables
al drawn out. Another took up the cry, and another, and there was nothing of friendlinessin the sound.

“It soundslikeamaediction,” | said, feding shaken.

“I think it saname.” He watched the forest creatures with an expression that was part amusement, part
contempt.

“Arethey bogies?’

He nodded. “ Though they don't seem to be attached to any ruin. They came out of the silver only afew
days ago, but they have aready demonstrated some skill with poison darts. They seem to have assumed
the task of murdering me.”

Startled, | stepped back from the edge of thewall. “Y ou done?’

“It' sahard assumption to test. Thereis only me and the woman here, but she does not come out on the
walls” Hisbrow wrinkled. “ Still, | think it isonly me. Some kind of vendetta, | suspect. They believel
amthisLazuri —’

“We should not be standing on the wall.”
“There are mechanicsin the meadow. We are safe enough.”

“Areyou Lazuri?’



“It'snot aname| remember using. But come. There are more interesting sightsthan this.”
Wewalked around the wal until we came to the side that looked down over the canyon.

On our flight south, silver had covered dl the desert, but the sun had been at work since dawn and the
slver had burned away. | looked down into the canyon and saw athread of water sparkling within a
forest far below, but my gaze did not rest there long, for the vast Iradiad lay before us. Therewasno
wind, o no dust had risen to haze the view. We were high in the mountains, and through the crystdline
air | could see farther—I could see more—than | ever had before. The desert glowed in the morning
light, warm yellows and tans and rust red colors, with bright sparks of reflected light hinting at the
presence of folliesand precious veins of slver-spawned minerals. Far to the north—a hundred miles?
two hundred?—the plain dissolved into a haze of blue distance.

All thiscameto mein aglance, before my attention was seized by the gresat pit of the Cenotaph. | had
glimpsed its storm-wracked edge once before, from the southern escarpment of the Kalang, but now |
saw it clearly, and | shuddered.

The goddess had called it awound in theworld, and that waswhat it looked like: if the golden desert
was the world' s flesh, then the Cenotaph was a great bullet wound.

It was acrater, fifty miles or more across, its rim a chaos of colored sand and dag—ypink and putrid
green and black and a poisonous, eectric blue—with thin mists of slver steaming here and there from
vents and fissures, sparkling brightly before dissolving in the sunlight.

Lying within the pit was alake of slver, and it was boiling. Even at such adistance | could see great
bubbles risng up from its surface and bursting, throwing drops of slver in dl directions. How large must
those “drops’ be, if | could see them?

Kaphiri said, “It isthe pressure of sunlight that makesit bubble. At night itistill.”
“I did not know it was so close.”

For several minutes | could not look away, but findly | raised my gaze, to see the dark, blocky mass of a
distant plateau beyond the pit.“ The Kalang,” | whispered, but my memory of that place felt borrowed, as
if it was the memory of someone ese...someone | used to be.

“What would happen if you hurled a stone into the mud?” Kaphiri asked.
| gave him apuzzled look. “What kind of question isthat?’
“A graightforward one, so think onit. What would happen if you hurled astone into the mud?’

| scowled, annoyed that he would toy with me. “I would not do it, for it would dirty my clothes, with the
mud spattering everywhere.”

He nodded. Then helooked again over the plain, to the distant clouds of silver steaming from the great
pit of the Cenotaph. “A god was cast down to the world like a stone, and we are dl dirty still. How are
you going to fix it, my love? When even the goddess will not dareto try? And why isit you?’

Chapter
32

| could not answer Kaphiri’ s questions. | wastoo tired to do anything but wander aimlessy and worry.



“You are no good to melikethis” he said, and he led me to abedroom Mari had made up.

When | awoke it was deep in the night. Through the window | could see stars, but they were palein the
sky, their light faded by the gleam of silver from beyond the temple wals. Moki stirred beside me, and |
gave him aquick hug. “Yaphet?" | whispered, hoping he had come to the room while | dept. | listened
for hisbreathing, but al was silent.

Fear drove away the last of my deepiness. | was supposed to protect Y aphet, but | had hardly seen him
sncewe arrived. All that day and night | had left him to Kaphiri’s mercies. Quickly | rose, and found that
| had dept in my clothes.

| did not know where the light might be, and | didn’t want to spend timelooking for it, so | groped my
way to the door. It was not locked.

Inthe halway the light tubes were dim amber, emitting hardly enough illumination to reach the floor. The
hallway |ooked the samein both directions, but | knew to turn |eft. | had been adegp on my feet when
Kaphiri brought meto my room, and | should not have known my way around histemple, but | did. |
knew that wide hallway, and the turnings | would have to take to reach the great room. Even the echo of
my footsteps | had heard before.

| passed the kitchen and went on, until | came to the great centrd hall with itstall doorsto the courtyard.
Moki whined to go out, but | did not dare et him, fearing the mechanicsthat patrolled there. So | called
him with me as | approached the grand staircase.

Ever sncel’d arrived, a strange, remembered fear had lived within me. It grew suddenly stronger as| set
foot on that stair. The steps were made of massive blocks of the same gray stone used in thewalls. | had
climbed them before. | knew their number. When | reached the top, | paused to gaze warily acrossa
wide landing at aclosed door. | knew that door. | knew its bronze gleam, and the raised scene worked
into its surface, of asun rising beyond the horizon of aring-shaped world. The door must have weighed
severa hundred pounds, but it was perfectly balanced. At atouch it swung soundlessly open...and my
memory failed.

There should have been awide audience chamber on the other side of that door. There should have been
araised daisa thefar end, and achair of rank, and whispering ghosts with fingerslike leaves brushing

my arms and begging my help...
For | had waked through thistemplein that vison | endured at Azure Mesa

But instead of an audience chamber, | found the library. | stood with the door propped open, staring at a
bookcase that stretched from floor to celling, every shelf on it crammed with paper and parchment
manuscripts, and leaves of |ettered stone, and relics.

| wandered the length of the bookcase, trailing my fingers on the spines of the manuscriptsto assure
myself they werered.

An aide opened at the end of the row, with scattered tables pushed up against thewall. Many more
bookshelves lay beyond thefirdt.

| walked past them, and as| made my way around the last one, | knew where | was. Theraised dais
was gone, and the chair of rank. In their place stood along table holding a scattering of manuscripts.
Three chairs were placed around it. Two had stacks of lettered stone piled in their seats. The other held
Y aphet, sorawled in deep upon the table. | wanted to wake him, to tell him what | knew: that we werein
the house of Ki-Faun—inmy mind’seyel could see him stting exactly where Y aphet sat: hisold, crab



body hunched in his chair as he watched mewith apained gleam in hisancient eyesthat | could not
understand—but | knew Y aphet must be exhausted and | did not want to interrupt his dumber.

Moki had disappeared somewhere among the stacks, so | had no warning. | turned my head and Kaphiri
was there in the shadows.

So forlorn was hisexpression that | thought our time was over. All hope seemed gone from his eyes, and
with it hisfiery ambition to become agod, so that nothing was | eft to him but to call the silver into that
room to consume us all—except that it would not consume him. | think that was dl that held him
back—the knowledge that he would be |eft behind.

He said to me, “Y ou have been here before. Do you remember?’

“l do.”

He nodded at Y aphet. “ And do you remember him? No?’

| was unsure what he was asking.

“It' sjust that he returns so naturdly to the habits of hispast, | thought you would know him.”

| studied Y aphet and, dowly, | began to see that room again with the eyes of my past sdif. | saw agefall
upon Y aphet, so that his body withered and hislush black hair vanished and tendrils of beard trailed like
strands of gray moss from hischin. “It washim,” | said, astounded at my sudden knowledge. “He was
Ki-Faun.” | turned to look again a Kaphiri. “ Or wasit you?’

“Itwashim.”
Of course, for | had been sent to murder Kaphiri.

“Will you come?’ he asked me, and when | hesitated he added, “ There is nothing to fear. It's only your
memoriesthat | desre now.”

Wewalked into aroom of ghosts. From outside the closed door | could already hear their whispering,
and when the door opened their chatter was like the streaming of wind in treetops.

They were savants. Hundreds of them, some floating near the celling, some hovering just above thefloor,
or a every leve in between. Some were wing-shaped, others spherica, while many more were
flatscreens. Some of these were fixed to thewalls, or Sitting like decorations on the shelves. They spoke
to one another in languages | had never heard before, carrying on conversations that never dowed for the
drawing of abregath.

“Arethey sane?”’
Kaphiri shrugged. “ Speak to them and find out.”

Where should | start? There were so many, it would require years to know them dl, but the silver was
risng, and | feared we had only days left, at best. Just afew daysto learn the ways of goddesses and
gods. But if any players had ever known such things, surely they would be the most ancient, those who
had lived when the world was first made?

“Whichistheoldest?’ | asked. “ Do you know?’



“That one never spesks.”
“I would see it anyway.”

He shrugged and dipped into the chaos of drifting savants. | expected him to select one of the decrepit
ones hovering near the floor, but instead he reached for atranducent wing that hung in perfect stillness
and stability near the celling. It looked to be made of some substance like glass, but with agreater purity,
and clarity, than | had ever seen. Thewing was aslong as my arm, and two inchesin thickness at its
widest point. Colors burst to life within it when Kaphiri took it in his hands. He gazed at them, and his
face grew more stern, and colder even than it had been before. Then he gave it ashove. The colors
disappeared asit |eft hishands. It glided across the room, angling toward me asif it understood its
destination, and it did not wobble, though it bumped against severa other savants along the way.

| caught it and pulled it close, gazing into its glassy body, but the colors that had appeared when Kaphiri
touched it did not immediately appear for me. “How do you know it isoldest?’ | asked, for there was
nothing worn in its @ppearance or quaint in itsfashion. If he had told me hiskobolds had assembled it
only yesterday, | would have no reason to dishbdieve him, and | would be much impressed with hisart.
Even without color, it was abeautiful thing.

“Languages grow and change, you know this?’
| nodded.

“Even though | may not understand alanguage, it is sill possibleto seeitsrelationship to languages that
surround it intime. The smilarity of words and grammar and symbals. .| have traced many languages
back through time. Among the oldest of them that | can still understand, thereis mention of savantslike
this one, and even then they were considered relics. If this savant were to speak, it might use the ol dest
language in the world, the onethat lies at the root of them dl.”

Colors had begun to wakein it now, and at the sametime | felt the eectric presence of theha stir against
my hands. “What is happening?

“It knows you through theha.” He allowed himself asmirk. “That washow | acquired it. It was
supposed to be ancient, but al the scholars who examined it could not get it to awaken. They were
certain it was broken, or elseafraud. It was only by chancethat | discovered otherwise.”

“Why would it respond to theha ? Was it made by you, in another life?’
“I wondered the same. But no. It dates from the beginning, eight centuries at least, before my first life.”

| lowered the savant, to look at him. “1 wastaught we were al created in the beginning, that we dl lived
our fird livestogether.”

“Not quited| of us”

“Y ou then? And Jolly? But what do the two of you share? Y ou are not aike. Y ou arenot . Except the
slver doesn't take you.”

“And thehaisawakein us.”

“Andinme...” | gazed again into the mysterious glass of the savant, seeing lines of colorswarming within
its depths. “ The goddess said we were children, that we' ve been children too long. Jolly isto teach other
playersto awaken theirha. ...l think it swhy he was made. .. But it was you who wakened thehain me.”



“I did not plan that.”

“Oh, I know. Y ou thought it would kill me.” 1 saw symbolsforming now in the savant’ s glassy heart.
Vaguely, | heard thefirg ftirrings of an ancient voice, whispering down through time. “Thisiswhat |
think, that in thefirst years, thehamust have been awakein dl players, or anyway, al who were not
children—"

He gtiffened. “Isit whispering?’ he asked increduloudy. “Can you hear it?’

| could. At firgt it spoke so softly | could bardly distinguish thewords, but | knew immediately thet its
language belonged to me.“I haveit,” | whispered, and Kaphiri stepped closer. | felt histensonasa
pressurein my mind, and it was a once frightening and amusing. He needed me. He knew it now,
without any doubt attached.

| bowed my head, bringing my ears closer to the sound. There was a spacein my mind that was dark. |
had never been aware of it before: agreat, degping mass of memory, now waking, bit by bit, asif each
word muttered by the savant was a spark of light illuminating another word in alanguage | had spoken
before | knew any other. They weremy words, and the voice | heard was my voice, speaking to me
acrosstime, from out of another life.

| shuddered, and vaguely | was aware of arms around me, steadying me as | sank cross-legged to the
floor. | waslistening to amonologue, the recitation of a history, but no sooner did | understand this than
the voicefdl slent. | ran my hands over the savant; turned it over in my lap, but no image gppeared inits
glassy surface. Then | looked up, to discover that someone new had joined usin the room.

