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heaven longing ape
angel who stumbles
blind light bearer
who falls and fumbles
wor shiper of error
seeker after truth
hurting and aging
lover of lovely youth
wild beast raging
craven and brave
freak of fashion

and custom's slave
puppet of passion
lowest and |oftiest

a sideshow gape

god'sfool, nature's jest

heaven longing ape

"MAN" Koi Bashi
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ONE
1

Humanity was saved from certain destruction when, on their wedding night, Lek Korsyzczy informed
hiswife that their first child was to be a son. Certain intelligences (the Celerians, actually) established
later that this was the event setting causation in motion. It happened at around one o'clock on an October
Sunday morning during the 1990s, common era. Lek made the remark as Maria was about to get into
bed with him, his voice dlightly slurred from the wedding champagne, but with nothing tentative or
doubtful init to indicate that Maria had any choice in the matter.

Maria thought he sounded like a builder, like one of the customers at the lumberyard where she worked,
matter-of-factly ordering framing timbers. She gave her new husband a thoughtful, rather troubled look.
"Leksy, | think that just sort of happens how it happens, you know? Like my sister Judith, the one
married to the plumber, she had four girls before she had Buddy."

Leksy shrugged. His heavy shoulders were covered with large orange freckles and a pelt of fine, red-
blond hair. Maria had already decided he would have to wear something with sleeves when they made
love, because his fur tickled. She was sure, ticklish as she was, they would start doing it and she'd start
laughing, and laughter, so her sister Judith had informed her, was never a good idea then.

"They don't tell you how ridiculousit is," Judith had confided in the rest room, after five glasses of
champagne at the wedding supper. "The nuns sure don't tell you. The priests

don't tell you. They go on and on about sin, but nobody says how ridiculousit is. And then there you are,
doing this silly thing—oh, don't get me wrong, it can be fun—and you start thinking what it must ook
like and you want to laugh, and let me tell you, don't! That's one time you do not want to laugh. You
wouldn't believe how bent out of shape some men can get!"

So, now, looking at the tickly pelt of hairs on Leksy's shoulders and arms, almost to the wrists, Maria
knew she'd have to take steps to avoid laughter. "1 mean," she told him, "I wouldn't want you to get your
heart set on a boy right away, or anything."

"You don' unnerstan’,”" he told her, hiccuping slightly as he slid completely under the influence of, the
multiple toasts he had drunk. "1 got it all work' out with the Blessed Virgin."

"Y ou what?'

"I got it all work' out." And with these words Leksy's eyes fell shut as his mouth opened to emit atiny
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snore. It was only araspy breath, a mere puppy gargle so far as snores went, but it was definitely a
snore, not something else. Not lust, for example. Not passion.

Maria sat looking at him, not sure whether she wanted to laugh or cry. It was kind of like adirty joke,
him falling asleep that way. "There was this guy, see, and he drank too much at his wedding and that
night his new wife stayed in the bathroom along time, so he fell aslegp before anything happened,

see. .. ." Not that she'd been in the bathroom that long! On the other hand, his being asleep gave her a
little tune to think about what he'd said, that he'd worked it out with the Blessed Virgin. It didn't exactly
surprise her. Well, it did, but then it didn't. Lots of things Leksy did seemed kind of surprising at first,
but not after you thought about them. The whole Kor-syzczy family was religious. No, pious. That was
the word. Maybe alittle more pious than was good for them. Who else did she know besides L eksy who
had five sisters who were nuns and three older brothersin holy orders. Holiday dinner at their house was
like a convocation! And they were all the time dragging religion into everything, like God was watching
every breath you took! Like your whole life was bugged for holy!

Mariawastired and just alittle bit drunk herself, which meant queasy in the stomach, because she
couldn't drink, not really. Whenever shetried, she either threw up or passed out.

She decided to have a nice long hot bath and not worry about it. It wasn't romantic of Leksy to fall
asleep that way, but their marriage would probably get off to a better start if he slept off the champagne.
And she'd enjoy things more if her stomach was settled down. They'd both be better off for alittle sleep.
L eksy would probably wake up in an hour or two, and then they could do what he'd been self-
righteously keeping them both from doing for the past six months since they'd gotten engaged.

The bath helped. Afterward she lay down beside him, expecting he'd wake up pretty soon. Several times
during the night, she came out of a doze, thinking he was about to, but he only snored that same puppy
snore and snuggled more deeply into the-pillows. Along about four o'clock, she fell soundly asleep, and
when he finally reached for her, around seven, she couldn't rouse herself and wasn't really aware how
annoyed she was with him until she heard her own response.

"Don't," she said sharply. "I'm too sore." Judith had warned her about that.

"Sore?' he asked stupidly, looking at her bleary-eyed. " Sore?"

"I think you ought to have more consideration, Leksy," she said. "I'm not used to this, and four timesis
just too much all at once." And she turned over with alittle secret smile and went on sleeping, leaving
her husband to puzzle, then grin, then chortle as he got up and went in to take a shower. That small
happening continued the chain of consequences that had begun with Lek's announcement and would
culminate with the arrival of the Alien and the saving of the planet Earth, for, as Maria's eldest sister
Sizzy had been fond of saying, you just never know.
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That small happening also became a marital sandbag for Leksy, part of the accumulated grit any two
people rub off each other that ends up reinforcing the family levees against the outside world. Maria
didn't realize that's what it was. She had meant it as ajoke, not a shibboleth, and she didn't think twice
before sharing the story with her sister Judith. Sometime later, Judith told her husband about it, and a
year or so after that, during a drunken party, her husband told a guy he worked with, and a couple of
years after that, the man remembered it during a fishing trip and told someone else. The town was a
small one on the U.S— Canadian border, the kind of town where everyone knows everyone, and though
the story

wasn't one of those knee-slappers that move like wildfire, it was a sort of amusing anecdote that hung
around in people's minds and got retold from time to time. It took almost seventeen years before it got
back to Leksy.

Meantime, it was business as arranged for and sanctified, which, by the end of the honeymoon, had
pretty much settled into the pattern it would occupy in their lives for the foreseeable future. Nothing
fancy. Leksy had a horror of anything fancy. Fancy was stuff whores did. Fancy was stuff you could go
to hell for or get AIDS doing. Mouths were for kissing only, and hands could be used discreetly at the
beginning only, and the rest of it was up to the parts designed for the purpose, provided the one was
securely inserted in the other before anything went bang. So said Father Jabowsky, and so Leksy
believed because that's the way he had done it every time he'd done it, and he hadn't had any complaints.
Of course, his mostly willing though often drunken partners hadn't been asked for-critiques.

It never occurred to Leksy to inquire whether Father Jabowsky was giving him good advice. Father was
father, so it was the right advice, necessarily. The priest was amost seventy-five; he firmly believed that
Vatican |1 had been a hallucination; he still said Massin Latin whenever he thought nobody was
listening; and he had never, even as aboy, felt in himself the dightest sexual urge, afact he mentioned
from time to time during premarital counseling sessions with akind of quiet pride. Father Jabowsky took
marital sex on faith, the same way he took transubstantiation. The church said the sacrament was there,
so it was there, even though Father couldn't seeit, smell it, or tasteit. Y ou could tell it was there from
the effects. Grace on the one hand. Babies on the other.

Maria rather wished Leksy had another confessor. She thought she knew alot about sex, mostly from
watching Oprah and Donahue, and though she found her relations with Leksy generally satisfying, she
would have liked alittle more variety. Maybe, she told herself, when Father Jabowsky died or retired,
she could ask the new priest to talk to Leksy. Judith said some of the younger priests had actually
studied about sex and were able to counsel about it intelligently. In the meantime, however, Maria
amused herself by teasing tek about "the way he did it on their wedding night." Whenever they made
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love, and he asked if she'd liked it, she said yes, but

she wished he'd do it the way he'd done it on their wedding night.

Leksy couldn't admit he didn't remember. A few times he went so far asto say he couldn't remember
he'd done it any different. To which Maria merely smiled an enigmatic smile that drove him crazy
because he got to wondering what he'd done, and whether it had been something maybe, you know,
perverted, only it couldn't have been because whatever it was, she'd liked it!

Aside from the teasing, Maria didn't worry about it much. The main thing was to get pregnant, and
people got pregnant in the missionary position as well as any other.

Except that she didn't. After six months, she went to the doctor for a checkup. The doctor ran tests and
filled out along questionnaire and asked her to have her husband come in for a sperm test. Mariatried to
explain about Leksy, who wouldn't submit to a sperm test in amillion years, while the doctor muttered
something about ritual and superstition and being back in the Dark Ages.

"WEell, since | can't find anything obviously wrong with you," he said at last, "next time you have
intercourse in the morning, come on in as soon afterward as you can. We'll take a smear and try to
determine from that."

Which meant waiting until the next time Leksy had a weekday off, so they could stay in bed amost until
the doctor's office hours, and then pretending she had an appointment with the dentist to explain her
rushing off, even before breakfast. And it turned out useless, after al. "Enough sperm to populate the
planet,” grumbled the doctor into his microscope. "All flapping around like trout."

So another six months went by, and still no pregnancy. Leksy's relatives were beginning to look at her
funny. Father Jabowsky came right out and asked her during her confession if she was using birth
control, which made Maria very upset with him, and she called him something—well, not him exactly,
shejust said people who suspected things like that had dirty minds—so he ended up loading her
penance. That certainly wasn't fair. He was the one with the nasty uncharitable thoughts.

After that, she stopped going to St. Seraph's and started going across the parish line to Holy Redeemer.
A lot of the younger people did, so that was al right. Even Leksy knew that, and he didn't say aword
about it.

She had the doctor repeat the tests when they'd been married a year and a half, even going so far asto
have him look at Leksy's sperm again, just to be sure. By this time she was so upset she spent almost an
hour crying in the doctor's office.

"You'retrying too hard," he told her. "Relax."

Relaxing wasn't exactly what she was able to do. Leksy kept at her and kept at her. She told him he was
wearing her out, but he said marriage was for babies, so until she got pregnant, it was his moral duty to
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keep at it and there was no sin involved. Besides, since she'd quit working at the lumberyard—L eksy
had thought maybe it was her job that kept her from getting pregnant—she could always take anap in
the afternoon. Leksy wasn't worried. He had it all worked out with the Virgin, and nobody was accusing
him of using birth control.

At the end of two years, Mariawas on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

"Three and four timesaday," she said. "I can't even turn around if he'sin the house or he drags me into
the bedroom. | like sex, Doctor, or | used to, but thisis getting ridiculous."

"There'sthis new drug,” he told her. "Ovitalibon. Made by one of the big European drug companies, just
recently released for use in this country. I've used it with some success in situations like yours, cases of
unattributable subfertility."

“I've read about those drugs,” she said. "Women pregnant with nine babies, like amama dog with a
litter. All of the babies die. Or they have to abort some to let the otherslive. Leksy wouldn't do that in a
million years. He'd leave mefirst."

"No, no," the doctor huffed, making pursey little lines around his mouth. "By thistime I'm well aware of
your husband's religious hangups, Maria. No. That's adifferent drug you're talking about. Ovitalibon
doesn't do that. It does dlightly increase the incidence of twins, but it doesn't cause multiple births. In
fact, we're not entirely sure how it works."

By which Maria understood that the drug had probably been invented for some other condition entirely,
then had been found to have fertility effects, but nobody knew why. Just like the birth control pill had
originally been invented for infertility. Watching Donahue kept her well informed, though it had also
made her dlightly cynical.

"You're sure it won't give me like five or six babies all at once.”

"I'm sure," he said. And he was. About that.

The drug was miraculous. Within two months she was pregnant. As soon as she was sure, she told
everyone and peace descended like a dove. She told herself peace came exactly like awhite-winged
dove. Fluttering down. All soft and cooing. Leksy let her alone. Her relatives let her alone. For the first
time since their wedding, she got afull night's sleep. For the first time since their wedding, she found
herself ecstatically, totally content.

Everything, so says Jordel of Hemerlane (whom you will meet in due time), is connected to everything
else. Time imposes no limitation on this rule. Everywhen is connected to every-other-when. Tit floweth
from tat, tut floweth from tit. Past, present, future, are not disparate things but a continuum, a recoiled
helix of interconnections in which time no more serves to sever than does distance. Here and there are
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not separable. Now and then are not divisible; Everything burrows through the myriad wormholes of
reality to become part of everything else. Time and space are coiled like some unimaginable DNA,
pregnant with both possibility and certainty. In this multidimensional womb, separation is afiction, all
things are adjacent, and twentieth-century Earth snuggles close against the warm cheeks of the planet
Elsewhere. . . .

... Elsawhere, at the far end of an attenuated galactic arm, surrounded by a clutter of cosmic debris.
Elsewhere, lit by one middle-sized yellow sun and accompanied by a scattered handful of heavy little
planets and moons. Elsewhere, which had been set up—so said Council Supervisory—as the last refuge
of humanity from enslavement by the Hobbs Land Gods, that botanical plague that had swept across the
galaxy over amillennia before, bringing, so it was said, slavish conformity in its wake.

Some of the urgency had seeped out of that claim over the centuries, during which time Elsewhere had
remained so inviolate that one might question whether the Hobbs Land Gods knew or cared it was there.
Considering that Elsewhere had been set up and populated in secret, this was not astonishing. Still,
Elsewhere had indisputably been designed as a refuge, and from the moment the first fleeing groups
arrived to settle

provinces of their own, each one was guaranteed the uninterrupted continuance of its own language and
religion and customs and dress and anything else it considered important. Elsewhere, managed by
Council Supervisory, was designed to insure the immemorial diversity of man.

Council Supervisory had made the rules to start with, and they had not changed since.

No province would be allowed to cross its own borders to infringe upon another or to make common
cause with another to infringe upon athird; evangelism across borders was forbidden along with treaties
and alliances; travel<and trade were allowed, within limits; and any and all groups would be welcome so
long as they let one another alone!

If provinces did not leave one another alone, if a Situation arose, Council Enforcers would be sent td
Attend the Situation. Enforcers might go winging or striding or riding some ancient, patient animal; they
might go singly or in groups of hundreds; they might carry simple weapons or a complex
armamentarium. However they went, the Situation was always Attended to. Provinces on Elsewhere
really did Let One Another Alone. If they would not do it on their own, the Council Enforcers made sure
they did it anyhow.

One such Council Enforcer was Zasper Ertigon, who at a certain point in his career found himself in the
city of Molock. The city was the capital of a province also called Molock, on the continent of Panubi,
which was well settled around the edges but otherwise largely unexplored. Zasper had been in the city
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for afew days on routine Council business that was almost concluded. After checking out his vehicle
and while waiting for his colleagues, he'd given in to thirst if not to the pleasure of the company, and
now occupied atottery stool in aramshackle shelter near the vehicle park, drinking what passed locally
for alein company with alocal guard officer.

"Goin' home now?" the sweating guard asked him, belching voluminously.

Zasper nodded, holding his breath against the noxious emanation and fingering the thick braid of dlightly
graying hair that signified his rank and status. "Back to Tolerance," he acknowledged, meaning the quasi-
city on the polar plateau that was headquarters to Council Supervisory and all its works. "WEe'll leave as
soon as my colleagues arrive." Actually, the persons he had conveyed to Molock were not colleagues,
that is, not Council Enforcers. They were Council technicians

charged with maintaining the ubiquitous monitors that speckled every province like seeds on a bun, but
it was Council policy that al technicians be escorted by and treated as Enforcers when on duty out in the
field. Zasper wasn't Else-where's greatest pilot and he found escort duty dull; but when ordered to do it,
he did it.

"Ibl'rance your home?' the guard persisted.

Zasper shook hishead. "No," he admitted. "I'm from Enarae originally."

"Wheat category's that?' the officer wanted to know.

"Category seven," Zasper replied. Category one was untouched wilderness and category ten was
guintessential tech, so arating of seven meant only alittle better than halfway civilized, which was a
comedown for people who originated in sea-girt Phansure, once home for the galaxy's preeminent
engineers. Or so Zasper had been taught as a boy in school. Molock was only category four. Molock was
primitive and, in Zasper's privately held opinion, barbaric. Enforcers weren't supposed to have private
opinions about provinces, but many of them did.

"What'sit likein Tbl'rance?" the guard officer asked.

Zasper drank deeply and stared toward the fireglow of Molock city, ruddy against the overhanging
cloud, trying to come up with something that would be both permissible and inoffensive. When he
thought of Tolerance, he thought of the Great Rotunda, where Council Supervisory policed and
protected the varied remnants of humanity, where the monitors clicked and chuffed and whirred and

now and then beeped, as they had been designed to do, bringing scurrying minions to see what each and
every beep portended. When Zasper thought of Tolerance, he thought of obsessive attention given to
cleanliness, no escape from boredom, and an excess of pid-dly little customs that didn't mean anything.
He aso thought of comfort, marvelous food, and quite outstanding drinkables.

But he couldn't talk about that. So, he fell back on geographical details, told in dull generalities, while he
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swallowed more of the tasteless ale and wished he were either drinking back in Tolerance or out
Attending to something urgent.

Though Zasper didn't know it, the something urgent was present, just across the landing field where two
persons and a child huddled in the darkness outside the circling fence. The child's name was Danivon
Luze. The two adults were his par-

ents, Cafferty and Latibor. They had given Danivon something to make him quiet and alittle sleepy.
"It'sthere," Danivon's mother said, staring through the fence at the bulky Council vehicle, parked not far
from the gate. "But so are the guards.”

"Wait," whispered Danivon's father. "They just finished a circuit. In aminute they'll go in the hut. They
always do. They spend most of the night in there gambling and drinking with their officer. Every night
I've watched them it's been the same. . . ."

"Y es, but the Enforcer'sin there!™

He raised his head and sniffed the air, like an animal testing for predators. "It won't matter. They won't
let that bother them."

"It has to be tonight," Danivon's mother murmured, the softness of her voice barely holding the hysteria
that bubbled just below the surface. "It hasto be tonight."

"Cafferty, | know," he said, shaking her gently by one shoulder. They both knew. When they glanced
over their shoulders toward the town they could see the looming bulk of the temple pyramid silhouetted
against the glow of athousand cookfires. The shadowy bulk of the temple had a watchfulness about it, a
living presence, like some great crouching beast that might rise up on its legs and come hunting them.
On that temple height within the next few days certain rites were expected to take place, ritesin which
the child, Danivon Luze, had been chosen to feature prominently and painfully. His parents weren't
supposed to know about it, but they had sniffed it out. The danger was real and imminent.

"I keep wondering if anyone here in Molock has any idea who we are," Latibor mused.

"No," she reassured him, more out of habit than conviction. "Y ou know they don't. We'd smell suspicion
in amoment. This business has nothing to do with who we are. Danny's being chosen for this new rite of
theirs was pure chance. When he got to be three, his name went in the pot with all the other three- to five-
year-olds. We had no business being here, that's all. We had no right to risk achild in a place like this."
"It wasn't that bad until recently. And you wanted a child,” he murmured, nostrils flaring as he watched
the guard move slowly away. "Y ou wanted a child."

"We wanted a child," she corrected him gently. He liked

to think he was more reasonable about it than she. "Oh, Latibor, we talked about it, remember, when we
came here. We thought we'd find out everything there was to find out and get out. We thought we'd be
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out of here by ayear ago. Statistically, we thought we could risk it."

He made an apol ogetic grimace. She was right. He'd wanted a child as much as she had. They hadn't
thought about having children when they'd offered to come to Molock. The old woman, Jory, had said
she needed information, and as without Jory there'd have been no Cafferty, no Latibor, they owed her.
But once they were here, settled into the joylesslife of the place—they had wanted a child.

"Funny," he said in an unamused voice. "Other people's risks are statistical. When it's your risk, your
own child, it isn't statistical anymore."

"We should have been out of here by now," she said hopelessly, telling him what he knew. "1f we'd been
abletoreach Jory . .. If wed..."

"Unfortunately, Jory isn't answering our messages just now," Thisworried him too. When he couldn't
reach the old ones, he aways felt less secure.

"Quick," she whispered. "The guards are going into the hut. Help me over the gate."

Her face swaddled in adark scarf to keep it from showing in the faint light from the guardpost, Cafferty
climbed over the gate and reached up to accept the sleepy child, diding him into the sling on her back
before she half scuttled, half crawled across the expanse of bare gravel, taking advantage of the shadows
thrown by parked vehicles. Latibor stayed at the gate, checking his belt for the knife, for the short, heavy
club. The guards wouldn't come thisway, but if they did . . .

With their customary arrogance, the people from Tolerance had |eft the vehicle unguarded, never
dreaming anyone might take advantage of that. Cafferty hoped they'd been careless enough to leave the
cargo door unlocked, as well, and that it would make no noise when opened.

Hope was fulfilled. The cargo door slid noiselessly. She crept in, found a small crevice behind a pile of
boxes, and pointed it out to the drowsy child, who crawled in with hislittle mattress pad while she piled
the packaged food and drink behind him. In anticipation of this moment, they'd been playing this hidey-
hole game for days. So far as Danivon knew, he was merely playing the game again. He knew how to
curl up in his blanket and go to sleep, how much of the food to eat each day (drugged food, so he would
be placid and quiet), how much to drink, how to find a hidden place to go potty. He knew not to cry out
loud, and that he mustn't be found for some time. That was the purpose of the game, not to be found. If
he played well, he would win something extra special.

Danivon knew numbers and colors and his name and the names of many ordinary things, but no words
or names to connect him to Molock, not the name of the place or the names his parents used. He'd been
kept away from other children. He'd been told the name of the place was Duffy danty boddle bock, for if
he knew the real name of this place, he'd be brought back.

Cafferty kissed him, her face wet with tears. She took the medallion from around her neck and placed it

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (12 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

around his, whispering that he must keep it always. She slipped out of the cargo hold and shut the door,
then crawled away, unable to stop sobbing. When she came to the dark gate, Latibor helped her over,
and they stumbled off down the road toward the place they'd most recently called home. From there they
would head for theriver, leaving a clear trail the first part of the way. If they were followed, they'd be
followed there. No one would think of looking here until it was too late.

They were halfway down the road toward the city when they heard raised voices and the slam and heave
of metal. The ingpection vehicle rose with awhoosh of air and moved away into the night. They didn't
stop to watch it go. They'd done afl they could.

Inside the ship, Zasper set the controls to return the ship to Tolerance. The technicians muttered and
yawned and retired to a sleeping compartment, gabbling incomprehensibly to one another in ajargon
Zasper neither understood nor cared about. L eft alone, he did some yawning and muttering of his own.
The powers that be had chosen to rearrange his customary travel schedule. Molock, normally a midway
point on the maintenance loop, had been the last stop on this occasion. Normally after alast stop, he
would sleep on the way back and do all the inventory checks after arriving in Tolerance. But since he
never slept well after visiting Molock because of feelings about Molock being or having recently
become an abomination—feelings an Enforcer had no business having—he thought he might as well do
the checksfirst,

thus reducing the time spent in arrival formalities on the morrow.

Cafferty's stratagem had depended upon the cargo hold being empty for some little time. Zasper, all
unaware that his decision was not merely a distraction but a matter of life and death, took the inventory
cube, inserted it into a File reader, and got on with the duty. He was standing in the cargo compartment
beside a pile of monomol”*packed replacement parts when he heard the sigh. A tiny sigh. The merest
breath, meaning nothing except that it occurred in a place where nothing was supposed to be breathing
but himself.

It took no timeto find the child, asleep behind the pile of cartons, small packages of food and drink
stacked near him, alittle pad beneath him to speak of concern for his comfort, concern for hislife. None
of the food had been eaten, none of the water drunk. All the evidence indicated he'd been put aboard in
Molock.

Duty required that Zasper Ertigon return the vehicle to Molock and turn the child over to the guards.
Nonetheless, he stood for atime, looking at the rise and fall of the little chest, hearing the soft breaths,
again, again. The child was a good-looking little rascal, dark-haired, with skin the color of sand. His
eyelashes were unbelievably long, the way some children's were, giving his eyes that fringy, vulnerable
look. Zasper made an impatient gesture, went back to the control compartment, and turned the ship.
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Shortly the glow of the city came up beneath him, the light of cookfires reflected from a suspended layer
of smoke and cloud that formed alevel ceiling slightly above the flier. Directly in his path, looming out
of the glare, the temple pyramid thrust a wide ceremonial platform toward him, like a rudely outthrust
tongue. Thistime of night the temple complex was empty. Zasper |lowered the ship upon the platform, a
little awkwardly (flying had never been one of histalents), and got out to stare over the smoky city.
Enforcer duty brought him to Molock from time to time. He'd seen the Molockian temple, though never
before close up, and what he hadn't seen, he'd heard about. After a moment of indecision, he climbed the
short flight of stairs|eading to the top, where the level rock-paved summit seemed to hang only afew
feet below alayer of flame-colored smoke and cloud, the space between suffused with a bloody glow.
He wanted to see if what he'd heard described was really

there, and it was, not ten paces from the top of the stairs. Centered upon the paved square was an iron
rack made up of wavy spikes, ten wide, ten deep, ten high. On each spike rested a skull, a thousand
skulls, al little ones, all from children possibly four or five years old.

The ten skulls from the back row of the top layer had been removed to the stained altar and lay there
lined up beside two stone mauls. Twice each year the ten oldest skulls were beaten into powder and
distributed to the worshipers as a guarantee of fertility for the fields, the flocks, the men and women of
Molock. To the dreadful pounding of drums and the shriek of flutes, all the other skulls were moved up a
notch, and twelve little boys were hung upon the sides of the rack to die slowly of thirst and hunger
before the eyes of their parents who, during al that long dying, were carefully restrained and fed and
given water to drink before the eyes of their sons. The first ten who died were used on the rack. The last
two left alive were given back to their parents and sometimes they survived. Seasonally, ten skulls were
removed and replaced with ten new ones.

Zasper counted the skulls, as though the act of enumeration might change the total number. He had
heard about the rite when it first began, marking it down as another delightful thing about Molock to
make him avoid the place. He had refused to consider details then, but now they confronted himin a
way he couldn't ssimply pretend not to see. In order to have accumulated a thousand skulls in the short
time since the rite began, the number of children sacrificed at first must have been many times the
current number, which was quite bad enough. Obviously there was only one likely reason for someone
having put the child in the cargo compartment: to save that child from ending up here.

He peered into the eyes of the skulls, which seemed to stare back at him. Some of them near the bottom
bore shreds of skin and hair. Among them something squirmed and dropped with a sickening plop to the
stones.

Molock. Category four. Barbarian. And its temple. Which Zasper was sworn to protect, or at least sworn
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not to allow any interference with whatsoever. He was a Council Enforcer. His oath and the oaths of
those like him were all that stood between the diversity that defines humanity and the loss of humanity
itself. Cultural relativism. The necessity of maintaining a nonjudgmental attitude. Diverse but not
therefore per-

verse. Those were afew of the phrases he was accustomed to. Still, he looked at the skulls and didn't
move, feeling sickness clench deep in his bowels.

Abruptly, without thinking about it, he went back to the ship, raised it, and returned to his former course.
With alittle judicious stage setting, he could make it look as though the child had been in there for days.
He could scatter some wrappings about. He could empty some food and water containers. After all that
beer with the watchman, he could even manage afew convincing puddies.

As he went about planting evidence, he thought about the new rite instituted at Molock and all the
implications of it: the new cruelty, the new fury, the new pain. Had it anything to do with the increasing
persecutions at Derbeck? The higher death rate in Enarae? He called to mind other changes observed
here and there and more or less everywhere, none of them for the better and all of them to do with the
worship of thisgod or that god, the persecution of this or that heresy, the requirement of this or that
conformity.

As though the provinces had all of a sudden gotten hungry for blood and suffering, he told himself. Not
that some of them hadn't been like that before, but lately they had been more so. Getting still worse all
the time. Asthough something . . . something were changing, yet what could be changing? The status
guo was a sacred trust! He and some thousands like him enforced it, preserved it, protected it. What
could be changing?

When the flier arrived at Tolerance, Zasper let the technicians disembark and go about their business
while he fiddled and fidgeted, unnecessarily computing fuel consumption for the third time. At last he
took hisinventory sheets and with ostentatious clamor opened the cargo hold.

Everyone in the vehicle bay heard the shout of surprise when he found the child. Members of the

mai ntenance crew heard him cursing and found him holding alittle boy against his shoulder as he
pointed with an outraged finger into the hold.

The crew chief demanded to know when he got in there.

No way of telling, said Zasper. The trip had included over twenty stops. They hadn't had to get anything
out of the cargo bay since the third or fourth stop. The boy could have been in there for days. Look at all
the food wrappers, Zasper urged.

Smell the urine where the kid had piddied behind boxes, against the sides of the compartment. And look
there. Shit! . Both piddle and shit were added artistry, his own, but he didn't think anyone would bother
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with an analysis. |b keep them off balance, he fulminated, counterfeiting outrage.

"Cute kid," said afemale crew member, reaching for him.

The boy put his arms around her and laid aweary little head on her shoulder. She smelled rather like his
mother.

"Who areyou, little boy?' she asked.

"My nameis Danivon Laze," he said clearly, gazing at her from under hisincredible lashes, like afringe
of reeds around little sky-colored lakes. "I'm four years old."

"Danivon. That's a nice name. Do you know where you live?"

"Duffy danty boddle bock," he said clearly and very serioudly. "That'swhere| live."

The crew laughed at that, some of them, making the child ook first doubtful, then tearful, while Zasper
gave thanks that someone had been reasonably clever.

"That'sal right," said the woman, wiping the ¢jiild's tears. "They weren't laughing at you, Danny."

"I suppose we ought to report this,” said the crew chief doubtfully.

"Oh, no," cried the female crew member. "No, Jeirod. Hey, don't. Y ou do that, no telling where they'd
send him. Let's keep him. He's a cute little kid."

Zasper, fading purposefully into the background, looked back to find the boy's eyes fixed upon him. The
little boy's nose twitched as he settled into the curve of the woman's shoulder, never for an instant taking
his eyes from Zasper's face.

And what're you going to grow up to be, Danivon Luze, Zasper asked himself, without an instant's
suspicion of how very important the answer to that question could be.

In the other time and place, on Earth, the first small cloud on the sky of Maria Korsyzczy's contentment
appeared during the fifth month of her pregnancy when ultrasound revealed two babies. A bit of a
surprise, yes, though twins could not be considered a disaster. If one wanted lots of children anyway,
which Maria and Leksy did because they couldn't hold their heads up in the family otherwise, twins
were an efficient way

of getting there after what Leksy's family insisted on calling a slow start. The doctor said he had alittle
troubl e distinguishing between the two heartbeats, but everything appeared normal.

"I'd like to do an amniocentesis," hetold Maria.

"Why?" she asked. "What are you looking for?"

"Don't you want to know what they are?' he asked. "Boys, girls, boy-girl?"

Mariathought about it. If there was a boy in there, no problem. If there was no boy in there, she might
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very well have a problem, but it would be the same problem later as now. Maybe it would be better
simply not to know just yet. Leksy had already picked out a boy's name and painted the nursery blue. He
had already thanked the Virgin with numerous candles and by referring to her several friends of hiswho
had only girl children.

Maria said she thought she'd just go along with uncertainty, which, after all, had been the usual way of
things until recently. The doctor went along with that. Still, when he ran the scanner over her bulging
belly and looked at the ultrasound screen, he looked alittle puzzled.

"What's the matter?' Maria asked, alert to any nuance.

He shrugged. "They're just in arather odd position,” he said. "Relative to each other. We'll take another
look in a month or so."

Another look disclosed no change. The babies were lined up as though on parade. The doctor bit the
bullet and told Lek and Maria that the babies might be joined.

"Siamese twins!" blurted Leksy, horrified.

"Joined babies," corrected the physician in his calmest and most professional tone. "Almost al joined
babies can be successfully surgically separated. Let's not borrow trouble. Let's just wait and see." He did
not remind Mariathat he had told her the medicine caused a slightly higher incidence of twins. He didn't
want to remember that himself.

Marialeaned forward and fastened the doctor with a scalpel eye. "What about natural childbirth,” she
asked. Maria had been attending classes since the third month.

"If the babies are joined, you'll have to deliver by cesarean,” the physician said, glad to change the
subject, if only dlightly. The word "cesarean™ got them off on adiscussion of scars, how big and where
they would be. Leksy wasn't great shakes on innovative lovemaking, but he did like to ook

at her nude, which Father Jabowsky had told him was al right if it served to get him in the mood to do
what the books on Moral Theology said was all right to do.

The doctor discussed scars at some length because he did not want her to think about this Siamese-twin
business. Ovitalibon had never, never been known to produce Samese twins, but still. It could be
argued. In court. That he should have known. Or shouldn't have recommended. Or should have let God's
will be done in not letting Maria get pregnant at all, because when she didn't maybe that was God saying
no. The doctor could imagine what the woman's husband would say on the stand. In this church-ridden
town they would probably call in the priest as awitness! Either that or subpoena God Himself.

So he sweated and prayed that God, assuming there was one, could still be merciful to poor doctors who
were trying Jneir best. First, let the babies be born healthy. Second, |et the separation be easy and et
both babieslive!
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He got onfy part of what he prayed for. Mariawent into labor, the obstetrician did a cesarean and
delivered her of two bouncing, screaming somethings, nobody was quite sure what.

"Boys," said the delivery-room charge nurse in a gloomy voice. "Without a doubt. Listen to them
complain!"

"They don't havd penises," whispered a younger nurse.

"One sort of does. Besides, they have scrotums,” the charge nurse answered.

"One of them does. Sort of."

"WEell, they don't have vaginas,” muttered the charge nurse.

"I think one of them does. Sort of."

After aquick analysis of the twins chromosomes, the doctor attempted to explain to Leksy what the
problem was. They were both XXY, and though the doctor did his best, Leksy either wasn't able or
willing to understand the implications.

"The one born first isaboy," said Leksy, who was still visualizing the babies being born as kittens and
puppies are born, one at atimein aslimy sack, not being lifted from the open abdomen in one very
much connected and already yelling bloody chunk. "First bornisaboy. | know that. If you haveto do
some surgery, | understand that. God gives us these thingsto try our faith, but it's a boy because the
Virgin said it was going to be a boy."

"I've always wanted a daughter," sobbed Mariafrom the

depths of an extreme postpartum depression. She wasn't thinking at all. She had resolved to give up
thinking. Look where thinking and worrying had got her! Now she only cried and said exactly what she
felt, no matter how silly it was. "Look at her, so sweet." She was looking at the left-hand twin, who was,
in fact, dightly smaller and sweeter-looking than the right-hand twin. Not that there was anything wrong
with the looks of either of them. They were pretty babies. All there, except for the sexual anomalies.
Five fingers on each hand, five toes on each foot. Two little umbilici. Lots of dark hair and cute little
curly ears and squinched-up eyes. Just like any two normal children, except for the broad pink tube of
flesh that joined them from between right-hand baby's left armpit to dightly behind left-hand baby's
right shoulder and extended downward almost to their hipbones. The flesh was full of throbbing,
heaving movement. It wasn't just skin and muscle. It was obviously full of innards. Somebody's.
Preliminary reports revealed that separation was a vain hope. The babies shared one heart that was
hooked up in avery unusual and complicated way. They seemed to share aliver and part of one lung.
Besides, they were born in a Catholic hospital that had a medical ethicist on staff. At one time there had
been a priest who had said yes or no, but now there was a medical ethicist who said the same things. The
surgeons emerged from their conference with the ethicist with no joy whatsoever. One child could not be
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sacrificed for the other. Both lived, or neither, and there was no question that there were two separate
children. They had, for example, two quite separate brains. The priest who, just to be safe, baptized them
immediately after birth did it twice. There was no question in anyone's mind that there were two babies
there.

By this time there were several physiciansinvolved, all of them aware that a great many .people who,
believing they were men or women and living acceptable lives as men and women, were actualy,
genetically speaking, something else again. The deciding factor in cases like these had to be how the
parents intended to rear them. The surgeons consulted again. The baby on the right did have sort of a
penis, though the urethra opened at the bottom of it, next to his body. Well, that could be fixed, Also,
right-hand baby had either testicles that were undescended or ovaries where they belonged, but
whichever they were could be moved down and out, asit were, into a scrotum constructed from this and
that. Thiswould give right-

hand baby a set of masculine-appearing sex organs. With the baby on the left, they could leave the
gonads where they were, in the abdomen, and then modify the external complications into an acceptable
vulva. There was already a sort of vagina, though it didn't go anywhere, and an isolated scrap that, from
the quantity of nerve tissue, would serve as aclitoris.