She was an image of course, some kind of projection, for | could see through her to the drifting savants
beyond but—

Shewas mysdf.

An older version of mysdlf to be sure. Shelooked the age of my mother, and her fashion was not mine:
her dark hair was pinned up in adignified style that astonished me, and she was dressed in aformal gown
of gold fabric, its pleated skirt accenting her height. And till | could not doubt that she was me.

As stunned as | was, she looked more surprised. “How can thisbe?’ she whispered, in the language |
knew so intimately now. “Do | look on a projection of myself?’

“No,” | answered, my tongue still unfamiliar with the words now o bright in my memory. “Thisismy life,
and you are asavant.”

“A recording...that’ sright. | wasrecording our history...though why, or for who...” She shook her
head. “I1t was an act of vanity. But why are you o like me? Or anyway, likethe girl | might have been?’

“Because | am you—don't you understand?—in another life.”
“ Anotherlife? This one has not been enough?’
“You arenot soold.”

“Am | not? Nine hundred yearsin the service of the goddess, and | was never achild. Now she has
brought usal to ruin! And yet if that’s so, why areyou here? It should have ended. It should have ended
this night. How can you be here?’

Nine hundred years? My mouth was dry, so that at first | could not speak. | wondered if this persona



wassane. “Why...” | swallowed, trying to get some moisturein my mouth. “Why did you think the world
was a an end?”’

“Becauseitisbroken! It isflooded with slver. Most players have aready been taken.” Sheraised her
hands, and theha sparkled between her fingers. “Only afew of usareleft to hold it back. Too few. We
cannot win.”

“But theworld didn’'t end,” | said. “Anyway, not yet.”

“Isthis the same world?’

“I thinkitis”

“What isyour name?’

“Jubilee”

“That’ sdifferent from mine. | am called Sdma.”

| shrugged. “We are not born with any memory of our past lives. We don't remember our past names.”
“Then how do you know you lived before?’

“Thetaents of our past return to us...and aso, amemory of our lovers.”
“Indeed.”

“Isthis new to you?’

“Very new, though it smacks of the goddess. Did shefindly return?Isthis how she sought to set things
right?’

“I don’'t know.”
Sdmaturned haf away, adistracted, angry look on her face. “ The silver ismemory. Do you know that?’
“I have heard it said before.”

“It isthe memory of the world, from its creation. The memory of the creationis ill init, and maybe, it
even holds amemory of the minds of the god and the goddess who together made this world—though
none of usleft hasthe skill to bring her whole out of the past. | do not know what has caused the silver to
flood, unless the god has won, and decreed that the world will be returned to chaos, so that he may stage
the creation again.”

“Thegod?’ A sullen anger ignited in me. “The god had nothing to do with the creation. Thisworld was
made by the goddess alone. The god pursued her. He came out of darkness to destroy her work.”

Selmadid not answer thisfor many long seconds. Her hand clutched at her gown, and she frowned,
pacing first astep away, then astep closer. “Isthat what you were taught?’ She turned to study me more
closdly. “Wadll, time has passed. It sonly to be expected that the story would change.”

| did not want to hear such words. One by one my ideas of the world had shattered, beginning that night
| watched Kaphiri make hisway up the road to Temple Huacho. | felt unbalanced and angry, and | did
not try to hideit. “ She is the wounded goddess. She was nearly destroyed when she warred with the
dark god.”



Selma nodded, and there was agreat sadnessin her eyes. “ That muchistrue.”

True? How could anyone ever know what was true? But my curiosity won out. Selmawas ancient. She
spoke as one who had lived in the beginning of the world, and | wanted to know what she knew. “Please
tell methe story, asyou learned it.”

“I did not learniit. | livedit. But | will tell you.”
For severa seconds she was slent, gathering her thoughts. Then she began to spesk:

“It isnot true that the god pursued her from out of the darkness. They came together. Please do not think
too highly of them. They were beings of greet intellect and great power, but also of great arrogance. They
were lovers. But as with any arrogant creature, they were also competitors. They set out to create a
project together, aworld of their own, where they might play games until the end of time. Would you
ever presume to make aworld, Jubilee? No? Ah well, neither would 1.

“But together the god and the goddess created thisworld. They spun it out of the mass of alifeless planet
that had the misfortune to form too closeto its sun, so that its atmosphere was athick blanket of

jpoi sonous vapor over a surface hot enough to melt soft metals. They tore that failed planet apart, and
with its debris they built anew world in the shape of aring because it was an efficient design, with more
surface area than the planet they had destroyed, but till with room in the long core for the machinery of
their crestion.

“And their new world was beautiful. No one could deny that.

“So they invited people from other worldsto come play in their cregtion. They even made avatars that
they could inhabit when it pleased them. These avatars were ordinary playersin al respects, except that
one resembled the favored form of the goddess, and one resembled the god, and they would host these
deities on rare occasion.”

She wastelling me about mysdlf. It was not atruth | wanted to know, but how could | deny it? The
goddess had come to me. She had inhabited me. She had used me as her avatar. “Then you—"

(...and metoo...)

—were made asatoy?’

“That description ispainful ... but not unfair.”

“And you were not born of parents?’

“I have said | was made.”

“Then you were amechanic? Y ou were never human at dl? And ...l am the same asyou.”

“No, Jubilee, you misunderstand both your own history and the skill of the goddess. | am no mechanic,
and neither are you. The goddess would never inhabit asmple mechanic. | an human—though | was
made and not born—and if you are the same as me, then you are utterly human too.”

“And Y gphet?’
Shelooked a me closdly. “Isthisthe name of your lover?’
| nodded, too frightened to speak.



“They made him too. But al the other playersthey brought from other worlds.”

| wondered how many other worlds there might be, and how a goddess might move between them....but
the slver wasrisng, and there were many things | needed to know.

| told her, “ There have been two more players made since the beginning.” | glanced over my shoulder,
and Kaphiri was dtill there. He met my gaze, but he looked confused. | redlized then that Selma could not
see him, for if she could, she would have surely caled out to thisavatar of her lover. And he could not
see her, or hewould be looking at her, and not a me.

Turning back around, | told her of Kaphiri, and of Jolly. She seemed mysdtified by thisnews. Then |
described how the goddess had come to me, warning that some fragment of the dark god was hiddenin
the Cenotaph, and that | must find away to remove him, and hed that wound.

Selmalooked stunned, and shaken. “Then the war is not over.”

“| guessnot.”

“And theflood is caused by the god after all.”

“It' swhat she said. But how isit you didn’t know this? If you were there in the beginning?’

“| do not have the sight of the goddess. It’s been many centuries since she cameto me. | thought the war
long past.”

“But you must know how | can heal the wound in the world? Y ou must have ideas?’
“Heisagod, Jubilee”

“But surely heis broken? Surely heislessthan agod now?’

“Shedid not tell you what to do?’

“No! Sheiswounded, and very weak. Players say the silver is her fever dream and only rarely isshe
conscious.”

Samadid not answer; she did not even move. She stood there frozen, so that | feared the ancient
meachinery sheinhabited had failed.“Don’t go,” | pleaded. “Not yet.”

Her eyes blinked, and they were shining with tears. “ Jubilee, you have explained so much to me.”
“Then return the favor please, and tell me, why wasthereawar?’

She answered with along, sad sigh. “You and |, Jubilee, and your lover Y aphet, and my lover, dl of us
are ordinary players. We are not the goddess and we are not the god, and their sinsare not our sins. Do
you understand this?’

| nodded, though | was too dazed by then for any true understanding.

“Thelr arrogance betrayed them. They became jealous of one another, and they began to argue over
whose world thisredly was, for the god had made its mechanicd structure, but the goddess had given it
beauty and life. Their conflict grew violent, and the goddess sought to evict him from theworld. In
retdiation, hetold her he would dissolve the biosphere, so that he might build it over again and prove he
could bring beauty to aworld aswell as she. The playersthey had cgjoled into populating their world
were forgotten, no more than discarded toys, their lives of no vaue in the schemes of our failed deities.”



“So they fought?”
“And both lost.”
“ And the world was broken?’

“| thought the world wasfinished. But looking at you, | know it lived longer than | expected. Do you
know the age of the world?’

“Many tens of thousands of years, | think.”

Again shelooked stunned. “So long? | recorded this personaon what | thought would be the last night of
theworld. It was an act of vanity, or of anger. A great flood of silver had consumed the land, aflood that
dwarfed dl floods beforeit. | did not think any playerswould survive that night.”

“The goddess found away to turn back the flood.”
“By thelook inyour eyes| will guessthis curewas dmost asevil asthe afliction.”

“She caused almogt al the silver to be destroyed, and the players died of hunger and war. Only afew
survived it, but of those few some had lovers, and there were babies. Still, it must have been hundreds of
years—maybe thousands—before al the players could be reborn, and by then the silver was on the
verge of flood again. This cycle has happened many times.. . at least seven timesthat we know

of ... because the wound has never been hedled. But how can | make a god—even awounded
god—leavethe world?’

“I do not know.”

“But you must know! Shelived within you, didn’'t she?’

“She did not tell me how to murder her.”

Murder.

Murder again.

“Desthismy role,” | whispered.

“What are you saying?’

| was speaking to myself as much asto her. “1t' swhat Kaphiri told me. Deathismy role.”
“Jubilee, do you know how to murder agod?’

| shook my head. But then anew thought came to me, and though it repulsed me, | could not let it go.
“Tell me, did the goddess make the kobolds? Do you know?’

“What isakobold?’

“They are beetle-like mechanicsthat grow in the ground wherever aplume of nutrients awakensthe
kobold motes that are everywherein theworld.”

“| have not heard of mechanics like these.”

| nodded. “1 am not surprised, for it issaid they did not exist at the beginning of theworld. They were
made later, in atime when the world was on the verge of starving to deeth. ..by aplayer who could



survivethesiver.”
“Like thisKaphiri you have described?’
“Maybeit was him. But | think it was someone more clever.”

Fiaccomo had defied degath in the silver, seducing the goddess and stealing her crestive powersto bring
thefirst koboldsinto the world. So it was said. Ki-Faun twisted this gift, making a kobold that could
erase not just aplayer, but the very memory of that player from the silver so he never would be born

agan...

Was the goddess aware that players had stolen this knowledge from her mind? Did she guess what might
be donewith it?

Degthismy role.

My heart was beating hard, and it took some time to understand that the voice calling my namewasa
red voice, and not the whispering of some ancient verson of mysdf. “Jubilee,” Y gphet crooned, his
mouth beside my ear. “Come back to me. Come back, please.”

| shoved the savant away, and | turned to him, crying againgt his shoulder and whispering,“l’m afraid. I'm
afraid.” Over and over again. | did not want to know what | knew, or what | had to do. | did not want
anything but to hidein Y aphet’ sarms.

We spent the remaining hours of that night together. All those who have loverswill know how it was
between us. Thereis no choicein love. Though we werein the house of Kaphiri, and though my heart
was sick with fear, we had comfort between us, and | still treasure those hours above dl othersin my
memory, which has grown very full indeed.

Chapter
33

| dept through much of that next day. Sometimes | deep just to avoid being awake. A waking mind must
face facts and make decisions. | wanted none of that. | wanted to deep forever, but in the afternoon my
conscience stirred, and | wakened.

Instantly | felt cold, for Y aphet was gone.

| knew where hewas. In my imagination | could see him in the library, poring over ancient dices of
lettered stone, or e ectronic documents that might have been written by himsdlf, lifetimes ago.

| called Moki and he appeared from under the bed and | petted him for afew minutes, but it did little to
cam me. Inthevision | had suffered at Azure Mesa | had spoken with Ki-Faun, who was Y aphet. His
words re-echoed in my mind and | felt their weight like a curse: The knot istied around you, milady, did
you know it? All our fates circle around you.

He had been so old | had not recognized him as my lover, but he knew me.

He had put the kobold in my hand. | wondered if that memory lay somewhere benegath the surface of
Y gphet’ smind...and if so, how far benegath the surface?

There was aknock at the door, and | stood and dressed, though | did not hurry, knowing he would wait.



He had been made in the image of Y aphet, and Y aphet had been made to resemble the god, and | was
an avatar of the goddess, a container for her to play in, when shewasin a playful mood.

We were not them. We were only players, made to look like them. But perhaps we had aso been made
to share some aspects of their persondities? The god had designed the mechanica structure of the
world—which went far in explaining Y aphet’ s passion to know, to analyze, to understand, and to
defy...and dso why hefrightened me even when | loved him.

But where was the explanation forme ? The goddess had given life to the world, but deeth was my role.
Maybe | wasthat part of the goddess that had made war against her mate.

The knock sounded again at the door, louder, and thistime | answered it.

Kaphiri waited in the hall, his eyes shadowed by asullen anger. | had not seen him when Y gphet
retrieved me from the room of the savants, but he was back now, and wanting to know what | knew. |
could seeitinhiseyes.

| told him, “ Terrible things can be done in the heat of anger.”
“And asowhenitiscold.”

So true. Cold anger had eaten at him for thousands of years. It had led him to murder my father and
countless others, and it had planted in him hisambition to becomeagod. | said, “1 know why the bogies
aretrying to kill you. It's because you were made to look like the dark god.”

“Do not toy with me.”
“Itiswhat the ancient savant told me. | have already warned Y aphet.”

| told him everything then, for | saw no advantage in hoarding the information. He and Y aphet were both
brilliant, and | desperately hoped one of them would find a better solution than the one that had cometo
me.

Evening had falen by the time Kaphiri left me. | thought of going to the library, but | dreaded that place,
s0 | wandered into the courtyard with Moki for company. | could smell the silver beyond the walls,
though | could not seeit yet.

In the corner of the courtyard, the glassfolly glowed and flickered asif illuminated shapes moved within
it. I thought of Jolly in this courtyard, calling the silver to him over these towering walls. “ Come, Moki,” |
said, and we wandered closer to the glass spillway. The shapeswithin it looked like ghosts. They turned
to gaze at me, with faces that were not quite faces, their eyeslike hollow sockets. Moki whined. |
reached down to comfort him, but he was gone, fleeing back to the open temple door.

My own retreat was more dignified, but it was aretregt, just the same. When | reached thetemplel
turned back, to see awraith of silver flowing down the glass spillway to settle on the courtyard floor.

A luscious scent of cooking had infiltrated the temple. | followed it to the kitchen, and found Kaphiri
again, gtting a atable of rose-colored jade. Mari was a the stove, fussing over apot of stew. “You'll be
hungry,” she announced. “ Sit down.” And she set abowl before me.

Kaphiri did not eat, or maybe he had eaten before | camein. AsMari put my bowl down, he gave her a
hard look. No word passed between them, but she turned sullenly away, and after taking amoment to



check the stove, sheleft usaone.
“Look a me,” hesaid.
| did, and saw aversion of Y aphet, older in the ways of theworld and bitter. Terribly bitter.

“Y ou want meto believe that players were no more than toysin their eyes, but the god and the goddess
must have been players once, on another world. Did the savant say nothing of this?’

“Shedid not. And | do not understand you. How can you still want to become agod, knowing what they
did?’

“Tens of thousands of playersin thisworld think | am agod now.”

“And you know they arewrong. Y ou have learned to command the silver to destruction, but not to
cregtion. Y ou have never learned to command it to bring forth what you choose. If you want to be agod,
learn that! It is said Fiaccomo created the kobolds. Y our talent issimilar to his, but what have you ever
done except wipe away the world?’

For along time he said nothing. He seemed to be looking ingde himsdif, but if he found an answer there,
| never learned what it was.

| had finished eating and was feeding the leftoversto Moki when he spoke again. “Y ou areright.
Dedtruction isaways easer than cregtion. It' swhat you' ve always chosen. Will you chooseit thistime
t00? To destroy the Slver isan easy thing. Ask me, and | will do it. Now. Thisnight. And in the next few
years most of theworld will starveto death or diein warfare. That, my love, isthe choice you' ve made
over and over again.”

“What else should | have done? | am not the goddess. | cannot create aworld. I’ ve never been confused
on that point.”

“Sowill you chooseit now?’
“I don’'t know! Maybe it will cometo that.”

“If you do, you will send usal around this same circle again, and this choice will face you in another
life...and what reason isthere to believe you will ever choose differently? So that again and again and
again you make usrelive this nightmare.”

“Itisnot my fault!”

“But you could end it so easily, by doing nothing at all. Stay here and wait for the last night. Let the silver
drown the whole world, and there will be no survivorsto give birth to us ever again. The godswill be
defeated then, and their great project will be only an empty folly, lost among the stars.”

My eyes stung, and suddenly | wanted my mother desperately. Should | let the sllver drown her world?
Should | murderher ?1 blinked back my tears, and asked him what | had not dared to ask before. “Have
you aready murdered my mother?’

He shrugged. “1 went back to that place you lived, but it was gone. The hillswere empty.”

A fierce achefilled my throat, so that dl | could do waswhisper. “Therewas only onetemplein
Kavasphir. Did you go to theright hill?’

“The road was there, and the raspberry bushes, but on the hilltop there was only aring of golden standing



sones.”

Kaphiri had murdered thousands, but never had he lied to me. | laid my head down on the table, but |
did not weep. Once—it seemed so0 long ago—I had crawled to the edge of the Kalang, and peered over
asheer precipice, where waterfalls vanished into mist long before they reached the ground, and the world
had seemed grand and wild. Now it had become a cold, hollow thing.

“I need you,” | whispered.
Heleaned closer. “What did you say?’

There was anote of desperate hopein hisvoice, but it did not move me. | was done with compassion,
and | was done with waiting. Why wait? | knew what to do.

Ki-Faun’s kobold had been made to erase the very memory of aplayer from the silver, removing him
forever from theworld. Might it do the same thing to agod?

Sdmahad bdieved that within the slver was amemory of the minds of the goddess and the god who
made the world. If | could remove al remembrance of the dark god, would he be gone forever? And
would hisflood of slver cease?

| lifted my head, and turned to meet Kaphiri’ sgaze. “1 need you to go into the Cenotaph with me.”

The hopein hiseyesdied. Anger took over, announcing itself with ashort and bitter laugh. “I have
aready gonethere”

“But you did not find the god.”

Hisfist dammed againgt the table. “Y ou cannot fight agod!l cannot.Y ou cannot. Not unless we are gods
ourselves, but you won't help methere. | know you won't, no matter the promises you make.”

| felt no fear of him. | should have taken warning from that, but my mood was asfierceashis. “These are
thelast days Y ou said so yoursdf. Thereisn't timeleft for dl the studies you would have me make, but it
doesn't matter. | know what to do. | just need you to come with me. Y ou have a power over the
glve—’

“Enough!” Such an anger filled hiseyes! A murderousrage. He stood, damming back hischair so that it
went tumbling across the room, while Moki darted into the darkest corner. “1f you choose to go, then
your decison ismade. It will betheflood.”

He strode toward the door.
“What do you mean?’ | roseto my feet. “Wait! Where are you going?’
“Intothedlver.”

“No!” | charged after him, and grabbed hisarm. “1f you will not come with me then at least Stay here!
The end will come soon enough.”

He was no taller than me, but he was stronger, and better skilled in mayhem. He caught my hand in the
lightest of gripsand twisted—

—and | went to my knees, crying out in pain.

“I won't go again into the Cenotaph,” he called over his shoulder. “Not until you have shown me how to



become agod.”
“| don’t know how!”

He paused at the great bronze doors. “Then learn. Thereis till tonight. And for you, at least, there will
be atomorrow.”

He stepped out into the courtyard. | ran after him, but now he was running too, sprinting to the pool of
slver that seeped from Jolly’ s monument. | screamed my pleasthat he should come back, but he reached
thedlver, and it rolled over him, and even now | do not know how many enclavesfell to him that night.

| was sobbing when | reached Y aphet in thelibrary. | choked my story out to him. “I provoked him. |
didn’t intend it, but I provoked him, and now he has gone into the silver to do murder. | could not stop
him”

“Hush, my love. How could you stop him?1f you tried, he would only cdl the silver over you.”

“I should not have made him angry. | should havelied to him, told him what he wanted to hear.” My gaze
fell upon the long table. Last night it had been dmaost empty, but now it was covered in negat stacks of
|ettered stone. “What are you studying?’

He smiled gpologeticaly. “ Anything. Everything. It sfascinating. | could live here for ahundred years.”
“Youdid live herefor at least that long. Thiswas your house, Y gphet, in another life. Can’t you senseit?’

Helooked around at the tall stacks, then back at the table. “1 know my way around, but | have no
memory of thisplace. None.” Helooked a me. “Do you?’

“Yes Fragments cometo me.”

“I wish | could say the same. It' swhat | want most: to recall the memories of my past lives.”
“That talent has not made Kaphiri happy.”

“He doesn't have you.”

| could not answer him. | was cold inside, and hollow. “1 told you of my vision at Azure Mesa.”

“I remember. Y ou saw your past then too. When you ended Kaphiri’slife, it caused the silver to be
destroyed.”

“I hed planned to end hislifein another way.”

| watched Y aphet closely, looking for any spark of remembrance, but al he recalled was our
conversation. “ That' sright. Y ou were going to use the kobold the old sage had made. It was supposed
to erase the memory of him from the silver, but that part sounded like amagic spell to me.”

“That old sage was you, Y aphet. And | want you to re-create that kobold for me. | want you to do it
tonight.”

Hetold meit wasimpossible, and then he st to the task, moving between the shelves with a certainty



that must have come from Ki-Faun himsalf. Near dawn, he stopped beside me with apuzzled look. “I
choose manuscripts without knowing why, and they are the right manuscripts. Some part of me
remembersthis place, and the things | must have done here...but | can’'t rememberbeing here. It' seerie.”
And then, as an afterthought, “I found the recipe for the kobold you wanted.”

“You did? Whereisit?’

Hetapped hisforehead. “Here. It was too dangerous to write down, so | memorized the formulafor the
kobold circle. The memory cameto me, as| was scanning other texts on the subject. | hope we can find
the right kobolds. Have you been to the well?”

“No.”

“Neither havel. Not in thislife anyway, but | know whereitis. Comeon, I'll show you the way.”

Thewdl room lay beyond the kitchen. The well itself was awide hole, maybe twelve feet across, and
deep. | dropped abit of stone down itsdark throat and listened, but | did not hear it hit bottom. Y aphet
sad, “Thiswell must be athousand years old, or more.”

“That would make it even older than the well a the Temple of the Ssters.”
“Both are close to the Cenotaph. | wonder if it feedstheir longevity?’
“I think it does. | think it's the engine beneath the Kalang as well.”

There were interesting kobolds dive in the mound, but the four we needed al came from the drawers of
avast kobold cabinet. We wakened them and reset their codes. Then we put them together and
immediately they formed a smooth, interlocked sphere.

Y aphet studied it, turning it over and over in hishands. “Thisisawkward.” He frowned &t the kobold
circle“Doesn’'t this seem like a cumbersome procedure to you?’

“Solong asit works.”

“But what are kobolds, realy?’

“Yaphet, please,” | said, in no mood for hismusings.

“But they’ re mechanics, seeded by the silver. Tools”

“Yes, of coursethey are. They are aknowledge stolen by Fiaccomo from the mind of the goddess.”

Y aphet smiled. “ They are tools we use to create the things we need—but why do we need tools? Why
can't we create these things directly from the silver? It should be possible, if only we knew how.”

| felt the hair rise on the back of my neck, for wasn't that the definition | had given to Kaphiri for agod?
“Do you know how?’

“No, of course not. Not yet. But it's something | wanted to talk to you about. Y ou use thehato
manipulate the silver, or anyway to push it away.”

“Evenif | could cdl it, that is not the same as crestion. Even Kaphiri cannot do that, and he’ shad
centuriesto experiment.”



“But before thehawas awake in you, you could not push the silver. It wouldn’t matter how many
experiments you ran, or how much you tried, it couldn’t be done. It would be like trying to speak when
you had no voice. So whét if thereis another leve of theha? What if thisleve you' vefound isonly the
level of an apprentice or an adolescent? What if there is another level that can be awakened too?’

It frightened meto think of it. | did not want to know more. | knew too much dready. “Would you want
it?’ | asked him. “If such adoor opened, would you step through it? Even if it took you to another
world?’

Helooked away. Helooked guilty. “I would sill want to be with you.”

“Y ouwould go.” The comforting scent of koboldswas heavy intheair, and | was remembering how
sweet life had been when | wasachild, in the years before Jolly was taken. “I’'m afraid dl thetime...but
you're not. Y ou're like Fiaccomo, in that. If the silver swept over you, you' d embraceit. Y ou’'d make
love with the goddess, and bring some great gift back to theworld. | never used to believe the old
stories, but | do now. | wonder if you were Fiaccomo, in another life?’

Y aphet blushed. Even past hisdark skin, | saw his color rise. “No. | know that’s not true. It wasn't me.”
“It could betrue,” | ingsted.
“I don't want to guess at thingslike that.”