"Look," said Surgeon A to Surgeon B, running his trembling hands across his bald head, "granted, we
can come out with some reasonable-looking sex organs, male and female. But, we do this, these persons
are going to have a hell of alife. Where're they going to go to the bathroom, for God's sake. Whose
locker room do they use at school ?"

The surgeons attempted to reason with the parents, in the presence of their priest.

"He'saboy," said Lek stubbornly. "His nhameis Bertran."

"A daughter," insisted Maria, who was angry with Leksy for getting her into this. Also, she knew in her
heart she would never have another child and it was thistime or never. "My little Nela."

"We pray God will bless your knowledge and skill," said Father Jabowsky, who was convinced that
whatever the doctors did was irrelevant, that sexual organs could be dispensed with entirely for they
would make no conceivable difference in the next world, which was the only one that mattered.

The surgeons, who thought they would probably be sued if they did and would undoubtedly be sued if
they didn't, bowed to the inevitable, called their attorneys, and had five pounds of waivers generated to
be signed by both parents, their parents, and al the relatives they could find. The surgeons who had been
recruited to do the work itself were professors emeritus at the medical school, reconstructive surgeons
called out of retirement on the theory that by the time the babies themsel ves got old enough to sue, the
doctors would be dead. So far, no one had mentioned mal practice out loud, but no one was taking any

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (19 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

chances.

The operations, severa of them, were performed. Tissue healed, several times. Time went by. On afine
spring day at St. Seraph's, the twins were christened Bertran and Nela Kor-syzczy, children of Mother
Church, inheritors of the faith. Bertran wore alittle blue velvet suit with awhite lace collar. Nelawore a
pink satin dress with an embroidered ruffle at the bottom. Maria held them, beaming with determined
cheerfulness. Lek stood at one side, little Bertran's right hand curled

around one of hisbig red fingers. Maria kept her mind on all the pretty little dresses she would get to
make when Nela started school. Lek was wondering how old his son would have to be before he could
start teaching him baseball. He was also resolutely not looking at the image of the Virgin standing in the
little chapel, just behind the baptistry. Recently Lek had the feeling the Virgin had somehow let him
down.

either Lek nor Mariawere being realistic about the situation, but then, it was a peculiar situation to be
realistic about. Both fully expected the day would come when the children would be separated—"As
techniques improve," the doctor had said repeatedly in his most emollient voice—and until then (surely
not long! Not more than ayear or so!) it was merely a matter of prayer and patience.

But no more sex. Lek couldn't bring himself to do it anymore, at least, not with Maria. Not seeing where
it had led before. He blamed himself, keeping after her that way. He'd told her it was his moral duty, but
hell, he'd liked it. Every time. He'd lusted after her, and lust was one of the .seven deadly sins, and
maybe he was responsible for this having happened.

Lek didn't know about the medication, of course. Maria had never told him. Somehow, she felt it was
better not to. Maybe she was responsible for what had happened. She considered telling Lek she couldn't
have any more children, which both she and the doctor thought to be true, because during the cesarean
he had spotted certain anomalies that hadn't shown up on tests, but what if something miraculous
happened and she got pregnant again? She couldn't make sure she wouldn't, by using birth contral,
because L ek would find out somehow. Even though the doctor offered to put up pillsin abottle with a
different label, like for anemia or something, she'd have to confessit to the priest. And somehow Lek
would find out. So, she didn't, he didn't, they didn't.

Which meant, since both of them were normal, with normal appetites, that they became more than a
little snappish with each other. Whenever things were difficult, however, throughout all their trials, Lek
reminded himself of Maria's words on their wedding morning, when she had said to him four times was
too much. Like a keegpsake gem, that remembered moment gained importance as time went by, losing its
own content and context to become an abstraction freighted

with other, deeper meanings. As other enjoyments failed, it was the memory of how he had felt at that
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moment, the great gush of pride and wonder and fulfilled manhood, uncorrupted by actual memories,
that enabled him to be unfailingly loving to the twins. Maria did not share that memory, but she had
other myths that served a similar purpose.

Maria made clothes for both the twins until Bertran got to the age where little boys stopped being babies,
and then she bought him jeans and checked shirts and tiny boots. Nela always wore dresses, wee
pinafores with blouses and skirts with suspenders, and shorty white socks and black Mary Janes. The
flesh between them was always kept decently covered by adark length of stockinette that wrapped
around the join in akind of sleeve and had Velcro tabs to fasten it securely to itself and to the matching
holes in the twins' clothing.

Lek built a double-width swing in the backyard, and a teeter-totter with aforked end, and a double-width
slide. When they got to the right age, Mariatried to enroll them in nursery school, but there weren't any
willing to take the twins except one for exceptional children, all the way over in Peaks HUI. They tried it
for aweek, but the twins were miserable among all the retardeds and autistics. One thing, something
Maria didn't know if she was grateful for or not, the twins had excellent minds. By the time they were
four and a half, they were learning to read and asking questions she sometimes had a very hard time
answering.

Lek tried afew times to teach Bertran to play catch, but the child couldn't really manage it, connected to
Nelathe way he was, even though he wore liftsin his shoes to get his shoulder above hers. Lek also tried
taking them fishing (Nela got seasick), and to afootball game (Nelawas afraid of crowds). Lek told
Mariait was all her fault, she was the one who filled Nela's ears with how sick she, Maria, got in boats
and how she, Maria, hated mobs.

"She's like her mommy, isall," said Maria. "Y ou couldn't expect her not to be like her mommy."

" She should be exactly like her brother," Lek said. He had been discussing his problems with a
counselor at work, one hired by the management to keep the production line functioning, despite the
employees personal problems. The counselor, up to his ear holes with drugs and sex and alcoholism,
had welcomed Lek's situation as a taster might relish arare vintage found among a clutter of vins
ordinaires.

Lek went on, "The psychologist says they have to be geneic .. . . genetic . . . the same. He saysit'salaw
of nature. They started out as one egg and one sperm, and they're exactly alike!"

Lek had come to this understanding too late. It was no longer true. Biology had been bypassed. Reality
had |eft genetics gasping. Gender had been imposed. Nelalooked up at her daddy through her eyelashes
and smiled at him flirtatiously, her delicate hands picking at the smocking on her muslin dress.

"Have you got me a present, Daddy," begged Nela, win-somely.
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Bertran scowled manfully, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of hisjeans.

"Hi, Dad," said Bertran. "Whudja bring me?"

"How can you say they're dlike?' Maria demanded in a shrill, angry voice. "How can you say such a
thing, Leksy. Why, they're nothing alike. Nothing at all."

2

Tolerance on Elsewhere: the Great Rotunda. There, on what is still called the Arrival Floor, brightly
uniformed guards stand in imperturbable immobility around the Doors. The big Door, the one all the
refugees arrived through long ago, is thought to require guards. Persons could still come or go through

it, theoretically at |east, and the guards are needed to make sure no one does. The other Door, the
twisted, corroded loop of metal, isan Arbal Door, not unlike many other such Doors that the enigmatic
Arbai left scattered around the galaxy. Despite the seeming dormancy of this one, there is always the
possibility it might be functional, so it tod is surrounded by a complement of Frickian armsmen. Besides,
in the opinion of Council Supervisory, it makes a pleasant symmetry to have uniformed men around
both Doors during the ceremonial changing of the guard.

An excellent view of these recurrent rituals can be had from the mezzanine, a high-ceilinged, softly
upholstered dining balcony reached from the Arrival Floor by a dramatically curved flight of stairs. By
convention, certain sumptuously furnished tables on the mezzanine are set aside for senior members of
the Council Supervisory. Other tables, more sumptuous still, are located upon a small upper bal cony
used only by members of the Provost's Inner Circle. The upper balcony is quite private. Conversations
held there cannot be overheard. Not least for this reason, it is a place much favored by Boarmus, the
current Provost.

Today Boarmus has an appointment with Zasper Ertigon,

sometime Council Enforcer, who has petitioned the Council for retirement so he may return to his native
province of Enarae. Boarmus knows a good deal about Zasper, as he does about most Council Enforcers.
Heisinclined to grant Zasper's request, but before he does so, he wants something in return.

Zasper has given as his reason for retirement that the burden of constant travel is wearing him down,
which is not precisely true. He hasn't really minded the travel; hisreal reason for retiring is this other
thing he's been noticing and feeling and worrying over without being able to pin it down. This nastiness
that seems to be getting worse. The extent to which twisted people are doing nastily kinky, things, even
in places where twisted people and kinky things have been more or less usual.

More child sacrifice, more female and child slavery, more wife killing, more ritual rape.
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More pain and flagellation and maiming of celebrants.
More complicated torture. More mobs, more mayhem, more murder, more meanness.
Zasper has been around long enough to notice the increase, and he wants out. If it takes some kind of pro
forma meeting with the Provost to get out, he'll attend the meeting.
So they come together on the upper balcony, the jowly Provost and the stocky Enforcer, the latter now
dressed in undistinguished civilian garb, the former—so far as anyone knows—extending this
exceptional courtesy to agood Enforcer now growing old, who is—so far as anyone can tell— enjoying
the honor of a personal farewell. That neither of them has ever much liked the other isn't considered
important, even by themselves.
"Moretea?' offers Boarmus, ignoring Zasper's untouched cup.
"Thank you, no," says Zasper, who drinks ale when he can get it and believes herbal infusions to be at
best old womanish and at worst disruptive of the bowels.
"| asked you here to take advantage of your experience," says Boarmus smoothly, making no further
offer of refreshment. "In thefield, asit were."
"Sir," says Zasper. It isan all-purpose word, essentially meaningless.
"Confidentially."
An interesting interpolation, but the same word serves. "Sir."
Boarmus sits back and looks at his guest, almost smiling. Stiff-necked bastard. A good Enforcer. One of
the best, but no give to him. Which iswhat's wanted. " Confidentially," he says again, with an
unmistakable emphasis.
Zasper blinks. "Yes, sir. Of course, sir.”
Boarmus takes a package from his lap and places it on the table. Only Zasper sees his quick sidewise
glance, both directions, to see if anyone's watching. No oneis. The hour is early for the evening meal,
late for midday. The upper balcony is deserted except for themselves,
"I received this recently,” Boarmus says, removing the wrappings, though only enough for Zasper to see
what's inside.
On the table between them lies a plaque of metal (Zasper thinks gold, it looks like gold) with fancy work
around the edges (Zasper thinks gems, they look like gems). The words graven on the plague arein a
language commonly spoken on Elsewhere.
THE PEOPLE OF ELSEWHERE
ARE RESPECTFULLY REQUESTED
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TO RETHINK THEIR POSITION
WITH RESPECT TO THE REST
THE UNIVERSE

R.SV.P. NOPLACE: Central Panubi
"Ugh," says Zasper, completely taken by surprise.
"These are not predispersion times," says Boarmus. "When precious metals and jewels had great
intrinsic value. But even here and now atrifle like thisis somewhat . . . extravagant.”
"Ah."
"As much for the workmanship as for the materials," says Boarmus. "My consultants tell me that though
the gems are extremely rare, it is even rarer to have something like this handmade. The lettering is hand
done, for example. By an actual person who spent a good part of alifetime learning how."
"What does it mean?" asks Zasper, cutting through the chatter.
"I don't know. It's the fourth such ... petition we've received,” says Boarmus. "All of them different.
According to my predecessor, Chadra Hume, the first one popped up in the Files about a century ago.
For afull day, nothing but a message similar to this would appear hi response to any request for
information. Various languages, but the same message. The second message appeared during an orbiter
surveillance of the highlands of Denia fifty years later, and that one was spelled out in lettersamile
high, bright purple crass-brush against the tundra. My predecessor told me about that one too. Twenty-
five years later, athird one. | saw it, also on orbiter: herds of grazing animals on the Bi-flom plains
forming letters and words, a square mile or so, all with an ornamental border of migratory bat-swans.
That was twelve years ago. Now this one."
"How did you get it?"'
"Found it on my Files access one morning."
"Ah," says Zasper again.
"How much did they teach you about the origins of Elsewhere?' Boarmus asks in alow voice, casting
another quick glance around himself. "I don't mean in Enforcer Academy, but when you were in school.
Asaboy."
Zasper shrugs, furrows his brow, and tries to remember. "I learned what most kids learn, | suppose.”
Boarmus stares at him while trying to recall what children are taught about Brannigan Galaxity, the
greatest institution of learning in the galaxy, and how it had established Elsewhere as a refuge from the
Hobbs Land Gods. How much are children taught about the refugees being promised complete freedom
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to live asthey liked? About Elsewhere being settled by athousand different peoples, all of them with
ancient gods to propitiate, ancient wrongs to settle, or ancient duties still to perform? Surely Zasper
knows this much; surely everyone does!

Still, one has to be sure. "Y ou |learned about the Hobbs Land Gpds?' Boarmus asks.

Zasper nods. "Of course. A kind of fungal plague.”

"Not one that killed, unfortunately. Y ou learned about Brannigan Galaxity?"*

Zasper leans back with an amused ook on his face and nods again. "l learned that Brannigan had this
committee to

study the Great Question, and when the Hobbs Land Gods began enslaving humanity, the committee felt
that threatened their work, so they set up Elsewhere as arefuge'—Zasper sniggers very slightly—"for
humanity, including themselves."

Boarmus adopts an offended expression. "I've never heard it alleged that Elsewhere was set up asa
refuge for the members of the Great Question Committee particularly.”

Zasper's mouth curlsin amusement. " There's a thing we kids used to sing when we chose up teams.
'‘Breaze and Bland and Thob and Clore/ ran till they could run no more/ then Jordel of Hemerlane/

chased them all right back again. One two three four / you'reit.™ He starts to laugh, then stops as he
notices the color drain from the Provost's face.

Boarmus reaches across the table and lays a slightly trembling hand across Zasper's mouth, saying in a
shaky voice, "Don't! Remember where you are!™

"Sorry, Provost,” murmurs the Enforcer in confusion. "l wasn't aware ..."

"I don't ask you to be aware," growls the Provost. "l ask you to use courtesy and good sense. Itisnot . . .
appropriate to mock the. . . founders of Elsewhere, certainly aot here in Tolerance. It's true there were
Brannigan professors named ... the names you mention. And it's true that Jordel of Hemerlane was an
engineer much involved in the Elsewhere project, but this makes neither them nor their many colleagues
suitable subjects for ridicule.”

"Well, the way | was taught the story," says Zasper irre-pressibly, "is that they set Elsewhereup in
secret, kept it a secret, and were the first ones here!™

"That's also true," agrees Boarmus in awhisper. "They were aimost the first ones on Elsewhere. It was a
long time ago, however, athousand years, give or take afew, and their names are. . . historic. To be
used with gravity!"

"Y ou asked me, Provost!"

"What | was trying to establish was whether you understand the historic connection between Elsewhere
and the Great Question."”
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Zasper snorts. "Every kid knows that connection. Grownups won't give you candy on Great Question
Day unless you can go through the question-and-answer routine. There was a verse about that too:
"There once was a girl from K'van / who was asked the Great Question of Man, . . ."'He catches
Boarmus's expression and goes on hastily, "though, quite

frankly, Provost, | don't see what this all has to do with this thing you've received."

"Then you're not using your imagination, Ertigon!" Boarmus flushes angrily, suspecting the man
opposite him of willful ignorance or dumb insolence or both. Most likely both! "This petition, if that's
what it is, suggests we 'Rethink our position regarding the rest of the universe.' The jest of the universe,
this galaxy of it, at least, was long ago taken over by the Hobbs Land Gods. Only Elsewhereis free of
enslavement. Thus, only on Elsewhere may the Great Question be answered. So, to a suspicious mind
likemine..."

"Y ou think maybe someone . . . something doesn't want the question answered?"

"The thought had crossed my mind. Which is one reason I'm talking to you. The petition says R.S.V.P.
Noplace: Central Panubi. Y ou've been on Panubi."

Zasper, remembering afew times he'd been there, keeps his face expressionless. "Many Enforcers have
been on Panubi."

"That's true. Unfortunately, few of you have been over the wall to Central Panubi, which should have
been explored generations ago!"

The excuse originally given for not having explored Central Panubi before settlement was that there
hadn't been time. The advance of the Gods had been swifter than anticipated. There had been ecological
adaptation delays on Elsewhere. There had been the construction of the Great Rotundato get finished off
and a Frickian army to transport and house. There had been staff to hire and settlement protocols to be
developed. There had been on-planet Doors to set up for transporting refugees to their provinces.
Exploration of Central Panubi, it had then been felt, could wait until all these matters were taken care of .
The reasons given now were different ones, but exploration still waited.

Boarmus's musing over thisfact isinterrupted by Zasper's impatient question.

"Provost, what do you want from me?"

"Well, | don't want the matter talked of here, for one thing. Since you're going home, you won't be here
to talk about it. We Council members are not people of action. We don't think that way. We like
precedents. We like rules. Y ou, however, you're aman of action, so you can tell me what a

man of action would do under the circumstances. That's what | want from you."

"I'd send someone to Central Panubi to find out what's going on," says Zasper firmly.
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"Well, | have considered that," Boarmus replies, offended once more. "That seems self-evident, rather.
The former Provost and | both considered doing that. But it's very difficult to send anyone to do
anything and keep it secret! One man, maybe. But one man couldn't be expected to ..."

Zasper thinks about it. "Y ou don't want to mount a major expedition?’

"I don't. | don't want the talk. All it takesisthe least bit of tittle-tattle and all Tolerance buzzeslike a
hive, all the charge monitors get themselves in a muddle, and nothing gets done for ages. Work backs
up. The status quo is threatened. No, we couldn't have a major expedition without talk."

"Well, if | couldn't send someone to find anything out, then I'd ssimply wait. Y ou've probably noticed
that the intervals between messages are getting shorter. WWhoever or whatever it ismay be growing . . .
less patient. If you wait, the petitioner may come to you."

"If you had to guess, what would you think this thing means."

Zasper, well schooled in tactics at the Enforcer Academy, ticks off the possibilities on hisfingers:
"Agitation, misdirection, misinformation."

"Meaning?"'

"M eaning these messages may be mere harassment, attempts to throw you off balance. Or something or
someone might be trying to make you look at Central Panubi so hard you don't see something happening
somewhere else. Or perhaps there are beings in Central Panubi who believe they can get usto leave
Elsewhere, some of us at any rate, going out where we'd be vulnerable—or who simply believe we ought
to; no accounting for some people'sidiocies." Zasper nodded. Idiocy was one thing Enforcers knew
could be counted on.

He went on musingly, "Inasmuch as this thing suggests we turn our attention outside our own system, |
could suspect the Hobbs Land Gods have something to do with it. Of course, there is another possibility,
which is that the messages are meaningless. They may be created by some entity who's just fooling
around. Maybe even a series of entities. It could have started generations ago with some kid recently
brought to Tol-

erance from Heaven, and then he passed the joke on to succeeding generations.”

Zasper feelsthislatter alternative is not unlikely. Kids do silly stuff. Even he, asakid . . . Well, no
matter. Of course (he has to admit this, proud as heis of being what he calls arealist) hisfeeling that this
Is foolishness could be just him getting old, losing his resiliency and perceptivity. He doesn't mention
this, however, any more than he mentioned it to the Supervisors when he asked to go back to Enarae and
become a mere provincial Enforcer again.

Boarmus frowns thoughtfully. "None of the reasons you mention would require that any of us actually
go to Panubi."
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"No," agrees Zasper. "None of them require that you go there. At least, not right now. Later, maybe. |
can't help thinking that whoever sent that didn't really expect aresponse. The message is too enigmatic.
Were the others equally so?"

Boarmus nods gloomily.

"WEell then, he, she, or it may not expect an answer. The fact it's so nonspecific really lends weight to the
Idea that someone's playing games.”

"Then we should wait, you think?"'

"I don't think what you should do, Provost. That would be presumptuous of me. But it'swhat 1'd do."
"Thank you for your opinion, Enforcer."

"Sirl"

In the other place, on twentieth-century Earth, Bertran and Nela Korsyzczy became bookish, both by
necessity and inclination, their fondness for stories stimulated by Maria's habit of reading to them at
bedtime. The comfortable hour she spent each evening sitting beside the twins' bed holding the pages of
afavorite book in the glow of the little lamp with the ruffled pink shade was Maria's favorite time.
One night, while she was reading Alice in Wonderland, a new edition, with many colored pictures.
Bertran broke into the story to ask, "Do you have to read girls stories al the time."

“Itisn't agirl'sstory,” Mariasaid in surprise. "lt'saclassic. Alice could just aswell be alittle boy."
"She could not. She's al the time crying and talking to herself and doing stupid stuff."

"Well, she hasto talk to herself,” Nela objected. " There's nobody else there for her to talk to."

"A boy wouldn't,” said Bertran stoutly. "A boy wouldn't talk to himself like that. He'd do something!"
"Oh, pooh," said Nela. "What would you do?"

"I'd smash that caterpillar for one thing."

"Boys are always smashing something," sneered Nela.

Bertran subsided with a glower.

"I'll read something for you tomorrow night,” his mother promised. "Y ou pick it out."

"Read the turtle," he demanded when the time came. "Not the Ninja one, the other one!"
Mariawondered why the turtle was more a boy's story than Alice had been, but Nela was making no
objection so she burrowed for the raggedy old book. It was behind the fairytal e tapes, on the bottom
shelf, much creased and worn and stained with jam or something worse. It was called The Thrtle Who
Wanted to Ffy.

" 'Oncetherewas aturtle,' " she read, telling of the turtle who swam in the pond and dwelt in the mud,
who ate green things and wormy things and listened to the splash of water and the humming wings of
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the dragonflies, who saw the swallows dipping the silver surface of the water.

" 'Came autumn, atime of gray thorn and gray leaf and gray mist rising,' " sheread. " "lurtle saw the
glimmer of the swallows in the evening mist and wondered at them, for he could not see them clearly,
darting as they did, their silver bellies and sapphire backs making bright arcs and darting dances along
the ripples. "Oh, | want to see them," cried the turtle. " See them close and fedl their feathers and the
whisper of their wings, for | believeif | could see them closdly, | could learnto fly. ..."

" '"To see them closely, you must go to the secret sanctuary of the birds," said the bullfrog, whose eyes
were so constructed that he could see only the movement of the birds, not the birds themselves. "My
grandfather told me of the place high on the windy mountains.”

" 'So turtle went, by long ways and sad ways and hard ways always, gray tree and gray stone and gray
wind blowing, until he came to the secret sanctuary of the birds." "

"And there he saw the birds, as he had longed to do. And there he was made a certain offer that he could
not accept."”

"I don't like that story," cried Nela, tears on her cheeks, anger in her eyes.

"I do," said Bertran, wiping his eyes on hisforearm. "It'sreal, that story. Things are like that, they are."
"Only afairy tale," said his mother, shocked at the depth of hisfeeling. "Berty, it's only a story!"

"Redl," heinsisted. "The way he feels."

"Y ou know," said Mariain adlightly confused and worried voice, "if you practice, very soon you'll read
well enough to read to yourselves. Then you can each read what you like."

She wiped Nela's tears and found herself longing for the person who had once wiped her own tears, her
older sister Sizzy. It had always been Sizzy who had read to Maria when she was a child, aways Sizzy
who comforted Tier when things went wrong. Sizzy had left home long ago. Sizzy would be in her
forties by now. Maria hadn't heard from her in over two years and didn't even know for certain she was
still aive, but at that moment, wiping Nelas tears away, powerless to help whatever was really wrong,
Maria wanted Sizzy very badly.

When the twins were six, they went to first grade at Holy Redeemer parochial school. The nun in charge
—the school actually had a nun in charge, and some teaching nuns as well, despite the diminishing
number of religious nationwide-made a halfhearted attempt to refuse them admittance on the grounds
they didn't live in the parish. There were other nonparish children in the school, however, and Maria had
afew choice words to say about the Pope's stand on birth control and the sanctity of life, ending with the
guestion: Would Sister have preferred that the twins had been aborted?

Sister, shamefaced, said no, and forgive me, and we'll work it out somehow. The perennial rest-room
guestion came up yet again, and was solved simply by letting the twins use the private toilet off the
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teachers lounge, which was, presumably, unisex anyhow. Maria bought a duplicate of the small stool the
children used at home, one they could move from one side of the toilet to the other, as necessity
demanded, so both could sit while one was eliminating.

There was some teasing from the other kids to begin with, though old Sister Jean Luc soon put a stop to
that. The twins sat at the back of the room, so the other students couldn't stare, occupying two chairs set
side by side behind a small table brought in from the library where it had formerly held the big
dictionary. Everyonetried very hard to be understand-

ing and civilized, and the twins did not feel at all handicapped at any intellectual level.

Sports were something else again. The only exercise they were able to engage in was walking, which
they managed in the manner of athree-legged race; Bertran, wearing his elevator shoes, hisinside arm
about Nela's shoulders, Nelasinside arm thrust into the front of her jacket, their outside arms swinging
freely. The only problem with walking any distance was that neither of them enjoyed it very much. Their
single heart had to work quite hard just to keep them both going; putting extra strain upon it fatigued
them both to exhaustion.

Anything that required hitting a moving ball was out. Anything involving hitting a Stationary ball was
out, since neither of them could get their arms into a good position for whacking anything. Sister Jean
Luc found them crying in the teachers lounge one afternoon after a particularly trying attempt at
kickball.

"Why?' demanded Bertran, more angry than sad. "Why are we like this, Sister? We can't do anything!
Why?'

Mariawould have told them to be patient, it was only for atime. Sister Jean Luc was less comforting
though more truthful. She had a strong feeling that if the children could be separated, someone would
have done it by now, that encouraging them to think they could be separated was much akin to lying to
them.

"God always has a purpose for everything," she said firmly. "The fact that you were born in this strange
way and must live differently means that God needs something from you he cannot get from ordinary
people. Of courseit ishard. Being atool in God's handsis aways hard." Sister Jean Luc considered
herself atool in God's hands, knew how hard it was, and believed what she was saying. Her words were
implacably convincing.

Thereafter, most often at night when they were in bed together, they would remind one another of what
Sister Jean Luc had said. When the day had been difficult, they would remind each other that being a
screwdriver wasn't easy, being a hammer wasn't easy, being a pipe wrench wasn't easy. The ideawasn't
exactly comforting, but it gave them something to hold on to, something to bolster one another with.
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"Being aleft-handed jackplane isn't easy," Bertran would say, trying for a laugh.

"Being a plumber's helper isn't easy,” Nelawould respond with agiggle.

Though they shared many of their thoughts and fears, they tended to keep their dreams and longings to
themselves. Bertran dreamed water-skiing dreams in which he skimmed across white-topped waves.
Nela fantasized being a ballet dancer and not merely a ballet dancer but a premiere dan-seuse, leaping
weightless through waves of applause. They feared to share these visions with one another and had no
way to share them with anyone else. They had learned to be wary of one another's feelings, since the
unhappiness of one inevitably became the unhappiness of both. They shared misery through the
bloodstream, like oxygen. This did not stop their bickering, which those closest to them eventually came
to understand was more arecreation than an expression of real annoyance.

They encountered puberty, as their pediatrician had feared they would. At age fourteen, various
indeterminate organs began pumping hormones into their bodies and an endo-crinologist was added to
the working group of physicians who met from time to time to confer on the matter of the twins.
"There's no way we're going to be able to keep her on estrogens without him being on them too," the
hormone expert snorted. "No way we're going to get him on testosterone without her growing a beard.”
"What are they producing naturally?' one of the surgeons asked.

"A most god-awful mix," gloomed the endocrinologist. "Like aragout.”

"They're both growing pubic hair and breasts, if you can believe that."

"Feminizing hormones, then."

"WEell, yes. Except they're both growing hair on then-chests and faces too."

"Don't forget the libido," said the pediatrician. "Their mother says they're definitely sexual." That hadn't
been what Maria had meant, exactly, though she had mentioned the fact.

"With each other?"' asked the geneticist, inexplicably horrified.

"Who else?' sniggered someone, unforgivably.

The twins were, in fact, sensual with one another and had been for some time. Though their carefully
constructed organs were not reproductive in nature, they were well equipped

with nerve endings. Bertran and Nela, deprived of many other joys, had discovered certain mutual
comforts when they were about six. Prohibitions against suck activity, which they encountered in
religion class and which all seemed to involve SHIS against reproductive nature, simply did not apply in
their case. So Bertran had assured Nela, when they were about twelve. Nela told him she was sure Father
or the nuns could think up areason since they could think up reasons most everything nice was sinful.
"Even though we can't ever make a baby," she said. "The doctor told us that."
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"We could pretend to have one," Bertran suggested tentatively, hearing sorrow in her voice but uncertain
whether her grief was related to the matter of babies.

"I suppose we could," she said doubtfully, wondering why Bertran would suggest such athing, but
thinking perhaps he was sad over not being able to be a father. "What shall we name him."

"Turtle," said Bertran, the word coming out with no thought at all. "Call him Turtle. Turtle Korsyzczy." t
"Not Korsyzczy," she objected. "What happens is, when he grows up alittle, he changes his name. He
says, 'Korsyzczy istoo much of amouthful. | want a name that says who | am, not who I'm related to."'/
"Well, who is he then?’

"WEell, he's our turtle, Berry. Gray-wind-rising turtle. Only, let's pretend he can fly. Call him lurtle Bird."
Bertran thought about this. "I don't like Bird," he said. "It sounds too much like that long ago president's
wife, the one our history teacher said got the billboards down along the highways. Something else with
wings, maybe."

"Butterfly? Angel? Moth?' Nela suggested. "Eagle? Owl? Duck?'

"Dove," he said suddenly, liking the sound of it. "Turtledove. Like in the Bible, the voice of the turtle,
you know."

Turtledove he became, their child, Turtledove. He, a boy, and never any discussion about that. Nela
hadn't demurred. Their child was aboy by virtue of being a"he," but he never did anything that could
not have been done equally well by a she or an it. The twins made up marvel ous stories about him,
though they never mentioned Turtledove to anyone else, any more than they mentioned what went on
between the two of them. And aside from Marids plaint to the pediatrician and

the pediatrician's sneer to his colleagues, no one mentioned their intimate activity to anyone, least of all
to the twins father.

Lek was, therefore, totally unprepared when he entered the twins' room without knocking one morning
and found them intimately engaged. He had entered silently; they didn't know he was there. In wordless
shock, blank-faced and blind-eyed, he departed as soundlessly, |eft the house, and went to work. During
a coffee break, a new coworker, one who was unfamiliar with Lek's family but who had recently heard
something about him, made sniggering allusions to the foolishness of a man who believed he'd made
love to hiswife four times on their wedding night when he'd actually been asleep the whole time.
Though he did not seem to hear, the words went through Leksy like a knife. Without a word to anyone,
Leksy put down his cup, left the plant, and went to abar. All through the (mostly) sexless years, it had
been the memory of that morning that had kept him relatively constant. Not what Maria had said or the
idea of it, or even the confirmation of his own maleness, but the feeling of the moment. The surge of
contentment and joy and fulfillment. His .whole body and mind had seemed to glow from within, as
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though lit by ajoyous flame. He remembered it as the happiest moment of hislife, shining like a star,
and he had held that light before him, guiding himself with it, determined from the depths of his despair
that it would someday be like that between them again, if not on this earth, then in heaven.

Now, he saw the star flicker out, a coal, a cinder, a black hard nothing. It had been alie. Hisjoy had
been alie. Marriage was alie. Fatherhood, children, all that was alie. Things coming out right if you
just had faith and worked hard, that was alie. He drank for atime, without becoming at all drunk. The
alcohol went through him into some dry other place where all the liquor in the world could not have
made a splash. There was no change in his feelings, his arid hopelessness. Finally, he got off the bar
stool, went to a car lot, sold his car, took the money, and got on a bus. By suppertime he was two
hundred miles away, headed toward the Atlantic seaboard, nothing in his mind but flight and emptiness.
When he got to New Y ork, he called one of his brothers, a priest, to say that his and Marias life together
had been a sin and adelu-

sion, that he was going, he didn't know where, and would not be back.

The brother called Maria, She screamed, then wept, then blamed herself and threatened suicide. They
talked her out of that, repeatedly. There wasn't much anybody could do. No one knew where Leksy had
gone. No one knew exactly why he had gone, though everyone guessed at part of the truth. Everybody
on both sides of the family pitched in to keep Maria and the twins fed and clothed and the rent paid.
Leksy had had some savings too, and there was a welfare fund at the plant. After a couple of months,
Maria went back to work at the lumberyard.

Leksy's folks made a modest effort to trace his whereabouts, without luck. Months later, one of his
brothers heard through the clerical grapevine that Lek had joined a contemplative order of monksin the
Atlas Mountains of North Africa, an eremitic order living in ahigh rock city where everyone ascended
by ropes and no female person or animal of any kind was allowed to enter.

Maria lasted less than eighteen months by heiself. She grew accustomed to going out for long lonely
walks after the children were abed, trying, to wear herself out so she could sleep. She couldn't marry
again because Leksy was still alive, somewhere. She couldn't seek the company of men for anything less
than marriage. She couldn't do what Leksy had done and run off, leaving the twins alone. He had been
able to do that only because he'd known she was there to care for them. Men, she thought, had always
been able to seek holiness when they wanted to because some woman was back at home taking care of
their obligations. That's why most of the saints were men and why most of the women saints were
virgins. Sometimes she spent the hours wondering if suicide was actually amortal sin.

During one of her long, introspective hikes, she was accosted by a mugger who demanded her money or
her life. She laughed hysterically at this. Judith had been right. Some men get awfully bent out of shape
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when they are laughed at. Maria's funeral Mass was well attended.

Neither set of grandparents felt quite able to take the twins. It's true that all of them were far advanced in
years.

Aunt Judith, who by now had ten of her own, shook her head in dismay. Sorry, she said, but ...

Most of the other aunts and uncles were in holy orders one place or another, and children were not
allowed.

And then, out of the blue, the twins' Aunt Sizzy showed up. Marids oldest sister Sizzy, who hadn't been
seen by any of the family for years; Aunt Sizzy with her apricot-dyed hair and sapphire-blue eyelids, her
bright-glossed lips, bangles halfway to her elbows, a cigarette habitually dangling at the corner of her
mouth even now, even after everyone knew it could kill you. Fifty-some-odd-years-old Aunt Sizzy who,
everyone said, hadn't changed a bit.

"I've come to get my niece and nephew,” she announced. "I've kept in touch through old friends herein
town." She didn't remind anyone it had been her choice in friends that had contributed to her departure
in the first place. No one needed to be reminded. "I know what a problem the twins would be for you
people who have families of your own, but I'm alone, and | can take the twins with me."

None of the agencies that might have moved in to investigate Aunt Sizzy, which would have moved in to
investigate Aunt Sizzy had she been going to take anyone but the twins, none of them did zip. All of the
agencies in town had been involved in the twins Me since Lek had gone, and all of them had thrown up
their hands, somein pity, some in exasperation. Not one social service employee checked out Sizzy's
lifestyle. Not one intrusive do-gooder nun or priest stuck his nose into her past. Not one relative asked
Sizzy where she planned to live, how she planned to support them all. As amatter of fact, the relatives
kept the conversation very, very general and genial, never admitting to themselves for a moment that
they didn't really want to know.

S0, when Sizzy departed in her little red car with the bemused children in the backseat and the modest
proceeds from Marias life insurance in her purse, no one had an inkling as to where they were going.
Sizzy, who knew the town intimately, who knew all the relatives well, who had had years apart from
them in which to make calm judgments about them, had chosen not to mention her destination. She
chose not, even though she had known since she first heard about the twins that she would someday
invite her niece and nephew to live with her, in her milieu, in the place where Sizzy herself had found
both refuge and work for many years: in Matthew Mulhollan's Marvelous Circus.

Zasper's petition for retirement was granted routinely. The personnel Files found no reason not to do so.
There were always more provincial Enforcers wanting Council status than there were open slots for
them.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (34 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

"But | don't want you to go!" cried Danivon Luze, now seventeen. When Zasper had rescued the toddler
Danivon from Molock, he had not foreseen that Danivon would grow up to attribute to Zasper many
virtues and qualities Zasper himself was not at all sure of. Danivon had just enrolled in the Enforcer
Academy at Tolerance, a prestigious institution that would prepare Danivon to be, so Danivon said, just
like Zasper himself.

Zasper thought Danivon would be better trying to be like someone else. He had even considered
dissuading Danivon from an Enforcer's career, giving up the notion only after several days worrying
about it. He had no right to influence the boy. Letting People Alone was more than mere slogan, or so
Zasper had always believed, though he'd become less certain of it latterly. Just because Zasper himself
had this sick feeling about Enforcement didn't mean Danivon was going to. Besides—and this was the
critical point—there weren't al that many avenues open to afoundling in Tolerance. All the servants,
guards, and technicians were Frickian and had always been Frickian. All the Supervisors were whatever
they were, some hereditary class or race or group or tribe; Zasper didn't know what and had sense
enough not to ask. Information that wasn't freely offered was better not asked for, at least in Zasper's
experience. It did a man no good to get a reputation as a prynose.

Whatever Danivon was, he wasn't Frickian, and he wasn't Supervisor blood, either, being a great deal
taller than the former and a good deal handsomer than the latter. Though his mouth was a bit wider and
his hair abit curlier than Zasper's idea of perfection, he was a handsome, articulate, well-built lad who
should get on with life. Full of the juices of youth as he was, Danivon no doubt had a good deal of life to
get on with!

Danivon didn't seeit that way, complaining that Zasper had no right to go off and leave him. "I like the
Academy," he explained. "I redlly do. | like the other studentstoo, amost all of them. It'sjust, | get
lonesome sometimes. When some of

them talk about home it makes me wonder why | don't have one." He confessed thisto Zasper in a
whisper, as though it were shameful.

When this subject came up, Zasper aways swallowed deeply and reminded himself there were excellent
reasons not to tell Danivon what he knew about Danivon's origins. Not least that telling the boy might
get both of them killed.

"Nothing wrong with wondering where you come from," Zasper said. "Anybody would." Thank heavens
the boy didn't look Molockian. If he had looked Molockian, Zasper's bit of playacting all that time ago
might not have worked, and Danivon Luze could have ended up as one of the skulls on the top of that
blasted temple. Zasper shook his head, driving away the thought, and repeated something he had said so
often it had become rote: "We saw about twenty provinces on that journey; you don't really resemble the
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peoplein any of them; | can't be any help to you." Though wholly false, taken phrase by phrase the
statement was quite true.

Danivon merely stared, his nose twitching. When he did that, it made Zasper feel uncomfortable, as
though the boy knew something he shouldn't. Knew something he wasn't saying. "Besides," Zasper said
hastily, attempting to divert that gaze, "from what | hear, you're not that lonesome that often. Not so far
as feminine companionship goes, at any rate."

"Oh, that," said Danivon Luze with a self-deprecating grin that admitted everything but specified
nothing. "I didn't mean that, Zas. But never mind. Even if you go back to Enarae, I'll come visit you.
They make real good gunsin Enarae, so |'ve got areason. I'm not going to let you just disappear. | just
wori't."

It was true, they did make real good gunsin Enarae. Zasper's home province was not remarkable in most
regards —not to anyone who had seen Beanfields with its *Mother-dears, or Derbeck with its Old Man
Daddy, or City Fifteen, full to its walls with dinka-jins. However, Enarae did have an unusual
preoccupation with persona weaponry, due to having been founded by weapons engineers descended
from sea-girt Phansure, the legendary homeworld. Shrines to the Guntoter stood on every other street
comer; citizens were accustomed to the chatter and blast of weapons, the hushed slump of falling bodies,
the ritual (sometimes sincere) wailing of the bereaved. Five classes were recognized in Enarae;
Executive, Professional, Wage-earner, Trasher. And, of course, Outcaste.

The lower one's caste, the more one's self-esteem could depend upon prowess with weapons. In
acceptance of this fact, Zasper did not disarm himself before returning home.

Immediately after he arrived, he went to Old Town, the entertainment district, where he strolled Tyme
Street from end to end, examining the displays outside every joy shop, relishing the menus recited
outside every cafe, savoring every familiar sight and smell. At the bottom of the street, where a rusted
iron railing leaned above the sluggish river, he turned the steepish corner and looked down a slanted
flight of stone steps into the Swale. Whenever he thought of himself as a youth, orphaned and lonely, he
remembered himself doing exactly this. walking down Tyme Street, slowing his steps as the street
narrowed above the river, amost stopping as he heard the clucking water at that final corner, wondering
each time what marvel would be around the bend. Now, as he came around it once more, he knew no
matter what else might have changed, the Swale had remained the same.

Now as aways it seemed strangely empty for such a populous place. On one side the river crawled
under ancient piers and around the hulls of silent boats. On the other, vast timbered structures pocked
with blind niches |eaned toward one another over narrow alleys. Every wall was pitted with doors,
massive doors, iron-hinged doors, tightly shut or barely gjar. There were peepholes too, and windows
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where heavy curtains quivered continually, as at the touch of a restless hand. Behind the doors one could
catch glimpses of tortuous corridors leading off into dimly lit interiors, and twisting stairs bending
upward to tiny tilted landings that seemed built more for spiders than for people. Dank walls dripped
with river sweat and stank of damp rot. Everything in the Swale suggested the disreputable and
decadent, the presence of debauched and covert pleasures. The sound of the Swale was a muted
growling, the murmur of aswarm in a hollow tree, not immediately visible or threatening, but ominously
present, nonetheless.

A short way down the Swale was a gambling establishment run by Zasper's oldest friend, AM Dibai
Bloom. Zasper was no sooner in the door than he heard the greeting:

"So you've come home, eh, Ertigon?"

"Better late than never, Bloom."

"Thought it'd be never, so | did." Bloom scuttled across the room and zoomed his elevator legs, looking
down on

Zasper from on high. "Thought I'd see you never again, Ertigon."”

That had been what Zasper had thought too, once.

Bloom tugged him to atable more or less secluded from the ruckus going on.

"So, what brings you back again, Old Man?"

Because Bloom had more sense than most people, Zasper tried to explain.

"Lately .. . lately, do you get the feeling something isn't right?"

"Y ou mean in addition to the normal everyday constant things that aren't right. Like these phlupping
taxes, and the number of babies getting knocked off hi the street, and . . ."

"I mean," said Zasper with agood deal of dignity, "something else, Bloom. A kind of feeling I've had
lately."

Pressed for details, he could offer only generalities. He said it was only afeeling, as though some
hideous danger lurked just out of sight. Danger was an Enforcer's constant companion, of course, and
Zasper said he didn't mean any ordinary danger, like maybe getting killed, but something worse than
that, far worse than that.

Bloom listened without being impressed, but then it took alot to impress Bloom. Still, he was afriend
and Zasper hadn't that many friends left alive. Whether Bloom understood or not, Zasper was still most
comfortable in Bloom's place or around the Swale.

He came'there often in the evenings when the river mist rose thickly and the lamps made balloons of
light in the soggy air. Sometimes he stood at a corner for an hour or more, listening, watching, soaking
up the quality of anticipation he had always felt there, the expectancy that hovered, as though something
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remarkable were about to occur, some wonder were to creep down the nearest alley, emerging at any
moment. If he turned his back, he would missit. The opportunity of witness would be gone unless he
waited, patiently, for whatever it might be.

One evening while engaged in this solitary occupation, his scanning eyes detected movement where no
movement should have been. Turning his head slowly, focusing on the shape of a crouched shadow, he
translated the image into a scarcely credible reality—a girl child. A girl child, moreover, full of nervous
twitches, half-suppressed fits and starts and trembling shivers that betrayed her presence beside the
bulky hinge post

of atightly closed door. The door was carved in high relief with assorted pornographic scenesto
advertise the establishment behind it, a brothel of a particularly unhealthy sort.

A girl this age had no business anywhere near there. Who was she? What child would dare these
threatening alleys to hide herself in such a place? An older and more experienced person would beill
advised to do so. A girl child had no businessin the Swale at all!

He moved silently, as Enforcers are taught to do, around and behind, coming up from a direction she
would not expect. He did not speak until he had one iron-hard hand fastened firmly on her shoulder.
"What in hell are you doing here, girl?'

It wasn't so much a question as an exclamation, and though his voice was purposefully harsh, his prey
did not seem frightened by it as she hung almost limp in his grip. He thought she drooped there like
some little animal, too shocked to struggle, maybe playing dead the way they do, waiting for him to drop
her so she could scurry off.

Instead, he drew her into a half-lighted doorway to get a good look at her, a pale-skinned child, thin asa
scabbard, topped by atangled mop of flaming hair. He noticed her gnawed and bleeding fingers when
she pushed the hair away from atear-runneled face, away from stone-green eyes not so much scared as
watchful, the skin around them dark as a bruise. He'd seen eyes like that before, also in achild's face, but
it took him a minute to remember where. A-dozen years before. In Tolerance. A little boy, peering over
ashoulder. Those eyes, Danivon's eyes, had been watchful in this same way.

"Child," he said, shaking her gently, made mild by memory, "what are you doing? It's damned
dangerous here."

"I come here ah" thetime," she said, staring into hisface. She saw a stocky man with a gray braid over
one shoulder and an Enforcer's badge on the other. Enforcers were mysterious, almost legendary
creatures. She had no answer for the question he had asked. She didn't know what she was doing in the
Swale. She came there, that was all. She sometimes thought she came here to get away from.. . .
whatever she wanted to get away from. Other times she thought she came here because of what was
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here. Though she lacked sufficient vocabulary to define the place, she could feel its essential nature. It
suited her because it was like herself.

"Not a good place to come ever, much less all thetime,” he said.

She was moved to attempt explanation. "It's ... it's like sort of secret," she said. "Or like the shrines. Sort
of like metoo." Struggling to understand the nature of the Swale, she had come up with amorphous
concepts of taboo and sacred things.

"What'd you mean, like you?"

She shrugged. What she meant was, special. What she meant was, holy, but she didn't even have that
word. What had occurred to her was that perhaps the reason she was here alone and not with other
people was that she was different. Destined for something extraordinary. The idea had come from
nowhere, sneaking into her mind bit by bit, like alittle warm breeze, thawing her chilly heart. Being
different would explain alot of things, like why nothing worked out for her like it did for other people.
She wasn't sure shereally believed the idea, even though it was comforting. Comforting ideas didn't
always—or even very often—work out, either, so she hadn't dwelt on it much. Still, she didn't disbelieve
it, not yet. She could be destined for some particular purpose, maybe, and if so, she wouldn't be harmed
by haunting the Swale as ordinary people might be. Coming here—it was ailmost a test!

"My nameis Zasper Ertigon,” he said. "What's your name?"

"Fringe," she said. "Fringe Dorwalk."

"There are better places than this, Fringe," he told her.

"Where?' she asked him, intrigued. She had been looking for better places as long as she could
remember.

Their friendship began with that question. Remembering his own youth, he did not waste tunein
admonitory lectures. Instead, he showed her some better places, safer at least, like the way to get into
Ahl Dibai Bloom's gambling house from Tyme Street, without going through the Swale. Ahl Dibal
Bloom, bobbing up and down on his elevator legs as he did when he was amused, said he could use a
young person to sweep the gambling rooms and stack the bottles, winking at Zasper over her head as he
hired her for this duty.

After that, Fringe spent alot of time at Bloom's, often when Zasper was there, mostly listening as they
talked. Zasper told her a censored version of hislife as an Enforcer, and she talked artlessly about
herself, as though about a stranger. Little by little, he came to know who and what she

was, though there was little enough he could do about that. Enforcers who had left off being Council
Enforcers to become provincial Enforcers were just that. They had no great status, except among old
colleagues. Still, they had a certain reputation and were not often interfered with. Habitues of the Swale,
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at least, soon learned that Fringe was Zasper's bit of harmless amusement and better |eft alone.

Freak shows were still current on Earth toward the end of the twentieth century, though less fascinating
than in some former times. Television had made freakishness a commonplace; the National Enquirer
and itsilk had made aberration a matter of mere momentary titillation, of no more duration than a
headline. The world's fattest woman was only a person with a glandular disorder. Human skeletons were
merely anorexic. The seal woman was athalidomide baby. Bearded ladies and giants were no longer
fantasy but matters of endocrine malfunction. A child born with an extraleg, the result of an incomplete
twinning, would have had his supernumerary appendage amputated at birth. Elephant men had been reen-
acted on Broadway and in the movies. Dwarfs and midgets were merely little people who could take the
roles of Munchkins or Time Bandits or small furry spear-carrying Ewoksin Star Wars epics. In
cosmopolitan places, in urban areas, where the abnormal was ordinary, wonder at the bizarre had been
lost.

In rural areas, however, eyes still widened and mouths still gaped. There the birth of atwo-headed calf
was still cause for avisit from the neighbors, hexing was a day-to-day possibility, the evil eye afact.
There credulity reigned and one of them was born every minute, fair target for the one-ring sawdust
circuses, the dog-and-pony shows, still playing beneath canvas, their often dilapidated but brightly
blazoned trucks moseying from smallish town to smallish town, their performances long on smaller
animals and acrobats and totally deficient asto elephants or tigers. There, the snake charmer was still
good for athree-dollar admission, and the cooch dancers brought out the boys who had no local topless
bar for their after-work delectation. There, though the glitter was tarnished, the glamour faded, and the
repair budget was always in arrears, the authentic aura of circus enchantment could still be found.
Mulhollan's had all the essentials, albeit on asmall scale:

taped calliope music tootling over the PA. system, the whir of a cotton-candy machine, the shout of the
straw-hatted ticket seller from his high booth, the barker's spiel outside the sideshow tent, the hum and
mutter of the crowd; the smells of wet canvas, hot grease and caramel corn, horseshit and sawdust and
hay; a dangle of trapeze ropes, a strut of plumed horses, an awkwardness of ruff-necked dogs dancing on
their hind legs. Mulhollan's had Clown Alley, oleaginous with greasepaint, spider hung with fright wigs
and balloony pantaloons. It had Sizzy's souvenir stand, its roof striped red and soiled white, its tattered
sides emblazoned with peeling silver stars. The shelvesinside were crowded with gimcrack junk:
whistly whirly-birds on a stick, clown-faced coffee mugs, silver caps with horns and ears, plastic
boomerangs and Frisbees, tiny wooden acrobats that swung around a bar when one squeezed the
uprights together, ashtrays with pictures of dogs and snake charmers on them and the words
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MULHOLLAN'SMARVELOUS CIRCUS n curly P. T. Barnum letters.

Mulhollan's circus was Sizzy's circus, where long ago she had found refuge from small-town memories,
ultra-pious kin-folk, priests, nuns, and people who had to be lived up to. Mulhollan's circus was Sizzy's
circus, where neither she nor the twins had any history requiring explanation.

"What are we going to do here?' asked Bertran, looking around himself in amix of awe and amazement,
prey to an unfamiliar bubbling feeling he did not recognize as el ation.

"Y ou're going to bein the sideshow," said his aunt. "Y ou're going to earn aliving, the only way you can,
until you grow up and they maybe cut you apart, and then you can do what you want."

"I don't think child labor'slegal,” said Nela, without conviction, feeling what Bertran felt and
recognizing it no more than he.

"Y ou're not going to labor," said Sizzy. "Y ou're going to stand on a stage, all dressed up. After
everybody's had alook at you, we'll put a curtain between the two of you, and the women in the
audience can take a peek at Nela and the men can take a peek at Bertran. For five dollars extra."

"Look at me naked?' screamed Nela, shivering pleasur-ably.

"Naked," said Sizzy. "Just a peek."

"She's got hair on her chest," said Bertran.

"That's what Nair isfor," hisaunt announced loftily. "And hot wax treatment, and maybe even
electrolysis.”

"She doesn't have much boobs."

"So she'll get implants," Aunt Sizzy said, undismayed. "L ook, kids, be practical. Nobody wants the
responsibility. Nobody's ever known what to do with you, including my poor fool of asister. At least
here, there's some purpose to your life, right? And some enjoyments too, 111 bet. Maria was my favorite
little sister. She wasn't long on sense—none of Mom's babies born after she was forty had good sense—
but she had a good heart. | owe it to her to see you get some enjoyments. Fun, you know?"

They didn't know, but they learned. After the initial shock, it turned out to be not bad. Good, in fact. The
best thing was that the circus was completely matter-of-fact. After all those years of strain and prayer,
circus life was sensible and acceptable. No giggles. No pointed fingers. No labored three-party
consultations in the confessional. No arguments about what bathroom they were going to use. Just, "Hi,
Berty. Hi, Nela," from a clown. Just, "Y ou kids going to eat or what! Get over here before | throw it
out," from the cook. Just, "Try on your new costumes before noon so | can get them done before the
show tonight," from Mrs. Mangini. The Manginis were mostly trapeze or horse people, but Mrs.
Mangini was too fat to ride or fly, so she did alot of the circus sewing instead.

The twins had a new double fold-out bed in Aunt Sizzy'strailer. They had awire-haired fox terrier
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named Flip who belonged to them but also did acrobatics in the clown act. With them in the sideshow
was a hairy-nosed geek named Ralph, who ate live chickens and was billed as the Alaskan Wolf Boy.
They had Sappho and Archimedes Lapin, billed as the smallest man and woman in the world, even
though they weren't nearly the smallest. They had the cooch girls (any female below the age of thirty
who wasn't otherwise occupied) as the opening act, including the girl who doubled as Madame Evanie,
the World Famous Snake Charmer. They had the marvelous Timber Head, who could drive nailsinto his
face. They had Countess Vampira, with her long, long fangs that not even the dentists in the audience
could tell from real because she'd had them done in Los Angeles where dentistry had attained the status
of an art form. They had Tiberias, the mind reader, who usually didn't but sometimes could. And they
had Bertran and Nela Zy-Czorsky (which Nela had made

up out of the letters of their own name and pronounced Zee-CHORSsKy), the Eighth Wonder of the
World, the only male-female Siamese twins in the universe.

Bertran's costume was midnight-blue, bow tie and tails, with a gleaming white shirt. Nelawore a
shimmery pink dress, all sequins and ruffles. They stood side by side on the platform, long enough for
people to get restless and start to question the whole thing, then they turned away ‘from each other, just a
little, showing the broad pink band of flesh that joined them. Aunt Sizzy would shout, "Is there a doctor
or nurse in the audience?"'

Sometimes there was. Aunt Sizzy always insisted on seeing identification if anybody claimed to be a
doctor or nurse. If there wasn't one, somebody from the circus would claim to be, come up on the stage,
feel the flesh, look where it joined, act astonished. "My God. They really are!”

"Y eah, but maybe they're both men or both women," some smartass would inevitably call. If someone
didn't, ashill would. "Y eah, but."

"For fivedollars," Aunt Sizzy would say, starting into her spiel. She had a chart and a pointer. She
explained about chromosomes and how all other Siamese twins were either boys or girls, and how Nela
and Bertran were amiracle, aone of akind. Then she'd pull the curtain, the one with the dlitin it to go
over where they were joined, and all the women who wanted to pay five dollars would go to one side
and all the men would go to the other and look.

It wasn't bad. Even the peeping wasn't bad. Aunt Sizzy wouldn't allow any touching, and it was only
women on Nela's side and men on Bertran's. Bertran would unzip and ..unbutton, showing the hair on
his chest, the genitals, small, but masculine-looking. Nela would untie, showing her androgynous chest
(depilated the night before by Aunt Sizzy) and her own organs, unmistakably nonmale. Then the
audience would leave, men asking their wives and girlfriends, "Was she?' Women asking the men,
"Was he?' Each assuring the other that he was, she was.
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The school authorities caught up with them, of course. Aunt Sizzy, who had been meaning to phony up a
birth certificate to make them two years older than they were, had to lay out a bribe plus enough to buy
an acceptable curriculum, and they had to study it enough to pass the semi-annual tests, but it was
nothing. Nothing! They could pass the tests without half

trying. Whoever laid out that curriculum had never been to parochial school under Sister Jean L ue!

That first year, when they went into winter quarters, Sizzy arranged for Nelato have breast implants.
Not very big. Too big, said Aunt Siz, and nobody would believe it Kind of small ones. Just right for a
teenage girl. Nela had electrolysistoo, to get rid of the beard and the hair on her chest and to straighten
out the line of reddish-blond pubic hair across the bottom of her belly, so it would look more feminine.
Aunt Sizzy put them both on a diet, so they wouldn't have alot of what she called "unattractive podge.”
Bertran dyed his hair dark, all over, to emphasize the difference between him and Nela, who stayed
blond. After Nela healed up, she and Berty visited back and forth with the other circuses, the big ones,
where there weren't any freaks who were called freaks, and the little ones like theirs, where there were.
They made alot of friends.

Also, starting in Florida and continuing everywhere they went, they frequented the bargain countersin
bookstores, always leaving with an armload of books. In then* trailer at night they lay side by side in the
double bed, each with a night-light and an eyeshade and a book. Nela read romances and natural history,
reveling in love and zoology, Bertran read history and math texts and biographies. Both of them read
about religion, fascinated by it, not as a belief but as a subject. Though the matter had never been
discussed with them by their parents or the priest or any of the nuns, they both realized that religion had
paid no small part in letting them be born as they were. Sometimes they even talked about that,
wondering whether, if they'd had the choice, they'd have been born thisway at all. Sometimes, when it
had been a good day, they thought they would. Other times, despairing, they were sure they wouldn't
Aunt Sizzy; who overheard one of these conversations, told them everybody felt that way. Some days,
she said, everybody wished he or she hadn't been born or wished he or she could just die and be finished
with everything. The smart thing to do was wait and see if afew days didn't change things. If it didn't,
well, then it was up to people to do what they had to do, and she didn't believe anybody went to hell for
suicide, not as overpopul ated as the world was, but, she emphasized, usually afew days was enough to
change a point of view.

Sometimes they thought she might be right Other times, the few days stretched to weeks and they
despaired. It was

possible, they told one another, to be so depressed by what they werfe that they were incapable of doing
anything about it even though they wanted to. That's why they went on, they said, sometimes capabl e of
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laughing about it. They went on because they were too depressed to kill themselves.

Sometimes they mitigated depression by holding long involved conversations about Turtledove, how he
was doing at school, how he was doing at Little League, whether it was sensible for him to keep up his
lessons on the violin.

"So expensive!" said Nela.

"But histeacher says he has genius,” said Bertran. "What would we think of ourselves, years from now,
if we denied him his chance at genius.”

Meantime, no matter how they felt, they took dancing lessons from one of the Mangini girls, and learned
elocution and comebacks from Matt Mulhollan, owner and ringmaster, and picked up afew deight-of-
hand tricks from one of the clowns. Their act was fine asit was, but as Sizzy said, meretitillation was
limited by both prurience and credulity, while, entertainment had no boundaries. "If you entertain people
well enough, they don't care you're afake," said Aunt Sizzy. "Most people don't give a damn about the
truth, anyhow." She mentioned some politicians, including a recent president, as examples. "The world's
biggest phonies, not very bright, but they entertained people, so nobody cared." The othersin the show
agreed, helping the twins practice their routines over and over, until the two of them oozed charm at
every pore.

It helped that they were bright. No one, not even themselves, had ever doubted that. They turned their
minds to the task, realizing their own welfare depended upon it. They worked on their voices, Nela
raising hers, Bertran deegpening his. They developed a sharp line of patter and a clever way with
hecklers. They made the magic tricks sparkle.

"It's not easy being a power sander," said Bertran. "Not easy being a polisher."

"Don't tell Turtledove," said Nela. "He'd be so embarrassed if the other children knew his mother was an
edger and finisher."

It was not long before their act began to draw, began to bring people in, began actually to increase
attendance. A marked increase, commented Matt Mulhollan to Sizzy, during one of their regular |ate-
evening conferences over afew beers and alittle habitual sex. A steady, marked increase.

Sizzy passed this aong to the twins. When they began to preen alittle, she said, "Now, don't go feeling
important. Sure, you're adraw. Anything new isadraw. But you're not the main event. You'rein the
sideshow, not under the big top. It doesn't do to puff yourselves up too much, because you'd just be
setting up for afall. Remember, no matter how classy you think your act is, there's always something
bigger and classier coming along!"

Matt Mulhollan, who was no fool despite having been alittle down on his luck recently, plowed most of
the increased income back into the business. He bought new costumes. He repaired equipment. He
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added some acts he'd been unable to afford previously. Almost as an afterthought, he raised Ber-tran's
and Nelas salary, and Aunt Sizzy went on doing with it what she'd done from the first: investing it in
their names in blue chip stocks with a conservative brokerage firm.

Good fortune continued. The circus began to attract notice. During the twins' third year, it was featured
as one of three notable small circusesin a nationally televised special on educational TV. The twins
avoided the TV interviews. They still weren't of age, and they didn't want to risk someone from their
hometown coming after them, not that they considered it likely. Not long after, Matt Mulhollan called
everyone together to make an exciting announcement. Mulhollan's Marvelous Circus was to tour the
European continent during the following year, akind of exchange program in return for a Czech circus
coming to the U.S. and Canada. Also, there was a possibility they might go to Chinathe year after that.
If the circus was granted permission to do so, certainly one reason, said Matt, being kind, was the
attractive presence, among the more standard fare, of the Eighth Wonder of the World, Ber-tran and
NelaZy-Czorsky.

In Enarae, Zasper came to know all about Fringe Dorwalk. From a word dropped here and an
implication there, from this tale and that recollection, Zasper managed to put her story together so that
he felt he understood it. Perhaps, he told himself, it was part of his Enforcer's habit, always to seek
reasons for things. An Enforcer charged with Attending a Situation had to be able to judge what had
caused the Situation, after all. Though perhaps, he admitted to himself, he was merely a snoopish old
man who, having no family of his own,

let himself dig into the interstices of other people's. Or, he admitted somewhat wryly, it could be that he
simply cared about Fringe.

Whether it was fondness or mere curiosity, he did learn about her, and about her family, most notably
her father, Char Dorwalk, scion of the Professional class. Professional wasn't top class, not Executive,
but it was far from trash, as Fringe told him, quoting her grandma Gregoria Dorwalk. Professional class
was the good life, plenty of perks and not many risks, so Char had been born lucky. All he had had to do
to have agood life, said Fringe, still quoting Grandma, was be sensible: set up in a profession, find a
Professional-class spouse, and settle down.

"The way you say that, | guess he didn't do it," said Zasper.

No, shetold him in Grandma Gregoria's words, Char hadn't been sensible. Char didn't set himself upin a
profession and pick a Professional wife. Instead, he picked a pretty little chirp of a Wage-earner woman
who kept the books at the debt-slave market. Her name was Souile-lroms, and as if Wage-earner class
wasn't bad enough, she was clerk caste to boot.
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"Clerk caste isn't exactly trash," Fringe quoted Grandma Gregoria once more. "But when you get that
low, you're getting close."

"Does your grandma always tell you anything that comes into her head?' Zasper asked, dumbfounded.
"Including stuff about your ma?"

"Grandma says my mais a perfectly nice woman," Fringe explained with some surprise. "She just isn't
suitable for my pa." .

Zasper shook his head. "Didn't your pathink she was suitable when he married her?”

"Oh, my pal Hewas all in afine fever of dedication, saying he'd draw her up to hislevel," Fringe
replied, quoting Grandma Gregoria once again. "Grandmatold him he could draw Maup all he liked,
but what was he going to do about her family?"

"Her family?" asked Zasper.

"The Tromses," said Fringe. "Mas maand pa. They live with us. Their names are Nada and Ari."
Further questioning by Zasper €elicited that the Tromses were from the very bottom of the class structure,
Trashers—

sometimes nicknamed Troughers, because they had their noses in the public trough. Souile Troms, born
a Trasher, had done well to rise to Wage-earner class by her own efforts, but raising up her folks had
been beyond her.

“If your mawanted to marry Char, she should have left her folks behind,” Grandma Gregoria had said.
"Her brother and sister went off and left them behind. Souile might have had a chance if she'd done that.
| tried to tell my son, before he took them all in, but he wore me down. | finally told him to do whatever
it was he was going to do. | couldn't stop him, and after arguing and arguing, you get so tired you quit
trying."

Char had done what he wanted. Souile would not leave her parents behind, so Char had taken the setup
money left by his father—every respectable Professional family provided funds to set up each child in a
profession—had "invested" part of it, and with the rest bought a house large enough to hold them all
plus the children he and Souile planned to have.

No house could be large enough for both Tromses, however. Their continual battles ranged from room
to pom and the smell of old Ari permeated any space he occupied. An hour after Nada and Ari moved
into the room allocated to them, Nada moved out and into the space intended for children, which she had
to herself until Fringe came aong. Fringe had few memories of herself as ayoung child, but many
impressions of that room, full of sniffles and groans and cries heard through the darkness.

"Don't you daretalk to me like that! 1'm your mother! Ah, my heart, my heart. When I'm lying dead,
you'll realize what you've done to me. Oh, help me to my bed. Let me lie down."”
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"Ma's dying, oh, Char, she's dying, she says..."

Char's voice, his dark-time voice, the one Fringe never heard in the light. " She's always dying. Never a
day goes by sheisn't dying. So, let her die, if she'll just let us alone. Will you all let me alone! Never any
peace, no peace at all!"

"Hush, Char! Pa'll hear you. All hewantsis.

"Let the filthy old fart have whatever he wants. I'mtoo tired to argue.”

"I guess Pathought they'd all get along all right," Fringe said to Zasper in the careless voice she always
used when she talked about her family. "I guessit just didn't work out."

"Things like that often don't work out," said Zasper. "Despite good intentions."

"Y eah," mused Fringe.

"It takes a strong man to turn back from a bad choice." Thiswas Enforcer wisdom, hard-learned.
"Yeah," said Fringe again, this time with a quick sidelong glance to say she'd noted that one down for
future reference.

Certainly Char hadn't turned back. Instead, he'd taken to spending most of his time away from the house.
Nobody knew where he went or what he did. He wasn't practicing a profession, that was certain. Rumors
came that he was gambling. He did that alot. Mawas gone most of the time too, but Fringe wasn't
supposed to ask where, and Nada wasn't supposed to teD, even though she did tell in a shamed whisper:
Souile was out earning money.

"We need it to buy food," Nada whispered. "We need it to pay the school fees. But don't tell your pa.”
"Grandma Gregoria says working for wages is disgraceful for a Professional-class person,” Fringe
explained to Zasper. "Ma should go to the E& P Wives Club instead. She should go there and do
acceptable activities."

"E& P Wives Club? Acceptable activities?' asked Zasper. Though he'd been reared in Enarae, he didn't
recall hearing about acceptable activities.

" Acceptable activities, you know,",said Fringe. "Things your class says are acceptable. Like, if you're a
Trasher, you can gang-fight, but not if you're a Professional. Professional women are supposed to go to
the Executive and Professional Club and do women things. Wardrobe development. Conversation salon.
Social dancing. History of Customs and Courtesy. E& P games. Acceptable activities. Y ou know."
Zasper's Outcaste youth had been spent in activities that weren't remotely acceptable, so he didn't know,
but he took her word for it.

Little girls, according to Fringe, learned about acceptable activities by playing with the E& P dolls their
mothers gave them. E& P dolls had large wardrobes and extensive talk programs built right in.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (47 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

"Tomorrow isthe fifth of Springflower, Great Question Day," a doll would say. "Everywhere on
Elsewhere, people will consider the Great Question of man's destiny. Here in Enarae red and gold are the
traditional colorsfor Great

Question Day. What will you wear?"

"We must all look our best for the festivities. I've done my

eyes anew way. They make me look lovely, don't you think?

Do you like the new way I've done my hair?"

"Do you suppose I'll be picked for the promenade?"

Girls were supposed to fill hi the blanks with conversation about grooming and style. That way, when
they went to school and had conversation salon or grooming-and-style classes, they'd have a head start.
"At school they say we're supposed to consider the Great Question," said Fringe to Zasper, screwing up
her mouth. "But nobody talks about the question at al. | mean, that could be kind of interesting, that
guestion, about what mankind is for, but what we really do is play dolls. And al the dollslook alike.
Exactly alike. They all have precisely the same face."

Zasper noted her expression, which was of someone about to spit out something nasty. "Don't you like
them?' he asked innocently.

"I hate them," said Fringe, who had always managed to break her dolls amost as soon as she got them,
though she never exactly planned to. "Maybe if | had someone to play with. But Ma and Pa are always
gone. And Grandma Nadais always dying."

"Always?' asked Zasper.

"Well, every few days. Grandma Gregoria said she does it to keep in practice.”

"Who takes care of you and your brother."

"Grandma Nada. When sheisn't dying."

Certainly it was Nada who kept Fringe and Bubba fed and clothed. Sometimes Ari would come out of
his reeking room and amuse them with wild tales of his ganger youth. By the time she was old enough
for school, Fringe had picked up the Tromses' attitudes and accents, their habits of speech, their habitual
actions and responses to the actions of others; Nada's defensiveness, Ari's belligerence, the Tromses' low-
class vocabulary.

"Fringe talks like trash," Grandma Gregoria said to Char, making a moue of distaste, either not knowing
or not caring that nine-year-old Fringe was behind the door, listening and watching through a crack.

"Y our daughter talks like trash, Char. She's low! And your son will be!"

The words shocked Fringe. She knew the two sides of the

family hated each other, but though the knowledge was painful, she hadn't thought it had anything to do
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with her. Now, she realized she was mixed into it. She, Fringe, was right in the middle of it!

Shortly after the conversation between Grandma Gregoria and Pa, Bubba was sent away to a
Professional-class boarding academy. Pa couldn't have paid for the school, so Grandma Gregoria must
have done it. Though Grandma Gregoria had a daughter and several granddaughters, Bubba was her
only grandson.

Fringe wasn't sent away, which meant she was all right as she was. Either that or it meant she wasn't all
right, but Pa just didn't care.

"Do you suppose that could beit," she whispered to Zasper. "He just doesn't care?"

"Do you think about that alot?' Zasper wanted to know.

Shereally didn't. She tried not to think about it at all, or about the other stuff that went on. She found she
could shut out the real world by pretending things inside her head. Sometimes she went for days not
even noticing the real world. Except for some things.

Like the old woman who'd taken to following her around. Fringe thought between Grandma Gregoria
and Nada, she had enough old women already, but this old woman kept showing up, here and there, not
doing anything much, but sort of always there, awhite-haired old thing with keen black eyes that
seemed a lot younger than her face.

"Why do you always show up where | am?* Fringe asked

her angrily, confronting her in the alley outside Bloom's place.

- "Do I?" asked the old thing. Ibday she was with a man

amost as old as she was, and she looked at him with her head

cocked to one side. "Do | show up where this child is?"

"I thought it was the other way "round," said the old man. "I thought this child was always appearing
where we were."

"There you haveit," said the old woman. " Contiguity does not prove causation."”

"What does that mean?"

"It means we're not necessarily following each other around.”

"Ithink sheis, though," said Fringe to Zasper. "Her nameislory and | think she's a spy."

"For whom?' Zasper wanted to know. "Or what?"

Fringe couldn't tell him. The only reason someone would

spy on her was if she was special for some reason. But she didn't want to talk about being special. If you
talked about things you wanted, or things you hoped for, somehow that fixed things so you never got
them.
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So, she changed the subject.

"Massick all the time now," Fringe said.

"What kind of sick?"' he asked, thinking he already knew.

"Just sick," said Fringe.

These days Souile often lay abed with the horrors, glaring at the ceiling with wide, frantic eyes. The
sickness came from near-lethal doses of mood-spray, but Souile never admitted that, not even to herself.
"Before | married Char, | saw my children in my mind," Souile said to Fringe when Nada sent her with a
bowl of hot broth. "Y ou were never babies. Y ou were always grown-up, poised and perfect. Y ou moved
like dancers. Y ou were successful. You didn't need anything from me. | knew you would be beautiful,
and healthy and clever. | knew you would be talented and everyone would admire you, and me, because
| was your mother. | thought if you were born Professional class, that's all you'd ever need. ..."

"She said that, then she cried,” Fringe told Zasper, her eyes wide and ringed with shadows. " She threw
the soup on the floor and cried, and she couldn't get her breath, and | was afraid she was going to die."
"What did you think about that?"'

"I knew it was my fault."

Zasper gave her a horrified stare. "Why would you think .that?"

Fringe threw up her hands in a gesture learned at Grandma Gregoria's knee. Why would she think that?
Because she hadn't done any of the things a good daughter should have done. She broke her dolls. She
hadn't learned to be classly. She hadn't cared enough about style. She hadn't learned to do conversation.
She didn't even know how to play the E& P games she was supposed to know.

"I've decided to take all the classes I'm supposed to," she told Zasper desperately. "I'm going to do
better."

He didn't say anything. He had never been a Professional-class child. He didn't know what to say.
Fringe signed up for classes in conversation and personal style. She studied her fellow students,
desperately intent on doing and saying the acceptable things, exhausting herself in

an effort to make sense of the seemingly pointlessrituals. No matter how she tried, she couldn't believe
in them, she could not fit herself into the pattern. Shetried to act the part, but she didn't fedl it. Some
rebellious part of herself kept rearing itself up and sticking its tongue out, going nyah, nyah, nyah just
when she had to concentrate!