“Kaphiri doesn’t guess. He remembers his past. Y aphet, if we could do that...\We are older than heis.
Our memories would go back farther. Maybe, back to the beginning of the world, to the days when we
knew how to usetheslver.”

Y aphet looked suddenly guilty. “Hetold me how to do it. He was happy to share dl the details of
it...how to make the kobold circle, and what it felt like to have the past fal open.”

| was stunned. “And you have not tried it? Why not?’

“It nearly killed him, to remember that much. His mind was overwhelmed. Months passed, and he
couldn't think straight, and finally he stumbled into the silver and that helped him sort it out. He keegps his
memories there now. Only some of it ayswith him when he' soutsde.”

“And we cannot go into the silver.”

Y aphet nodded agreement. “And still | might take the chance. . .except you' reright. We are older than
Kaphiri. Far older. Y ou talked to that ancient savant. Her one life was so very long. If you remembered
what she remembers, would you have room for anything e ss? And among al that knowledge, would you
be able to find the one fact you' relooking for?’

| smiled afuzzy smile. “Y ou makeit sound like it would be easier to just ask her how to reach the next
leve of theha.”

“Ask her?” A fierce scowl darkened hisbrow. “Actudly, | hadn't thought of that.”

So we ran to the room of savants, taking the kobold circle with us, for we had no way of knowing how
much time might pass before the new kobold emerged. But the ancient savant would not waken. Y aphet
examined it, but al he could say was that its power system must have failed. “ The shock of powering-up
after so many millennia. It samazing it worked &t dl.”

| held the lifdless glass shell, furious at the thought of the knowledge it contained, locked away forever.



“Okay,” Y aphet said. “So we' |l have to remember it some other way.”

But a sense of urgency had come over me. “What timeisit? Has the dawn come yet?’
“Longsince”

“Then whereisKaphiri?’

We went to the kitchen. Mari wasthere, but she said he had not come back.

“I thought he would return at dawn.”

She shrugged. “ Sometimes heisgone for days.”

“Itisdways night somewherein theworld,” Y gphet said, and hisface was grim.

It made me shudder, to think of Kaphiri following the night around the ring of theworld. | had thought his
rampage would end at dawn...but what was there to stop him now except exhaustion?

| looked at Y aphet. “We need histalents. We must make him come back.”
“How canwe?’
“I'll call him. Whentheslver risestonight...I'll seek him. I’ ve fdlt him through the Slver before”

So wewaited out the day. | dept for part of it. Y aphet did not deep; he said he could not. There was an
energy burning in him, and he spent dl that day at study in thelibrary, but he did not learn how to awaken
hisha. Near dusk we ate aquiet medl in the kitchen, with the kobold circle on the table before us. “ Do
you il planto cal him?” Mari asked, standing in what | had cometo think of as her place, beside the
stove.

“Y es, as soon asthe slver hasrisen. We' re going to leave after that. So | want to thank you for your
kindness...”

She shrugged. “If you come back, I'll be here.”
“Wewon't be coming back.”

“So sure, areyou?’

“yYes”

| felt the weight of the book,Known Kobold Circles, in my pocket. Almost as heavy asthe weight of my
conscience. | reached for the book. Y aphet caught my hand, and we traded alook. “ She should know,”

| said softly. He could not meet my gaze. So | pulled out the book and showed it to her. “Nuanez gave
thisto me because | could read it.”

Her face went dack. With atrembling hand, she pulled out achair. Then she collapsed into it, steadying
hersdf with apam againg the table.*Nuanez?’ she whispered. “How isit you know that name?’

“| stayed in hishouse. | spoke with him. He s il waiting for you, Mari, in the forest of the Kdlang. HE's
gtill there, waiting for you to come back.”

| went ontotell her al | could remember. She listened, asking no questions, her face locked in frozen
grief. When | was done, she sat in slence for several minutes. Then she excused herself, saying she had



choresto do.

“I wonder if that was amistake?” Y aphet asked when she was gone.

| wondered too, but Nuanez had been waiting so very long. “Maybe she'll return now?’
| hoped shewould.

| reached for the kobold circle, picking it up yet again to examineit. Many hours had passed since it was
formed. | had looked at it a hundred times without discovering any hint of change, but now dark lines
appeared between the joined kobolds. | cried out in excitement, and over the next hour Y aphet and |
watched as the kobolds were pushed apart by some force within the sphere. Lifelesdy they fell aside,
and at last anew kobold crawled with dow determination from the ruins of the sphere. | sared at it and
felt cold, for it was the same kobold | had seenin my vision: alarge, glossy, slver specimen, witha
carapace like alozenge, and six strong legs, but no head, no eyes.

Y aphet picked it up.

“Don't crushit!” | warned.

“I won't.”

“Itsvapors are the harmful thing.”
“I know.”

Hehad acasefor it in his pocket, and he put it in that. Then he handed it to me. “We should go tonight,”
he said, “whether Kaphiri returns or not.”

| dipped the case into the pocket of my field jacket. It was our plan to use the flying machine, to get as
close to the Cenotaph as we could. We hoped to land near its rim. Then we would walk down into the
pit, and perhapsit would take us only aday or two to reach the bottom. .. but Y aphet had not found
hisha. “Weneed him,” | whispered. “1 cannot fend off the silver by mysdlf.”

“Every night, thousands more die.”

“I know.”

“Lagt nignt—"

“I know! | know it. Pleasedon’t say it.”
“I'msorry.”

“WEe ll go. But let mecal himfirst. Let metry.”

Wefound acloth bag in one of the cabinets, and | filled it with bread and cheese and rations. Y aphet
took severd plastic bottles from another shelf and filled them with water from the tep. Then we went
outside.

Chapter
34

Night had come to the mountains, though it was not full darknessyet. The sky ill had someblueinit,



and only the brightest stars showed. From the direction of the forest we heard the plaintive call of anight
bird, but within the courtyard all was ill. Not a breath of wind tirred, and | did not see even asingle
mechanic as we crossed thetiles. Moki trotted ahead of us, his ears pricked and alert, but he did not
seem worried. We climbed the stairs to the top of thewall, and every breath that we drew was laden
with the sweet scent of temple kobolds.

We paused to look down into the canyon. A river of slver ran through it. It was still far below thewall,
but | could fed it, streaming past the lines of my awareness. | closed my eyes. The silver wasin me. It
wasinal of us, but in meit was awake. Thehawas a new sense, one that reached beyond taste and
touch, beyond sight and scent and hearing. This new sense reached out into the night, riding on thin lines
of detection, and dmost immediately | felt him. It wasjust as Kaphiri had said, that night when he came
to us. Thehaof one' slover makes an unmistakable sgndl. | clutched Y aphet’ shands. “Heisfar awvay.”

“Cdl him”

Hewas not truly my lover, but | caled him anyway. My desire made atremor in the silver, awordless
wanting. | felt him gtartle. | felt hisanger run back to me, following on the same lines of connection, his
cold resstance.

“Look,” Y aphet said.

Our joined hands sparkled with theha.. It ran up hisarms, and mine.
“I canfed you,” hewhigpered. “1 can fed theflowing of theslver.”
“Isit awakeinyou?

“I don’t know...but | can fed him too.”

“And hefedsyou...but he'snot coming. Y aphet, he snot coming...ishe?’” The connection | felt with
Kaphiri was so strong it hardly seemed possible that he could refuse...and then he was gone, vanished
from my awareness.

“He has goneinto the daylight,” Y aphet said.
“Hewon’'t come back.”

| felt stunned, and frightened, and for along time | stood there, just holding his hands. When wefindly let
go | thought | would see theha dissolve from hishands, but it stayed with him. It sparkled in hishair. He
held his hands up, gazing at them in wonder.

“Maybe we don’t need him?’ | asked.
Y aphet shook hishead. “1 think we do...but we can’'t wait.”

So we prepared the flying machine, first unfolding the wings and stretching the canvas tight acrossthe
frame, then dividing our supplies between the flying machine stwo cargo baskets. In the canyon, the
dlver wasrising, climbing swiftly nearer thetemplewadl. | could fed the lines of its Structure, vibrating
with information, but the structure | saw with my eyes and the structure | felt were not the same thing.
The second was vagter, reaching far beyond my sight. | searched for Kaphiri within thoselines, but he
hed hidden himsdlf away.

| turned my back on the canyon. Y aphet was busy checking thewings. | till did not see any mechanics,
ether in the courtyard or on thewalls, and that seemed strange to me. | was about to say something



about it when Moki growled.

| looked up. Moki stood at thetail of the flying machine, gazing back aong the length of the wall, toward
the stairway we had ascended, and the hair on his back was raised, and his teeth were bared.

Silver lit up the canyon, but in the courtyard the temple walls cast black shadows. | stepped forward,
dtraining to see what Moki saw. It could not be Kaphiri. Hewas il far away. “1sit amechanic, boy?’

A black shadow dipped from the blackness on the stairway. Another followed close behind it, and
another, and another till. They were humanlike, but hunched over, like avkward animas scampering on
al-fours. At the sametime, they weren't human a al. They weretoo tiny by haf, with hairlessheads and
huge eyesthat gleamed and flashed in the Sarlight. They whispered to one another:

La-zur-i. La-zur-i. La-zur-i. La-zur-i.
Likethe hissng of snakes.

There had been no mechanicsin the courtyard or on the walls. | understood then that there would be no
mechanicsin the meadow either. Kaphiri must have somehow ordered them in, opening the way for the
bogy army to carry out their vendetta—againgt Y aphet. “Y aphet,run! ”

More stooped figuresjoined thefirst four. Oneraised athing likeagtick toitslips. | turned to flee, and a
dart smacked my shoulder. Itstip stuck in the fabric of my field jacket, but did not pierceit. Another dart
whigtled past my ear. “Y aphet!”

He dropped to the ground, and the tiny missile passed over his shoulder. In an ingtant, he was on his feet
agan. “Theflying machingl”

“Leaveit! They want to kill you. Run. Run!”

He grabbed the dart that had stuck in my jacket, and he hurled it back at them. “ Go back!” he shouted.
“Back into the slver!” But they did not heed him. Already they were svarming past the tail of the flying
mechine

Moki had given up his defense. He darted past us. “Comeon,” | yelled, and thistime Y aphet gavein. He
grabbed my hand and we ran together along the wall.

Where was the next stairway? | knew there was one by the temple gate, but that was on the other side of
the complex. Had there been another in between? We had to get off the wall. We had to get back into
the temple. The mechanics would surely be there, hidden away in some chamber. If we released them,
the bogies would be driven back.

“Jubilee, wait!” Y aphet grabbed my hand and we stopped together, staring ahead at Jolly’ s monument. It
blocked our escape: atentacle of blue glass reaching from the top of thewall, down into the courtyard. In
the canyon, the silver had not yet risen high enough to touch the base of the templewall, but the folly had
madeitsown Slver. Fine veins of it flowed over the monument, anerve plexus of tiny sireams, joining,
parting, glistening, collecting in adowly growing pool of silver on the courtyard' stiled floor.

If wetried to climb over it, we would surely be consumed.
The bogies were a stone’ s throw behind us, and the walls were too sheer to climb.

“Mari!” | screamed, desperately hoping she would hear me. * Release the mechanics! Release them
now!” But there was no response from the temple. Not even alight.



| did not seeaway out for us. But Y aphet ill harbored ahope. “Cal the silver,” he said.
“I do not know how.”
“Cdlit”

| looked again at the onrushing shapes of the bogies. One of them paused, to raise atube to its mouth. |
lifted my hand, and theha sparkled brightly between my fingers. The slver in the canyon brightened. | felt
its proximity, and the lines of influence reaching from it to my beckoning hand, seeking a connection...

A tendril of slver shot up from the canyon, hurtling straight toward us. | cried out, ssumbling backward,
but Y aphet stayed rooted in place. Heraised his own glittering hand, and he warded the tendril away. It
went swirling around us, and asit passed, it dowed and it expanded, billowing into awall of luminousfog
that divided usfrom the bogies, hiding them from our sight.

Wewereleft ganding in aring of dlver. Its diameter was wider than thewall, so we could see down into
the courtyard, and the canyon, and to my relief there were no bogies on either side. | turned to Y aphet,
throwing my arms around him and kissing him—-Y ou did it! Y ou did it"”"—while Moki danced at our
feet.

Then abogy scuttled out of the silver. | saw it from the corner of my eye and fell back. It raised atubeto
itslips.Phwat! A wasp buzzed, and Y aphet’ s whole body snapped backward. His hands rose
gpasmodically, to tear a ablack dart dangling from histhroat. Then he plunged over thewall, into the
courtyard.