Despite all her resolutions, she didn't fit. She knew it and the Exec-class, Prof-class girls she was with
knew it.

"Today one of the girlssaid | was crude,” shetold Zasper in an expressionless voice. "She said | talk like
aTrasher. She said | have no polish and my clothes don't go together. She said | smell."
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"What did you do?"

What she had done had been without thought, without decision. It had just happened. "I hit her. Then |
bit her."

Sharp language, and sharper teeth (a Trasher trait, anger and fighting, learned from Ari). She'd known
what the girl said was true though she had had no idea what to do about it or whether, if she had known,
it would have been worth doing. She didn't smell nearly as bad as Ari did.

"What classes are you good at?' Zasper asked gently.

"General classes, like mathematics and systems technology and weapons.”

"Those are important.”

“Nah. Nobody cares about those. Not for Professional-class girls. Professional-class girls don't use
weapons or math much."

"What happened today when you fought with the other girl?"

"They put me out of the E& P classes. They told me not to come back." Her eyes were dry when she told
him this. She'd finished crying over it, but the guilt was still with her, some guilt at” having failed the
classes but more—much more—at having felt glad when they'd thrown her out. How could she be a
good E& P daughter for Souile if she was glad when they threw her out!

After that, it was pointlessto try very hard at school and too painful to try very hard at home. What was
easiest was to be where nobody expected anything from her at all. She spent even more time at Bloom's,
with Zasper, or ricocheting around the Swale.

"I like it better here," she said. "I'm not always messing up when I'm here."

"None of the messing up was your fault," said Zasper, turning away to hide hisface. "I like you just as
you are. Remember that."

Oddly enough, the old woman said the same thing. There Fringe was, just going down the alley to the
Swale, and there the old woman was, sitting on the low wall that ran along Tyme Street, eating a meat
pie.

"You look abit worn and raggedy today," said the old woman.

"Everybody hates me," said Fringe in a nasty voice, thinking it was none of this old person's business
what she looked like.

"I likeyou just asyou are, child," said the old woman, with a strangely penetrating glance. "Raggedy or
not. Sit by me and I'll buy you a meat pie."

"Rather have a sweet one," said Fringe, glaring angrily from beneath gathered brows.

"A sweet one then," said the old woman, patting the wall beside her, so nothing would do but for Fringe
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to sit down there and have a hot fruit pie all to herself, fresh from the vendor's kettle.

"Y our name's Jory, isn't it?' demanded Fringe. "I know your old man's name too, he's Asner."

"That's right. What's yours?"'

"Fringe. Are you Professional class?' Fringe asked, wondering who else would have timeto sit about all
day, eating pies.

"Only in amanner of speaking," said the old woman. "Actually, I'm not from Enarae at all."

"You're here al the time."

"V acationing. Seeing the sights."

"Not much to see," snorted Fringe, who, as an habitue of the Swale, thought she had seen it all. "People
from Denial and Sandylwaith. Globs once in awhile. Dinks froni City Fifteen."

"Dinks. Y ou mean dinka-jins."

"People partsin boxes," sneered Fringe. "Obs."

"They eschew the flesh," said Jory thoughtfully.

"Hah," barked Fringe. "Like | said, Obs and Uglies."

"But they're still people,” said the old woman. "Interesting people. Some of them are very, very smart.”
"Maybe in City Fifteen they are, but not the ones who come here," Fringe snorted.

"Possibly not. But still, | like people. Picking them out, you know."

Fringe didn't know.

"I picked you out," said the old woman with asmile. "l really did, Fringe. Did you know that?"

Fringe held her breath. "Why?" she asked.

"Why?" The old woman cocked her head and considered this. "Because you obviously aren't satisfied
with yourself the way you are, that's why. Y ou keep popping out in all directions, playing at being other
people. But then, don't you get dreadfully tired of people who like themselves alot? Just the way they
are?'

Fringe's eyes stared wide in wonder. "How did you know that?"

"Well, because we're alike, | guess. Both special in our own way. And then, too, I've spent years and
years picking out people, all over Elsewhere.”

This came so close to her dream that Fringe didn't dare listen, didn't dare believe! "How can they be
special if there'salot of them?"' she sneered, sureit was all deception.

"Not lots! | never said lots. | said all over Elsewhere. Someday you'll come visit me, perhaps, and I'll tell
you all about them. Introduce you to them."

Though it was possible the old woman might actually be telling the truth, Fringe took the promise with a
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grain of salt. It would hurt to believe it and find out it wasn't true. Grownups were always making
promises they didn't keep.

3

Great Question Day on Elsewhere. Carnivals and street dancing and solemnities. Processions with bands
and clowns and red and gold banners. Music from the rooftops, and children going from door to door
begging candy for the traditional give and take:

"Where isthe Great Question asked now, child?"

"On Elsewhere, only on Elsewhere!"

"Why only here, child?'

"Because only on Elsewhere are there any humans left!"

"Long ago, where did they ask the Great Question, child?’

"At Brannigan Galaxity! They asked it there!"

A rattle of candies into the proffered container. A whoop and a scamper, off to the next house.
Brannigan Galaxity.

Oh, say the name reverently. Say it with awe. Say it as you might utter the secret name of God.

The center of the academic universe. The repository of all knowledge. The hub around which all
reputable research had revolved. The quintessential fount of academe that was.

"Brannigan,” the human teacher had said, in the remote village on the tiny world, laying her human
hands upon the heads of her rose-lipped charges. " Study hard and maybe you'll get to go to Brannigan.”
"Apply effort diligently," the docentdroids had cried on the eduscreens, to urb-pal e students they would
never touch, never see. "You may be selected for Brannigan.”

Fat chance. One in ten million had been accepted at Brannigan. Unquestioned and prodigious genius
might have gained an interview, if one had known the right people, if one's parents and grandparents had
gone there, if one had been on the AA list. Otherwise, dream on!

Vast auditoria reverberating to words deathless as Scripture. Laboratories where ideas fell thick as
pollen, packed with potentiality. Hallways vibrant with scuttering youth, with striding maturity, with
ponderous age. Ramified structures, lofty towers, cloud-touched, star-noticed, sky-surrounded.
Voicesraised in song:

Brannigan we sing to thee!
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A thousand colleges, each with its own history, its own traditions, its own glories to recount. A thousand
colleges, each with its own feudally owned worlds to provide goods and services, each with its own
recruiters at large in the star-whirl, moving among the lesser schools like sharks among the shoals,
picking the little scholar fish who would grow into the intellectual leviathans of the future!

Fountain of diversity!

Libraries sprawling in wandering tunnels of stone across continents of lawn. Mile-long stacks, |oaded
with volumes numerous as stars, copies of copies of copies from originals long ago turned to dust.
Automatic retrieval ladders disappearing into the retreating distance of painted ceilings where figures
out of forgotten legend disported themselves. Was that Wisdom teaching the multitude? Or the Queen of
Denacia, issuing writs of attainder to her bailiffs? Was that Agriculture with the garden springing up at
hisfeet? Or was it the Winter God Hembadom, readying himself to trample the fertile worlds of Borx?
One time the docents had known, had pointed upward while lecturing to legions of tourists and hopeful
candidates.

Here twisting stairs clattering beneath niagaras of pounding feet. There dim corridors, endless as roads,
running into vaulted passages that grew silent as they |eft the tenanted areas. And there, at the end,
corroded doors opened upon cavernous spaces shrouded in cobwebs, home to the beetle and the fly,
where bindings were only templates of green mold

and pages had turned to inscrutable powder. No matter. All that was here was also in Files, incorruptible.

May thy golden towersrise. ..

Brannigan: glorious with the names of former scholars who had risen to untold heights: the Chairman of
the Council of worlds; the Emperor of Eltein; the Goddess-elect of Vamie; the Virgin Inheritor of
Rham. . ..

As a beacon for thewise. ...

Brannigan: whose emeriti had stood in glittering rows along the Halls of Tomorrow, preserved in
impenetrabl e vi-treon, awaiting the day the Great Question would be answered. They were to have been
raised then, from senescence into eternal youth.

Immortal may thy children be. . . .

Lost. All lost except the Great Question itself. Gone, Brannigan. Gone the towers, the libraries, the
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teachers, the students. Gone the hope, the pride. Gone as all the galaxy is gone, down the gullets of the
Hobbs Land Gods, leaving only ...

The Great Question, the Only Question, still to be answered by this remnant at the end of the star-wheel,
thistiny spark against the long-dark:

WHAT ISTHE ULTIMATE DESTINY OF MAN?

On Earth, success followed success for Mulhollan's Marvelous Circus. Despite Sizzy's adjurations of
modesty and humility, Nela and Bertran sometimes felt they were indeed the main event. Sometimes
they were sure the whole circus focused on the freaks in the sideshow tent where the attraction was the
people themselves. Other attractions were only tricks, as when a monkey pedaled a bicycle or a bear
juggled abarrel or someone did three somersaults between the trapezes. But in the sideshow, no matter
how professional their act, it wasn't the tricks or the sparkle that mattered. It was they, the sideshow
artists, who were the show, what they were and suffered. It was their oddity that brought peoplein. .
‘Turtledove writes that he is terribly proud of us,” said Nela. "We have been reviewed in The New York
Times."

"It isn't easy, being ajackplane," Bertran admitted with awry grin. "But we're getting good at it!"

Even so, oddity alone would not satisfy the audience once it had seen. Once the spectators had sated
their curiosity about whatever peculiarity had piqued them, many of them lingered, looking for
something more. Nelalearned to recognize that searching stare fixed on her, on Bertran, that perusing
eye that caught her own and asked recognition of it. And when she nodded or smiled, acknowledging the
unspoken question, the viewer nodded too, as though saying to himself, herself, Why, she's like me, he's
like me, no matter what they look like, they're like me after all. It was the oddity that brought them in,
but it was the humanity that let them go again.

"If they wanted only difference," Nela explained her thought to Bertran, "they'd go to an aguarium. Or to
amuseum, to see acollection of fossils. They'd seek out spiny creatures, things with many legs, aliens,
weirdnesses, but they don't go there, they come here, where the strangeness is people, because it isn't the
strangeness they're really looking for, but the fact we're people, no matter how we look. It's the identity
under our skins they want to assure themselves of. Now, | wonder why that is?"

It seemed to Nelathere had to be a reason. Something beyond mere curiosity. Something, as she
sometimes thought, intended.

Bertran agreed it was the humanity behind the freakiness the audience wanted to see. However, he said,
though most of them went away afterward chattering and relieved, some of them were strangely silent,
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as though the humanity behind the barker's chatter had not been enough. "They're looking for something
they don't find," he said, wondering what they were looking for. Something more meaningful or
knowing. Some definition, perhaps, of what humanity was, a definition that had to be sought in
sideshows because the answer could not, never would be found among ordinary, everyday mankind.
"Turtledove believes that people are seeking an oracle," Nela said. She often quoted Turtledove as
saying things she herself felt or thought but, for some reason, did not want to have to defend as her own
opinion. "People want a seer." Though she wasn't sure, she thought this might be true. People wanted
someone to drop key wordsin their ears, the reve-

lation they needed right then; help, surcease, pity, forgiveness, hope—the secret of existence. They were
looking for all those things in a sideshow because they hadn't found them anywhere el se.

The audience didn't get any of that. Not help nor hope. All it got was a moment's wonder, awink of
complicity, plus magical rings, disappearing scarves, and patter. "Which is all we've got to give, Néelly,”
said Bertran. When he said it, he believed he spoke the truth.

It was during the third European tour, ten years after the twins had joined the show (Turtledove, they
told one another, had just won an international violin competition and had fallen in love with a girl
named Sylvia Syllabub who played the bassoon), that Bertran and Nela met the Alien. The circus was
performing in Rakovnik in Czechoslovakia, in abuilding constructed for year-round performances of
circuses. Bertran and Nela had just left the sideshow after the last performance. The rest of the artists
had joined the performers and support personnel to discuss a minor wage problem they were having,
something to do with the rate of exchange. Bertran said he and Nela had talked about it enough, that they
were going back to their trailer. Nela, as was unavoidable when Bertran made pronouncements, went
along. They were still dressed for display: Nela, fluffy and pretty in her sequined and beruf-fled dress;
Bertran, saturnine and handsome in histails and stiff shirt.

Both were in good spirits, their mood currently rising after afew days of that episodic and paralyzing
depression they had long ago learned to recognize, a depression that physicians over the years had
blamed upon the weather, the work, or perhaps on Nela's ovaries or whatever they were attempting to be
cyclical. Nela herself called the episodes NM S, or nonmenstrual syndrome, and both she and Bertran
had |earned to suffer { hrough them stoically (eschewing any thoughts of suicide until later) in
anticipation of the euphoriathat very frequently ensued. Bertran was reading a note that had been passed
to Neladuring the performance, and his current upswing kept him cheerful about it, though he didn't find
the contents honestly amusing.

"This man wants to marry you," he said with awry grin.

"I know. That's my fifteenth proposal, Berty. I've kept count.”
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"They never want to marry me." He pulled along face. "Here | am. Always abridesmaid. ..."

"WEell, they want to do what they do want to do, with you."

It was true that Bertran had been propositioned from time to time. "Only because you'd be there," he
said. "Y our inescapabl e presence makes the prospect excitingly wicked." Bertran contorted his mouth as
though to spit. He claimed not to be intrigued by those who propositioned him, though he sometimes
found Nela's suitors truly amusing.

She shook her head, pouting. "I think the ones who want to marry me want it for the same reason. Let's
tell this one yes and see what happens. What's his name? Ladislav Something?"

"Poor fish. When you tell him I'm coming along on the honeymoon, he'll gasp and his little gills will
quiver. He probably thinks we're afake."

She nodded in agreement as they swerved to the right, into the stables, where they moved between two
lines of glossy horses, al munching, stamping, looking up with glowing dark eyesto greet whoever was
coming through. The twins enjoyed this short detour after every show, and they paused to stroke sleek
flanks and soft muzzles, receiving whickers and nuzzlesin return.

"Why do these crazies want to marry me, Berty?"

"Because you're exotic," he said. "Beautiful, but very, very strange. It's the same thing we've talked
about before. Some people hunger for the strange because they have not found answers in their ordinary
lives. They want to be different.”

"None of them would trade places with us. We're different.”

He thought about it. "Well, perhaps they desire singularity more than difference. They feel their
humanity is not all, not everything, not enough. They feel strangeness immanent inside them, and they
want to understand it as singularity without displaying it as oddity. They want to £e pointed out for their
distinction, not because they're weird." He looked down at her. "Or, perhaps, they lust after variety,
diversity, newness. Who knows?'

Bertran's gaiety flattened somewhat as he considered the matter. From time to time, unpredictably, he
quivered with indefinable longings and nostalgic melancholy quite distinct from the depressive episodes,
times during which he thought he must be yearning for some place he had forgotten or had

not yet seen. He called these moods ubalgia, where-pain, but only privately, to himself, never speaking
of them, not even to this, his probably dearest and certainly nearest kin. From time to time he dreamed,
dark reflections of dreams he had had in childhood, now more erotic and more perilous. He tried not to
dwell on these, either, realizing without asking that he was probably not alone.

During one late, restless night fairly recently, in fact, Nela had spoken into the empty darkness, almost a
whisper, as though to herself.
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" want to sleep. Except | dream about Turtledove, at least he starts out as Turtledove, but then he turns
into the heavy little turtle who spied on the birds. ‘Gray thorn and gray leaf and gray wind rising.' " Her
voice had seemed to inhabit the darkness like alost spirit. "And then suddenly he has feathers, and he is
Turtledove, really, with wings and he's reaching for me, calling me, Mommy, Mommy, and I'm trying to
find him...."

Her words summoned a picture of a moon peering through mist while voices from childhood called in;
the dark, "Berty! Where are you, Berty?' Fog and autumn smoke, and a nostalgia bittersweet. Where had
it been? Who had been calling him? Not Mother. She had called "Nai-lah . . . Ber-tee," both names,
aways. Who was it who had called him alone, just him, as though he could answer as the turtle had
answered, alone, "Here | am!" That's what the little turtle had cried when he heard his friends calling, his
plodding, heavy little friends, searching for their longlost comrade, high on the windy mountain.

Caught in his where-pain, Bertran hadn't responded to Nela's whisper in the shared dark. Instead, he had
lain quiet, pretending he hadn't heard, and after atime he had fallen asleep. The memory hadn't left him,
though, and it was of that calling voice he was thinking as they emerged from the stables with the last of
the sunset in their, eyes, arose-violet glow, bright enough that the figure stepping from behind the
nearest wagon was silhouetted against the light and showed, for that moment only, as a stalky and
featurel ess blackness.

"Please do not be alarmed," it said. "I am not from your world. May | have amoment of your time?"
The accent was patrician, if anything, delivered in a mellow though slightly raspy baritone. It was
Alistair Cooke's voice. Bertran immediately guessed it was intended to be reas-

swing, since anyone with senses would know at once the creature was not human. Not human, aot
animal, not earthly at all. Bertran had been with the circus for over a decade. He and Nela had traveled
over most of the world, the more thickly populated parts of it anyhow, and nowhere had they seen Or
heard of astriated, very skinny, seven-foot-tall, L-shaped creature with four legs at the bottom and two
arms at the top, centaur style, rather pale in color and looking much like a huge stalky vegetable. There
were even frilly protrusions at the top and at the joints of the extremities that appeared |eaflike.

Nela thought, from the midst of anicy cam, that if one scattered some facial features at the top of an
immense stalk of bent celery, it would resemble what confronted them. Without panic (even while
reminding herself she would undoubtedly have hysterics later) she studied the creature as she waited for
Bertran to respond. In cases of surprise or emergency, it was easier to let Bertran do the talking because
even if she spoke, he would invariably interrupt her.

"What did you want to talk about?" asked Bertran, his voice betraying no apprehension, though he felt it.
It had been along time since he'd been startled over anything—working circus tended to make one
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amost startle-proof—~but this thing had appeared when he was already feeling somewhat off balance,
and there was a definite yaw in his perceptions.

The Alien took a moment before answering, "We have come from afar place. We would like to talk
with you about— our presenting a Boon."

The creature's face wasn't much. A small vertical orifice that emitted speech, another two or three
triangular depressions of ambiguous purpose, several roundish ones that glinted rather like eyes, or at
least more like eyes than anything else. It had a strong vegetal smell, also. A summery smell. Heavy, but
not unpleasant. Like mown hay and gardenias over afaint breath of rain-wet soil.

"We've got sometime,” said Bertran. "If you'd like to come to our trailer." He rather wanted to get put of
sight, preferring that this encounter continue without witnesses. The instinct to hide was a holdover from
childhood, when any new or possibly embarrassing thing needed to be considered in private before the
twins were forced to deal with it in the public gaze. Even if the Alien proved dangerous, it would be
better to meet that danger in private. So his blood said, ham-

mering in his ears, no matter what cautions his brain urged upon him.

The Alien nodded. Since it had no neck, the whole body bobbed, almost a curtsy, the four bottom legs
folding and unfolding like springs. They were set at right angles to the body, like insect legs, and looked
tacked on. Assembled. Like aplastic toy. Fit pegs A, one through four, into holes B, likewise.

The twins moved toward their trailer, at first tentatively, then picking up speed as the thing trundled
closely behind. Nela hoped the other sideshow people were still involved with their meeting. If this
parade was observed, she and Bertran would never hear the end of it. My God, that time the baby goat
from the animal act had become enamored of Bertran and had followed them home, they had been baa-
ed at by their colleagues for days! What would they say about this?

The creature had some trouble getting into the trailer. Human-type steps were obviously not spaced well
for itslegs. Once inside, however, it managed to curve itself into a chair and tuck its bottom appendages
beneath and around it, out of the way, showing that it knew what chairs were for, though it obviously
needed one of adifferent shape.

"My name is m'dk'v*dak'dm#," [ Muh-click-duhk-click-vuh-msp-dak-click-duhm-gurgle] the thing said,
making a chain of mechanical and consonantal sounds.

“I'm afraid I'd find that alittle hard to say," said Bertran with his most studiedly charming smile. He
patted at the sweat along his hairline with an immaculate handkerchief. His breath was slowing. Both he
and Nelawere growing calmer. The thing did not seem threatening at all. "Would you mind if we called
you Celery." He put the handkerchief before his mouth to hide the fact he was nervously chewing his
lower lip.
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"Celery," the Alien said in amusing voice. "V egetable. Comestible. Considered worthy. Valued. Often
associated with ritual or holiday occasions shared with kin and close friends. In some cuisines, a
customary ingredient. No inimical implications. Why not Celery."

Bertran nodded and smiled in automatic response as he and Nela moved to their usual places on the
small couch across from the single chair. There were some folding chairsin the closet, for occasions
when they had more company, but usually the couch, the chair, and the dining table with its two benches
were all they needed for seating during tour. They

had alarger trailer back home, one they had bought when they stopped sharing with Aunt Sizzy. This
small one seemed suddenly very crowded, overwhelmed with aroma and presence.

"To what do we owe the honor of meeting you?' asked Nela, deciding simultaneously on participation
and formality.

Celery considered this for amoment. "Y ou are the most . . . the most similar-to-us being with language
we have found on this planet. Since we are constrained by the death of our late, illustrious, much valued
comrade to provide your planet a Boon, we sought a similar-to-us to hear our offer. Our sensitivity is so
great, we cannot deal with those who are not similar to us."

Nela and Bertran didn't need to look at one another to share the questions both of them felt. Bertran's left
arm was across Nela's shoulders, where it usually was. Nela's hands were folded in her lap. Their thighs
were pressed together, not too tightly. Their heart beat as one. Their breathing was slow, controlled.
They understood one another's feelings compl etely.

"Explain, please," asked Bertran. "We don't quite understand.”

"We share certain attributes," said Celery, its gesture including them and itself. "The persons on this
planet are, almost without exception and regrettably, singular, isolated, unable to fully empathize. Y ou
are not singular, not isolated. Neither are we, though in appearance we may seem so. While you are side-
by-side, we are some-in-one, eventually many-in-one. Our own experience assures us it is the correct
way to be!"

Bertran struggled with this concept and decided to let it pass for the moment. "What is this Boon?' he
asked.

"I will utter in greater detail." Celery scrunched slightly, achieving a more recurved configuration. "We
are a people who have only recently been granted the great concession by the powers."

"Great concession?' asked Nela.

"Permission to leave our galaxy. Permission to ... expand."

"Y ou need permission?" she said disbelievingly. "From whom?"

Celery gestured vaguely. "You . . . you lack the concept. | search your language in vain. | find words:
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‘quarantine,’ 'bor-

der guards, 'EllisIsland,’ ‘immigration,' 'quota’ . . . None of them are right. Y ou must simply accept what
| Say. We have only recently received permission to travel. Now we are on our way. Y ou would call us,
perhaps, pilgrims. Pilgrimsto the holy land.”

"I see," said Nela, who did not see.

"When in the course of our journey acomrade dies—as isinevitable, for al life hath an end—when our
comrade dies, it isour custom to memorialize by providing a Boon to the nearest inhabited place. One
Boon. One thing that, in our judgment, will be of greatest value to the inhabitants."

"Y ou can do this? Provide this. . . this Boon? Something of value?"

"We have done so from time to time."

"World peace? Immortality ?*

"We have done peace, yes. World peace is simple. We identify all inhabitants whose racia or tribal
loyalties take precedence over their planetary ones and eliminate them. Peace inevitably results.
Immortality, however, is one of the exceptions.”

Bertran and Nela shared a glance. "Exceptions?' Bertran asked.

"We do not regard immortality as aBoon. Theoretically, it is possible. Philosophically, we consider it an
abomination. Also, in multiracial worlds we do not regard extermination of any intelligent race as a
Boon, though other races might consider it so. We would not eradicate all your aboriginal humans or all
your cetaceans, for example, not that you do not seem to be doing that very well on your own. And we
do not regard sharing our knowledge as a Boon, except in limited fashion. If we were, for example, to
decide upon the cure of some disease as the Boon for your planet, we would share enough of our
methods to provide the cure, but only that. We ourselves have no disease. Unlike your race, which
would perish utterly without disease to control its prolificacy, we no longer have use for it."

Nelasaid, "Nobody is going to believe this."

Bertran nodded. "She's right. Nobody is. | can seeit now. 'Freaks Claim Contact by UFO!" 'Aliens
Invade Big Top.™

"Oh, we know you'd be disbelieved,” said Celery. "We have relied upon that and upon your pragmatic
realization of that fact. We do not want to be known. Searched for. Noticed. We are pilgrims, not
vigitors. Our destination is far from here.

Only the necessity of memorializing our dead comrades brings us into contact with other races at all."
Bertran shook his head. "Then why come to us? Why involve any of the inhabitants?"

Celery looked embarrassed. Afterward, Nela tried to decide what about the creature had made her think
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of embarrassment. Perhaps the slight flush of green about the features. Perhaps the slight jerkiness of
motion in the limbs.

"We have already decided upon the Boon for your planet. However, we are going ... along way. We
hope to be on time for a particular event that, our great prognosticatorstell us, will occur in foreseeable
time. If we stay to accomplish the Boon, we may get sadly out of phase. It has been suggested that you
might accomplish the thing for us, without compromising our journey, for a suitable reward."
"Accomplish what?' Nela's mouth fell open. She found herself unable to imagine anything she might do
that would benefit the world.

Celery scrunched itself once again. "Shortly, within the year, on your planet will manifest athing
originating from a great distance. Let me see. How shall | make it clear to you? Another race of creatures
—a race your people will know, in the future, as the Arbai—have adjacently established a transportation
and communication network that is spreading automatically throughout the galaxy even though the
Arbai, so we believe, either already are or are about to be extinct. The Arbal envisioned a universe
unified by their network. One of the, ah, way stations? Nodes? Gateways? Doors? One of whatever you
choose to call them will manifest itself on this planet shortly."

Nela caught her breath. "How marvelous!”

Celery nodded, then shook itself, saying yes, no. "Indeed. The Arbai, though a people of inflexible
philosophy, have subtle and wonderful intelligences regarding the natural universe. They are capable of
marvelous things. But, no, this gateway will not be marvelous for you Earthians, for if it isleft here, it
will first contribute to great unrest among all the people of Earth, after which it will allow a plague to
enter that will exterminate the human race."

They stared for some moments, trying to absorb this. "How do you know?"

"Prognostication is our science. We are very good at it. Not perfect. Nothing is ever perfect. But we
know of the

Arbal and of their network. And we have seen with our science certain consequences that have happened
or will happen. We speak a close approximation of truth when we say the way station, the gate, the door,
must be closed if your race isto continue. A close approximation to truth is the best that can be
achieved. To anticipate the opening of the door, to close it before mankind ever becomes aware of it, this
Is the Boon we provide."

"And you want usto close it?"'

"We will give you the means. A simple matter. The door will open near where you will be at the time. It
will not inconvenience you. And we will reward you for your help."

"How?' Bertran asked bluntly. "How? What will you offer us?'
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"What would you like? Riches? Y our people enjoy riches. A long life? We can offer that."

"Could you separate us?'

The creature before them shivered all over, as though stricken by cold. It made a gagging noise and bent
awkwardly in the middle, shaking again, then composing itself with seeming difficulty. "No," it gasped.
"We would regard that as an obscenity. We came to you because you are, as we are, multiple. Would
one of uswillingly separate? Would we commit such an atrocity of isolation upon one of our kind? We
cannot even discuss matters with separated persons!”

Nela started to say something, but Bertran laid his hand over hers.

"If you were attempting to discomfit me, you have succeeded,” the being muttered. "I should not be
offended. Undoubtedly | discomfited you. Let us proceed gently."

Bertran asked, "Do we have to decide about the reward now? Y ou've given us very little notice.”

"No," Celery said, pulling itself into rigidity once more. "No. We can grant your, wish later on, even
from agreat distance. Be as quick about it as you comfortably can, but leave it for now."

Thistime it was Nelawho spoke. "What do you want us to do?"

The matter was simple enough. Celery repeated it several times, being sure they understood it
completely. The thing would manifest itself at atime and place foreseen. The twins would be there when
it happened. They would fasten upon it a device, and the door would demanifest. The world would be
saved. No one would know. Later, when they decided, the twins could request their reward.

"Discuss your reward," suggested Celery. "State it in words, clearly, saying what you mean. Then speak
it into the transmitter | will leave with you and smash the transmitter against some durable surface. We
will get the message.”

"One reward for both of us?' asked Bertran, wondering if, perhaps, he might achieve a personal desire
that Neladid not share. Once. Just once.

It was not to be.

"One for both of you, when you agree,”" the thing confirmed, with obvious distaste, as though asking the
guestion had again transgressed a taboo. It fell silent, as though thinking. When it spoke again it wasin a
tone conveying both grief and pride. "This Boon will be the m#dk'clm*tbl [ Muh-gurgle-dul +-cft'cfc-
cullum-rasp-tubble] memoria. m#dk'clm* thl was not only a great friendship but a related aggregation.
We have warm memories of them/it. This Boon will be suitable, in memory of very great camaraderie.”
It gave them the device, athing about the size of alipstick. It told them how, when, and where to useit.
It gave them another, slightly smaller device, the transmitter. It got up, bowed or nodded, went out the
door, stumbled down the steps, strolled across the hard-packed earth of the parking area and around
behind the Mangini trailer. It did not emerge from the other side. Bertran and Nela went out to look.
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There was no one behind the Mangini trailer. There was nothing there at all but the trampoline frame
and the practice trapeze rig where the youngest Mangini daughter, Serafina, spent her mornings training
to do multiple somersaults.

"Do we believe this?' asked Nelawonderingly.

"Doesit matter?' asked Bertran in return. "Even if we don't, should we take the chance on not doing it?
Celery said he was sure the world would die. . . ."

"Remember Sister Jean Luc?' asked Nela suddenly.

"Yes. Of course.”

"Remember what she told us, about God needing us for something. The creature talked to us because we
are aswe are, Berty. If we'd been ordinary, he wouldn't have talked to us at all. Perhaps. . ."

"Y ou think thisiswhat God's purpose is?' asked Bertran. He didn't mean his question to sound ironic or
cynical, and yet it did, alittle.

"Why not?' she demanded. "Good Lord, Berty, saving the world and all its people isafairly big thing,
wouldn't you say. Reason enough. ..."

He hugged her. "Reason enough,” he agreed, tearsin histhroat. Why didn't he believe it?

They went back into their wagon, shutting the door behind them, leaving the parking area untenanted
except for astrolling cat who stared at the sign on the side of the wagon without interest or
comprehension. "Bertran and Nela Zy-Czorsky, the Eighth Wonder of the World!"

"Y ou were herein the Swale all day yesterday," Zasper said to Fringe, offering her half the fried berry
pie he'd just bought from a passing cart. "Don't you ever go home?"

"I told you before about how Ari's sister came to visit. She'sareal old lady."

"Ah?'

"I mean, she'sreally old, Zasper. Everybody said it was just for avisit, but she's not going anywhere else
because she doesn't have anywhere to go."

"Where did she come from?"

"One of the Seldom Idles, | think. Something dreadful happened there, and most everyone died.”
Zasper nodded, hislipstight. Yes, indeed. Something horrible and inexplicable had happened there,
quite recently, and no one had been able to find out how, or why.. Enforcers had been sent and come
back paler than usual. No one had figured it out.

Not noticing his distraction, Fringe went on, "Y esterday, Ari got this old room module for her to livein
and put it out behind the house." She pursed her lips. "l mean, he stoleiit.”

Zasper drew his mind back to the conversation and €elicited the story. Everyone in the family knew the
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module was stolen. There had been a yelling match between Char and the Tromses, at the end of which
Fringe, with afine show of indifference, insisted on moving into the module herself, *So Aunty and
Nada could be together."

The two old women had always hated one another (Ari had confided thisto Fringe, laughing heartily
over it), but angry as Char was, everyone was keeping quiet, so by the time Char and Souile had calmed
down enough to pay attention, Fringe was already moved.

"Nobody's going to find the module there, behind our house," Fringe said. "The local Enforcers aren't
going to find it. It's so banged up, I'll bet they aren't even looking. | said | liked it, | told them all redlly, |
likeit."

"Doyou likeit?" asked Zasper when she finished her tale.

She sighed. "Wdll, it'sreal little. And it's pretty drafty. And the saniton doesn't always work."

"But?'

"But what?"'

"But something, Fringe. Your voice had abut init."

"But, it's better to have a space of my own." Far better than trying to hold on to her sense of herself ina
room with one or both of the old women. Nadafilled whatever space shewasin, leaving no air for
anyone else to breathe. Adding Aunty made a suffocation. Fringe felt herself smothering. The two old
ones hawked and sniffed and got up and down all night long. Their bits and pieces littered every surface.
They bickered with each other, and when they tired of picking at each other, they pecked at Fringe.
Aren't you finished with that schoolwork? Turn off the Files. Turn off the light. What's that funny noise
you're making. Quit coughing. Quit chewing your fingers. Quit picking your nose. What are you doing
under the covers? Your clothes are on the floor! You'd thinkyou were a boy, the way you leave your stuff
around for other people to pick up!

Either that, or they talked about her as though she weren't there. Look at that outfit. She looks like the
pig's dinner. Miss Professional, tryin' to be like the Dorwalks; thinks she's something, don't she? Chaffer
can't changeits shell; pig can't change its smell; she'sin for a surprise.

“It'sbad | don't like them better, my own kinfolk," Fringe confessed. "But they make mefeel so ... sO
gone."

"Don't you like them at all?"

Truth was, she did rather like them, in alarge open space, one at atime. They had interesting things to
say sometimes, when they forgot she was there and didn't pick on her. It was just when one got closed in
with them, with doors shut, with walls around, that they seemed to turn into other creatures, some kind
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of birds with pecky beaks and claws, |ooking specu-latively at her with those beady dark eyes as they
tore little pieces of her away. Among them, she felt herself dwindling, felt herself becoming tattered,
pecked into raggedy lace, infinitely fragile and angry and lost.

"They eat me," she said to Zasper. "If | didn't fight them,

they'd quit, but | have to fight them because they get me so | don't know who | am. Sometimes | think
my whole lifeisjust going to be eaten up by old women. Sometimes | think that's all I'm for, for them to
eat up. They don't seem to have any other use for me!"

There was something else. Something she hadn't mentioned to Zasper. When she was alone, she had
these visions, kind of. A light, beckoning. A voice saying words she could almost understand. She could
lie there, half asleep, and almost see it, amost hear it! But when the old women were around, she
couldn't remember what it had been.

She sighed, continuing, "When Aunty came, | saw her, and at first | thought she was that other one, the
one who follows me around all the time."

Zasper nodded. "Is she still doing that? Following you around? What's her name?"

"Jory. | still see her, if that's what you mean. Sort of here and there. Sometimes she buys me a pie.
Sometimes she talks to me about things."

"What things?"

"Y ou know. Just things. How | feel about things. About how I'm to go visit her one day. But she doesn't
really look like Aunty. Aunty just looks old and sort of ragged out and gone. That other woman, she
looks really old too, but like she had afirein her."

Zasper shrugged. He had not yet succeeded in catching sight of Fringe's follower. Sometimes he thought
Fringe imagined her. Fringe imagined a good many things.

"So now you'reliving in amodule,” he said, returning to the former topic. "But you're never there.
You're dways here."

"I like it better here." Thiswas said pleadingly, as though she feared he might force her back to a place
that wasn't where she wanted to be. She dwindled there. She vanished, even to herself. Except when she
was with Zasper or sweeping the floor at Bloom's she couldn't keep in mind that perhaps she was meant
to be odd, as she was, for some reason. It was important to have some reason. Otherwise. . . otherwise
why exist at all? There had to be some reason for it, sometime, somewhere. Like her very own Gresat
Question. What was she meant for?

Nelaand Bertran had been told the manifestation was to occur on the seventeenth of May, some ten
months after the Celerian—which iswhat Bertran and Nela called nun—had visited them. The visit
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itself had come almost to occupy the realm of myth or shared dream. They would no longer have been
sure it had happened, except that Celery had left them two small things. One was golden and featurel ess
except for an oval lens set into one side. Since it had aring at the top, Bertran put a chain through it and
wore it around his neck. The other thing was wasp-wai sted, about three inches long and asthick asa
finger. This device wasto go on the door when it manifested itself. They kept it in akitchen drawer in
thetrailer. A few times, when they opened the drawer, they found it glowing. A few times they heard it
make a sound, a remote clicking, like death-watch beetles in some other room.

The gate was to manifest itself Jate in the evening in the middle of an orange grove that lay only afew
miles from the circus's winter quarters. The twins went there under the guise of taking alittle drive and
eating out. Nela had learned to drive and did it quite well, though Bertran could not keep himself from
telling her what to do next. She continually told him to buy aright-hand drive and do it himself,
otherwise to keep quiet. He never did the one or the other. In truth, it was hard for him to put both arms
in front of him. His left arm was almost always around Nela's shoulders.

During the previous month they had scouted the grove several times, enough to know it well. Celery had
been able to identify the exact place for them, within afew feet. Between the eleventh and twelfth rows
of trees from a certain fence, between the fifteenth and eighteenth trees in the row. When the thing
showed up, they were to place the device at the edge of it, at the bottom, fitting its concave sides
between two protrusions.

By aquarter to eleven, they were in place. They had brought a couple of folding stools to sit on, and
Bertran had the device in his shirt pocket. They wore their favorite leisure clothing: sneakers—Bertran's
made especially for him, with lifts, to raise his shoulder over Nela's—and dark-colored sweat suits, the
ample material Velcroed together to hide their mutual flesh.

At precisely eleven o'clock the fragrant air among the trees wavered with a coruscating oval. Irresolute,
it glimmered for some time before solidifying into alopsided plane of fire, a

dlightly warped screen of light. The twins got up from their stools and walked around the thing. It was
the same on both sides. Close up, they could see the twisted loop of dark metal that framed the fire, the
whole upon a solid base of the same material. The protrusions they had been told to look for were
duplicated on both sides. Simultaneously, they shrugged. Presumably, either side would do. They knelt
at the base. Bertran handed Nelathe device, Nelaleaned forward and positioned it as they had been
directed to do, hearing it click into place. She shut her eyes, murmured a few words of prayer
remembered from childhood. If this was the reason for their existence, she wanted to accomplish it with
somes sense of divine purpose.

Bertran, however, was struggling to his feet, and. she, perforce, came up with him, still leaning slightly
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forward. Nela put one foot out, off balance. . . .

She felt something move under her foot and looked down to catch a glimpse of a dark ovoid. Bertran,
also looking down, saw the same shape. It might have been Be#ran's arm that pushed Nela, for he had
put out his right hand to catch himself and it had gone through the plane of fire into nothing. He fell
forward with Nelainevitably beside him. They went on falling. A moment later the screen of fire
disappeared, together with its frame and base, just as the Celerian had said it would. The Celerian had
not said, of course, that the Zy-Czorsky twins would disappear with it, though the strong probability of
that event had been foreseen.

Their car was found at the edge of the grove. Two parallel sets of footprints led partway into the grove
and then vanished. Two canvas stools sat side by side. The only living animal creature found in the
grove was a small tortoise, staggering laboriously along beneath the trees. The disappearance became,
like the twins themselves, a purely temporary wonder.

The world had, in fact, been saved, though no Earthian knew it at the time. Afar, in other places, the
Celerians conducted a chaste and tasteful celebration. The likelihood that the twins would fall through
the gate had been accepted as an appropriate risk: the twins had, after all, been honored in the saving of
their world. A shortened time upon that world was a small price to pay for such honor. In terms of total
life loss, the Earthian Boon was at the extreme low end on the scal e of

Celerian Boons. Other Boons had resulted in enormous, though always justifiable, death tolls.

Celery and his age and aggregation mates were proud of their prognostication. Even they admitted,
however, that foretelling had its uncertainties. This seldom kept them from changing the immediate
future, even though the Great Aggregations among them, who reviewed those changes, were
occasionally moved to comment on what had been done.

So, following the departure of the twins, a Great Aggregation came before the assembled crew of the
ship(?) and announced with comfortable asperity that the Earth Boon had shaken the very fabric of time!
"Look here," it/they said to the younger, smaller, and more facile aggregations, "look here! If the Boon
had been provided in a different manner, none of this would have happened. Look here at the place
called Grass. Look at this place called Hobbs Land. Look at this place called Elsewhere. Look at these
humans, Danivon Luze and Zasper Ertigon. Look at this human girl called Fringe. Look at this old, old
woman who calls herself Jory now, and this old, old man who calls himself Asner! See what they
portend! See here, how our journey will be altered, our future interrupted as we are called away from our
proper pursuits, al for naught? All to no point, for we will be able to do nothing!

"See how the great concession we™*have so lately earned, with what enormous effort, is threatened by the
way in which you have granted this Boon!"
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TWO
4

Tolerance on Elsewhere: the Great Rotunda, where, on the upper balcony, Boarmus the Provost sits
thoughtful. His companion, Syrilla, is unaware of his thoughts. In Boarmus's opinion, Syrillamay be
unaware of any thoughts at all. Though alongtime member of the Inner Circle, she seems incapabl e of
connecting cause and effect. Her forte is hysteria; her singularity to freight even the most irrelevant
remarks with enormous import.

As now, when she dilates beaky nostrils and cries dramatically, "l cannot understand why Danivon Luze
would have done such athing."

"Y ou know why," Boarmus says lazily, without stirring. His wide-bottomed form iswell settled into its
velvety chair like an old monument into turf, slightly tipped, but massively immovable. "If you're
speaking of Danivon Luze the Council Enforcer."

Syrilla gestures with an apparently boneless hand and raises her eyebrows to her hairline, miming
astonishment. "Of course, Danivon Luze the Council Enforcer." Danivon Luze, once afoundling child,
the pet of Tolerance; then Zasper Er-tigon's youthful prot6g6; now a strikingly handsome though
controversial officer. Who else?

Boarmus snorts, a muffled plopping, like boiling mud. How long has he come here in the afternoons to
occupy this same table, this same chair? How long has he drunk one thing or another while looking
down upon the uniformed guards, the two Doors, the ceremonial changing of the one about the

other? Whatever time it has been, nothing has happened in it. Well, very little. A few minor rebellions,
relentlessly put down. A few new ideas, squelched. A few innovations, which aways turned out to be
reinventions of things forgotten centuries ago. And now, at last, something. Something happening, and
though in the past he had thought he longed for something to happen, he now wonders if such longings
had been at all wise.

"My dear Syrilla, Danivon did it because he's been trained to do it. Enforcers are trained to report
wickedness." He brackets his speech with sips from a porcelain cup heavily crusted with gold. Members
of Council Supervisory have recently reinvented (for the umpteenth time and under another name) both
teatime and the Barogque.

"Did he have to be so public about it?' she asks hi ahigh, affected voice, alittle-girl voice belied by the
ageless cynicism of her eyes.
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Boarmus grunts impatiently, weary of the woman. She's a stick: thin to the point of emaciation, awell-
groomed, talkative, much ornamented stick. He is bored with her and others like her. He is tired of
himself, of being who heis, :where he is. He is a much put-upon man. He had never wanted to be
Provost, so he now recollects, conveniently forgetting many of the evasions and contortions he had gone
through to end up with the job. Besides, that was long ago, when he was young and inept—and ignorant!
He says: "Theruleisthat one must assert guilt in the Rotunda, loudly, so a great many people hear the
charge and it can't be hushed up. Danivon Luze was taught what we're all taught, that we can be forgiven
for being naughty, but never for being covert about it. We all learned that as children, back in Heaven."
He longs briefly for that island home of the Supervisory people, that sea-washed paradise of tropical
foliage, breeze-cooled days and velvety, star-washed nights. Small enough payment, Heaven, for what
they go through!

"Of course," Boarmus continues in an ironic tone, "we of Council Supervisory unlearn it during our first
tour of duty here at Tolerance. Not being one of us, Danivon never unlearned it, that's all."

"Poor old Paff."

Boarmus dlits his pouchy eyes and runs a pudgy hand over his bare and sloping skull, murmuring, " Poor
old Paff has been raping and murdering children since he reached puberty. We preferred not to notice,
that's all."

"But he was one of us, Boarmus! And they were only ordinary children. Molockians and that."

"Quite frankly, I don't think—"

. "No. It's no excuse. Of course not. The Diversity Law admits of no exceptions. He had no right to take
any children, not even Molockians. He had to Let Them Alone. | know that, Boarmus, | was merely
feeling sorry for him."

"Damn his nose, nonetheless.”

"Faffs nose?"

"Danivon Luze's nose."

"I haven't heard anything about his nose. | know who heis, of course.”

Boarmus contradicts her. "No one knows who heis. We only know who he became after he got here."
"What isit about his nose?'

Boarmus's laughter bursts in a soggy spray, like a mud bubble. "He sniffs things out. Corruption. Or
trouble. Or whatever."

"How very odd."

"Odd, perhaps. But useful,” he replies, nodding ponderously. "I have found Danivon to be quite
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irreplaceable.”

"Just by virtue of thissmelling out? | mean, redlly. . . ." She subsides into silent thought. Poor old Paff.
A pedo-necro-phile, without question, but such a courtly man. Always so elegantly dressed. Paff would
take advantage of the finalizer booth, of course—the only honorable thing to do. If he couldn't bring that
off, something would happen to him. The Frickians would manage it quietly and neatly. They always did
in such cases.

Boarmus muses, stroking his massive chin, regretting he has mentioned Danivon's useful ness. He hadnt
intended to discuss Danivon with Syrilla, whose discretion he trusts no farther than he can fart against a
high wind. Danivon has recently committed a tactless act. One might almost say an indiscretion.
Boarmus knows about it, but no one else does, yet, and Boarmus hopes to remedy the matter before
anyone does. Danivon Luze must get out of Tolerance before he has opportunity to repeat his lapse. Not
that Danivon has done anything purposefully wrong. He has erred out of mere curiosity, Boarmusis sure
—though there are those who will assume worse motives for the act, if they find out.

"I'm not sure I've ever actually seen him. Danivon, | mean," says Syrilla, still following her own
thoughts.

"As amatter of fact, he should be here momentarily,” Boarmus announces. "l've decided to send him to
Panubi."

"Y ou're sending him to find out about the dragons!" squeals Syrillain pretended surprise.

Boarmus glooms at her from beneath his heavy brows. Why does the fool woman insist upon this girlish
posturing! All the fashion just now, posturing. Every social occasion given over to giggles and squeals
and standing about with one's hands flapping like some wide-winged wader bird about to take off! Well,
no amount of squealing and chattering can make a surprise out of the matter. When people on Panubi
report seeing dragons where there have never been dragons heretofore, certainly someone has to be sent
to look into it.

"And that must be him coming now," cries Syrilla, clapping her hands and gesturing awkwardly toward
the stairs up which an erect, brightly costumed figure is approaching. "All done up in ceremonials too."
"Asis proper," Boarmus mutters. "Though damned conspicuous." No one on the lower balcony can miss
those nodding purple plumes, that swirling, wide-sleeved purple coat, those scarlet trousers and shirt, the
tap-tap of those lustroudly polished gaver-hide boots.

Danivon Luze, striding up the stairs as though on parade, knows he is showy. Considering how rumor
runs floodtide in Tolerance, he'd planned it that way, wanting no appearance of connivance or
conspiracy when summoned to a meeting with Boarmus. Danivon doesn't really trust Boarmus, doesn't
think he likes Boarmus, though he's not really sure. Sometimes Boarmus smellslike old sin itself, and
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other times like Uncle offering cookies. No telling in advance whether today's summonsis for naughty
Luze or neffy-with-a-sweet-tooth Luze. So, Danivon comes as though on parade, which makes him
conspicuous, yes, but also anonymous, hisindividuality subsumed into the regalia, so to speak, into a
uniform formality of manner and stance: not Danivon Luze at al, but merely a Council Enforcer,
Tolerance Post.

Danivon stops the requisite number of paces from the tea drinkers, executes a stylish salute that endsin a
bow, the appropriate depth of which has been calculated to the last finger's width. Straightening, he
assays an appropriately deferential manner. "Sir," he says, sweeping bonnet into hand. "Maam,"
standing easy, relaxed.

Boarmus doesn't ask nun to sit down, but then Danivon hadn't expected he would.

"Y ou've heard about the messages from Panubi," Boarmus says. " This business about the dragons.”
"Only in passing, sir. Nothing definite." Actually, Danivon probably knows more about the so-called
dragons than Boarmus does. Dragons, certainly, but also sightings of other, indescribable things, plus
screams in the night and people gone (or mostly gone) in the morning, an unusual roster of horrid
happenings, even for Elsewhere. All this has been served up for Danivon's delectation in -the Frickian
servants quarters, far below this exalted level. Boarmus "doesn't spend time as Danivon does, down
with the flunkies, hobnobbing with messengers from the provinces or with recently returned

mai ntenance techs and supply vehicle drivers.

Boarmus purses his full lips and pontificates, mostly for Syrilla's benefit: " So far as we know, no
animals resembling dragons exist on Elsewhere, though there's nothing to prevent persons from low-
category places from costuming themselves as dragons, or persons from high-category places from
manufacturing bi-oids to resemble dragons.” He sips histea, noting with satisfaction that his voice has
betrayed no urgency, no overtones of panic.

Settling the cup into its saucer, he goes on: "There is an additional matter. Some years ago, while you
were still ayouth, | received a message from Panubi. Not from one of the provinces, but from some
other entity, centrally located on the continent. It was one of a series of such messages that seemed
unimportant and equivocal at the time, not to say enigmatic. Now, however, inasmuch as this dragon
business hascome up . . ." He sips, watching Danivon's eyes. Was Danivon, possibly, smelling
something useful ?

"Might one ask what the message said, sir?"

"Um," says Boarmus, "apetition is how I took it. To the people of Elsewhere. To ... ah ... leave
Elsewhere, perhaps.”

"Ah," says Danivon, unenlightened.
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"Ah?" says Syrilla eagerly. "Y ou never told me that, Boarmie."

"There was nothing to tell. Someone or something located in Central Panubi sent a message. It could
have been ajoke. It could have been the work of a madman." Boarmus shrugs, elaborately casual, and
turns to Danivon once more. "The

message concluded with these words; 'R.S.V.P. Noplace, Central Panubi.' | talked to your friend Zasper
about it at the time, as a matter of fact. Twelve or thirteen years ago, it was."

"Ah," says Danivon again, considerably confused.

"Zasper felt it didn't warrant an answer. Now, however . . ."Hisvoice trails off, as he considers. He
doesn't intend to mention that afifth petition has arrived. Syrilla doesn't need to know that. Neither does
Danivon. Particularly not the undignified details. He does not often take awoman to bed these days, and
when he does, he does not expect her to go into hysterics at the sight of words suddenly printing
themselves in large purple letters across the skin of his buttocks and belly! "Rethink their position,”
indeed! Luckily she had the good sense to keep quiet about it.

Boarmus sets the humiliating memory aside and perseveres. "Y our talents are unique, Luze. You're well
equipped for the task. | suggest you begin by consulting with Zasper Ertigon. He may have had some
further thoughts in recent years."

It isn't quite what Danivon had expected. He' had sniffed something in the air, but not this. Even now,
here, with Boarmus not two paces away, he sniffs something other than this. Old, cold Boarmus, lizard-
eyed Boarmus, greedy Boarmus, is lying to him. No, that doesn't smell right either. Maybe not exactly
lying. Just not telling the whole truth. Just not telling something . . . something very important.

"Sir." Danivon nods, concentrating. His nose twitches sharply, and he suddenly knows some of what is
in Boarmus's mind. "Y ou have wondered whether these so-called dragons might actually be enslaved
persons?"’

Even knowing Daniyon's ability as he does, it is hard for Boarmus not to show surprise. In light of the
strange invitation, the idea of endaved persons had indeed crossed his mind, but it isn't athought he
intended to mention in Syrilla's hearing. Well, too late. He shrugs, yawns. "l suppose anything is
possible, my boy."

"How would enslaved of the Hobbs Land Gods get here?' demands Syrillain an apprehensive tone.
"Our defenses are proof against the Hobbs Land Gods. Our Door is guarded; our force-net would report
any incursion from space!"

"You're perfectly right, Syrilla," Boarmus murmurs.

She substitutes melodrama for apprehension, laying a

twiggy hand on her chest to cry breathily, "Just think! Enslaved ones!"
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"Well, all these matters can be examined simultaneously,”" Boarmus says smoothly. "Dragons and
enslavement and invitations and 'noplace,’ wherever that is, plus whatever routine Enforcer duties may
pop up on the way."

"Sir," says Danivon mildly, trying to digest thisall a once. "Am | to go alone.”

Boarmus doesn't care whether he goes alone or in a company of hundreds, not so long as he goes, but
saying so would trivialize the matter. For Boarmus's purposes, this mission must ook quite important
indeed! Not an emergency, which might frighten Council Supervisory into fatal spasms, but important,
nonethel ess.

Boarmus frowns to show he is considering the matter. "Not if you think it best to take others with you.
I'll leave the details to you, Luze. | have every confidence in your abilities."

"Sir," says Danivon again.

Boarmus nods weightily. "Offer what inducements you think appropriate. Requisition whatever
eguipment you consider necessary. Before you leave, check with the Complaint and Disposition
schedule: there will undoubtedly be some routine business to take care of on your way." He waves a
negligent hand, illustrating the trust he places in Danivon Luze. "Besides, it's time Central Panubi was
explored.”

He said thisto Zasper years ago. He has said it to others since. After twenty or so generations of human
occupation on Elsewhere, the center of the continent is till labeled "Panubi Incognita,” one of those
places on maps where the lines trail off into emptiness and cartographers traditionally print "Here be
dragons." Considering that some pixieish conceit led the original cartographers on Elsewhere to do just
that, perhaps no one should be surprised now that the dragons have actually shown up.

Allegedly shown up, Boarmus reminds himself. Allegedly. Though whether allegedly or actually,
Panubi Incognita serves as a good excuse to get Danivon gone before . . . someone finds out what he's
done.

Danivon receives a dismissive nod, bows, about-faces, hooks his right thumb in his belt to give his coat
aswagger, and stalks off toward the stairs, gaver-hide boots gleaming, purple plumes nodding, purple
coat swirling at the hem, golden badge on his shoulder shining, soft red shirt and trou-

sers rippling beneath in silken perfection. Behind him the two supervisors sip at their cooling tea and
watch him go, Boarmus with slight perturbation, Syrillawith appreciation for the fine picture he makes.
Exemplary, she thinks. Truly exem-plary.

A Frickian servant brings hot tea and pours. A long, silent moment passes. Syrillaleans forward to set
her cup upon the table when a sudden motion catches her eyes. On the Rotunda floor a guard has,
moved! She leans farther forward, disbelieving. Even though Door guards aren't supposed to quiver so
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much as amuscle, one of them has moved! No ... two . . . two have moved!

Boarmus has seen it too. "The Door!" he breathes.

Her eyesflick across the big Door as she follows Boarmus's pointing finger. Not the big Door. The
Arbal Door? But the Arbai Door doesn't do anything! It has never done anything!

It is doing something now! Scintillating, sparkling, flinging coruscations of bright light around the
Rotunda and through the high-arched opening into the balcony, sequined schools of spark-fish, swirling
and reversing. Most of the guards are moving, shifting uncertainly toward and away from the glittering
gate, casting doubtful glances over their shoulders, waiting for someone to tell them what to do, their
weapons twitching in their hands.

Syrillais half out of her chair when the clap of thunder sounds. She has time to see the guards cowering,
and then the Arbai Door flashes like lightning, blinding her, blinding everyone. When she can see again
the light has gone, leaving a dark spidery blotch struggling on the Rotunda floor.

Guardsmen raise their weapons. Someone—Danivon, it is—shouts a command as he descends the last
few curving steps at a dead run. The weapons are lowered, reluctantly. Danivon arrives at the struggling
thing on the floor at the same time as the officer in charge. In a moment they tug at the blotch, the thing,
raising it up.

Syrillaand Boarmus stare in disbelief as they move toward the stairs, actually breaking into atrot asa
confused babble rises from below.

Later, after Danivon assures everyone that his nose tells him the creature(s) is essentially harmless, after
an Alsense machine is obtained and set before the arrival so that its (their) language can be understood,
after the creature(s) ex-

plains that it (they) had, only moments before, existed in Predispersion times, atime so remote that only
Files has any detailed knowledge of it at all—only then do the people of tolerance learn that their
accidental and extremely agitated guest(s) are Bertran and Nela Zy-Czorsky.

Elsewhere on Elsewhere, in Enarae.

Fringe's padied al of asudden. His name appeared in the daily bulletin published by Enarae Executive
Systems for the benefit of the next of kin. When Fringe, now in her early thirties, followed custom and
went to review Char's Blood Book in the Hall of Final Equity, however, she found she wasn't Char's
daughter anymore.

Blood Books of al deceased were posted in the Hall for the convenience of family and claimants. The
first page always listed family members, since they would be liable for the debts of the deceased. Char's
Book had only one nameinit: Yilland so-called Dorwalk, adopted daughter of Char Dorwalk. There
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was no mention of Fringe herself or of her brother Bubba.

Fringe kept herself till, even when the surroundings blurred a little. She felt something rather like pain,
though it wasn't really—maybe more afinal awareness, like stepping off a cliff and only then noticing it
really was along way down.

"I didn't know," Fringe blurted, amost in a whisper, not meaning anyone to hear.

A huge, shiny-headed bystander, who'd been glancing curiously at Fringe, jerked his head toward
someone across the hall and mumbled, "That's her. That's Yilland."

The only woman in that direction was talking in a high, distressed voice to one of the Final Equity
arbitrators. She was wispy, skinny, perhaps alittle younger than Fringe, and though her words didn't
carry, her voice did—an abrasive sound, like a knife being whetted.

'-'Don't want to intrude,” the bald-headed giant offered. "My name's Curvis. Last time | saw you, you
were just alittle thing with agreat mop of red hair. Now here you are, all growed up, but you've still got
it!" He stroked his glistening pate and made a wry mouth. "Still got those funny eyes of yourstoo."
Fringe nodded, acknowledging that she still had her natal accoutrements. Did the nosy ogre think she
might have sold her hair? Her stone-green eyes? Or given them away? Well,

why not. People did sell their features sometimes. Features, organs, appendages. Sometimes they were
forced to.

He made what was meant to be an apologetic grin and shrugged one enormous shoulder. " Somebody
told me your pa adopted her. Y ou honestly didn't know?"

"I didn't know," she repeated, so surprised she forgot it was none of his business. "But then, | haven't
talked to Pafor . . .. well, for quite awhile."

"Old barstid,” commented Curvis, shaking his massive head as though this confirmed an earlier opinion.
"Doing athing like that to his own blood." He stroked a capacious pocket on his chest where something
moved beneath the fabric. Some device. Or alive thing, maybe.

Fringe swallowed the lump behind her breastbone and said with an expressionless face, "Since it
eliminates my debt risk, | ought to be grateful/' Despite her words, she was still thinking it might be
some kind of mistake.

She took up Char's Book to ook again, but it wasn't a mistake. The new daughter really was the only
family member named, as well as the sole heir. Fringe felt a cold wash of sadness, like a flash flood
down along dry gully, not for the inheritance (she'd never thought there'd be anything to inherit) but
because there was no word there for her. And because the Book said Char had adopted the new daughter
and written off his natural one at atime he had made a-promise of quite a different kind to Fringe.

She took a deep breath and put the Book down, the little chain that linked it to the claim desk rattling
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noisily. One of the uniformed assemblers frowned up from his workstation, then,went back to the figures
rolling by on his tabletop display. Someone's lifetime transactions being put together there. Everything
came here, in the end. Whatever you hoped or dreamed or actually managed to accomplish; whatever
you failed at or fell short of, it all came to Final Equity, where creditors, friends, and kinfolk, who could
be creditors of adifferent sort, looked over the result amid confused murmurs and muffled sobs and
angry mutters. The vaulted hall soaked up the sounds, softened them. There were always deaths and
killings, so there were always books set out for people to-examine. They came and went, their feet
making shuffly whispersin the quiet. It was all very ordinary, Fringe told herself sternly. No cause for
tears or guilt or sentimentalism. He's dead, that's all. He left you no word, but then, if he didn't talk

to you while you were alive, why should you expect aword after he died?

When Fringe looked up again, she caught the woman, Yil-land, staring at her with an avid, restless
expression, like some hungry animal in too small a cage. Fringe let her glance slide across the woman's
face, and then back to the book, wondering whether the balance in it would be enough to satisfy the
claimants against Char's Book, or whether the woman across the room would be asked to make
satisfaction. Heirs were sometimes sold, entire or in parts, to cover the debts of a deceased. Creditors
had been known to get nasty carving up an heir. Fringe had paid out a good bit on debt insurance over
the last fifteen years. She'd been more than alittle anxious, knowing Pa as she did. Well, wasted credit.
She needn't have worried. She was out of it.

And Yilland so-called Dorwalk wasin.

Fringe nodded a farewell to the bald ogre, then turned and walked away, eyes straight ahead, striding
from the Hall like a woman with somewhere to go, only to be accosted by a uniformed flunky at the
portal. The Final Equity Exec begged the courtesy of an interview, said he. She glared in disbelief, but
he nodded and beckoned and pressed his lips together impatiently until she followed him. Curvis, the
giant, was watching this encounter from across the room, head cocked to one side. She cocked her own
in reply, and shrugged. Who knew what Execs wanted?

She was led down the echoing corridor into the office wing behind the Hall, where the flunky paused at
atall door, rapped on it, opened it, and bowed her through. The Exec sat behind a desk that looked
carved from asingle block of chalcedony, though Fringe, mentally computing weight and noting the
relatively fragile structure on which it rested, believed it afake, symbolic, an accoutrement of Executive
class. No other class handled money matters so well, no other class displayed such el egant contempt.
People born Executives didn't need money, so they could disdain it. No other class could pretend to
justice so convincingly, for Executives didn't need that, either. This man was classly dignified and alert
too, she could see that; but then, Executives were the only class that could and did declassify members
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for being stupid.

He turned a serene gaze upon her and took his time assessing what he saw. "Char Dorwalk's Book came
up on the Files to be approved by this office," he said. "The scanner

advised me you were present in the Hall. Examining the record, it occurs to me you may wish to make a
death claim against the estate of your natural father. Disinheritance is always subject to review by this
office, and so far as | can see from your father's Book, you were cut off for no valid reason. | find no
record you were ever notified or given a chance to object. You're entitled to file a death clam."”

"By this office," indeed. Why couldn't the damned Execsjust say me, like anyone else? They were
aways "this office," or "this council," or "this governing body."

"Shit," she said, allowing herself to sound more like a Trasher than usual, "why should |?"

The Exec raised one high-bred nostril. Such language was not often directed at top castes, certainly not
by shapely, red-haired, light-eyed women of middling-young years and uncertain classification. What
was she? He could usually tell, but not with this one. Despite her language, she wasn't Trasher class, that
was sure. Trashers tended to be either obsequious or defiant, but Jie detected neither in Fringe. She
showed neither Wage-earner servility nor Professional-class hauteur. The quality of her clothing was
almost Executive, but if she had been Executive he'd have known her. Besides, the weapon on her hip
was not the usual Executive toy. Maybe she was Out-caste, one of those interesting oddities who didn't
fit the system. An artist or entrepreneur, perhaps.

Fringe laughed openly at his puzzled expression and almost winked as she said, "Offended, sir? | do beg
your pardon. Hell, I don't want anything from him. Let his classly adopted daughter have what she can
salvage."

The Manager had enough sensitivity to realize she might be distressed. His expression softened. "His
wives both died some time ago. And you're entitled—"

"To nothing," she said firmly, surprised by the pain she was feeling. She had forgotten that pain, mostly.
Now sheignored it as she explained: "He did not approve of me, good sir. | disappointed him. If | take
nothing from him, | am free of that. Owed nothing, | owe nothing. | may go my own way."

"I have the feeling"—smiled the Manager, suddenly taken with her—"that you've always done that."
"And well, perhaps | have," Fringe said, her eyes fixed on some distant scene that only she could see.
"There were times it seemed there was no other way to go." She was thinking that there had been
Dorwalk on her father's side and Troms

on her mother's side; she couldn't be both, so she had ended up neither.

The Equity Exec had been watching her musing face with complete attention. "I know it's a personal
guestion, but what's your classification?"
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"Born to, earned, or claimed?' she asked.

"They're usually the same thing." He gestured sameness.

"Born Professional, earned and claimed Outcaste," she said with a matching gesture.

"You're an artist then?' he asked, charmingly, to show how sympathetic he could be, how open-minded.
Even Executives associated with certain Outcastes, like artists and singers. "Or an actor, perhaps?"

"Not exactly," she said, the weapon she wore on her hip seeming to leap of itself into her hand. "What |
dois, | Attend to Situations." The eye of the weapon stared at him as her thumb twitched above the
power stud.

The Exec swallowed, stood up quietly, opened the door for her, and stood aside, bowing very slightry as
she left. When he sat back down at his desk, he noted with some astonishment that he was trembling.
The weapon had been aimed between his eyes. If she had wanted him dead, she could have pushed the
button and he'd have been scattered atoms or fried meat, depending on how tidy she was. He touched the
ornamental weapon at his own belt, amost with revulsion. It was good for little. High-class persons
carried weapons mostly as costume accessories. It was the custom to carry them, but no one ever used
them. Well, hardly ever.

Helicked hislips. It was a matter of pride with Executives not to be caught off guard. Someone should
have warned him. He should have been more careful in checking before he invited her in. The Files had
said merely Fringe. . . . Fringe Dorwalk. He keyed through the records before him. AKA, blinked the
small codiforms squeezed in between two other things he hadn't bothered to look at. AKA: Professional
Name. . . . She had rearranged the lettersin her name to spell something she liked better.

And she was a licensed Enforcer.

In Tolerance, Supervisor Syrillahad invited her young protege, Jacent, to lunch. Jacent was a mere boy,
only recently

arrived from Heaven for hisfirst tour of duty at Tolerance, but he was part of her "family" and therefore
her responsibility.

"What do you make of this Arbai Door arrival?' as* :he Supervisor of her young kinsman. "Do you
believeit?'

"One believes one's eyes," he said firmly, tossing up one hand in an ebullient gesture. "Y ou believe
yours, Aunt Syrilla. Y ou saw them come through."

Syrillafrowned. Among themselves Council members cultivated alanguid and unruffled demeanor, one
which sought to convey they had seen it all and were not surprised at anything. Seeing her expression,
Jacent flushed and put his handsin his lap. He had been warned not to wave his arms about except in
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public. When on display, yes, be shrill and mannered as a cageful of birds, but not when closeted, as
now.

They were on the terrace outside Syrillasliving quarters: she standing at the railing, he seated at the
table where he lingered over the delicacies Syrillas Frickian cook had provided. Frickians made
excellent servants as well as soldiers; there were several thousand of them employed at Tolerance, and a
great many more employed back at Heaven. Jacent was fond of Frickian food, though he was not fond of
much else he'd found at Tolerance.

Syrilla persevered. "1 mean, do you believe they are primitives? Really? From before first dispersion?”
She sounded not only puzzled but apprehensive, and Jacent looked at her covertly from beneath his
abundant lashes, wondering at her tone. Why apprehensive? The creatures, however spidery and archaic,
could do no harm.

"WEell, of course, we've all asked Files what Files thinks," he admitted, meaning we, the youngsters, the
lower orders, the dilettantes and chatterers who had not yet learned discretion, those who did the routine
work of maintenance and monitoring until they were old enough to do something essential and even
more boring. "Files does not disbelieve it. Files went searching through the old, old records and found
several widely separated accounts of contacts with this Celerian race. A very old, old race, or so Files
extrapolates, who were leaving our little spiral on their way somewhere else, who said, according to the
strange twins, they had been granted the concession to do so!" He laughed. The idea was amusing. Who
and what had granted this supposed concession? They had talked about that a great deal, down in the
warren below the Great Rotunda.

He sobered at her expression and went on, "Also, joined human beings are occasionally bornin
primitive societies, even here on Elsewhere. Files has found references to that, as well."

"I know all that," said the Supervisor fretfully. "But | have never heard it theorized that the Arbai Doors
could be used for time travel. In fact, I've always been assured that time travel isimpossible!" She
whined, perhaps a little hysterically.

Why should the subject of time travel be so upsetting? Particularly when there was quite enough herein
Tolerance to be upset about without borrowing trouble?

"WEell, of course, the technicians have talked that to shreds. The current theory seems to be that when
these persons demanifested the Arbai Door on Earth all those millennia ago, they caused some kind of
malfunction that prohibited their going anywhere at all. They were ssmply sidetracked into nothingness
for some thousands of years ... on their way here."

She turned and stared at him. "There was no time travel 7'

"No. No time travel. Merely an extremely lengthy hiatusin their awareness." He smiled, noting the
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tension going out of her shoulders, her neck. Interesting. "Files tells us there have been other strange
incidents with Arbai Doors. For example: A woman went into one on a planet called Grass millennia
ago and turned up athousand years or so later (absolute time) on a planet called Thyker. She had aged a
great deal but was not, you know, mummified or anything. The only way she could have lived all that
time was through some such lapse or series of lapses. The Door "engineers and technicians are greatly
agitated and interested. | am told they have not been so wrought up since the machinesin City Fifteen
came up with a cure for our newest plague before we'd even used it."

Syrilla stiffened. It was considered not nice to mention such matters except during official sessions.
Plagues and assassinations and small, limited wars were necessary in maintaining diversity, but casual
talk about them could make one seem coarse and unfeeling. She made a moue at the boy, shaking her
head very dlightly.

"Sorry, Aunt Syrilla," he murmured, flushing, aware he'd breached convention again. There were so
damned many things one didn't sayl Or dol At least, not in social contexts. Sometimes he doubted he
would ever learn to behave properly. Sometimes, when he was feeling particularly resentful

about this place, he doubted he wanted to! There was something very wrong here at Tolerance,
something that none of the old folks would identify or admit to, but something that made them jumpy
and peevish nonetheless, Jacent kept hisfacial expression pleasant, giving Aunt Syrillano hint of what
he was thinking.

She waved away his apology and turned to the forest once more.

"Something about this troubles you?' he said in his prettiest voice, hoping the tone would excuse the
presumption and make her forget he had been gauche. He very much wanted to know why she cared.
"Yes," shecried. "Y es, Jacent. No one seems to have thought what time travel would mean. It would
mean that the Hobbs Land Gods could go back in time and get here before our people came, and then ...
It could mean they are here now. On Panubi. That possibility has been mentioned, but | didn't take it,
well, you know, seriously. But now, well . . . we don't know what's on Panubi, so they could be there.
Boarmus is concerned about Panubi. He has sent Danivon Luze to find out about ... all this business of
dragons. It could be enslaved ones, you know. Not dragons at all. We don't really know what enslaved
ones might look like." She shuddered, her face becoming momentarily skull-like and horrid with fear.
He gasped silently, terrified by her terror, then waited, holding his breath.

At last she spoke again. "It's disturbing, Jacent. The idea that the Hobbs Land Gods might actually be
here, now. Just waiting to leap out at us. take us over, ensave usaswell. . . ." She sighed, patted her
forehead, and then whispered, "I have dreams about it sometimes. Like smothering. Like not being able
to breathe. Like being stuffed into some impossibly small space until I'm all ... smashed." She
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swallowed, painfully, tried to smile.

"Of coursg, if thereis no timetravel, my concernsare. . . without foundation. The people from the past
aremerely ... asyou say ... harmless." She laughed, lightly, while fear danced madly behind her eyes.
Jacent was more than merely interested. He was intrigued! He did not think he had ever been as afraid as
she obviously was. And though he'd learned in school to dread the Hobbs Land Gods, he'd never really
thought about them. Oh, he'd

seen the docudramas, all about how Elsewhere was set up as a refuge from the Gods, about Lady
Professor Mintier Thob and Madame Therabas Bland, about Subble Clore and Orimar Breaze and the
rest of the committee members, how they'd come here all that long time ago. None of it had ever
frightened him.

It obviously frightened Aunt Syrilla. He felt it best not to pursue the matter. So, he said nothing, and the
silence extended.

"What is to be done with the strange twins?' she asked at last. "I haven't heard what has been decided.
Are they to be sent to Heaven?' Though the subtropical island of Heaven was reserved as a homeland
for Supervisors and their Frickian servants, afew members of other races were allowed to live there
also, if they were harmless or interesting or had talents the machines couldn't duplicate.

"Rumor isthat Danivon Luze has a use for them," Jacent replied. In the lower regions, that rumor was
causing endless speculation. In the lower regions, Danivon Luze himself caused endless speculation.
The mystery of his origins made him quite the romantic figure, somewhat to Jacent's annoyance. "Only a
rumor, of course."