“Yaphet!” | dropped to my belly, intimeto hear the sickeningthunk of hisimpact againg thetiles.
Clinging to the edge, | looked down, to see him forty feet below me, his crumpled form illuminated by the
glow of the silver that pooled at the foot of Jolly’s monument. | wanted to go to him, but the wall wastoo
sheer to climb, and | could not bring mysalf to jump. A mob of bogies appeared out of the shadows by
the temple. They swarmed over Y gphet, ignoring my screams of rage. They were like ants, svarming
over achoicemorsd. | could not even see hisbody. Then, asif they had become one cresture, of one
mind, they moved toward the pool of silver. One of them touched it, and the Silver flowed over all of
them, billowing madly up thewall sothat | had to ward it off to keep from being consumed.

Some part of me died with Y aphet. We d shared lifetimes together, and | knew | must havelost him
before, but not like this. He had been taken away by phantoms from out of the silver, and only the god or
the goddess could have sent them.

In my heart | was sureit had been the god. He was a brooding remnant within the Cenotaph, still at war
with the goddess who had brought life to the world. He must have taken Y aphet, believing him to be
Kaphiri—for only Kaphiri could turn back the flood of slver that would soon drown all the world. When
thefina flood came, life would be erased from theworld, and the dark god would finaly have hisvictory.

Except the god had been mistaken. Kaphiri il existed.
A coldness settled in my heart, and | whispered avow of vengeance againgt the builder of the world.

Moki whined and waggled. The silver that surrounded us could not stand against the vapors of the temple
kobolds. It was swiftly steaming into nothingness, so it was no trick for me to push the remnants away.

No bogies remained on thewall, or in the courtyard, or anywherein sght. With Moki at my heds|
walked past the flying machine. It was till poised, ready for itsjourney to the Cenotaph. | made sureiit



was anchored, so no stray wind could blow it away. Then | made my way down the dark stairway to the
temple, where | found Mari, standing in the doorway, her hands kneading at the fabric of her skirt. “|
heard your cries” shesaid.

“Yaphet isdead.”

“I know.”

“Where are the mechanics?”’

She would not meet my gaze. “1 thought he would come back this night,” she whispered.
Her words stirred aterrible suspicion. “What are you saying?’

“I thought he would come back thisnight,” she repested, her voice faint, and hollow.
“Didyou remove the mechanics?’

A violent shaking seized her hands. She turned away, withdrawing into the shadows of the great room.
“You arranged it so hewould die,” | whispered.

“Hetold me Nuanez was dead! Long dead.”

“Butit's Y aphet who' s been murdered!”

“I thought he would come back this night!”

“Hewill,” | said softly as a schemetook shapein my mind, a structure for my vengeance. “1 will force
him back.”

In the pocket of my field jacket | till carried the bookKnown Kaobold Circles. | took it with meto the
well room. Consulting its pages, | collected the same kinds of kobolds Jolly and | had gathered at Azure
Mesa, and within an hour | had akobold sphere. | put it into the pocket of my field jacket. Then | went
to the kitchen, and took a knife from adrawer. In acloset | found aspool of thinrope, and | cut a
section of that and took it with meto the courtyard. | set the sphere down on thetiles, a a point equaly
spaced between the temple and the wall. Then | sat back to wait, with Moki nestled at my side.

The night was quiet. No wind blew, nor did | hear any night birds. Overhead the Bow of Heaven
gleamed faintly, while the slver cast up itsluminous glow from beyond thewalls. | remembered the
statues we had seen in the sandy desert washes at the eastern foot of the Kalang, stony warriors waiting
inslent ambush, and | felt akinship with them, for agreeat patience had come over me.

Near midnight the sphere began to sleam with amist of silver, faint at first, but swiftly growing. | picked
up Moki and stepped back apace, but | did not try to flee.

| had trand ated the name of thiskobold circle as The mirror of the other sdf,” but it was more a portal
than amirror, and it had almost brought Kaphiri to me once before.

| watched the silver risein trembling threads that fused into a panel. Its texture teased my eyes, suggesting
an endless depth, asif | looked acrosstime aswell as space; but if there was Structure there, | could not
seeit. Tomy eyesit wasonly avastness of possbility.

| should have been afraid, but my anger would not let any such benign emotion surface.



“My love,” 1 whispered, searching the silver pand for some shadow, some trembling of his presence.
Evenif he had withdrawn himsdf from the slver, the siver till existed insde him, just asit existed indde
al of us. He could not escape my whispering voice.“ My love, come home.”

Inonly afew minutes| found him. He appeared first as adistant smudge that grew quickly larger, until |
could distinguish hisdark garb, and his confused gaze as he turned to look over his shoulder.

Hewas not alone.

He had hishand in araptor-grip on the shoulder of asmaller figure beside him, awriggling figure that
dipped free even as | watched, euding Kaphiri’ s clutching hand, to vanish into mist. “ Jolly!”

| screamed his name, but he did not hear me. He was dready gone. Safeinto the silver, | hoped, but at
the sametime | reded under another dark blow of despair, for Jolly had been with Liam and
Udondi—and what hope could remain for them, if Kaphiri had come upon them in the desert?

Kaphiri heard me cry out. If he had been unsure of my identity, he knew it now. He turned toward me,
and taking one long stride, he stepped through the panel and into the courtyard, dmost before | was
ready to meet him.

Almost.

| had made aloop at the end of my rope. As he stepped through, | charged him, and thrust the rope over
his head and pulled it tight. He smelled of sweat and smoke.

Without air he panicked. His hands went to histhroat; then he tried to pummel me, but | had dipped
behind him. | pulled the ropetighter till, and he went to hisknees. | was shifting my grip to finish the job
when asmall hand touched mine. * Jubilee! Please don't kill him! Please don’t!”

| looked up, stunned to find Jolly beside me. “Y ou found your way here.” My grip eased, and Kaphiri
drew in awhistling breath.

Jolly nodded. Theha glittered brightly around hishands, hisface, and in hishair. “1 learned how to do it.
Now please, let him live”

My anger flooded back. “Why should 1? Hasn't hekilled Liam too? And Udondi?’

“No! They'redive. Kaphiri didn't find us. It was me. Liam wanted meto Stay at the Temple of the
Sders, but | couldn’t. | went into the silver, looking for him. Liam isaive. He's coming south to find you.
Jubileg, please. Let him live.”

| could not deny my brother. My grip eased, and Kaphiri coughed and fell forward onto thetiles.
“Yaphetisdead,” | said.

Jolly blinked hard, and coughed himsdlf.

| nudged Kaphiri with the toe of my boot. “ And this one swears that Temple Huacho is gonefrom
Kavasphir.”

“I'm sorry,” Jolly whispered.
“I am sorry too. But | am going to end it, Jolly. | am going to make sure | never facethischoice again.”

Helooked & mein confusion, and dread. “What do you mean? Y ou were going to kill him...Jubilee, you
aren't going to let the flood come, are you?’



| felt incredulous a his question. “Y ou ask methat? 1 am not him. And anyway, Kaphiri isonly partly to
blamefor this”

| crouched beside him. Guilt touched me as| listened to hiswheezing as he Struggled to draw air through
his damaged throat, but | pretended | did not fed it. “Y ou said you would cal down the destruction of
theslver if | asked. So, | am asking.”

“No!” Jally cried. “ Shedoesn't meaniit.”

Kaphiri raised his head, enough that | could see hiseyes. “ She meansit,” he said in arasping whisper.
“Sodoit. Dedtroy thesilver.” | tightened my grip on hisleash. “Or | will do it mysdf.”

“Why?’ Joly said. “Why do you want this?’

“Because he will not accompany meinto the Cenotaph, and | cannot fend off the silver that boilsfrom
that pit. Not by mysdf. So let him tear away the veilsand | will make my own way into the pit, and | will
destroy whatever | find there.”

“How?’ Kaphiri whispered.

| stared at him, offering no answe.

“But you...have...ameans?’

| nodded.

“ThenI’ll help you.”

“Y ou will gointo the pit? Tonight? And you will fend off the Silver?’
Henodded. “If it will mean theend of agod, | will do anything.”

| tried to convince Jolly to stay behind at the temple, but he would not. “If you leave me, | will only follow
you through the silver. Y ou are so easy to see, now that yourhais awake.”

Kaphiri soon recovered enough that he could walk. | kept the leash on him. We crossed the courtyard,
and climbed the sairsto the top of thewall.

Jolly had hurried ahead to the flying machine, but he came back. “Look down, Jubilee. Thereisafirein
thetemple”

| looked, to see red flames flickering behind the window nearest the well room. The fire spread with
astounding speed, invading the kitchen, and then the great room. The doors flew open, and Mari
stumbled out, embers smoking on her skirt. She turned back to look at the building. Then shelooked up
at us. “Your library will soon be gone!” she shouted. “1 won't keep your refuge anymore.”

But with the well destroyed, there would be no refuge for her ether. “Comewith us!” | cdled after her as
she strode of f across the courtyard. “We will fend off the slver aslong aswe can! Mari!”

She did not hear me over the roar of the flames, or she would not.

“Mari, we will take you to Nuanez when thisisdone!”



She rounded the temple and disappeared. | wanted to go after her, but | had Kaphiri under the rope.

Jolly had no such hindrance. He darted back down the stairs, then sprinted across the courtyard,
following Mari’ sroute around the building.

| saw her again on the other side of the temple, hurrying toward the gate. “ She has lived too long,”
Kaphiri said.

| knew hewasright. “Jolly!” | screamed. “ Come back! Come back now!”

Mari reached the gate. She was an old woman, but she till had her strength. When she pulled on the
latch, thetall gate swung open and atongue of slver reached through. For amoment, Mari stood
slhouetted againgt itsluminous glow. Then it swept over her, just asfire roared up through the temple
roof.

“Cadl your brother back,” Kaphiri croaked. “The night isgrowing old.”

Theflying machine was ready, but neither Jolly nor | could fly it. Only Kaphiri had learned the techniques
from Y gphet. He claimed the pilot’ s platform. | squeezed in beside him, so | could continueto hold his
leash. “Aren't you afraid...,” herasped, “of what you might fed...?’

| did not think | would fedl anything, but | waswrong. Hiswarmth stirred in me a corrupt desire, but it
was not so strong as my hate. “I will strive to bear your proximity,” | whispered.

He chuckled. “And | will do the same.”

Jolly took Moki with him in one basket. | had already balanced the other with food and water, so
Kaphiri brought the engine humming to life.

It should have been Y aphet beside me.
Kaphiri touched the controls and the wings flexed; the engine' s hum climbed in pitch.
Y aphet was gone.

| did not look back. Neither did Kaphiri. The banks of tiny propellers whined, and we lurched forward,
lifted hesitantly, and then swooped down into the canyon. | cried out, for | thought we werefalling. The
slver rushed up toward us, and | reached out to ward it away, but before | could form the thought it
parted benegth us asif an invisble plow had carved afurrow in itsluminous surface. Thewing tips
skimmed the sllver, and gleamed amoment with itslight, and then the light fell away, and theriver of
slver sank below us asit flowed down the canyon to the plain. We soared on at the same dtitude, and
thewind wasloud in my ears, but even so | imagined Y aphet cdling, crying my nameinto the night.

Chapter
35

The mists over the Cenotaph had quieted in the night, and | could not tell with any certainty whereit lay,
for the slver had risen in auniform fog, obscuring al the plain. | was studying its misty surface, searching
for some sign of the pit, when we chanced to pass close to asmal circle of open ground. | had only a
glimpse before the clearing fell behind us, but that was enough to make out stones and sand, looming gray
inthe slver’ sglow, and against them darker shapesthat | could not identify with any certainty. | clutched



Kaphiri’ s shoulder and pointed back. “What was that? Was that a kobold well?’

He arched his neck to look, but we had aready gonetoo far. So he put the flying machineinto a steep
bank, and we turned back, descending at the sametime.

On this passwe flew directly over the open ground. It was a kobold well—the largest | had ever seen.
Theblack circle of its mouth was twice the wingspan of our flying machine, and around it was aring of
soil at least twenty feet high. Three players stood on the inside dope of the soil ring, their faces turned up
toward us. Their bikes waited afew steps away, and there were deeping bags on the ground.

Kaphiri started to take the flying machine down. “No,” | said. “Wewill fly on.”
“Playersdo not comethisfar south! | will know who they arel”
“I know aready.”

Thaose upturned faces had belonged to Liam and Udondi and Ficer, but | would not risk areunion. |
trusted neither Liam’ stemper, nor Kaphiri’ stolerance. “Hy on,” | ingsted. “Whatever they have come
for, it cannot matter now.”

Kaphiri relented. He guided the flying machine up, and away to the north.
Liam’'svoice caled after us, carrying egrily in the il night.” Jubilee, we will follow when we can.”