"Oh, my," whispered Syrilla, remembering what Boarmus had said about Danivon Luze. Such a
complicated knot that would make: Danivon, and Panubi, and dragons that were maybe really enslaved
by the Hobbs Land Gods, and the strange twins from the past.

"Oh, my," she said again.

Fringe had intended to startle the Executive at the Hall of Final Equity. Meant 40 scare the piss out of
him, if truth be told. Executives and Professionals, by and large, gave her the gripes. She understood
why this was so, but understanding did nothing to change her feelings. She resented the Executive and
Professional classesin their entirety, and had done so as long as she could remember—at |east since
she'd been given those damned E& P dolls as a child.

She had privately acknowledged the resentment when she turned sixteen and realized, suddenly and
undeniably, that though she'd always been told she was a Professional, there was no chance she could
retain that class. For most of ayear she had heard her schoolmatestalk of the Professional train-

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (82 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

ing they would be starting, the businesses they had been bought into, the apprenticeships their families
had paid for. Though Grandma Gregoria had always talked of the Professional class as being governed
by a kind of natural law that guaranteed that its children became Professionalsin their turn, no training,
no business, no apprenticeship had been arranged for Fringe. No start-up money had been set aside.
Some essential part of the natural law had been left out in her case.

It wasironic, Fringe reflected, that Souile had been born Trasher and had rebelled against that class early
to raise herself up, while Fringe had been born Professional class and had not realized she had to rebel
against anything until it was too late! Now she had only a short time of free schooling left and no
resources beyond her own energy and determination. Being honest with herself, as continuing
association with Zasper was teaching her to be, she knew the best she could do for herself at this late
date was retain the level Souile had achieved. If she was unwilling to be a Trasher, which she was, she
would have to be aWage-earner. Though it wasn't admirable, it was respectable.

She had |earned a degree of pragmatism from Zasper and from Ahl Dibai Bloom, both of whom
advocated action rather than what Zasper called "wiffling around.” "If you're going to wiffle around
once you know the facts," Zasper often said, "might as well have no brain at all."

So, she would not wiffle. The first step was to switch from Professional education level to Wage-earner
training level at school. The one had been theoretical, the other would be entirely practical. She already
knew she was better with things than people and very good at working with her hands. Once enrolled in
training, she asked her instructors to help her find ajob, and one of them referred her to a nearby
weapons shop where she was hired to make adjustments and repairs during the | ate afternoons and
evenings. All of these rearrangements of her life, job included, were accomplished in less than ten days
from the time she made the decision. Zasper, when she told him of it, said she showed gumption and
good sensg, that he was proud of her.

No one else seemed to care. Though Fringe made no attempt to hide what was going on, neither Souile
nor Char seemed interested. Of course, they were both preoccupied with other things. Ghar was not
often at home anymore.

When there, he shut himself up in his study and was outraged at interruption. Souile had grown even
more withdrawn in recent years,; she emerged less and |ess often from her room, and when she did, she
seemed not to see what went on around her.

So matters went on, with Fringe's life largely unregarded, until one evening she arrived home to be met
at the door by old Nada, who had obviously been waiting for her. Thisin itself was ararity. Nada and
Aunty spent most of their time in their room, quibbling with each other.

"Fringe girl."
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"Yes, Nada."

The old woman twisted her hands against her abdomen and blinked her watery eyes. "Y our ma, she died
today."

Fringe could think of nothing to say. What went through her mind, unforgivably, was that it should have
been Nada because Nada had had so much more practice at dying, but Nada was standing there, peering
nearsightedly at her, and Fringe saw herself, as though from a distance, with her mouth gaped open and
the only words she could think of unsuitable to the occasion.

"Where's Pa?' she choked out, evading what was happening.

"Char'sin his study. The door's locked. Ari's locked himself hi too. Fond of her, he was. Liked her best
of hischildren."

"Aunty?’

"Upstairs. Crying. She's been crying all day."

"Bubba?’

"At his school, you know."

"Where's Ma? Y ou know. Her . . ."

"Gone," whispered old Nada, tears running down her cheeks. "Char had her taken already. She's gone.”
Fringe hugged Nada because she knew of nothing else to do, because she needed to hang on to
something, and they cried together though they were unable to offer any words of comfort. Fringe kept
trying to remember when the last time was she'd seen Ma, or when the last time was she'd seen Ma
acting like areal human person who laughed and said sensible things and seemed interested. Fringe
couldn't remember when that had been. If that had been ever, it had been avery long time ago. Y ears.
Maybe when Fringe was a child, long, long ago.

And what could she say to Souile's mother? That Souile had died of stress, of trying too hard, of walking
atightrope with Char and his folks pulling from one side and Ari, Nada, and Aunty pulling and tugging
from the other, even her daughter a disappointment to her? That she'd died of mood-spray and of being
eaten alive? Fringe didn't say that. She didn't say anything. She felt guilty that she did not grieve, then
grieved because she felt guilty.

Two days later she came home to find the Tromses gone as wejl. Char had sent them to the so-called
Pighouse, the provincial home for elderly indigents.

"But, Pa, you can't just . . . They lived here!™

"No more."

"But this was their home."

"No more," he said. "l can't take any more. | couldn't do anything while your mawas alive, but they're
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not my folks. They've got another daughter; they've got ason. Let them do it! | can't do it anymore.”

It was the first time Fringe had thought about the Tromses having other children. There'd never been any
evidence of them. She hid herself away in the module to consider the matter. Was she glad Nada and Ari
and Aunty were gone? Would she go visit them? Would it be better to do that or not to do that?

"By the way," said Pa over supper. "l want you to move out of that damned module. Y ou can move back
in the room where you used to be." His voice was harsh and demanding, and he did not ook at her when
he spoke. She understood it not as a suggestion but as a command, though she could not fathom the
motivation behind it. Was she now to be a daughter again, she who had not been a daughter for years?
She hadn't been in the room in years, either. She stood in the door, peering at dusty surfaces, unlit
panels, at a clutter of keepsakes, at the circulation units the old women wore on their feet and hands to
warm their always-cold extremities, at the so-called Auto-nurse, actually little more than atimed
medications dispenser and monitor. The room smelled of-old women, sour-sweet, vinegar, and dried
flowers. It hissed with old voices, old coughs, and sniffles and whines.

That night Fringe trailed into the room, half-swathed in a blanket she had fetched from her module, a
cocoon to wrap herself in, a second skin to keep the room from touching her. She lay down atop the bed
she'd used as a child, the one

Aunty had slept in. She kept telling herself the room was empty, but she felt the usual occupants going
about their customary business. No matter that Nada and Aunty were gone away, their ghosts still
moved about the room. Not only their spirits, but Souile's aswell. From a veiled distance, they
whispered together, about her, about Fringe, saying the things they had always said. She could hear the
whispers and guess at the content. She did not fall asleep until almost dawn.

She went to the Pighouse the next day, to visit them. They sat in chairs, vacant-eyed; the air was thick
with the scent of the stuff sprayed about to keep them quiet. When Fringe spoke to them, they nodded
slowly, scarcely hearing.

"Isthefood all right?' she whispered. "Nada, isthe food all right? Are you getting enough to eat?"

"To eat," murmured Nada. "Tb eat, Fringe girl."

And, "Did you know Souile died?' Aunty asked.

That night, Fringe tried the room again, only to feel their eyes on her, the weight of presences, the force
of personalities, the accusatory whispers, the weight of habitude. Their spirits were here, in this house,
not there in the Pighouse where their bodies had been taken. Though she could have done nothing to
save Souile, nothing to keep Nada and Aunty from the Pighouse, she felt guilty that she had not tried.
Maybe she could have found Nada's other daughter, Nada's son. Why hadn't she at least tried? Was she
glad? Could she actually be glad?
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She made a faltering attempt to talk about it with Pa. She might as well have talked to arock. As Usual,
Padidn't talk about things. He merely became angry and told her to get her things out of the module.
“I've sold it," he muttered, not meeting her eyes. "l've sold it. The man's coming to take it apart and
move it today. Besides, you'll do better in your old room. Look at you, for heaven's sake." His voice
oozed contempt. "Look at you." He gestured at her, her chewed fingertips, her rat-tailed hair, her blotchy
skin, her tear-stained face. "L ook at you," he repeated in disgust.

She opened her mouth to try once more, then shut it. There was no point in trying to explain how she
felt. She wasn't sure how she felt, except that with Souile and the old folks gone, she couldn't stay in this
place. Pa had something in mind, some role he wanted her to play, and she didn't know what it was. No
matter what it was, she couldn't do it. The

time was past for that. She couldn't be a daughter for Souile, so she sure as hell wasn't going to be a
daughter for Char! She could hardly be herself for herself. She could not be someone else for Pa.

Back in the shabby module, she totted up the credit chits she'd earned at the weapons shop, the old
tattered ones she'd earned working for Ahl Dibai Bloom. They were all there, virtually untouched,
enough to keep her for atime if she could find a cheap room near her job and the school. Other Wage-
earner youths lived in such places. She spent the afternoon looking, settling for a place no smaller or
shabbier than the module had been, with abed no narrower or harder, a saniton no less functional. The
next day she packed up her personal things and moved out, without telling Pa she was going.

That night she went home at suppertime, sat in her usual place, and waited for Pa or Bubba to ask her
where she'd been. Bubba talked about the training program Grandma Gregoria was setting him up in. He
was to be Professional class, architect caste. He was full of the thrill of it, the challenge, the newness.
Neither of them mentioned her absence. She wondered if they even knew she had moved out. Perhaps
where she was, was |less important than the module being gone.

If they found it easier to pretend, she would pretend. She lived in her rented room but went home for
dinner whenever she could bear to or was too hungry not to go. Occasionally she went to Grandma
Gregorias. No one ever said anything about what she was doing, though both Pa and Grandma carped
about things in general and Fringe's many failings in particular.

When she couldn't face going home and wasn't too hungry, she spent her time using junk and discards
from the weapons shop to make complicated little machines that spun and glittered and were company
of akind. She rather longed for a pet but could not afford to feed one. Though she knew herself to be
unattractive (Zasper said that wasn't true), male companionship was offered from time to time. Each
encounter left her feeling more alone than before, and she told herself she was safer without. She was
less likely to make idle comments that others took as commitments or insults, less likely to let her
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Insecurity bubble up in teasing gibes that only made others angry. Alone, she didn't make mistakes that
came back

to haunt her. Except for her friendships with Zasper and Bloom, she hadn't the hang of relationships.
People always wanted her to be something else.

"Men don't work out for me," she told Zasper when he asked her about her love life. "I don't have the
right ... oh, | don't know, Zasper. It doesn't feel right, that's all."

He shook his head, but he did not argue with her. Perhaps love didn't work for her. There were people
like that. Zasper thought he himself was probably one of them.

Besides, she told him, she got plenty of company at work, where they did approve of her.

Her job included the provision of target accuracy certificates for repaired arms. Most of the technicians
used afiring stand, but Fringe preferred to shoot from the hand, becoming so skillful that her customers
came to rely upon her work and her opinion. Even Zasper said, half in jest, that a girl with her target
scores was wasted in arepair shop. To hide her pleasure at this, she remarked offhandedly she'd
probably inherited the skill from some Guntoter forebear on Earth, thousands of years ago.

Then one afternoon she went to Grandma Gregoria's and tried to be mannerly over a plate of grilled fish
while Grandma snarled with more than usual vituperation about Fringe's Irashish and unforgivable
behavior and how beneath himself Char had married.

"If it hadn't been for your ma," said Grandma. '<If it hadn't been for those Tromses, you might have
turned out to be something. ..."

Fringe had been much alone recently. The plate before her was the first food she had had in severa days.
She was still very young and often frightened. Day by day, she tried to keep bewilderment at bay, tried
not to think about anything except the next minute, the next task, holding herself together with endlessly
frayed and continually patched resolve. At the sound of the carping voice, something inside her tore. She
feltit rip, felt the fabric of her life tear asunder, letting something molten and horrid show through.

“If I'm aTrasher," she blurted, "if s because Pais so fucking arrogant he took on more than he could
manage. Then even though he looked down his nose on the Tromses just like you did, he let them raise
me! Then he despised me because | turned out to be just like them. Who else would | have been

like? Take your tongue off me and my ma, Grandma, because we both turned out just the way you and
Pa made us!"

It had been then that Gregoria, eyes bulging and mouth spraying fragments of fish in all directions, told
Fringe to get out of her sight and never come into it again.

Fringe went in amood of cold desperation, not so much angry as chilled and shocked, as though she
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were bleeding inside. She couldn't stop trembling. She couldn't get warm. The only warm place she
could think of was Bloom's, so she went there, or near there, stopping in an alleyway nearby because her
stomach cramped, bending her double, and she couldn't move.

"Areyou sick, Fringe?' asked avoice.

For amoment she thought it was Nada. The voice had some of that quality, though without any whine to
it. The speaker was half-hidden in a doorway, wearing the kind of cloak and hood that tourists
sometimes wore in the Swale, tourists who wanted to see without being seen.

“I'll be al right," gasped Fringe, waving the nosy intruder away.

"Something happened,” said the hooded woman. " Something bad."

"Something," agreed Fringe, taking deep breaths, suddenly remembering that voice. It was Jory—the old
woman who'd followed her around back . . . back when she was only akid. "What are you doing here?"
The old woman put back her hood and came closer, ignoring the question. "Y ou've been hurt," she said.
"By somebody who shouldn't have hurt you, but did."

Fringe's mouth dropped open and for a moment she forgot to breathe.

"What's your second name?' the old woman asked. "I don't remember your second name."

"Dorwalk. Fringe Dorwalk."

The cramp surprised out of her, Fringe moved around, trying to get a good look at whatever it was
behind the woman, something large and shadowy moving there, just out of sight. A mystery. That's all
she needed right now, another mystery intruding on her life.

The old woman reached out, lifted Fringe's chin, dried her face with the backs of her old hands. "I'm
going to give you a new name," she said. "In my opinion, that's what you need.

New names often help. New names create new people; new people can leave old habits behind and
handle things better."

Fringe merely stared stupidly. Who did this. . . this thing think she was?

"Owldark," said Jory. "Y our new name. The letters of your old name spell your new name: Fringe
Owldark—atotally different person from Fringe Dorwalk, don't you think? Say it."

Fringe, too stupefied to argue, said it obediently, watching the shadowy something shift and move.
"Fringe Owldark."

The old woman nodded to herself. "Fringe Dorwalk had an uncertain future. Ways were closed to her.
She was anxious. She chewed her fingers and cried herself to sleep. But Fringe Owldark is one of my
people. | told you that long ago, didn't I? One of my people, chosen by meto ... to do wonderful things.
To become something special. Yes, Owldark has atotally different future before her! All she needsto do
isgo find it." The old woman patted her cheek, turned, and was dissolved into the shadow. Fringe took a
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step forward, but the doorway was empty.

Perhaps she had dreamed it. Likely she had dreamed it. Hunger dreams. Visions. Sometimes she had
those.

"Fringe Owldark," she said aloud, no longer crying, suddenly wanting to tell Zasper all about it.

She went to him full of the story, but when she got there he greeted her by thrusting a plate full of food
at her and quoting aremark some friend of his had made, touting Fringe's skills at weapons repair. He
said yet again that she was wasted in the repair shop, aremark at which Fringe Dorwalk had always
flushed and bridled, not sure how to react.

Fringe Owldark, however, her mouth full of succulent roast meat and the juices running down her throat,
knew with absolute certainty she had indeed been wasted up until now. She was not going to be hungry
again!

"I want you to sponsor me to the Enforcer Academy," she said firmly, surprising herself as much as
Zasper.

"Ah, Fringe," he said with a pang, the expression in her eyes reminding him suddenly of Danivon Luze,
"nah, nah, you don't want to do that."

Fringe Dorwalk might have equivocated, but Fringe Owldark did not. The request had come from a
spewing well of desperation that could not now be capped and ignored. "

have to do something, Zasper. | can't go back home and I'm barely making it on my own. I'm tired of
being hungry."

"Y ou can always come here to me! Never aday I'd let you go from this place hungry!"

"I don't want to have to go to anybody, don't you understand! | don't want to go to anybody for anything.
| don't want to have to depend on anyone. | want to be on my own. | want a place, food, clothes | don't
have to ask for. I'm tired of people feeding me and clothing me and all the time resenting me because I'm
not what they had in mind."

"I'd never—"

"I know that! But it would still be you, Zasper, not me! What | want is your sponsorship. Help me.
Sometime I'll pay you back."

He sat her down, gave her aglass of black ale, and begged her to listen to him. "Fringe girl, I'll help you
any way | can, but listen. There's something ... something changing on Elsewhere. Was a time when
everything was clear and plain, even for Enforcers. These days, things are cloudy. It's like, like
something . . ."

"Y ou're not saying anything, Zasper," she cried. "I need help and you're not saying anything!"
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"All right, al right, listen! Pretend I'm aflealiving on adog, al right?’

"You're aflea, Zasper. | can believe that." She choked with hysterical laughter, tears running down her
cheeks.

He pounded her, forcing her to listen. "Right. And | begin to think something's wrong. And all the other
fleas laugh at me, because there's nothing different. The sun comes up, the sun goes down. The dog eats
his breakfast and shits on the grass. Then, one day, the dog falls down dead, and | suddenly realize: That
was it! The dog was sick!"

"go !

" So there's something sick happening to Elsewhere, Fringe. Something sick and dangerous.”

She stared at him, shaking her head. "Life is sick and dangerous, Zasper. Y ou try and tell me different!™
That wasn't what he meant, but he couldn't make it any clearer. "Being an Enforcer, it's hard, Fringe."

"I don't care how hard it is."

Sometimes Enforcers failed of their duty, he said. He himself had sometimes not come up to the mark.
He had never learned to operate aflier well. And there was alittle boy he

had once saved from certain torture and death, against the rules. And he had opinions all the time. "Y ou
will either break your oath or you will hate yourself sometimes,” he said.

"I hate myself all the time now," she replied. "Hating me just some of the time would be an
improvement.”

She insisted, overriding his warnings, his confessions of what he said were his failings, wondering at his
telling her, telling anyone, for if someone reported him, he'd be in trouble. Not that she would. Never.
Not Zasper. She came close to him, put her hand on his arm (something she seldom did or allowed), told
him she knew it wouldn't be easy, she knew some of the work was hard and unpleasant, but no matter
how hard or unpleasant, it was better than where she was now.

Zasper shook his head at her, opened his mouth, then shut it. He had no more arguments and nothing to
offer her instead, any more than he had had anything else to offer Danivon Luze. Zasper had been an
Enforcer for decades. He knew what being an Enforcer had done to him. After years of doing it by the
book, he'd asked himself what he was, what was this Zasper Ertigon? A man with ugly feelings hidden
away, emotions he couldn't express, judgments he couldn't make. He'd been raised with certain ideas of
right or wrong, but over the decades he'd felt a certain moral atrophy, an inability to decide what was
right. Now he laughed at the thought. As achild here in Enarae, yes, there had been right things and
wrong things, but what did an Enforcer want with such puzzles? That isn't what Enforcers were for!
They were for doing the will of the Council, which meant enforcing right and wrong and any other
damned thing. They were for protecting diversity through the status quo. They were for not thinking or
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feeling any more than they could help.

Turning the question around, however, he had to admit there were Enforcers who seemed to like the
work. Many of them enjoyed the pay and the respect; some of them relished the power.

"Zasper," she begged, tears spilling. "Please!"

It actually hurt him to say he'd help her. It would have hurt only alittle more to have refused her.

L ater, she remembered she'd been going to tell Zasper about getting a new name, but somehow she'd
forgotten. Though she didn't get around to telling him the story for along time, she didn't forget the
name. Owldark. It was hers. Secret, for the time being, but hers.

One qualified sponsor was all she needed to get into the Academy. Candidates paid nothing in advance
of their study. Graduate Enforcers were expected to compensate the Academy for their training by
paying high dues to the Enforcer Posts later on, during their more profitable years. So, without telling
anyone else, she dropped out of the Wage-earner school, left her shabby room, and moved into one
much like it, though rather cleaner, at the Enarae Academy. It was, said Zasper, the second-most
prestigious Enforcer Academy on Elsewhere, surpassed in reputation only by the Academy at Tolerance
itself.

Each day she rose before dawn to stand at parade with her fellows, to be told the ancient history of an
indomitable people who would not be taken over by the Gods; to hear of the glories of Phansure of old
and of Enarae the First, and of Enarae in Exile here, on Elsewhere; to feel her chilled blood warm and
stir at the thudding drums and the flickering lash of the long-tailed banners. She recited the oath, every
word burning itself into her heart. She heard the Masters cry: "Enforcers! A Stuation!™

She rose with a hundred others to shout the response: "We Attend the Stuation!"

She swallowed it whole. Enforcers were honored and honorable. History flowed through them, like
power through afiber, illuminating and warming all it touched. Without Enforcers, there would be no
diversity, and therefore, no humanity. She and her fellows were the gallant few who kept the unthinking
majority safe. Her passing doubts she put down hard, buried them, wouldn't consider them. Any flicker
of her old rebelliousness she dealt with the same way. She had chosen this! She would not allow
anything to sully her choice.

She learned weapons, weapons she hadn't known existed until now. She learned drill and signals, overt
and covert, to be used among Enforcers. She learned command, how to make people obey her, even
when they didn't want to. She joined in case studies of provinces that had strayed from the status quo in
the past and how Enforcers had put them back on track.

She became almost proud. Her rat-tailed hair turned glossy. Her chewed nails grew out. Her skin cleared
up. She stood up straight with her head high! She was someone, someone special at |ast!
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Even Zasper had to admit she bloomed.

Had she thought about it, she would have known she was too happy for it to last. Something had to come
along and destroy her contentment. The blow came in the form of a message from her pa, demanding
that she come see him. Full of trepidation, she went, not knowing what to expect.

He regarded her morosely when she camein.

"I've found out," he said.

Her jaw dropped. Found out what? She'd hidden nothing.

"You'reto leave that place," he said.

"Leave?' She gaped, then laughed almost hysterically. "Leave! Y ou mean the Academy?’

"Do you have any ideawhat it will do to my reputation as a Professional to have a daughter at the
Enforcer Academy!" It wasn't a question. He didn't expect aa answer.

By thistime, Fringe had quite an accurate reading on her pa's reputation as a Professional. She shook her
head stubbornly and said, "I have to do something, Pa."

"There are a hundred professions!" he trumpeted, sounding so much like Gregoriathat Fringe was
astonished. "A hundred professions!”

Though in the past she had been inarticul ate when confronted by Pa or Grandma or even the teachers at
school, she was voiceless no longer. Not since that day at Grandma Gregoria's had she been silent or
tongue-tied. Now she was hot, fiery, and she matched Char's vehemence with gritty resolution.

"There's a hundred professions, that's right, but they all take schooling or apprenticing or buying in. And
all of that's expensive and has to be paid up front! Where is the setup money, Pa? Professional-class girls
al have setup money. Y ou wanted Ma enough to risk everything for her. | understand that. Well, you
got her, you got her people, now she's dead, they're gone, I'm gone, it's done and over. Y ou risked what
you had, used it up on them, and there was nothing left over to keep me a Professional. I'm not mad at
you. I'm done crying about it. But don't try to stop me making my way, Pal" Despite her words, she had
been unable not to cry, feeling the wetness dripping from her jaw.

Paturned red, then white, then he surprised and disarmed her by weeping in histurn. She had never
confronted him before. Except for his own mother, no one had ever confronted him. He did not know
how to deal with it. He had not been prepared for it. lears flowed in streams as he promised

her he would move in with Gregoria and sell the house to provide setup money for her. She wasright! It
was owed her. He would do it at last. She must not blame him! He would make it up to her!

And although she knew it would mean pain and rejection and loneliness all over again, Fringe clung to
him in agreat flood of warm sentiment, pledging herself to becoming a Professional. They hugged each
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other and smiled tremulously into each other's faces, and Fringe went away aching with alonging she
had almost forgotten. Come morning, she told herself, she would resign from the Academy. She would
apologize to Zasper and beg his forgiveness, but she would resign. That night she chewed her fingersto
the quick and broke out in spots, but remained resol ute.

When morning came, however, she made herself sit quietly and think the matter over. There had been
times. . . tuneswhen Maand Pa had cried all over each other, promising this, promising that, things that
never came to pass. She'd seen Char promise Grandma Gregoria too, and t$ose promises hadn't usually
meant anything much. Besides, she had nowhere but the Academy to live, and if Pawas going to sell the
house, where would she stay? Would she be welcome at Grandma's? Perhaps it would be better to wait
until things were alittle more definite. ...

She told herself this, refusing to admit real doubt. She thought of going to Char and getting the details
straight, but told herself that might be pressing him too much, even as she suspected it might be pressing
herself too much. Days went by. She heard nothing more about setup money. Her emotions wavered
from anger to relief, back and forth, like a children's balance board, up and down, up and down. She
hadn't really wanted to leave the Academy. And yet, if he truly would provide. . .

At last, telling herself she needed to make an end of the uncertainty, she went to ask him face-to-face.
The house was empty. A neighbor saw her standing there and told her Char was away on along trip, a
marriage trip. He had married again. A Professional-class woman, awidow. The house was being
expensively refurbished against his return.

The cold that washed through her was no worse than it had often been before. Pa had obviously decided
it was better to get himself anew wife and start over than saddle himself

with the old wife's daughter—particularly since she wasn't really a credit to him. Too spoiled by the
Tromses, no doubt.

She went back to the Academy and put the memory in that place she had put other memories, that
locked, secret place. Why become a Professional Dorwalk when she wasn't Dorwalk at al? She was
Owldark. She had been gifted with that name and had been carrying it about with her for some time
now. She liked the sound of it. Sneaky, and quiet, and unseen, that was her. She would become an
Enforcer, she would become Owldark, she would have a place of her own.

Though she sometimes dreamed of him thereafter, she never saw Char Dorwalk again.

Jacent, Syrillas protege, found Tolerance increasingly intolerable. He hovered between tedium and
terror most of the time, being bored by mind-numbing routine in the days and panicked by nightmares at
night. The med-tech from whom he shamefacedly sought help recommended a sleep inducer and spoke
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of the difficulties of adaptation to a new environment. Give it time, the med-tech urged. Jacent gave it
time, waking night after night with his heart thundering in his chest, fighting to catch his breath,
frightened out of hiswits for no reason he could name. He knew he spent far too much time worrying
about it, but there were no distractions to keep him from worrying. No workshift was distinguishable
from any other. Persons and events seemed to flow together, fungible as water. Nothing had any edges.
All was pose and habit, all eccentricities smoothed away. He was not allowed to appear concerned or
show surprise at anything real. Though some of the provinces he monitored had unbelievably nasty
customs it was custom to accept them without comment. In public he was expected to twitter
engagingly about trifles, but never to mention anything important or significant. The whole structured
artifice was too much to bear.

Jacent told himself he wasn't old enough for all this habit! He needed some exciting reality! Perhapsif.
he had something interesting to think about, he would be able to sleep! His chance came when he was
invited to join agroup of giggling youngstersin their exploration of the abandoned installations north of
the Great Rotunda.

"There will be tunnel rats as long as your arm," whispered Metty, agirl aimost as recently arrived as
Jacent himself, a

friend, someone who shared his brooding boredom, his disenchantment and discontent. They talked
about their plans late at night, under the covers, between more or less successful attempts at erotic
distraction.

"Rats and maybe serpents,” said her brother Jum, he of the curly hair and extravagant clothing, when
invited to join the group. "WEe'l take net-guns and capture some for the zoo!"

There was a stasis zoo at Tolerance, where odd flora and fauna brought by settlers were preserved, at
least those species that hadn't fit into the terraformed ecology originally adopted on Elsewhere. Capture
of interesting creatures would provide a reasonable-sounding excuse for the unauthorized expedition,
though one of doubtful legitimacy. Capturing animals was Frickian business. In fact, in Jacent's opinion,
anything adventurous and fun seemed to be Frickian business, while everything routine and dull was the
business of Supervisors.

"How do we get into the place?' Jacent asked. "l thought all the old army quarters were sealed off."
"Oh, they were," said laughing Kermac, known for his incautious adventures among the Frickian servant
boys. "But we've broken one set of seals and pried open a door. There's oodles of corridors down there,
and lots of the lights are still working."

So it was with these and another half-dozen temerarious adol escents that Jacent sneaked into the lower
corridors and through the narrow crack that was the best Kermac had been able to achieve with the stout
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and obdurate door. Anyone less lithe than the youngsters could not have wriggled through that narrow
slot at all.

They emerged into a variable dimness that was, so Jacent soon decided, rather worse than darkness, for
in darkness he would not constantly think he saw things that, on second glance, did not seem to be there.
The place also provoked a breathlessness that reminded him unpleasantly of his nighttime terrors. He
thought apprehensively of the noxious gases said to gather in ancient vaults. The others, however, were
having no trouble breathing, as their chatter indicated. He took himself firmly in hand, assuring himself
the seeming lack of air was all imagination.

The place was alabyrinth. Corridors connected and divided. Rooms had multiple doors, which often
opened at un-

expected places; stairs plunged up and down with little regard for system or direction. It was impossible
to get any sense of where one was in relation to where one had been shortly before. Had it not been for
the handl, the trip recorder Kermac had borrowed (unauthbrizedly) from Supplies, they would have been
hopelessly and helplessly lost within moments.

With the lifeline of the handl to depend upon, however, they progressed ever more deeply into the
tangle, finding nothing interesting but continually hoping to do so. Walls and floors had been uniformly
gray to begin with and were now uniformly laden with velvet dust. All the surfaces were featureless.
Glow beads along the floors let them move about without stumbling. Here and there work lights came
on at their approach, letting them actually see where they were, though there was nothing to see. No
interesting sights, no sound at all, not even the subliminal hum and hiss of moving air. When the work
lights came on, they created a gray and swampy glow, bordered by shadow..\When the lights turned of f
behind them, they left a darkness deeper than before.

At the bottom of an uncertain number of stair flights they found a short corridor debouching into
echoing space, into what might once have been an assembly hall. Their chatter had long since been
stilled by the dusty silence. Now, in this huge space, the quiet weighed upon them so heavily that their
spirits demanded interruption of it.

"We're hunters," Metty shouted suddenly. "Haii, we're hunters!” She waved her net-gun, as though to
some invisible watcher.

Her voice went out into a silence so utter that each of them stopped, poised to flee, hearing the shocking
sound escape into nothing, awaiting the echoes that had to come back from the hard-surfaced labyrinth.
Their ears pricked in anticipation of the sound they knew was coming, and their minds supplied the

expected reverberation: ". . . ters. .. ters. . . ters.
The reply, when it arrived at last, was a mere insinuation, a flabby softness on the ears, as though the
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velvety dust were capable of devouring the bones of sound and leaving only its fat and skin.

"We're. .. hungers. . .." The words, though soft, came clearly, then the repetition, falling away into
silenceonce more. *". .. gers. .. gers. .. gers,” the sound gulped hungrily.

The young people looked at one another uncomfortably, each wondering if the other had heard what he
or she had heard.

"Hungers?' whispered Jacent. "Is that what you yelled? | thought you said hunters?"

Metty shook her head at him, suddenly haunted by the vision of some soft and repulsive creature
crouched just out of sight around the nearest corner, cunningly capturing words and twisting them asiit
sent them back, making the explorers doubt not the echo but the original utterance.

"Huntersiswhat | said,” she whispered from a dry throat.

Her brother Jum, white-faced but restive, raised his voice, challenging the darkness.

And again the echoes came, meeping and maundering, twisting the words into different, quite dreadful
meanings.

Jacent, feeling the hairs on his neck stand up, knew it could not be an accidental effect. It had to be
deliberate. Such intelligible warpings would not happen by chance! He started to say so, then caught
himself. He shouldn't say so, not here. His ears had heard vile obscenities Jum's tongue had never
uttered, but it would be wiser, far, far wiser to pretend not to have noticed. He glanced at Metty, to see
her flush and look away. Well, then. So she had heard the same.

The two of them were standing beside a huge pillar at the center of the hall, the ceiling invisible above
them, the walls showing only as a distant limit to the darkness. Unlike other walls they had passed, these
were covered with murals: Fricki-ansin arms, Frickians involved in great battles, the landscapes of
military engagement. Jacent took Metty's hand and drew her to the pillar, as though to refuge, like some
small forest creature to atree, putting the bulk of it between them and the sounds.

. Leaning against it Jacent could hear the footsteps of the others, amplified through the great support post
into the sound of an ominous army marching, around, around. What if he cried out "Beware!" or
"Danger"? He imagined himself shouting out the words, imagined them coming back like an avalanche,
sending hisfriends fleeing wildly. He knew what would happen then. They would become separated.
They would be lost. All of them. That would be something real, an actual happening, something Council
Supervisory could not merely wave away, something they'd have to deal with! Search

parties would have to come from the Great Rotunda! The Inner Circle would have to do something!

He swallowed the hysterical impulse to scream such awarning and breathed deeply, as he did on waking
from his nighttime terrors. Kermac had the handl, and Kermac was across the vast room, near the
opening of acorridor. If Kermac was startled, he would flee down that corridor, leaving Jacent and
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Metty where they were, abandoned to the voices of this place. Jacent did not want to be abandoned here.
Not even for the sake of excitement. Tugging Metty after him once more, he went to the place where
Kermac and Jum stood.

Jacent no longer believed the reverberations they had heard were really echoes. Had he ever believed
they were echoes? Well, if he had, now he didn't. They were voices, real voices, growling ominous
threats and accusations from some not far distant room. Not far distant enough, at any rate.

"What was this place?' he asked, almost in a whisper.

"The army barracks,” Kermac said very softly. "From settlement times."

"Why should an old barracks be ... be like this?" Jacent wondered, still whispering. "l mean, it was just
Frickians, wasn't it? Y ou'd expect aplace like thisin ... oh, Derbeck, maybe. Or Molock. Or what's that
place in Enarae, the Swale?'

"I've monitored the Swale," said Metty. "It'salittle, you know, depraved, but thisisreally spooky!"
"But why?" Jacent persisted.

"It's worse the farther down you go," murmured one of the girls from over their shoulders. "Y ou notice
that? The more stairs we go down, the worse it gets."

"Oh, you and your farther down," said Jum defiantly. His face was white and drawn. There was fear in
his eyes, but his determination to fight the fear made him reckless. Jacent saw that. Jum was doing the
same thing he, Jacent, did, when he wakened from those damned nightmares! Moved by both sympathy
and fear at what Jum might do, Jacent put out his hands—too late. Jum darted away from them to face
the empty distance, the vacant corridors, the lurking dark.

"Y ou don't scare me!" he cried. "I can laugh at you!" And he did, screaming laughter into the brooding
quiet. "Ha ha, hahaha," forced hammer blows of mocking laughter.

On thetall of hislaughter the sound came back, without

an instant's delay, and they went down before it like grain before a scythe. The laughter was a drum roll
of thunder, an earthquake of sound. Somewhere a chorus of monsters was enjoying aterrible joke. The
adventurersrolled on the floor, their hands over their«ars, trembling in afrenzy of horror while the
demonic sounds abated.

An expectant silence drew in about them as though awaiting the next jest.

From afar off came aliquid swallowing.

One of the youths whispered, "This was arotten idea. Thisis a nightmare."

"I have nightmares," Jacent murmured into his hands. "All the time." He looked up to find a circle of
eyes fixed on him. "Don't you?"
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There were flushes and nods of assent as they rose, brushing the dust from their knees.

"Why?" he whispered.

"I don't think thisisthe place,"” Metty murmured from her position beside Jum, still crouched, till
covering his ears. "Not the place to talk about it, Jacent.”

It was not the place. They agreed wordlessly to that. Jum struggled to his feet, and the group turned as
one toward the door through which they had come. Kermac led them back, all of them on tiptoein a
straggling line, everyone trying to be quiet, wanting no noise at all. Jum shook his head at Metty when
shetried to help him, waving her away. She came to walk beside Jacent once more.

"He's frightened. It makes him angry,” she whispered.

Jacent nodded. Being scared half to death always made him angry too. Later on. When he thought about
it.

They caught themselves glancing toward the walls, all of them now seeing what Jacent had seen on the
way in, the movement of things that weren't there. Right-angled corners shifted into unaccustomed
configurations. The line where walls and ceilings met wriggled like serpents, along with the tops of the
doors, the edges of stairs.

Shadows, Jacent told himself firmly, ignoring the fact that the light was shadowless, and if tiiere had
been shadows, what would have made them move?

At last they came to the door they had left gjar, the door they had unsealed and wished now they had left
alone. They wriggled through it one by one. When they had pushed it shut,

Kermac set about renewing the seals while the others stood together, saying very little, not sure what to
say.

"Where's Jum?* asked Metty suddenly. "Where's my brother?’

"He was right behind me," said someone. "He was bringing up the rear."

"We have to go back and get him," cried Metty.

No one moved.

"I'll go alone!" she cried. "l have to find him! Kermac, give me the handl."

Kermac swallowed. "'l aready wiped the trip record. As soon as we got to the door. | didn't want it in
there. .. ."

"You didn't!" she screamed. "Y ou couldn't have."

He shouted at her. "I borrowed it from the supplies room. | didn't want anybody to know. . . ."

She ran down the empty corridor toward the Great Rotunda, her feet clattering, the sharp, clean echoes
coming back at them like slaps. "I'll get help,” she cried. "Help."

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/harry%20krui swi...documenten/spaar/ Sheri %20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (98 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:41



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

The others stared at one another guilt-faced, then went after her, slowly, shamefully slowly, far too
slowly to catch up with her. At the first intersection, one of them turned off, and another at the next.
Soon Jacent found himself alone in the main corridor near the monitor section. The rest of them had
gone away, here and there. They were not going to get involved if they could help it, so much was clear.
So what should Jacent do? He couldn't ssimply abandon Metty. She was his friend! After amoment's
thought, he went into the monitor section and sought out a Files access, one which was not only vacant
at the moment but also set in acorner that hid it from any human or mechanical observer. When he
asked for the plans of the Frickian barracks, he used the general work code for the current shift, not his
personal code. The plans materialized before him, and he flicked back and forth through them, locating
the door by which they had entered, retracing the way they had gone. The area was ramified and
labyrinthine indeed, but not particularly mysterious. Several levels down he found the vast hall where
they had heard the filthy echoes. It was the only space of its kind and size they could have reached in the
time they had spent getting there. So, even without the trip recorder, it should be possible to trace the
way they had gone. If Jum had stayed put, he could be found. Jacent would find Metty and tell her.

As he was about to erase the plans and go in search of her,

however, his eye was caught by ared-lined access route leading from the vast assembly hall, through a
narrow sideway, and thence downward into blankness.

"Query," he asked. "What's here?" indicating the vacant space.

Fileswas silent. A red light flickered at the bottom of the Files access, one which told him he was about
to receive assistance whether he wanted it or not. Abruptly, Jacent flicked off the access and left the
room. He was barely in time. Behind him the unit came back on, and a querulous voice asked, "Who just
used this access? Enter your personal code at once!"

Damned officious, interfering . . . Even in the library back on Heaven, he had sometimes had a librarian
materialize out of nothing to ask why he wanted to know this, why he wanted to know that. It hardly
ever used to happen, not when he was much younger, but in the last few years it had begun happening
al the time! Files seemed to be getting very touchy about questions to do with certain things. Early
times, mostly.

He stood hidden at one side of the doorway, ipeering up and down the corridor. In both directions
monitor fights came on, waiting for him to pass, waiting to identify who was here, who might have used
that access. There were just too damned many things one couldn't do in Tolerance, and asking the
guestion he had just asked was obviously another of them. So, if it was forbidden to ask what lay below
the old barracks, what was going to happen to Metty when she got back to the Great Rotunda or
wherever and started screaming for help? Hah? When she told someone, anyone where they'd all been?
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When she mentioned names? What was going to happen to all of them then?

Nearby was one of the almost invisible doors giving-access to the servants hall. Jacent slipped through
and up atwisting ramp. "I wasn't involved," he rehearsed as he wound his way back to his personal
guarters viaways reserved for Frickian flunkeys, corridors which were not, so far as he knew, monitored
at all because no one cared where servants were, where servants went. At least, not Frickian servants,
because Fricki-ans, as everyone knew, were incapable of conspiracy or rebellion. If he didn't let Files see
him leaving the area, Files wouldn't know who had asked that particular question.

Of course, this meant he couldn't offer to help Metty. If he told her, then Files would know who'd been
looking up the

plans. Perhaps. . . perhapsin aday or two, when things settled down. Jum wouldn't starve in aday or
two.

Where the servants hall intersected the corridor to his own rooms, he waited until atalkative crowd
came by, then joined it as though he had been part of it all along, laughing, chatting, finding out where
they'd al been for the last watch, what they'd been doing. If necessary, he'd say he had been with them.
If asked. Only if asked.

When Metty had |eft the others, she had run toward the monitoring center, or rather toward the storage
areathat lay beneath it. The center itself was two levels above, and there were shift mates on duty today,
people she knew, people who could raise the alarm and get a search party together. Asking for help
would mean being found out, of course, which would mean some form of discipline, and she didn't look
forward to that! Nonetheless. ...

Jum was such afool. He didn't have sense enough to just be scared. He always had to put a brave face on
everything, even when it was just stupid to do it. He'd been the same as allittle boy, always facing up to
bullies bigger than he was, always determined to fight or die. He'd probably gone back, by himself,
needing to prove he could! Poor little muggins. That's what their mother had always called him. Her
little muggins, "lake care of him, Metty," she said when Jum first came to Tolerance, "lake care of him."
And what had she done but gone and lost him! Ahead of her she could see the paired red doors that led
into one of the Files storage levels. Beyond them were the lifts, people, help.

Around her, the air shifted horribly, asit had done in the old barracks. She staggered, feeling an abrupt,
agonizing pain hi her hip. She put her hand on it and drew it away wet. Bloody.

Damn, she'd run into something.

The pain came again. Worse.

She looked down. Blood was flowing, soaking through her clothing, pouring out of her.
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She opened her mouth to scream. Nothing came out but froth, pink frothy

She gasped. No air. No air at all. The pain was everywhere, hi both hips, hi her shoulders. Everything
was going black.

She fell, sprawling, gurgling, flopping on the floor, unable to get up. Her right leg twitched, jerked, tore
away at the hip, and moved away. She could see it moving away, like something tugged at the end of an
invisible string. Shetried to scream and couldn't get it out. Then the left leg. She saw it go, tugging
away. Then the arms, one at atime. Blood poured out. Her chest still heaved. Her mouth still moved.
She kept trying to call someone, beg someone. ...

Then darkness came down and it was all gone.

Her body parts lay quietly on the dusty floor, like the parts of a puppet, disassembled. A leg moved
farther away from the torso. An arm twitched. No one came this way except an occasional Frickian
patrol. It would be some time before this was found. At the edges of the carmine pool, blood began to
clot. The parts continued to move, here and there, making different patterns, smearing the blood into
different patterns, letters, words.

Fool. That was one word. With the blood still dribbling from the left shoulder, something wrote that
word on the floor several times, then another word, over and over.

Shadows moved at the edges of the walls, along the corners of the walls, accompanied by an interested
sound, a satisfied gulping sound. Almost, but not quite, a chuckle.

5

Fringe Owldark's home was a loft above a river-trade warehouse, four tiny rooms and two large ones
that looked through tall windows at the passing barges; four tiny rooms and two large ones made up
mostly of bare and shining space. The bedroom held only a simple float bed and the most complete
information-entertainment console available in Enarae. Through the narrow windows, Fringe could
watch the boats moving slowly by, night or day. Three doors along the inside wall opened into the
saniton, into her wardrobe, and into her workroom.

The other large room was hardly ever used, not it, not the food synthesizersin the tiny kitchen. It was a
room for guests and she never had guests. Four skeleton chairs, like dark fish bones, poised on the
polished floor along with one sculptural table and afew blocks of polished precious stone with things on
them, things that spoke to Fringe, whether or not others would have found them meaningful.

It had taken her years of moving about before she found this space. It had taken alengthy time of living
in it before she'd felt fully at home. She could count on her fingers the times she had brought anyone
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into this home space with her. She preferred that it be hers alone. She preferred to find it empty,
untenanted, its air unbreathed.

Evenings when she was not on duty, she most often spent alone, perhaps lying quietly on her float bed,
thinking of not much, watching the turgid flow of theriver. Thisis what she was doing a day or two
after her interview with the Final

Equity Manager, when the evening reverie was interrupted by a call from Yilland so-called Dorwalk. If
Fringe didn't mind, Yilland said after introducing herself in atoo-bright voice, she would like to come
for abrief visit.

Fringe did mind, with aflush of anger so bright and shining it seemed it would set the place afire. The
heat dwindled however, giving way to amild curiosity. What did Yilland so-called Dorwalk have in
mind?

The question was answered as soon as she showed up, for Yilland could barely conceal her frantic
embarrassment as she chirped her plaint in an aggrieved voice.

"These last few claimsthat just came in, they're claims from your mother's brother and sister, and there's
no way Father's Book can meet them!"

Yilland's hair was dightly disheveled. Her face was blotchy from recent tears. Her comfort and poise
were further compromised by the latest Professional fashion in clothing, a ridiculous profusion of
bobbles, dangles, and drapes.

"My maskin?' Fringe asked, gesturing to one of her skeleton chairs and seating herself across from the
woman. "l heard it mentioned that Ma had a sister and a brother, but | never knew them. What claim
might they have?'

"They're claiming damages against Char for letting their father die before histime. In the Pighouse,"
Fringe snorted. "Ari was as old as sin. He spent the last year or so in alife box, being pumped in and
out, with no more brain than a chicken. If his children wanted the old man, why didn't they claim him
earlier?’

"They say they didn't know their sister died, didn't know their father's habitation was threatened,
changed, oh, you know. They claim they should have been informed."

"Who knew where they were? | certainly didn't. They'd taken some pains to disappear, the way |
remember the story." Fringe shrugged, feeling angry. "Y ou can probably buy them off for almost
nothing."

"But there's nothing left, and they're demanding | sell myself. ..."

Fringe said patiently, "The claim is unrighteous and unenforceable, and chances are they know it!
They're owed no such debt."
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"I know that!" Yilland shrieked, putting a hand over her mouth as though in shock at the sound she had
made. "l know | probably wouldn't have to do it. But they won't let me alone

and | don't know what to do! They won't let me alone!" Her face twitched, in spasms.

Fringe read the signs and got up, her lips quirking with a barely suppressed snort, half amusement, half
anger. Wasn't thisironic! Pa had repudiated her because of her chosen career, at least that had been his
excuse, and here came his chosen classly daughter, wanting an Enforcer!

"Y ou want me to Attend the Situation?"

"Would you. Oh, please. They frighten me!"

Fringe got out her pocket file and clicked it open. "Names?' she asked.

"The man says he's your uncle, Zerka Troms. The woman's nameis Zenubi."

"Where are they staying?'

"At Bridge House number three." Yilland put her hand to her lips once more, as though to stop their
trembling. "I have no right to ask you to do this, except they're your kin-folk. . . ."

"I suppose they could be, in a manner of speaking. But they're not making any claim against me."

"I know, | know, it'sjust they're so ..."

"Crude," suggested Fringe. "Brutal, vulgar, common, gross. ..."

Yilland couldn't find a response.

"Like me," finished Fringe.

"That'snot . .." She gulped. "That's not—"

"Oh, Yilland. Of courseit is! That's what Grandma Gregoria always thought. What she said the day she
told me to get out of her sight and never come back. How is Gregoria, by the way? Did she die? Finaly?'
Yilland nodded, her face flaming. "Before Char ... before he married Mother. That's why Mother
married him, because he had inherited. . . ."

Another thing Fringe hadn't known. But of course, if he'd inherited from Grandma it would have opened
up whole new worlds for him! She sighed.

"Both Pa and Grandma Gregoria were very clear about my being crude. And Trashy. Which is no doubt
why | was deposed in your favor. | didn't find that out until he died, did you know that?"

Tearsran down Yilland's face, "l never asked him to. | never even knew you didn't know. He didn't tell
us you were

still around, anywhere. | thought you were gone away, that you didn't need anything. . . ."

"And if | had needed anything?' Fringe asked curiously. "Would you or your mama have helped me
out?"
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Yilland flushed again, face quivering, and Fringe felt guilty, as though she'd slapped a child.

"If he inherited from Grandma, what happened to it all?*

Yilland gestured helplessly. Gone, her waving fingers seemed to say. Evaporated. Vanished. Well, that
was typical.

"Oh, go on home, Yilland," Fringe said impatiently. "Don't worry about the claim. I'll take care of it,
because I'm curious, and because you ask me, and for the fee. No, no, you needn't pay me now. Later
will do. When you get yourself married to some classly Professional.”

Yilland turned afloral red from her neck to her forehead. "I have no right to ask. Mother and | ... we
thought you had betrayed Char," she whispered, unable not to confess her true feelings. "Well, he said
you had. Betrayed his Professional status by becoming what you are. ..."

Fringe felt first ablinding fury, then a surge pf laughter coupled with something aimost like pity.

"Y ou have no ideawhat | am," she whispered.

Yilland paled and stepped back.

"You have no idea," said Fringe again. "Y ou and your classly mother, and all the self-satisfied people of
Enarae. All the folk of Elsewhere! They live because of me and people like me! Char Dorwalk lived on
the blood of people like me. It iswe who keep you all situated in your familiar worlds, we who keep you
comfortable. If it were not for me and those like me keeping things together, those you despise so
readily would rise up and eat you! Or the Hobbs Land Gods would swallow you up and perhaps that
would be best for you all!"

It was what Enforcers said about themselves. Even Fringe didn't believe it all. But at the moment, it felt
exactly the right and final thing to say.

Night in Tolerance, with nine tenths of the population asleep, the corridors still, and only the night shift
on monitor duty. These are the vacant hours, the time for inexplicable happenings. Corridor doors deep
below ground swing open of themselves. Distant sounds filter through from ancient armories. People
waken from dreams sweating, then- hearts pounding.

Night workers think they see things at the comers of their eyes. There has been more of thislately, a
great deal more. The med-techs are concerned, wondering if there is some kind of epidemic brewing.

If so, Boarmusis a sufferer, wakening at midnight, lungs heaving, as from a dream of torture and
despair. The room flickers around him, as though Jhronged with transparent creatures. He believes he
sees faces, hands, arms writhing like tentacles. He knows he hears voices. Dead men. That's what
Boarmus calls them. Dead men. They never used to come here like this, but lately—Ilately they seem to
wander around to suit themselves.

file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/ harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Sheri%20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (104 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:42



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

Boarmus heaves himself out of bed and goes out just as heis, in his rumpled nightshirt, uncorseted and
bleary-eyed. The corridors are vacant except for the flickering, wavering shapes he sees along the walls,
except for the pairs of dim white orbs following him down the narrow back hall to the secret tubeway,
which opens at the sound of his voice and drops him athousand feet down and horizontally, clanking
through voice-code activated security locks before opening into a small metal-walled cube with blank
walls.

Before the former Provost, Chadra Hume, had retired to Heaven, he had brought Boarmus here once.
There had been no marks on the walls to guide Chadra Hume then; there are none to guide Boarmus
now. He simply has to remember where the touch plates are. Three paces |eft of the lift door at shoulder
height (where he thinks he sees two spectral faces howling into his own). One. Six paces the other side,
waist high (where he puts his hands through the guts of awraith). Two. Straight across from the lift door,
eye level (under that clutter of ghostly hands). Three. If he's doneit right, therelll be aclick. If he hasn't
done it right, he must go up, come back down, and try again.

The click is slow in coming, muffled and reluctant. One of the metal walls movesto the right, leaving a
floor-to-ceiling dlit at the corner. Boarmus shambles into the opening before the wall stops moving, and
it closes behind him as he shuffles down soft-floored twisting corridors flushed with effulgent light. Like
being sucked down a glow worm's guts, he had thought more than once. The corridors are lined with
rows of cabinets, all of them stuffed with sensory recordings and official transcripts—a millennium's
worth of records of God knows what by God knows whom!

The door at the bottom opens into darkness. Only when the door has locked itself behind him do the
lights come on, showing the console, the speaker, the transparent plate set into the lower wall and floor
through which he can observe the crystalline structures below. Thisisthe Core, the first thing built upon
Elsewhere. Before the armory, before the Great Rotunda, before al the ramifications of Thlerance, this
was built, an enormous, complicated device extending in repeated spirals down to the limit of vision,
deep as amine, wide as a chasm. Spirits cluster thickly upon the spirals, like rotted grapes upon a
dangling vine. Boarmus can't see them. Not really. But he believes they're there.

"Boarmus,”" says a dead man in atoneless voice.

"Here," he answers. It iscold in this place. It is hard to keep from shivering, but he tells himself it has
nothing to do with the ghosts, only with the temperature. He has forgotten to put on a coat. Next time he
must remember.

"Y ou have not come timely, Boarmus." Gulp.

Boarmus shrugs elaborately. He calls this voice, one he dislikes, the gulper. Boarmus has studied the
biography book, over and over again. He thinks he knows who this voice is, but he dares not address it
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by name. Perhaps, by now, it has become. . . someone else. Boarmus shudders inwardly at the thought.
He has made it a matter of pride not to show fear, not before any of them. Chadra Hume had confessed
that he sometimes came back from these nightmare forays shaking in his shoes, pale and sweat-beaded.
He had puked, he said, puked like asick dog, heaving dryly as spit ran down his chin. Boarmus has
sworn he will not react so.

"There's still aday or two before the deadline," he says expressionlessly.

It has not been quite ayear yet since hislast visit. The rules say annually, when the residents of the Core
wake up. A fleeting thought related to this disturbs him, but before he can consider it, the voice goes on.
"We've been waiting. We should not have to wait." The words accuse him, but the tone doesn't. The
machine has only one tone to serve for everything. One tone for anger, joy, hope, pain. Why should
there be more? What do dead men know about such things?

Asfor their having waited . . . why would a dead man wait for anything? |bmorrow or the next day,
that's when they

were supposed to waken. Chadra had spoken of his own lengthy waits as he fidgeted about in thisicy
room forever until some one of the dead men warmed up enough to receive his annual report.

The voice goes on, still in the same tone. "Files tells us there are people from the past. Files says there
are dragons. Explain these things!"

So they'd been awake long enough to go burrowing through Files! Damn!

Boarmus breathes deeply, invoking the deity of deadly boredom. He explains the twins in the dullest
possible words, managing to convey ayawn in every sentence. The last thing he wantsis for the dead
men to become interested. They have rarely been interested up to now. Most often they have merely
accepted the annual report that he as Provost has been required to give, and then they have gone away.
L ess often they have become agitated, like this. demanding and intransigent and threatening. So
Boarmus talks of people from the past who had showed up, yes, but dull, dull, nothing to concern
yourself with at all. They came through the Arbai Door. Everyone knows about Arbai Doors. Even the
dead men know about Arbai Doors, and about this particular Arbai Door, which was found on Panubi
when Elsewhere was first settled.

The matter of dragons, however, heis unable to explain to the dead men's satisfaction, and the voice of
the machine sizzles and popsitsirritation, like fat bonesin afire. "You aren't explaining!"

"I've sent someone to find out about them," Boarmus says, keeping his throat quiet to avoid tasting the
bile at the back of histongue. "He's putting together ateam right now. If | could explain it, | wouldn't
need anyone to find out about it! I'm sure it's nothing very important, but when | get areport about it, I'll
let you know."
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A long, reverberating silence. During such silences, Boarmus imagines the colloquy going on. This dead
man talking to that dead man. He hasn't seen what lies below in the great coiled mass. He doesn't want to
see it. He imagines the insides of those ramified crystalline structures, something far worse than the
dinka-jinsin City Fifteen, which are quite bad enough. He doesn't need to see it to know about it. He has
read the original specifications several times, specifications informing him that they are down there
below, ail their fleshy parts severed and cold, white-rimed and asleep; al their mind

patterns being awakened once a year to run through the matrix like scurrying pets on an exercise wheel,
whirring, whirring as they update themselves and take exercise, prior to going back into unconscious
stasis once more. So the specifications say.

And then his former fleeting thought returns, suddenly, all at once to leave him gasping at his own
obtuseness! How could they be here now if the specifications were being adhered to? How could they
have been disturbing him, making those ghostlike appearances, if things were as they should be? If
things were being done in accordance with the specifications, the dead men could not have wakened
until tomorrow!

With sick realization he knows the dead men have not been sleeping their year-long sleeps, they have
not been waking only annually to update their information as the specifications very clearfy spell out.
Oh, no. Breaze and Bland and the rest of them have been awake! What had Zasper's silly song said?
"Breaze and Bland and Thob and Clore ran till they could run no more." And what did the song mean?
What had they run from or to? From the specifications, m&ybe? Could that silly children's rhyme
actually date back to the first days of settlement? Well, what else could their being awake rnean? That
they've recently been awakened by something? Or maybe recently chosen to stay awake? All the time?
Or only some of the time? Are they doing it now just to harass him?

The cabinet containing the specifications and the Provosts' |ogs and the biography book is outside in the
corridor. The biography book has pictures and histories of every person who went into the Core, al one
thousand of them. Boarmus knows those faces as he knows his own. In the log each Provost in turn has
recorded the substance of his reports to and conversations with the dead men. In addition to these
documents there are stacks of private sensory recordings left behind by those in the Core, sweet
reminders of youth, probably, so they can relive old times after they wake up and come oui.

Boarmus has only glanced at the logs from time to time. He has never bothered the private sensory
records. Of course not! Though, perhaps. ...

"Dragons," says the voice, sounding like another person. Though it is always the same mechanism,
sometimes it gives an impression of difference, which means, so Boarmus believes, that it is moved by a
different consciousness, a different
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pattern. He thinks of this voice as female, even motherly. "Have you asked Files about dragons?"
Boarmus decidesto risk it. Heistoo curious not to risk it. "To whom am | speaking?' he asks-
courteously.

"To...Lady Professor Mintier Thob," says the voice after amoment's hesitation.

"Lady Professor, | have asked Files about dragons, of course." She (it) no doubt knows as well as he that
Files holds thousands of years worth of dragons. Lizards that are called dragons, extinct and living.
Artworks depicting dragons, ancient and modem. Dragons in legends, human and nonhu-man.
Intelligent races that resemble dragons, both fossils and flesh. Boarmus had perused them all and now
say's so.

That humming silence again. "The Arbal resembled dragons,” says the machine. "Files has pictures of
them. Files has data. Where isthe Arbai Door that was here on Elsewhere when we came?' The words
seem tentative, if amachine can be tentative.

"It was brought to the Great Rotunda during the early days of settlement, and it's been there ever since,”
says Boarmus. "Nothing has come through it before, if that's what you're wondering. Besides, there were
Arbal Doors everywhere. All across the galaxy. Asfor the Arbai themselves, they are extinct.”

"So arewe," says the first voice once more, and for amoment Boarmus believes he can hear hideous
laughter. "In a sense. But it doesn't matter. We can do more. . . extinct."

"If that's all," Boarmus says, only with great effort keeping it from sounding like a whimper. He wants
out of this place, away from them. He needs to consider the implications of this. He needs to think!

"No. Itisn't al." Though the voice is toneless, Boarmus interprets the words as threatening. " Someone
has asked questions about us, Provost Someone has asked questions of Files."

His mind shudders in panic, like a child caught in a bit of naughtiness. It was such alittle thing! He
hadn't expected them to notice. Possibly he should have expected it, but he had hoped. . . . Damn. Damn
Danivon Luze. Well, Danivon iswell away from Tolerance, so what?

"Tell what happened,” the voice demands.

"About what?' He feigns ignorance.

"Someone asking . . . about us?'

Boarmus shakes his head, making atsking sound. "l don't believe that anyone has knowingly asked
about you. From time to time people who are reading history come upon some reference to the early
days of settlement, that's all. Every Great Question Day people consider the early days of settlement, and
the committee, and the fact that the members of the committee came here to Elsewhere, That doesn't
mean people know about the Core, or know that you . . . are still here.”

"They think we're dead!" says the voice flatly.

file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/ harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Sheri%20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (108 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:42



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

"They think you lived out your lives here and died, yes. That would have been the normal course of
events," muttered Boarmus. "No one knows about the Core but me."

No one had ever known except the current Provost, and his living predecessors), if any. Though what
difference it would make, Boarmus can't imagine. Before the first refugees arrived on Elsewhere, the
Core had been set degp into immemorial stone, cased in impenetrable vitreOn, double housed in a power-
shielded hull along with its own storehouses, its own factory, its own power sources. The Core has nev/r
depended on Elsewhere for anything! Even if every person on Elsewhere knew about it, what difference
would it make? It isn't as though any fool with a hammer could break in!

"The person you speak of was not the only person. There were other persons asking about this place,
where we are. Asking about this place is also forbidden."

Another person? Boarmus swallows. He had no idea someone else had been asking. . . . "Well, I'd have
to review the recent Files to determine what they actually wanted to know. Questions about . . . places
aren't forbidden, exactly. Some answers just aren't available, that's all." Boarmus manages to yawn
convincingly, though heisin a perfect fever to find out who the voices are speaking of.

"Y ou're sending one of the questioners away," says the dead man.

Boarmus raises his brows. "If you mean Danivon Luze, he's the one I'm sending to investigate this
business of dragons on Panubi. He's the best person | have for the job." Boarmus does not mention the
petitions. He hopes the dead men do not know about the petitions. If they are set off by afew harmless
guestions about history, what will they think of being asked to rethink their position about anything!
Silence. The silence is somehow worse than the voice, for

it has a hungry howling at the back of it, barely detectable. In the vault he believes he sees the dead men
twisting like snakes, coiling upward toward the glass. Chadra Hume had confessed to having dreamsin
which snakelike arms actually came through and seized him. Boarmus shuts his eyes and recites bawdy
versesto himself. "Here's to the girl from Denial / who thought dinka-jinsworth atrial. ..." The dead
men are harmless. They may be able to counterfeit appearance and sound (though perhapsit is only
suggestion that makes him think he can see and hear them), but they cannot touch him.

The silence thins into a knife edge of unsound. Then the gulper's voice once more:

"We do not want anyone asking questions, Provost. It is not fitting that mere . . . mortals should question
us. Not who we were. Not who we are. We will ... rid ourselves of those who ask questions. Likely we
will rid ourselves of Danivon Luze. Also the others when we find out who. . . ."

They will rid themselves? They? How will they manage that? And mere mortals! Where did that come
from?

"Danivon Luzeisinvaluable to me," Boarmus blusters.
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“No matter about you," the voice says, chuckling. "We have the power, Boarmus. All the power. We are
becoming ... more than mere mortals, Boarmus!" The voice chuckles gulpingly.

Boarmus fights to keep his face calm and unresponsive, not to react to this outrageous statement. What
do the dead men mean? And how will they kill anyone?

He has to think about this. He hasto get away from here and think about this. He licks hislips. "If that's
al," he says again.

No response. Then, awhisper. "l aready killed two of them, Provost. Y oung ones. Sacrifices. Tous." A
long pause. "Tome."

Boarmus swallows, feeling the acid burning in his throat. What have the dead men done?

He looks away for a moment, breathing deeply, gaining control of himself. When he looks back, he sees
only the machine with most of its lights out, only afew flickering madly to show the Files are being
accessed, the dead men are thinking. He rises from the chair and goes out into the twisting hallway, to
the nearest cabinet where he searches frantically among the Files, removing several containers of
material he has not bothered with before. No record, no sensory recording, is sup-

posed to leave this place, but Boarmus cannot stay here long enough to look through them. Remaining
here has become a physical impossibility.

Thus burdened, he goes back the way he came, distracted only briefly as he approaches his suite by the
sight of someone hiding behind a half-opened panel. There is not time to stop and challenge. Oncein his
own place he vomits and defecates all at once, just as Chadra Hume had said he did, like asick dog. It
has never happened to Boarmus before, and he is sickened at the indecency of it, at the frailty of his own
response.

He cleans up after himself, washes himself, rinses out his mouth, and flings himself on hisbed to lie
there taking deep breaths. "Two young ones,” the dead man said. Sacrifices to themselves, itself. Who
would that be? And who had been hiding outside?

He summons Files with an outthrust hand. "Personnel check," he says. "First item: identity of young
person hiding outside my quarters when | returned here moments ago. Second item: Are all Tolerance
staff members or guests present or accounted for?"

Files clicks and hums. Monitors throughout the enormous complex are aerted. Recent past-this-point
traffic records are recalled and tabul ated.

"First item," says Files. "Named Jacent Sturv. Male km of Syrilla. Recent arrival from Heaven. Second
item: two unaccounted for. Metty and Jum Duschiv, siblings, recent arrivals from Heaven."

"Find the two missing ones," says Boarmus from a burning throat.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/ harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Sheri%20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (110 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:42



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

Files blinks and chatters. Outlying monitors come awake, Frickian guards are roused and directed to
patrol unused areas. Boarmus sits on the side of his bed, hisjowly face sweating into his hands, waiting.
The news comes at last. Metty Duschiv, found messily dead in the corridors several levels below the
Rotunda. On the walls, words written in her blood. "Fool" is written there. And aword that looks like
"adore." Boarmus thinksit isn't "adore." Boarmus thinks he knowswhat it is.

The girl's brother Jum is nowhere to be found, though a door into the old barracks appears to have been
forced.

Have the dead men done this? And if so, how? And for the love of al humanity, why?

Outside Boarmus's suite, behind a half-closed panel in a corridor alcove, Jacent stirred uncomfortably
and decided that nothing else was likely to happen tonight. He had seen Boarmus go, accompanied by a
certain weirdness, not unlike the weirdness in the old barracks. He had seen Boarmus return all alone.
He had been close enough to see Boarmus's face on the return trip, not aface that would encourage
Jacent to follow in Boarmus's footsteps. A terrified, sweaty, sick-looking face. There for a minute, he'd
thought Boarmus had seen him too, but evidently not.

And right after that, every monitor had awakened, Frickian patrols had gone bustling past, one of whom
had eventually told Jacent about Metty when Jacent asked what was happening.

After hearing that he went to his own place and crawled into bed, his mouth dry, watching hiswalls for
that telltale shift, that shadowy sinuosity, listening for that glottal sound. There was something herein
Tolerance he wanted to know about, but he preferred not to get dead finding out, particularly not the
way Metty had gotten dead. Something very strange was happening, something interesting. Something
Boarmus no doubt knew all about. i

Jacent, mouth still dry and limbs jumping nervously, lay on his bed, sickly fascinated by the thought of
something—anything!—-happening at Tolerance!

On Elsewhere's technology scale of one to ten, in which category-one places were unsettled wilderness
roamed by afew eremites or savages, and category ten were state-of-the-art technological habitat, a
category-seven province like Enarae had sufficient technology for comfort while retaining enough
nature to provide pleasantly parklike spaces for the inhabitants.

Particularly parklike were the Seldom Isles, reached by swamp-river boat or by the farming tentacles of
Number Three Bridge, lofting upward from the western outskirts of the city and continuing in that
direction all the way to the neighboring province of Denial. Fringe Owldark had spent holidaysin the
Isles and knew they were about as far as possible from the farm town of Fineen, which lay in the flat,

file:///CJ/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/ harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Sheri%20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (111 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:42



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

sparsely settled agricultural lands across the city to the east. If putative Uncle and maybe-so Aunty came
from Fineen, Fringe thought it very strange they'd be staying at Number Three Bridge House. If, on the
other hand, they came from the Seldom Isles, as a good many gangers and vagrants did, their place of
lodging made perfect sense.

"Probably bogus,” Fringe advised herself as she asked for Zerka and Zenubi Troms and was given the
location of their quarters, cheap ones, at the back of the complex, aimost under the bridge itself. Fringe
settled her Enforcer's garb, brushed lint from her coat, and keyed the annunciator. The elderly woman
who answered the summons resembled no one Fringe had ever known. She looked like neither An nor
Nada, not like Aunty, not like Souile.

"Y es?' she asked in an Islish drawl that made two syllables of the word.

"Zenubi Troms? |'ve come on behalf of Yilland Dorwalk," Fringe said. "To settle the matter of your
death claim against her father."

"Our clam's against her," said the woman. "He left nothing."

Fringe smiled her bloodletting smile. "Does enslaving one member of the family make up to you for the
loss of another?"

The woman snorted. "Not my family, she. Hisfirst wife, she was family."

"Let's see, that would be Souile?!

"My baby sister," the woman sighed. " Sweet Souile."

Fringe pretended to refer to her pocket caster. "WWhom you abandoned, leaving her to provide total
support for your aged parents.”

The woman looked startled. " She married well," she snapped. "We knew she would."

"And now that sheisdead, and heis dead, you want money to soothe your grief at having abandoned
your parents,”" said Fringe, snapping the caster closed.

A man came from another room and stood in the doorway, glowering at her. "Who's she?' he demanded
of hiskinswoman.

"I am here on behalf of Yilland," Fringe repeated.

The man scowled and took athreatening step forward, only to find himself staring at the business end of
arather

large aitchem weapon, so-called from the initials HM, for hurt and maim,

Fringe smiled at the woman once more, and intoned, as though it were formula: "1 am here to inform
you that Fringe and Bubba Dorwalk, Souile's natural children, are filing blood claim against you for two
thirds the total cost of providing housing and sustenance to Ari, Nada, and Aunty Troms for varying
periods of years, plus accrued interest, which expenditures increased their father's indebtedness and led
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him to unwarranted and arbitrary actions deleteriousto their interests, depriving them of status and
comfort. Since this falls within the category of along-standing and outrageous indebtedness, as defined
by the Executive Council of Enarae City, it isbeing filed in life court for immediate dispensation."

She was surprised to find that she actually felt angry, not against these pretenders but against Souil€e's
real siblings, wherever they were. Even if they'd been only Trashers themselves, they could have helped!
"We are not residents of Enarae City!" the woman cried, both outraged and frightened.

Fringe yawned ostentatiously. "Notices of the suit have been sent to all wards, including Fineen, which
you have given as your place of residence. | am an Enforcer retained to pursue the indebtedness should
you attempt to leave Enarae before it is adjudicated. As an Enforcer, | must inform you that Fringe
Dorwalk is outraged by your claim and has agreed to accept vengeancein lieu of settlement.” She held
up her caster. "I have recorded the fact that you were both warned. Isit necessary to inform any other
member of your family?"

It was all bluff and fluff, but her two victims obvioudly didn't know that. The man had gone pale and
seemed to be having trouble breathing.

"Yes. No! No. I'll tell them," the woman screamed at her.

Fringe left quietly, pausing just long enough to stick an ear on the dpor before finding her way to a quiet
table in a corner tavern where she sipped at a mug of ale while eavesdropping through the receiver
behind her ear. Even over the chatter of the tavern, she heard the flurry of hysteria and imminent
departure. So much for the imposter kin, who were making a hasty return to the Seldom Isles. Fringe
detached the receiver from its bone socket, dropped it into her belt kit, and turned her full attention to the
remaining ale. It was good. Better

than she had tasted lately. She noted the name of the tavern: somewhat out of the way, but worth the
vigit.

"Nicely done," said avoice at her shoulder.

She sat very still, without moving anything except one finger that moved slowly toward her weapons
belt.

"No threat," said the voice casually.

She stopped moving the finger and turned. He was a sand-colored, black-haired man with curly lips, a
fine beak of anose, and awide, firm jaw. When she looked at him, something inside her lurched, and
she swallowed her errant innards down, holding them still by not breathing for atime. A man to move
one's blood around, her own blood told her, while her mind did a careful assessment, weighing and
measuring. His clothes were ordinary enough in style, though fine in quality, and he wore them
superbly, atrait Fringe always noticed. Now who was he? Or what? She breathed gently, testing to see if
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her stomach would stay where it belonged.

He gestured at the seat across from her, and she nodded, a mere jerk of the head. She couldn't stop him
joining her. Or maybe didn't want to.

"Nicely done," he said again, seating himself and raising dramatically curved eyebrows at her. "That
business with the kinfolk who weren't kinfolk."

"Y ou were spying on me?" she asked, more surprised than offended.

"Been observing you," he said comfortably. "Enough to overhear your little show. They aren't even
related to you, are they?' He gave her a steamy look, saying, They couldn't be related to you, woman,
not that kind.

She couldn't quite ignore the ook, but she breathed deeply and let her quickened pulse slow of itself.
One thing she had learned. Usually the body followed where the mind went. One had only to take firm
control of where that was!

"I think not, though | did quit listening," she said, concentrating on the tile pattern of the tabletop.

"My bet isthey're part of agully tribe." He fingered the medallion at his throat, his long fingers tugging
at it, turning it.

Fringe grunted. She'd already decided that. Such scavengers were common enough in mid-category
places.