Kaphiri glanced at me, agrim smile on hisface. He knew now who these wayfarers were. “His chance
will comeonly if we succeed.” This seemed to please him, though whether by the anticipation of our
success, or our failure, | could not say.

The sameness of the silver confused my mind, but Kaphiri seemed to see through it. He pointed out the
pit to me, and laughed when | could not seeit. Then he turned the plane and began atight spira that took
usquickly closer to the mist. When the silver lay just beneeth the belly of the plane he warded it off. We
continued to descend, turning round and round, while the slver rose above us, and then closed over our
heads.

Wedill flew inatight spiral. | knew this because the wind of our passage roared past my face, and the
wingsflexed and dipped. But with the sameness of the silver dl around it fdt asif we had been caught
and suspended in a place of endless luminosity.

Then awall of darkness emerged from out of the homogeneous glow: a steep, crumbled dope of
transformed stone.

Kaphiri hissed. He leaned on the guidance stick and the plane rocked to one side. | looked down the
length of the wing to see Jolly’ sterrified face below me. Then the other wing clipped the wall. The canvas
tore, and the struts collapsed.

The plane dropped. | closed my eyes. | could not help it, but a the sametime | pushed at the silver
benegath us. There was an impact. The air was knocked from my lungs, my teeth snapped together, and
every part of my body felt asif it had been torn from its proper placement. There was aterrible scraping
sound and a sense of motion. | heard Jolly cry out, but dl 1 could do was hold on andpush ashard as |
could againgt the Slver that crowded my awareness.

| did not lose consciousness, for | was aways conscious of the close press of the Silver. | was aware too



of Moki’s menacing growls, but only when his growling turned into a high-pitched yel ping attack did |
open my eyes.

Kaphiri stood over me. He had removed the leash from his own neck and was attempting to placeit over
mine, but little Moki had aready savaged his hand.

| reared back, kicking out at him at the same time, but my reflexes were dow, and he dodged easily. |
seized stone from the jumbled dope and flung it after him. It was akeen throw, but too late, for Kaphiri
stepped into the silver, and was gone.

“Jolly?

| turned to look for him, and was stunned to see the remnants of the plane. It lay dl around melikea
smashed skeleton. The pilot’ s platform had broken in haf, separating from the engine, which lay
downdope, only inches from the wall of slver. The crumpled wings were draped across a chaotic dope
of stones and dust and layered ground that reminded me of the eastern dope of the Kalang. “ Jolly!” |
caled again. Moki had been with him, and Moki had survived the crash, so Jolly had to be somewhere
closeby. “Jolly!”

Thistime | heard amuffled answer.“I’m here! Over herel Help me get out.”

| followed his voice and found anarrow crevice splitting the dope. A dow-running flow of slver seeped
through it, shimmering two meters down. Jolly straddled the flow, hisfeet and hands propped against the
crumblingwall.

“Helpme,” he said when he saw me peering down.

| gave him my hand. That was dl the help he needed to scramble out and onto the dope beside me. We
collapsed together, spending aminute just looking at each other. Hisface was bruised, but | saw no
blood, and he would admit to no broken bones. Moki crawled between us.

“We ve donewdll, don’t you think?” Jolly said, and | couldn’t help but laugh.

Wewerein achamber of silver, on an unstable dope that fell away to the abode of awicked god, and
my head hurt, and | wasthirsty. “At least it’ snot dark.”

“Areyou holding the glver off?’
| nodded. “1t's certainly nothim . But | can fed him out there. | can fed hisha. He snot far away.”

Jolly raised his dusty hands. Theha sparkled brightly between hisfingers. “1 think | can hold off the silver
too. We should be dl right, so long as one of usis awake.”

“Do you know how far it isto the bottom?’

He shook hishead. “A long way, | think.” Then he added, in afrightened whisper,“I’m scared.”

| glanced updope, but after afew feet, the only thing to be seen was silver. “We could try going back.”
“Back towhat? Theslver isrisng. There'sno way out.”

“Thereisfor you—"

“ NO_”



“Jolly, you could make your way back to Liam—"

“No! I'm scared, but I'm not leaving you. I’m not. We came for areason, and there' s no going back.
Not even for me. Jubileg, if thefind flood comes; it will only be me and him dive in the whole world.
That'swhat I’'m scared of, more than anything. So we have to go on. There’ sno choice, and no other
way out.”

So we scavenged the wreckage, and after afew minutes we found some water bottles and the bag of
food | had packed. Sharing the weight of these things we set off downd ope, trading off between usthe
task of pushing the sllver away.

At firg thear was very cold. My breath condensed in little gray clouds. | had never seen that before.
Nether had Jolly. We played with it for awhile.

It was hard walking. The dope was stegp and covered with loose stones that rolled away under the
pressure of afoot. We both fell down severd times. | was afraid one of uswould twist an ankle or break
aleg, and then what would we do?

| didn’t want to think about it.

So we pushed the silver away ahead of us, and let it closein behind, and after awhilewe cameto a
precipice. It was adliff of hard white stone, full of tiny air bubbles. I’d never seen anything likeit. It felt as
dippery as soap, and when | scuffed at it with my hed, it crumbled.

| stood on its edge, pushing with al my will againgt the silver, for | wanted to know if the drop wasten
feet or two hundred. The slver rolled back, and | saw that it was more than ten feet down. It was at least
twenty, and maybe alot farther. Remembering the southern escarpment of the Kaang, | fdt alittle
quessy. | stepped back from the edge.

“Let’ sfollow the dliff,” Jolly said. “ Sooner or later we'll find away down.”

On the cliff’ s edge, the walking was easy. Maybe the escarpment had pushed itsway into existence only
recently. It seemed that way, for itslip was bare of the loose stones that covered the dope above. We
followed it for along time. Aswe walked, | kept glancing over my shoulder, partly because | knew
Kaphiri was somewhere close by. His presence burned within the net of awarenessthat is part of theha.
| knew he could sense me in the same way, and | feared he would emerge from the silver while our
attention was turned away—though exactly what hisintentions might be, | didn’t know. He wanted the
death of the dark god, but | suspected he wanted my desath too.

Another part of my edginess was due to the voices that began to whisper to me. For along time | wasn't
surethey werered. They sounded distant, like someone calling, who isamost too far away to hear. |
couldn’t make out any of their words, but | heard them speaking in the turning of astone under my foct,
or in the wash of my breath, or theticking of Moki’snails.

| started remembering things too. Flashes would come to me, perfectly clear recollections. | wasfeding
bored, watching ababy play. | was driving atruck. | was reading amanuscript, or tending akobold well.
Perfectly ordinary recollections, except they weren’'t mine. They did not even belong to some version of
mein another life. | was seeing into the lives of other players, and that seemed wrong somehow, though |
could not stopit.

| wished they would dl shut up and leave me done.



| described the effect to Jolly, and helooked a mein evident relief. “It’ s happening to you too? Thank
goodnesdl | thought | waslosing my mind.”

“It' slike we re breathing in memories.” | stopped and shrugged out of my jacket. “I was cold when we
dtarted, but it's gotten hot.”

It got hotter till. Heat soaked through the soles of my boots. | started to get scared about it. Then it was
cold again. Just like that. Like stepping through adoor. But when | walked back afew paces, it was il
cold. The heat was gone, and it was cold that stung my hand when | touched the rocks.

“Have you noticed there are no follies here?” Jolly asked.

| looked around, and realized it was true. There were no follieslike those we were accustomed to seeing.
“I wonder if the voices arefollies, and the memories?” Flashes of substance from out of the chaos,
unmade as soon as they were formed, except where we passed. In our bubble of stillnesswe held them
for awhilein our senses.

It was hot again when Jolly finally found abreak in the cliff face. It looked like part of the white rock had
dropped away in an avalanche, leaving acleft at the top. | guessed there would be a skirt of debris
bel ow, but we couldn’t seeit.

“It looksrough,” | said.

“So maybe if we keep going, we'll find a paved road to take us down?’

“Wdl it'snot impossible”

Hegrinned. “Y ou redlize, if we were stronger, we couldwill aroad into existence.”
“Or another flying machine.”

“Or our father.”

Or Mama. Or Y aphet. “We d be gods, if we could do that.”

We made our way down the cleft. The stone walls played strangely with my vision. From the corner of
my eye | would see the outline of awindow, or the shape of awatching player, but when | turned to
look, there would be only white stone. | might have passed it off asan illusion, but Moki was nervous.
Hewould stop and growl at nothing. Then dart ahead and growl again.

We had been walking severa minutes when | dipped on arock. | caught my balance with ahand against
the white stone. In the moment | touched the rock, aburnt black hand reached out of it to grab my arm. |
ydped, and flailed wildly, while Moki launched into astorm of barking. The arm dissolved like asoap
bubble.

“What wasthat?’ Jolly demanded, and his eyes were wider than I’ d ever seen them.

“A bogy, | think.”

They were hideous and they haunted the walls. As we descended they appeared every few minutes: a
fire-blackened hand reaching for us, or aburnt face pressing out of the rock. The faces spoke, asking
aways the same questionsWill you stop him? Will you? Can you?They were the fevered whisperings of
our wounded goddess, but they were not her, so we made no answer, but hurried on, and when the cleft
ended and we found ourselves on the gpron of debriseft by the avdanche, we fdt reief, for the



bogy-haunted walls were behind us.

We had ho way to measure time. We were deep within the Cenotaph and neither the sun’slight nor the
light of the stars could reach us. In the pit the illumination was aways the same: abeautiful slver glow that
turned Jolly’ sface gray and made Moki’ s coat look whitened with age.

All I knew was that we had been walking for many hours. We both started to stumble, but neither of us
caled for arest until Jolly amost dipped over another precipice. Even then he did not want to stop, but |
ingsted helie down for atime and close hiseyes. Moki curled up beside him, and they both fell quickly
adeep. | walked circles around them to keep mysdlf awake.

When that grew dull | opened my senses, ddliberately seeking Kaphiri’ s presence. He seemed far away.
My heart went cold as| imagined the wickedness he was doing: summoning the silver into enclaves, or
trapping wayfarers on theroad. | tried to summon him back. He heard my desire, and for awhile he
seemed to heed me. His presence grew stronger. But he did not come to me, and soon exhaustion led
meto give up thedud.

Jolly woke, and we walked on for several hours more. Then it was my turn to lie down and deep. |
closed my eyes, but deep didn’'t come. | longed for sunlight, the more because | did not believe | would
ever seeit again. | consoled myself with memories of sunlit days, and blue skies, and green meadows.

When | stood up again, | was suddenly conscious of every bruise and traumal had received sincethefall
of the flying machine. “Remind me not to seek my easeagain,” | said to Jolly through gritted teeth. We
shared out most of our food, and drank haf the remaining water. Then we set out again.

Eventudly, we found the bottom of the Cenotaph. We knew it immediately. All the tumbled stonesand
dust of the dopes stopped at a hard boundary, and the ground became level and smooth. Its color was
white, even in the sheen of the surrounding silver. Even so, it did not seem to be entirelypresent . At leaest,
| could not quite focus my eyesonit. It was asif the surface was congtantly shifting up and down by tiny
fractionsof aninch...or asif it was saturated with silver dowly boiling on amicroscopic scale, forever
bubbling in mindless acts of minute crestion. When | stepped out onit, | half expected a column of slver
to erupt around me.

That didn’t happen, but the ground felt springy, bubbly, and sometimeswe would sink in it to our ankles,
and sometimes we would seem to be walking just above any visible surface.

After afew stepsthe silver closed in behind us, and we could no longer see the dope we had just
descended. There was only the silver, and the uncertain ground. We waked, but with nothing to measure
our progress, we did not seem to be going anywhere. Or more accurately, it felt asif there was nowhere
to go, that all places were one place, and the world was empty, savefor us.

After we had been waking for sometime, Jolly cameto astop, and | beside him. The sillencein that
place was extraordinary. It rang in my ears. “How can we know what direction to go?’ Jolly asked
oftly.

“I don’'t know.” | kept my voice low too; it seemed necessary in that place. “We could be walking round
incirclesand not know it...but I had thought to find the center. Kaphiri said this pit was made when the
dark god was hurled from the sky and struck theworld...”



“And that would put him at the center...?”

“It'sonly aguess. But we know he is here somewhere, for the world has never been ableto repair itsdlf.
The dark god haskept it from heding.”

So we wa ked on some more, but after afew minutes Jolly stopped again. “| can senseapresence.” This
time his voice was no more than awhisper.

| answered in kind. “Kaphiri?’
“No.” He gtared off into the Slver.

| followed his gaze, and not just with my sight. Kaphiri burned in my awareness as a dread beacon, but
as| looked, | too discerned the essence of another within the silver, faint, eusive, yet somehow familiar,
amemory, perhaps, of another life. “Isit the god?’

Jolly shook hishead. “No. It'snot him. It' sher . The goddess. She' s here, Jubilee.”

Memories are dlusive. We might struggle to recall asong or the name of aplayer, but come up with
nothing until someone sings ateasing note, or uttersthefirst syllable of the forgotten name. Then
recognition floods in. When Jolly named the goddess, | knew it was s0: the presence | sensed was her.

“Has she cometo help us?’ | whispered.
“How can she? Sheiswounded.”
“Whereisthe god?’

“I don’'t know.”

“He should be here.”

“I can’t sense him. Canyou?’

| shook my head. “ But he must be here. She said hewould be here.” The goddess had sent usinto the
Cenotaph to find him. Shewas our dly. | took Jolly’ s hand. “ Perhaps she has come to show ustheway.
Wewill find her firgt. Thenweéll find him.”

So we gave up trying to guess at the direction of the center, and we followed her presence instead.

Sometimes | could hardly sense her. Other times she seemed to be dl around us, existing a oncein every
direction. “Areyou there?’ | cried out in frugtration. “ Are you here? Where are you?’ Her gravity pulled
mein circles, and only when Jolly grabbed my hand and steered me in astraight path would | remember
towalk on.

Wewalked and walked, and | began to think we would walk forever through that flat, featurelessterrain.
At the sametime| worried the goddess was a being of mist only, so that even aswe sought her, we
pushed her away when we pushed at the silver.

Then at last we came upon the edge of afolly.

The slver rolled back, reveding a complex landscape, like aminiature city, though the tallest towers were
only knee-high. There were no windows or doorsin the“buildings,” at least nonethat | could see, for
each of them was encrusted in a sheath of some colorful growth, lumpy and uneven like the mold that will
grow on bread, but in strident colors of bright green and pink, red, yellow and eectric blue. | decided



they were more like blocks, or oddly shaped boxes, than buildings.

They stood in clusters, some arranged in perfect squares, but most of them irregularly shaped, with
narrow aides of smooth white ground wedged between each group.

We stopped on thefolly’ sedge. “My lady,” Jolly cdled, “are you here?’
There was no answer.

| stepped forward, and tentatively, | touched a nodule on one of the mold-encrusted blocks. It looked
like asolid thing, somekind of organic minerd, but that wasillusion. At thefirst pressure of my finger the
nodule burst with atinypop! | had heard that sound before. | yanked my hand away as a spurt of glowing
slver durry shot raight up into the air. Only atiny droplet touched my finger, but that burned with afury,
and | turned away, my hand pressed againgt my belly and tears sarting in my eyes.

Kaphiri felt it too. All thistime he had been adigtant presence in my awareness, gnawing on my
consciousness like the pain of some deep wound that | could not reach, or comfort.

Suddenly hewas aware of me. | felt his sharp surprise, his panic, as he turned away from whatever
wicked deed had occupied him.

Jolly threw hisarms around me, crying out in ahigh, frightened voice, “ Jubilee, areyou dl right? Areyou
dl right?’

“I will be” The painwaseasing. | looked & my fingertip, and it waslivid red. “ Do you remember when
we climbed down the kobold well, and | broke into the vein of liquid slver?’

“Thisisthesamething?’

| nodded. “We must walk very carefully now. Do not touch the blocks, for they will burst at the lightest
pressure.”

He nodded nervoudly.

“And, Jolly, Kaphiri is coming back. He knows we are close to the goddess now.”

| went firgt through the aides, and Jolly followed behind me. The goddess was everywherein my
awareness and | could not tell which way would bring me closer to her center, so | just followed the
easedt path. A sense of haste was upon me. Kaphiri was drawing swiftly nearer, and | wanted to find the
goddess before he could come. So our cautious walk soon gave way to ahurried jog, and thento a
scuttling run, but that was the limit of our speed. We could not push the silver away any faster than that.

The blocks grew higher as we advanced, until their average was waist-high, with the tallest towers
reaching to my chin.

Then suddenly the pressure of the silver vanished. Somewill far grester than mine seized the luminous
curtain that hung so close around us and flung it back so that we could see for aquarter milein any
direction, even straight up, though silver gtill made a celling far above our heads.

We stood on the edge of an open space, like awhite courtyard fronting agreat temple...or anyway, |
wanted to think of the structure that stood there as atemple, though it was like none | had ever seen.
Imagine agreat sphere that has been half-crushed and split intwo, so that only asmall remnant of its shell



isdtill intact. That remnant rosein an arch aquarter mile above my head. Within the amphitheater-shell of
the arch, layer upon layer of the mold-covered blocks were suspended on laminate shelves curved in the
samearc asthe shell. Clouds of slver steamed and billowed from the rim, rushing down the back of the
shell inagreet, glittering flood. We should have drowned iniit, but the will that had made this bubble of
open space somehow held it off.

A smadl, blackened figure huddled on the threshold of the temple, its head bowed asit wept over a
moldering burden cradled initslap.

It did not seem possible that such a creature could be dive, for it looked like aburnt corpse, its hair and
clothes seared away and itsflesh like charcod, withered and cracked. But itwas dive, and aswe
approached, it looked up at uswith eyesthat were lenses of luminous silver. 1ts mouth opened, showing
ablackened tongue, and the blackened stumps of teeth. “1 cannot fix him,” it whispered. “1 don’t
remember how.”

| looked more closdly at the burden it cradled initslap and | redlized that benesth the encrustations of
colorful mold it was the body of aman. | fell to my knees as dread blossomed insde me. “Whoishe?’ |
whispered, for the burnt creature held the corpse close and | could not see the dead man’sface.

“Itismy lover.” Asif to provethis, thetiny arms eased their desperate hold and the body shifted, rolling
dightly, so | could seetheface.

Colorful molds blossomed across his cheeks and eyes and within his mouth and nose, but | knew him
anyway. | had dwaysknown him. “Y gphet.”

My chest heaved, and suddenly there did not seem to be enough ar left in the world for meto breathe. |
could not bear to look upon hisface being consumed by the dreadful growthsthat thrived in that place,
s0 | looked up at the burnt creature instead. “What have you done to him? Andwhy 7’

“I havekilled him. Heis dead now, and the war isover.”

| knew her then. This burnt creature was the goddess, or some manifestation of her. When she had come
to me at Azure Mesa she had seemed beauitiful ... until she reached through the mirror, and then her lovely
arm had been transformed into the blackened arm of a burnt corpse.

“Whereisthe dark god?’ | demanded.

“Thisishim,” sheindsted, cradling Y aphet’ sbody. “ The last fragment. | have murdered him at last—my
own lover—and our war isover...but why isnothing changed?” Shelooked at mewith her luminous
slver eyes, and | fdt asif | looked into empty windows.

“Explainittome!” she demanded. “Heisdead, but nothing is changed! | am still wounded. | tear out the
flawed parts of mysdf and rebuild, and rebuild, but | cannot hedl! Isthere some fragment of him
remaining ill? Isthere an avatar | have not found yet? I sthere an avatar thatyou have not found? Why
areyou here? Why have you come? | sent you to find him! | sent you to remove him from the world!”

| felt Jolly’ s hand squeeze gently against my shoulder. “ Sheiswounded,” he said. * She does not
understand.”

“Neither do|.”

“It isnot the dark god who festersin the Cenotaph, Jubilee. It never was him. Heisgone. Long gone. It
isthe goddesswho is|eft here”



| looked up, to the towering shell of her temple. Torrents of slver poured from its shattered rim, rushing
forth to flood the world. “Isthather , then?’ | whispered, nodding at the shell. “Isthat the seat of her
mind?’ For she was agoddess, and | understood that the blackened corpse huddled before me could
not contain the mind of agoddess, that it had to be only amanifestation, an avatar, a concentration of her
dreams.

“I think sheis some kind of amechanic,” Jolly said. “ And this great structureisthe last fragment of her
mind.”

She was listening to our words. Laying Y aphet gently on the ground, she stood, and looked with us at the
great arch, and the vast layers of blocky mold that it sheltered. Her anger had passed, and when she
gpoke her voice was soft once again. “1 am wounded. | know it. Thiswar consumes me, and my
memoriesdip awvay.”

She had murdered Y aphet because he was made to look like the dark god. Her mind was so far gone
she could not tell the difference. She was broken...by the war, or by her fall to theworld, | did not
know, but clearly there was so little | eft of her that she could not repair herself, or even comprehend how
far she had fallen—and il enough of her mind remained that she must try. The Cenotaph boiled with her
efforts, churning out vast clouds of slver: the fever dreams of a goddess flooding the world.

“Heisgone,” shewhispered. “But it won't end. Why won't the war end?’
“Would you haveit end?’

She had sent me to the Cenotaph for that purpose, after al. She had commanded me to be her hands, to
find the wound in the world, and to remove the fragment of deity that would not let it hedl.

| reached into the pocket of my field jacket and felt the hard shape of the kobold case Y aphet had given
me, with the deletion kobold insde.

Did the goddess know, on some level, what | had come here to do? Had she planned it? Had some
splinter of her crumbling self given me the bookKnown Kobold Circles ? Had she ddliberatdly left the
memory of thiskobold on the surface of Y aphet’s mind? | hoped it was so.

“Jally, I think you should go now.”

“No. Not until it'sover.”

“That could betoo late.”

“I'll chanceit. I'm not running away again, Jubilee. Now go. Do it while you have the chance.”

So | turned my back on the burnt avatar, for it was only an interface to the goddess. Her mind was my
target, and that existed within the maze of moldering blocks and towersthat filled the broken sphere. |
opened the kobold case and removed the solitary specimen. Itssilver body gleamed, and its strong legs
moved againgt my palm just asthey had in my vision. If | wereto crush it, its vapors would erase me
forever. That was the promise Ki-Faun had made, but | had no intention of erasing mysdlf. The goddess
wasthetarget, and only the goddess. | still hoped to be born again into aworld that would never suffer
the threet of silver flood.

My hand closed over the kobold. Would it be enough to hurl it into the depths of the sphere? Surely the
impact would crush it, and then its vapors could do their work. .. but if its shell failed to break, how would
| ever find it, to crush it myself?



Inthe midst of my hesitation, Kaphiri came.

Moki gavefirgt warning with a sharp, frantic bark. Then Jolly shouted, “Jubilee! Heishere. Heishere.
Hurry and releaseit!”

| turned, to see Kaphiri newly emerged from the silver. Jolly tried to stop him, but he threw my brother to
the ground.

| should have hurled the kobold then, but hatred is stronger than reason. It is stronger than good
intentions. In that moment | discovered that what | truly wanted was revenge againgt this man who had
been made by a broken goddess, and who had brought so much misery on the world.

So | held on to the kobold and waited for him to come.

He stopped five feet from me. He smelled of smoke, and hisfine clothes were stained and torn. His hair
had falen loose and it was gray with ash, but there was wonder in hiseyes. “Y ou have found the god.”
His gaze wandered up, to the high rim of the shell and the torrents of silver that gushed down its Sides.

“Y ou have walked right to hisdark heart. My love, | never thought it was possible...”

“The goddess commandsthat | end thewar.”
His gaze fixed on me again, and it was hard. “Do you il serve her?’
“Only inthislast thing...and she hasdone dl shecanto aid me.”

Helooked at the great shell. Helooked at me. Doubt showed in hiseyes. “To aid you? How? She has
not made you a goddess?’

“No, and she never will. We are only players, my love. Accept it.”
“Then what aid has she given to you?’
| opened my fist to show him the kobold. | wanted him to know.

He recognized it, and the shock made him stumble back a step. “No, my lovel Throw it away! Y ou must
throw it away now—"

“Oh, I will.” | turned, intending to hurl the kobold into the heart of the goddess, but he was faster than 1.

He caught my wrist. He unbalanced me, and we both went down. “Y ou will not destroy yoursdlf.” He
clawed a my fingers, hisnailstore gouges of flesh from my hands. “1 will not live forever without you! |
will not! 1 will not!”

| tried to throw him off, but he was stronger—or more desperate—than |. Oh, how | regretted my
hestation! Why had | not thrown the kobold while | had the chance?

Hisknife gppeared out of nowhere. It flashed with the speed of aworm mechanic, plunging straight
through my wrist. | screamed, and my hand spasmed. The kobold spilled upon the ground. He yanked
the knife out of my flesh, and swept up the kobold. Then hewas on hisfeet, glaring down a me. “Y ou
will not leave me thisway!”

Heturned, and aiming at the bank of silver that surrounded us, he cocked his arm, ready to throw the
kobold away, just as he'd donein that other life.

But inthislife Moki reached him firgt. Jolly’ slittle hound had along grudge against Kaphiri. He legped on



him, sinking his strong teeth into the back of Kaphiri’sknee, and Kaphiri went down. The kobold burst
within his pam. | saw the silver vapors leach out between hisfingers. He saw them too, and hiseyes
went wide. He stood up and hurled the remains of the kobold asfar away as he could, but he had been
turned around, and the fragments flew into the great shell. The burnt avatar of the goddess wailed. She
leaped upon hisback, driving him to hisknees, but it was far too late to stop the kobold initswork. A
brilliant slver fire spilled across Kaphiri’ shand. I did not wait to see more. | grabbed Moki and
scrambled away, while ahorrible scream erupted behind me, and awailing that | knew must be the
avatar.

| did not look back again until | collapsed beside Jolly on the edge of the open ground. Blood was
pumping from my wrist, and | could not fed the slver at dl. Only Jolly’ swill kept it from collgpsing
around us. He put hisarms around me, unmindful of the blood—"*Come on, Jubilee. Come on”—and we
retreated together. A few steps only, and then he had to stop andlean againgt the silver. | used that
chance to look back.

They had become a pillar of incandescent fire. Within the shell of the temple many other white fires
blazed. They drew the slver to them, astruefirewill pull in oxygen. Fat streams of luminous mist raced
past us, swirling into the conflagration, and causing it to burn brighter and brighter so | thought | would go
blind withitsbrilliance.

| turned away, and | did not look back again.

Thesilver streamed past usfor only afew minutes. After that al became quiet and calm again. So at least
we knew we had not set off the destruction of the silver, though what we had accomplished wasless
clear. | did not doubt Kaphiri was gone forever, but the goddesswas vast, and | wondered if our white
fire had consumed only some small part of her?

There was no way to know, and neither one of us had the courage to suggest going back. So we
continued our retreat, cregping for hours across the spongy ground, with Moki in between us.

The slver was never more than afew inches away. Jolly struggled to pushit off, to hold it back. It
yielded to him only with great reluctance, but it did give way.

At one point we stopped, and Jolly made abandage for my arm, using the fabric of hisshirt. | looked in
his eyes, and saw hisexhaustion, and | knew histhirst must be the equal of mine. But we had no water.
We had no food. “Maybe you should deep,” Jolly suggested. “ And when you wake up you'll be
gtronger. You'll be ableto hep me hold off the silver.”

But | was afraid to deep. | was afraid Jolly would give in to exhaustion too, and then the silver would roll
in. Or that | would bleed to death. If | was going to die, | wanted to know it. So we pushed on.

| do not know how much time passed like that. It might have been only an hour, or many hours, | cannot
say. Consciousness was dippery, and time did not seem to matter.

But sometime later Jolly spoke again. “ Jubilee? |s something happening? Look around. Isthe slver
changing?’

| looked up, surprised to discover that we had |eft the flat floor of the Cenotaph. We were clambering up
adope of tumbled stone. “How long have we been climbing?’ | whispered.

“I don't know. Not long, | think. But look at the silver. Isit my eyes? Or isit changing?’



| looked. The slver was till wrapped close around us, but its light seemed different. Warmer. No longer
wasit afeaturdessfog, for | could see swirlsand currents running throughit. “Isit thinning?’

“I don’t know.” He sat down on the loose dope. “I'm so tired.”

“I' know.” | raised my good hand. Theha still sparkled between my fingers. “If you want to deep, | think
maybe | can hold the silver off.”

“ Okw,”

But hedidn’t deep. Neither did |. We sat together, and after awhile the slver started brightening again,
but now its light seemed tinted warm yellow. It was afamiliar hue, though at first | couldn’t think where
had seen it before, until findly the memory cameto me: it was sunlight.

Asthedlver cleared, the dope around us cameinto view: awasteland of crumbled minerds, and flows of
transformed stone. There was not aweed, or ablade of grass, or atrickle of water anywhere to be seen.

Then thelast of the silver above us gave way, and suddenly sunlight fell upon usand we could see dl the
way to the top of the Cenotaph, and to a brilliant blue sky beyond.

“Oh,” Jolly sid.

| could not manage even that much. All | could do wasto stare up a atowering wal that was certainly
equa in height to the southern escarpment of the Kadang. “We can't climb that,” Jolly whispered. “Not
without food and water.”

Water. Already my throat was dry and horribly swollen. “Maybe we |l find water.”
“Okay. Maybe.”

But neither of us made amoveto start. We waited, while the sun chased away the silver that till lay
below us. In only afew minutes we could see dll the way across the vast crater of the Cenotaph, to the
far wall, blurred by distance. | studied the white floor of the crater, but | could not see the ruins of the
goddess stemple.

“Maybe sheredly isgone from theworld,” Jolly said. Helay back, and after afew minutes he pointed at
the sky. “Look there,” hesaid. “A hawk flying.”

Wewatched it until it passed out of sight over the rim of the Cenotaph.
“We should go,” Jolly said.

So far we had climbed only ahundred feet or so above the crater floor, but | felt alittle stronger for our
rest, or maybe it was the comfort of sunlight. Anyway, | made it to my feet and we pushed on, not
because there was a hope of getting out, but because there was nothing else to do.

We had been going only afew minuteswhen | sarted to halucinate. | thought | heard voices cdling
down the cliff walls, familiar syllables echoing against the rock:Jol-ly-ly-ly! Jub-blee! Jub-blee! Jub-bleel!
Sounds that rippled over the stone.

Moki pricked his ears and stared upward. Even Jolly stopped to look, scowling at theterriblewalls. “Did
you hear that?’ he asked me.



“YoumeanLiamcdling?

“yYes”

“I thought | imagined it.”

“Wdl then, | imagined it too.”

Evenin my fevered sate of mind that didn’t seem likely. “So cdll out to him.”

Jolly drew agreat breath. Then he bellowed at the top of hislungs“Uncle!!! We re here. We're herel”
and it made such a cacophony of echoesthat aflight of dovestook off from the crater rim, and | feared a
landdide would start among the loose scree.

But when the last of the echoes died away, Liam caled out again.” Stay where you are! We || come get
you!”

Then | heard Udondi whoop and Ficer bellow.
“They'redl herel” Jolly shouted, and | returned hisamile.

Epilogue

We made our way back to the Temple of the Sigters. | rode behind Liam, my arms around hiswaist and
my cheek pressed against his broad shoulders. It took usthree days to reach the Sisters, and we camped
twice on high ground and only once by akobold well. The silver till gppeared each night, but only asa
low migt in the ravines and aong the lower dopes of each desert rise.

We stayed seven nights at the Sisters, and | spent most of my time there writing down my remembrances.
It was Emil who suggested it, for | could not speak of dl that had happened. It hurt too much eventotry,
but he said | should not keep it inside.

So | started writing. | started in the middle, with al that had happened since I’ d I eft the Temple of the
Sigters, and by the time we were ready to leave, | had adraft for Emil to read.

After that we continued north, skirting the foot of the Kalang. | thought of Nuanez in hisforest, and | told
myself that someday | would visit him, but | did not have the heart for it just yet.

After two days we reached the desert highway. Or at least Ficer said we had reached it. | could not
make out aroad unlessit wasthat the ratio of rocks had fallen off somewhat.

Ficer |eft usthere, heading east back into the desert, while we turned west. By the afternoon, theinvisible
highway finaly became atrue road, and we followed its switchbacks up along, steep dope, until by
evening we had |eft the Irdiad behind.

Udondi said there had once been atemple where the road met the edge of the great desert basin, but it
was not there when we passed through, so we camped another night.

Evidence of slver sormswas everywhere. The road to Xahiclan had mostly been erased. Now and then
there were follies marking where it had once run: arches and huts, and once, awilderness of blocks
hauntingly smilar to the miniature cityscape we had found in the Cenotaph. We met no other travelers.

On thethird day we found along section of intact road. The milesfell behind us, and by late afternoon
we reached the broad river valley where Xahiclan once stood.



The enclave was gone.

| had been there only once, but | remembered fondly walking the long, tall wall that skirted theriver, and
the merry streetswith their crowded buildings, bright with lights at night and the heady scent of kobolds. |
wondered if Kaphiri had murdered the city, or if therising Slver had smply overwhelmed it, but it
seemed likely | would never know.

We camped again that night, and then we pushed on to Temple Nathé. All that day again we met no
other travelers, and | dreaded to find that Nathé swalls had falen too, but when we findly reached the
valey’ shead, the temple was there, gleaming white in the evening' slight, and aswe drew near, players
appeared upon the walls, and the gates siwung open in welcome. The voice of the keeper, Elek Madhu,
carried down to usin the fading light. “Welcome! Welcome to Temple Nathé. We had begun to fear we
werethelast playersleftindl theworld.”

“Not thelast. Not quite,” Liam caled.

And then another voice called down to us, avoice | had known since before my birth. “Liam?Liam, is
that you?’

“Mama!” | dipped off the back of Liam’sbike, and raced through the gate, and | met my mother just as
she reached the bottom of the stairs that descended from thewall. | fell into her arms, and for thefirst
time since Y gphet wastaken | cried, and for atime | thought | would never stop.

My mother’ ssister, Auntie Som, and dl my own brothers and sisters were safe at Temple Nathé too.
Emiaand Rizd, Jacio and Tezoé, and Aria and little Zeyen, both of whom had not even been born when
Jolly disappeared. They were frightened of Jolly. He looked younger than Rizal, but there was agravity
about him that did not belong to a child, and the ha still sparkled across hisfingers. Only my mother did
not seem to mind. Shetook his hands and gazed at them amoment, then she held him close and kissed
him until he cried too.

Later that evening she told me the story of how she had come to be at Temple Nathé, and she warned
me that | must acknowledge adebt of gratitude to someone | despised. It seemed that after we left Mica
Indevar unconscious on the steps of Temple Nathé, the Ano truckerstook it as agood excuseto leave
him behind. “1 don’t know exactly what he did after you left,” my mother said. “But after many days he
made hisway to Temple Huacho, as you feared. He was not done. There had been slver sormsin
Xahiclan, and some of his companions seemed to be refugees, but they weren't unhappy about the
trouble. They muttered that the same would come to Huacho, and on one night someone | eft the gate
open, and the slver filled the orchard, and pressed againgt the temple walls. That next day | left.”

“They droveyou out?’ | could not imagine my mother ceding Temple Huacho to bandits.

“I had dready lost Kedato, and Jolly, and you...and | knew they would not stay long, though they might

poison thewell.” She gave me a sheepish look. “1 dmost poisoned the well mysdlf, they had me so angry.
In the end, though, it didn’t matter. Sometime after | left, the sillver came upon them. | don’t know how it

happened, but there is nothing left there now.”

Kaphiri had said the same thing. He never had lied to me. Now he was gone forever and that was ajoy
to me, not only for the wickedness he had done. .. but because some part of mewas afraid | might have
been tempted by him.

Y aphet’ s death had |eft me nearly empty. Just the thought of him would open agreat wound in my heart.



| tried to put him out of my mind. | wished fervently that | had never found him, never met him at al, for
then | would not own thispain.

My mother assured methat | was young, that Y aphet might have been born again already, but there were
not so many playersleft in the world that this seemed likely to me.

And | had another fear. Y aphet’ s body had been taken by the goddess. Had she captured his memories
too? Each of us has an essence—that part of usthat iskept in the sllver until we are reborn into the
world. If the goddess had held on to that part of Y aphet, then heislost to me forever. No matter how
many livesl live, | will never find him. I will never find another lover.

A thousand years from now, will | be asangry as Kaphiri? Will | be as hateful ?

Temple Nathé findly has some new gueststhis night. Three wayfarers have arrived from the north, and
they report that many enclaves dong the coast are dill intact. Thisisexcellent news, and Liam has
decided to go there. Udondi will go with him, aswell as my brother Rizal and my sister Emia, who have
both decided to seek for their own loversin the wide world.

| will beleaving in the morning too. My mother and | and my Auntie Som are going back to Kavasphir.
Wewill seeif thewell at Huacho il exists, and if it does not, we will search those hills until wefind
another. | will help my mother to rebuild Temple Huacho, though | don’t think I'll stay for long. Three
years. Maybe four. Then Jolly will beaman and it will betimefor him to leave.

I’ll go with him. Hewon't cdl it wayfaring, for he does not believe thereisalover anywherein theworld
for him, but he hasamission, just the same. Heisthe lagt gift of the goddess. Heis here to awaken our
ha, so that we might live in the open, with no fear of the silver.

That is how the god and the goddessintended usto live, when they first dreamed of theworld, in the lost
and ancient past.