"Somebody diesin some province or other," the man mused, as though talking to himself. "The nearest
tribe sends a couple gullies along to act the part of wronged kinfolk or

people owed a debt. Seldom it's anything that will hold up to examination by the powers that be, but
most people don't risk that. Instead, they settle, just to be rid of the chaffers." He mimed stripping one
such bloodsucker from his exposed arm, making aface.

"Char Dorwalk's adopted daughter had nothing to settle with," she said crisply.

"WEéll, no," admitted the man. "My name's Danivon Luze, by the way."

"Fringe Owldark," she said, giving him her hand somewhat reluctantly, noticing that her fingers didn't
go up in flames, though she'd felt they might. She swallowed before saying in a carefully neutral voice,
"What's your classification, Danivon?"

"Qutcaste," he said. "Like you. When I'm here."

Which meant he moved around and could be almost anything. "Where?" she asked.

He gestured expansively, ending with a snapped finger at the youth serving drinkables. When he'd been
provided with atankard and had thirstily dipped his nose, he sat back with asigh, singing the first line of
awell-known vagabond song in a pleasant baritone: " 'On thisworld of Elsewhere, else-where'swhere |
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go.
"Do not try to hold me, dear. Tomorrow I'll be far from here," her mind continued the verse as he fished
a border pass out of his pocket and opened it on the table between them. From the pass, his face stared
up at her beside the patterns coding his essential being, physical and mental. She wished she had decoder
eyes and could read them, give herself that advantage, at least. At the bottom were the words " Danivon
Luze. Universal Pass."

"Aren't you something," she said, half enviously. There were reputed to be fewer than one thousand
Universal Passes on all of Elsewhere, and most of them were held by Council Enforcers. He hadn't said
he was an Enforcer, but he hadn't said he wasn't. He wasn't wearing a badge, but then he wasn't required
to unless he was Attending a Situation. "Now that makes me mightily curious," she said.

"Asit would anybody," he said, still comfortably.

"Y ou've been observing me* you say?"

"We have."

"We?'

"A friend and |."

He was being too smug for her. "Am | to winkle words out of you one' at atime?' she demanded,
working at being annoyed. "If that's so, I've no time for the exercise. No time and no appetite. You
approached me, colleague. If you have something to say, say it!" Or get out of here and let her
temperature settle to normal, which she devoutly wished for.

He seemed not one whit upset at her impatience. "I'm what you might call recruiting. I've been asked to
mount an expedition. | came here to consult an old friend, and he mentioned your name. When he did,
my nose twinked. So, | took the trouble to see what you're like, how you work." He tugged at his
medallion again, a nervous habit. The thing was shiny from the touch of his fingers, the design on it
blurred by long touching.

"Indeed," she remarked, laconic in her turn. "Y our nose twinked." Damned if she'd ask him who had
mentioned her name. She looked at the tabletop once more in order not to look at his nose. Not to look at
him at all. Here she'd been working at making herself man-proof, and this creature had to come along to
test her resolve. Well, test away, damn him!

"Well, my nose does that," he muttered. "From time to time."

"Have you found what I'm like?"

"We give you high marks for self-control, and for thinking on your feet. We're not looking for any
ganger-caste mavericks, out for slaughter."

Fringe lifted anostril at him. In truth, she felt a grudging empathy with gangers. Old Ari had often
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spoken of gangers knowingly and with nostalgia, though Fringe had been in her twenties before she'd
admitted to herself that he knew so much about them because he'd been one.

"They do have atendency to kill first and identify later," she remarked. "I've met afew."

Danivon smiled at her. "l know you have," he said.

"Y ou know too much. How much?’

"Everything. I've been through your Book." He looked up and smiled at someone approaching the table.
The newcomer sat down beside them without invitation.

Fringe found herself glaring at the huge, bal d-headed man who had called himself Curvis. Thistune she
was truly angry, and she snarled at both of them: " Spies, the two of you. Blood Books are private. Until
I'm dead, you've no right!”

Curvis merely grinned. Danivon tapped the Universal

Pass. "He has one of these too. They're good for more than just getting across closed borders."

She subsided, growling, curiosity getting the better of her. "So, what's my balance?'

He tipped his hand to and fro, like a scale, wavering. No big debts. No™big credits. In balance. Almost.
"What's the job?" she asked.

Curvis grunted. On his chest, his pocket moved, and he unfastened it to let something tiny and furry
peep out with shiny purple eyes. Danivon scratched his head and made a comical face. "Fringe Owldark,
answer me aquestion first, will you?"

“If I can,”" she said indifferently, watching the sleek little animal move out of Curvis's pocket onto his
shoulder.

"How is Elsewhere different from Everywhere?"'

"You're playing at riddles, man. I've no thirst for nonsense.”

"No nonsense. I'm serious. How?"

She stared at him, one finger tapping the tabletop. "L uze, everywhere else there are Hobbs Land Gods,
but not here."

"And if | said there's a possibility the Hobbs Land Gods have come to Elsewhere? Then what, Fringe
Owldark?"

She felt her pulse slow, then race, her face pale, then flush. He might as well have stuck aknifein her
side, or told her she'd just been poisoned. She knew nothing about the Gods except what she'd been
taught to know, taught to think, taught to feel, which was simple terror.

Those taken over by the Hobbs Land Gods were no longer men, no longer children of God (by whatever
title), no longer the concern of heaven (of whatever type). Though the people who had fled to Elsewhere
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disagreed about virtually everything, about this one thing they agreed: To be taken over by the Hobbs
Land Gods was to lose one's soul, one's chance at salvation, one's hope of eternal blessedness—or the
equivalent. So said those who ought to know! The Gods were the bogeyman, the thing with teeth, the
monster in the dark.

If the Gods came, she would not be herself in any form, but a slave shape, a used being, akind of puppet
on invisible strings, without even the wits to resent it,

Helaid ahand on hers. "Ah, now, don't faint."

She breathed deeply, noticing it was his hand that trembled. "How melodramatic!" she managed to say.
"A good

scare tale, hoicked up for the occasion. Did you dangle it there to see whether |'d scream and fall on the
floor?"

He smiled again, a smile that went no farther than hislips. "Y ou didn't, so you passed. It is remotely
possible the Gods could have come here. When something happens nobody can explain, we always
suspect the Gods." Boarmus hadn't said that, of course, but it was true, nonetheless. True enough that
Danivon occasionally woke up shaking from nightmares about it. He too had been taught to fear the
Gods, and something long ago in his childhood reinforced that fear. Something he could not even
remember, though abandonment might have been part of it.

"Something inexplicable has happened, hasit?' she asked.

"Dragons," he said laconically. "Very strange mysterious dragons. Council Supervisory has been
appealed to concerning these dragons. So, Council Supervisory in the person of the Provost says,
‘Danivon, my lad, get up ateam and go find out. No hurry, lake your time, but find out if there's really
dragons there, or maybe some other thing that looks like dragons." One wonders what the 'some other
thing' might be, of course.”

, Fringe took a deep breath and kept herself still. She had been an Enforcer for a dozen years now. She
was of middling-young age, attractive still, but no longer girlish. Still, Danivon's words were causing an
inappropriately girlish reaction—that shivery, half-hysterical negation that comes when one is barely
pubescent, that tantrum tumult of the mind, which screams denial at an unhearing world, before one has
learned resignation in the face of unavoidable realities/She breathed quietly and reminded herself of who
she was, an Enforcer in good standing. A person worthy of respect. She would not panic at the thought
of the Gods, or dragons, or Danivon Luze, or any other damned thing.

Consider dragons. What did honor require an Enforcer to do about dragons? What did her own self-
image insist upon? What did her oath demand? And, come to that, what was she more frightened of ?
The Gods in the guise of dragons coming to Elsewhere, or herself going off with Danivon Luze? She felt

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Setti ngs/ harry%20krui sw...ocumenten/spaar/ Sheri%20S. T epper%20-%20Si deshow.html (117 of 390)23-2-2006 18:08:42



Tepper, Sheri S. - Sideshow

the heat of him from where she sat, and she badly wanted advice.

"What are you thinking?' Danivon asked her curiously.

"Of aman called Zasper," she replied soberly.

Curvis and Danivon exchanged glances.

Well, so, sh&thought. It had been Zasper who'd mentioned her name!

The little animal put hisnose in Curvis's ear and whispered to him. Curvis gave it a square cracker that it
took in tiny paws and began to nibble at, turning it around and around, making a perfect circle of it,
holding the circle off and admiring it before taking another series of tiny bites around the circumference.
"What isthat?' she asked, wanting the subject changed. The little creature had pale violet fur and along
tail with afluffy tassel at the end. Its habit seemed to be to drape the tassel over its eyes, half hiding
them.

"A pocket munk," said Curvis.

"Not from here?’

"From the forests along the Roga coast." He prodded his pocket, and another of the little animals peered
seepily forth. "Amusements," Curvis said. "And friends. They hear people talking, then they come and
repeat what they hear. Or one hears in one place, the other repeats it somewhere else. Most useful at
times."

Fringe took a deep breath and settled herself. "Tell me whatever it is you came to say," she demanded.
"Do you know where Panubi is?*

"Near the equator, somewhere south of the Curward Islands.”

"What do you know about it?"*

"It's a continent, a place."

"Imean, do you know what kind of place?’

"Hell, Danivon! A partially settled place with alot of provinces around the edge and empty territory in
the middle. Full of weirds and odds, it's said, though it's never really been explored. So | wastold at
Academy. One of Elsewhere'slittle mysteries. |s that where your dragons are?"

"Indeed. So it'ssaid."

"Send a mechanical, an automatic. Why risk people?’

"Devices have been tried. They don't come back with anything useful. Of course, neither have

people. .. ."

Fringe took a deep breath. "No need to impress me, man. Or frighten me, if that's what you're
attempting.”
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"Listen to her," said Danivon to Curvis, miming wide-eyed admiration. ""Very well, Enforcer. You're
being offered a chance to join an exploration company."

"How much?"

"Would you consider fame? Honor? How about glory?"

She grinned her bloodletting grin and fingered the fatal-hands dangles below her Enforcer badge. "Piss
on that, Danivon. Only dead Enforcers get paid in glory."

The two men exchanged a significant glance. "Here's the deal. Appointment as Council Enforcer, twice
standard rate, weapons allowance, all expenses, and a lifetime annuity."

She took another deep breath. Of course, employers didn't offer alifetime annuity unless the odds were
long against there being any substantial lifetime in which to collect. But appointment as Council
Enforcer was likely bait! Then she could have a Universal Pass of her own!

"Who elseisgoing?' she asked.

He looked uncomfortable as he replied, "A couple people.”

"Who?'

"Some strange people. What difference does it make?'

She shrugged. He shrugged a mocking reply and got up to get another drink.

"He won't know for sure who all's going until he smells'em," said Curvis conversationally, one massive
forefinger tickling the little animals who lay close to his chest on the table before him, noses on paws,
watching her.

She stared at him, uncomprehending.

The bald man shook his head admiringly. "He's got this. . . thistalent. Like . . .suppose there's a
situation that won't give. A bad situation. And other Enforcerstry this and they try that, and it won't
give. Danivon comes along, and he picks this one and that one and some other one, and he takes them
into the situation, and all of a sudden, powee, things change."

"How does he do that?'

"He says he smells'em." Curvis grinned at her and winked, as Danivon came back to the table.
"Catalysts."

Fringe told herself she couldn't handle any more of this at the moment, not Danivon, not his friend, not
the little animals lying there on the table, each with itstail over its eyes, each with alittle stack of now-
circular crackers, each one staring at her through its tassel, as though waiting for her to do something
amusing. She stood up, laying coins on the table for her own drink. "I'll let you know. Where will | find
you?"'

"Well find you," said Danivon, returning to the table.
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She left it at that. As she walked away, she heard her own

voice saying, "I'll let you know. Where will | find you?"* and turned to see one of the little animals
looking after her. It opened its mouth and said it again, making a comical face. She shook her head and
stalked away. Pocket munks, for the love of heaven. Why did they chew things into circles like that?
When she had gone, Curvis asked, "What'd you think?' He pocketed his pets and stared at Danivon,
waiting for an answer.

Danivon Luze gestured vaguely and stared at the wall for along time before he said, "Oh, she'sright. I'm
sure of that. But something about her's not quite. . ."

"Not quite what?"

"I don't know. Not quite solid, somehow."

"L ooked solid enough to me."

"I don't mean her body, Curvis. Not her health. Not her abilities, which Zasper says are good enough,
though I'd like to see her use a weapon."

"WEell, stick close for afew days and we probably will. Lot of stuff going bang herein Enarae.”

"True."

"Those strange people from who knows when, those twins. Do they smell solid."

"For what they are." He smiled alazy smile. "l guess."

"Why are you taking them along?"

Danivon slapped the table with his hand, amost angrily. "Damn, Curvis, I've told you a thousand times |
don't know! Ask an artist why he's putting blue in the shadows. Ask a dancer why she bends

sideways. ..."

Curvisinterrupted, "All right. Y ou don't know why. Do you know if we need more?'

"All I know is, the team isn't complete yet."

Curvis started to ask how he knew and who next, but caught himself in time. "Y ou want another drink?"
he asked instead, receiving no answer at all. Danivon was sitting there, head down, nose twitching,
smelling something, his eyes half-closed.

Sometimes when he got into these moods, he didn't move for hours. " Shit," said Curvis softly as he went
off into the crowded room to find himself some amusement.

Danivon, left behind, was wondering the very things Curvis had been wondering, why and why. What
might have happened had he been a different child, a different youth? If

he hadn't so early gained a reputation for helpfulness, for example. He'd done that since he was just a
kid, shown up when someone needed a hand. Sometimes even before the hel pee even knew it, here'd be
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Danivon, grinning all over hisface, explaining, "I smelled you needed somebody."

It was true, though no one had believed it at first, not even Zasper. At first everyone thought it was some
kind of joke, that someone had put him up to it. Later they learned he really did smell such things. At
least, he received information in away that seemed to him like a smell, whatever it may actually have
been, not reliably always, but often enough to be useful. He smelled people needing help; he smelled
difficulties that wouldn't come unraveled; he smelled women lusting after him—or after other people; he
smelled solutions to problems; he smelled people who could do things together they could not, or at least
did not, do separately.

He smelled hatred and lust. He could sniff a crowd and tell whether it would become a mob or merely a
purposeless pack that would get bored and break up. And though he could never explain what his talent
really was or how it worked, Danivon's nose had become very valuable to Council Supervisory. He had
done lots of things for Council Supervisory, though doing their work had sometimes bothered him alot
— though he never let it show. Bothered him, but it had never frightened him until now.

Why now? Why this smell of trouble? Why this stench of darkness? Why these smoky twinings and
luminous blotches, always seeming about to resolve into faces, never quite doing so. Why? Not a dream.
He couldn't remember any such light, any such darkness. A threat, yes, but more than merely athreat.
Fear, heart-stopping fear, the nightmare kind he sometimes woke from almost screaming, heart
hammering! He heard cries, pleading, as though through some linkage with some other place, an echo of
asound. The stink of sweat, somebody's sweat, somebody scared and running.

Not precisely the most hopeful signs and portents with which to start ajourney. And why the strange
twins from the past? Why Fringe? He might have added her, anyhow, just for the way she looked, the
sidelong glance she gave him, the light flickering deep in her eyes, the way she walked and spoke, as
though carelessly, but with that tension in thetilt of her head, as though she were waiting for something
to happen. Y es, he might have wanted Fringe just for herself, but adding her,

adding each of them satisfied that sense within him he called smelling, akind of rightness, an
unguestionability. It didn't change the overall aromaany. That was still there. Fear stink. Fear al the
way down into wherever fear takes root.

Which was really beside the point. There had been no good way to duck the assignment. Boarmus had
said go, and he was going. No threat, Danivon had said to Fringe. No threat. That had been pretty much
alie. He didn't even believe that himself!
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Tourists from categories eight, nine, and ten often came to the Swale. Tour down, trade up was the
policy established by the Supervisors, which meant one usually traveled to and imported from places
more primitive than one's own. While some argued that "primitive" wasn't the right word at all, the fact
was that most tourists in the Swale came for the thrill of danger, came hoping to see someone killed, or
maybe to kill somebody. In Enarae, tourists were of no more importance than any scruffy Trasher or
Outcaste, so inevitably some of them ended up getting killed instead.

Though Fringe had long considered the Swale her natural environment, she could not deny its essential
quality. Shrines to the Guntoter were ubiquitous. Every recess could and often did hide athrill seeker.
Aware of this, knowing she was on a stage with no cover, she always took a moment at the corner to
adjust her boots, check her weapons belt, and see to the fastenings of her clothes. Behind the peepholes
could be athousand eyes, athousand stares, each fixing her in place like a bug on a pin, booby-trapping
the short flight of steps and the few yards of slimy street between her and Bloom's place. It might be
real. It might be a game. How was she to get from here to there while surviving that lethal barrage of
eyes!

Confronted by such obstacles, fancied or real, one didn't wiffle around! She polished her Enforcer's
badge with the ball of her left thumb, took a deep breath, and went where she chose to go, all in arush,
down the steps and across the dangerous street to take shelter in the entryway of Bloom's place.
Keeping in practice, she told herself, relishing the surge of fear that had accompanied the self-induced
panic, knowing it would have been easier but far less exciting to have come in the back way. Safety was
for children. So said all Enforcers worth their pay.

Inside, Bloom bustled up to greet her, extending his legs and kissing her on the cheek, which she
resignedly permitted. Bloom would do it when he liked, with fine disregard for sex or age or present
affectional situations. Though Zasper had never presumed to kiss her at all, much lessin public, Bloom
had been kissing her since she was twelve; he wasn't likely to stop now.

"Owldark," he murmured. "Too long, lady Jove. WhatV e you been up to, Fringy?"

"This and that," she said in the offhanded Enforcer's manner that made no admissions of involvement in
anything specific. "Here and there." The hall swarmed with life and noise and was thick with smells:
food and drink; sweat and drugs; boxes, bales, and baskets of exotic stuff from a dozen other provinces,
brought here as barter. Her nose wrinkled and she sneezed.

The Bloom made aface at her and shortened his legs, yelling at her on the way down. "There's aman
here from Gaunt's showing the new gimmicks. They've modified the Finalizer seven-aught-nine, would
you believe? Twice the kill power with half the weight. Want to see him?"

She shook her head, making aface at him.
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"No? Looking for work?"

Fringe preferred to get her contracts at the Enforcement Post, where things were more predictable than at
Bloom's. Not that he was unethical, just that he was casual about contract terms—Ilittle things like dates
of completion, and acceptable solutions, and getting paid. She grinned and shook her head again.

"Not that either? How about a game? Want atable?’

"No weapon, no job, no game, Bloom. I'm looking for Zasper. He been around?"

"Here now," admitted the Bloom with a shrug. "Doing badly and welcoming interruption, 1'd say."
"Where?'

He jerked his head back* indicating the balcony stairs halfway across the room behind him, then shot
high on his legs to watch her snake off through the heaving crowd.

She wove her way among the revelers. Enaraenians, Sandylwaithians, afew Supervisors pretending to
be something else, Denialites, pretending to disapprove of what they were doing, scattered parts of some
City Fifteen dinka-jins visiting the Swale to experience reality. Dink eyes darted about, peering; dink
noses slunk, smelling. The modulator boxes had to be across the room somewhere, along with the arms
and legs and other parts. She didn't bother looking for them. Assembled or disassembled, dinks were not
her favorite thing.

Upstairs, she found Zasper in the gambling room nearest the street. Wet river light fell on one side of his
face as he glared across the table at a player with his back to her, glared until he saw her, then
growlingly excused himself and came out, his face split into awelcoming grin. A strong old hand
crushed her shoulder, and she accepted the familiar pain impassively. He led her to a small table near the
balcony railing, overlooking the organized chaos below.

Fringe, who disliked crowds, kept her eyes on Zasper. Though he'd retired from provincial Enforcement
afew years back, he still wore his gray hair in the long braid, still looked meaner than a scorched
chaffer, still wore his badge with the fatal-hands dangles—on his left shoulder to show he wasn't active.
Retired or not, he hadn't stopped being her friend. He knew her better than anyone.

"Heard your padied,” he grunted now.

She gave him alook. If he'd heard that, he'd heard the rest of it, aswell.

"Too bad." He knew how she felt, how she'd always felt. There'd been times he'd known that better than
shedid.

She shrugged. "Not why I'm here, Zasper."

He raised an eyebrow. She leaned forward and told him about Danivon's offer. "Y esterday this
happened,” she said. "I've been thinking about it overnight. Y ou give him my name, Zasper?"

"Well, | knew him when | was at Tolerance,” he admitted, choosing to admit no more than that. "Some
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call him awonder boy with fireworks for blood."

"But not burned out yet," she murmured. Oh, no, Enforcer Luze was far from burnt out!

"No, not so far's | know. 'Course, he was only akid when | left there, but friends from Tolerance tell me
he's fatal hands with bells on. He gets results.”

"Flaming ego?’

"No. Not that I've heard. Not one to walk over bodies in spiked boots. No more than any of us."
Sometimes walking over bodies was part of the job. Not all Enforcers worked for the Council, but no
Enforcer could work against it, such was the rule of the Craft. Adam-the-man could hire any Enforcer he
liked to protect him against all threats except those posed by Council Enforcers. If CEs came looking for
him, other Enforcers stood aside. When a CE lifted his hand in salute and recited a complaint and
disposition number to confirm he was Attending the Situation, other Enforcers were expected to
remember pressing business el sewhere. Sometimes afterward there were bodies to walk over.

"I've heard whispers about that Panubi dragon business," said Zasper. "Interesting. What do they offer?’
Fringe told him and he whistled between his teeth. "Couldn't do much better than Council Enforcer and
twice standard! Plus an annuity."

She snorted. "If | survive."

"There's always that."

Down on the floor below, Bloom was shrieking at a croupier, his truncated form erupting out of the
swarm like ajumping fish from roiling water. Strictly speaking, Bloom's legs were not category seven.
He'd imported them from some nine or ten province in defiance of the ban against higher category
imports, but nobody in authority seemed to care.

Fringe touched the service button and avoice said, "Y ah?"

"Black ale,” Fringe muttered. "Two."

Black ale had been what Zasper offered her when she had come begging his sponsorship at the
Academy. It had been what she offered him the day she graduated, after he pinned the Enforcer's badge
on her shoulder. It was part of their relationship. She turned half away from the hubbub below and said
musingly, "There's this giant goes around with Danivon Luze, you seen him?"

Zasper nodded. "Curvis. | know him. Sometimes alittle. . . rigid. Mostly reliable.”

"He said Luze smells out who he's going to work with."

"That's what |'ve heard." Zasper grinned to himself. "Smells out all sorts of things, like who's bluffing
and who's not."

She waited, but he offered nothing more.
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"Y ou're not saying much, Zas! | come to you for help, and you don't say pollywhop. Just sit there
smirking."

Two sealed pods dlid onto the table from the service hatch, popping lids and extruding handles as they
arrived.

He shrugged and went on smiling. "What's to say, girl? Tell you to send him packing and stay safe here?
Tell you to go for the prize? Tell you you're Fringe Owldark, all grown-up, got to make up your own
mind? What?'

"WEell, hell, something, Zasper!" She put her nose to her mug and drank. "Did | ever tell you how | got
the name Owldark?"'

He cocked his head. "Thought you made it up."

Grinning, she told him about the time Jory had named her. "Did you ever catch sight of her, Zasper? |
used to tell you about her. She told me | was one of her people. | keep expecting her to show up again,
but she never has."

He frowned, finding the story ominous without being able to say why. " Sure she was awoman?"

"L ooked like awoman. She had something with her, though, something that could have been a glob.
Something shadowy. Maybe that's what reminded me of her. What Danivon said. Monstersin the
shadows, nobody knows what they are. He says the Gods may be here on Elsewhere.”

"That scares you?"

"Y ou know it does!" She swallowed painfully, shuddering alittle. "Having those things eating your soul,
doesn't it scare you?"

Zasper waved that away with one hand. "Every few years, somebody says the Gods are here on
Elsewhere. Whether they are or not makes no difference to what you're going to do, does it? Want meto
tell you again “vhat your troubleis, you don't trust who you are. Hell, you know that already! How many
times we talked about that? All the time second-guessing yourself. Remember the story | used to tell
you? The one about the warrior maid and the gylphs?"

"I remember," she said, making aface. Zasper had dwelt on that story overlong and overoften. Poor

wei ghted-down heavy-armored warrior, envying the magical gylphstheir power of flight, not satisfied to
be herself but not willing to take off her protective armor, either.

"Y ou've always told me you thought you were born for something special,” he said, raising his voice to
be heard over the whoops of laughter from below. "And either that's true or

itisn't. If it'strue, likely you'll find out when something like this comes along. If you duck it when it
comes, what does that mean?"

Fringe diddled, drawing pictures on the tabletop with one wet forefinger. "1'm not ducking, Zasper. |
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don't mind the thought of dragons, not if that's what they are. The idea of Gods scares me spitless. When
| hear there's a possibility of that, | sort of shrivel. Like there's no hope, no reason to go on."

She looked at Zasper to see if he understood what she was saying. "But even if I'm scared, | swore to
protect diversity and humanity, and the only diversity and humanity that's |eft is right here on Elsewhere.
| believein it. It makes more sense than anything else | was ever taught, so | can't just let them come on
and take us over if maybe we could stop it. And besides, it may not be the Gods at al. | haveto go, |
guess. It'sjust Danivon . . . he's. . ."

"I know what heis. He cuts a swath through the girlies. Pulls like a magnet. Gets at you, huh!*

She gave Zasper alook. None of his business, dirty old man. Except he was the pa hers hadn't been, the
brother hers hadn't been, somebody who listened. "Y eah," she admitted. "Sort of."

"So, tell him. You'll go, but keep it business because sex disrupts your efficiency. Drops your weapon
scores. Makes you miss easy targets.”

Damn him, he was laughing at her. "It does not!" she blurted. "Y ou know that's not it!"

Now he really was laughing. "Fringe! What the hell you want me to say?"

She shook her head, half amused, half tearful. "l don't know, Zasper. Maybe I'm afraid I'll be homesick."
Her clean bare rooms. Her things. Comfort. Safety. A place where she could lock the door against the
clamoring world.

"Y ou going?' he asked her.

"Prob'ly," she admitted.

"Well then. Something | want to tell you about." He leaned forward, his lips within inches of her ear,
and told the story  of hislast interview with Boarmus, concluding, "Danivon say anything about those
petition things?"

"Not to me, hedidn't.”

"Well, my bet is Boarmus told him. Just figured you ought to know. Dragons probably aren't al he's
after."

She thought about it, but it made no sense. "Who's petitioning who?"

Zasper shrugged. "Y ou know what | know. R.S.V.P. Noplace. That'sall | know."

She decided to change the subject. " The Bloom says they've improved the Finalizer seven-aught-nine.”
He grunted. "That's his opinion. It's lighter, faster, and you can hit what you aim it at maybe onetime in
ten if you're real careful. | borrowed one from Gaunt's man, just to test-fireit. Fool thing's all over the
place. Real good weapon for nipping, Fringe."

Nipping, the more-or-less accidental slaughter of Non-Involved Persons, wasn't considered professional
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when done by Enforcers, though Trashers did it all the time. Fringe said disapprovingly, "Then the
Bloom shouldn't have said it was improved!"

The Bloom, as though invoked by the mention of his name, appeared at tableside, still bouncing up and
down. "Hey, lady love, this old fart bothering you?'

She shook her head, trying to grin. "No mgre'n usual, Bloom."

"If heis, I'll call him out. Two shots, fifty paces. Make him pay, worthless old chaffer."

"Y eah, I've heard about you and fifty paces," rumbled Zasper. "Y ou get up-sun of the guy, and before he
gets a shot, you zoom your legs and let him have it out of the glare. Y ou shoot dirty."

"Dirty takes the pot! Which is better'n you've been doing,” Bloom said severely.

While Zasper had never admitted to it, Fringe assumed that since his retirement, Zasper played for
Bloom's. Zasper's response seemed to confirm that.

"Chaffer spit, yes. Got to recoup,” he said, struggling to his feet. "Listen, girl. FH finish this game
sooner or later. Prob'ly sooner, since I've already shot my credit." He cast a sidelong glance at the
Bloom. "I'll buy you dinner. We'll talk about it."

"That's al right, Zasper," she said. "l knew what | was going to do before | came down here, that is, if
you didn't say | was crazy. When Enforcers swear to protect diversity and humanity, they can't turn
down the protecting when it comes aong, | guess. And only afool would turn down a chance at twice
Council standard!"

"Twice Council standard!" said Bloom reverently. "Now there's a dream.”

"Maybe more than adream,” she said. "Maybe more than, Bloom." She left them, going back down the
stairs and through the crowd where the dinks still swarmed. At least they'd |eft their genitals home, or
were carrying them hi closed boxes. Fringe had never gotten used to penises zipping around on their
own hovers, rubbing up against anything that felt good. Female parts were even worse, cozying up to the
nearest hands. She looked around for dink modulator units and found three of them over by a gambling
table with three sets of hands and one pair of eyes, playing Four Ladies.

A dink nose sniffed intimately at her as she went by, and she slapped it without thinking. From across
the room, adink voice box screeched, "Violence! Violence!"

"Kill the damn thing," a bystander urged her with barely controlled belligerence. "Kill it, Enforcer."
"Open borders,” screamed the voice box in ahysterical soprano. "Open borders.”

Fringe shrugged an apology. The voice was right. Enarae had open borders. It welcomed tourism. Even
dinks, who, thank the "Ibter, seldom showed up anywhere but in the Swale.

A voice spokein her ear, "What's the matter, killer? Y ou don't like dinks?' Another dink voice box, this
one a sneery baritone, with an eye on top and an ear at one side. A conversation module, no less.
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"No," shesaid. "I don't like dink noses sniffing my crotch. | don't like dink eyes looking down my neck,
or at my cards when I've got a bet down. | don't like dink hands grabbing anything they can grab or dink
pricks shoving up against me. Open borders means open both ways, box! Y ou don't like my not liking,
then the border's open to get out."

"Now, now," said Bloom, appearing at eye level. "Now, now, bad Fringe! Bad box! Naughty. Play nice
or Bloom will insist upon assembly." He waved at the sign over the bar, which read, "Bloom reserves
the right to refuse service to globs and disassembled entities."

Fringe muttered an apology, while the voice growled something threatening. Ignoring the sulky muitter,
she went out into the street. Empty, as always, except for a meat-tart vendor who'd parked his smoky
cart fifty paces away at the bottom of the stairs and was stirring his kettle of hot fat with a

long slotted spoon. The smells of woodsmoke and frying meat filled the street. Fringe swallowed,
suddenly ravenous.

She had juice dripping from her chin and her hands full of hot food when Bloom's door crashed open
and one of the dinks came out, evidently hastily assembled, though all its interlocking parts were
arranged more or lessin anatomical order.

"Hey, girly!" it yelled in its sneery baritone. "Hey, Enforcer!"

Still chewing a mouthful of succulent meat and pastry, Fringe turned slowly to confront the aggregation.
Its left arm had been disassembled, probably for parts, leaving only aforearm and hand unit, but the
muscular right arm was complete, including a shoulder cantilevered from the modulator core. The
assembly had a weapons belt strapped around it, hanging low on one side. Fringe choked on a bit of
crust. It looked like a caricature of the Guntoter icon. Like an animated costume rack in some ancient
predispersion gunfighter myth. Fringe had seen them all asre-created by the Files. When she was about
ten she'd watched nothing but; gunfighter re-creations for days at atime. She swallowed the laugh that
came bubbling up, reminding herself survivors didn't laugh at challenges, no matter who they came from.
A long time back, you might have laughed at some idiot carrying aweapon because you knew he had no
skill. Then technology superseded skill, and the weapon itself did the killing. The one the dink was
carrying was a case in point, a broad-beam aitchem that could do her serious damage if merely
discharged in her general direction. Fringe had only a pain needier on her belt. In skilled hands that
would ordinarily have been quite enough. Unfortunately, most dinks had been disconnected from pain.
The worst she could do was make it itch, which the dink damned well knew.

Bloom's doorway was full of dink eyes, watching, dink ears, quivering.

"Areyou provoking afight, dink?' Fringe called curiously. "That what you want?"

"Damn right,” yelled the dink, its hand jerking up and down near the weapon.
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Fringe dropped the remains of the tart and herself to the street, rolled sideways with her legs curled
under her, came up with her right hand full of the weapon she had been carrying in her right boot, and
shot the dink assembly through the

modulator, upper left corner, where the brain can usually was. Her boot weapon was always loaded with
explosive slugs. Shreds of the dink flew in all directions while what remained sizzled, smoked, and fell
apart into disparate boxes, some of which trembled for atime while the voice went " Gaaaaaahhh-hhh,"
in aterrified and dying wail.

The dinks who'd been watching disappeared inside Bloom's place like snakes down a hole.

"For adink to provoke afight with an Enforcer is not a smart thing," she remarked to nobody in
particular, the monitor, maybe, if the stupid thing was listening. "Which information should be
disseminated to every cocky box asit arrives." She walked forward and blew the dink's weapon apart
with another ear-shattering jolt. No point leaving it around for some crazy to maim thirty noninvolved
pedestrians with.

Bloom's door had closed abruptly, but something moved at the upstairs window. She brought up the
weapon, but it was only Zasper, waving. He'd been watching the whble thing. She waved in return.
Bloom's door opened, and a salvage machine with a Guntoter icon on its snout came out to suck up the
shreds of the dink. Fringe walked back to the food cart and told the recumbent vendor to get up off the
street and give her another tart to replace the one she'd rolled on. She took it from his trembling hand
and climbed the stairsto the corner, leaving the Swale.

Behind her, in the window of Bloom's place, Zasper turned to the man beside him, the player who'd been
winning steadily.

"Shekilled it," Zasper said.

"Thought she would," said Danivon Luze, his fingers stroking the medallion at his neck. "No hesitation
at al."

"Were you expecting hesitation?"

"I was expecting something," said Danivon Luze in an unsatisfied voice. "Something | smell about her.
Something sort of ... uncertain."

"There's nothing uncertain about Fringe's skills," said Zasper stiffly. "I told you she was good and |
meant it. Any uncertainty has to do with other things. Wouldn't want you to mistake that, Danny! Y ou
sure she's the right one to go along?"

"Oh, yeah, she's the right one. One of the right ones."

"You didn't tell her about the petitions, but | bet Boarmus told you!"
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"Haven't told anybody. Not even Gurvis. | will, when it seems appropriate.”

"l told her."

"Well, damn, Zasper."

"She'safriend of mine, Dan."

"o

"You know. Treat her like afriend."

"Do my best," said Danivon, flushing, not sure what his best might be in this context.

"What isit you're smelling, Danivon Luze?"

"Oh, | don't know. Everybody talking about dragons and petitions and possesseds, scared of all of ‘em,
scared of anything new because it might mean changes. Of course, expecting Council Supervisory to
welcome changeis like expecting a chaffer to fly. 'Change' is a naughty word on Elsewhere. We all
know that."

Zasper stared in the direction Fringe had gone and nodded, well aware that everyone did, indeed, know
that.

In Tolerance, Jacent was attending his first committee meeting.

Business before Council Supervisory, Complaint and Disposition Review Committee A., Day 26, Period
10, Year 1353 P.S. (Post Settlement)

AUTHORITY: Articles of Organization, Council Supervisory of Elsewhere, Rule Number 53, Paragraph
M, Section xiii. "All dispositions entered by C& D machines shall be reviewed by Council members
(human) before implementation. "

AGENDA
COMPLAINT AND DISPOSITION
Items one through one hundred fifty-nine of this date.

ITEM 1. Complaint by the brotherhood of dinka-jins, City Fifteen (category ten); one of their members
wantonly killed while traveling in Enarae.

DISPOSTION: Official warning to brotherhood of dinka-jins that memberstravel at their own risk.
Enarae is category seven, confrontational, weapons-using society, and killing is not untypical of that
province.

No penalty.
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"Aye," said the members of the committee.

ITEM 2: Complaint by the brotherhood of dinka-jins, City Fifteen; citizen of Enarae found using
category-nine bionic prosiheses in category-seven province.

DISPOSTION: Complaint denied as not meeting criteriafor legal standing. Only Enaraen citizens may
complain about internal matters.

No penalty.
"Aye," said the committee again, as with one voice.

ITEM 3: Complaint by the brotherhood of dinka-jins, City Fifteen; citizen of Enarae guilty of importing
category-nine prostheses across borders into category-seven place in defiance of ban against higher
category imports.

DISPOSTION: Standing affirmed. Any citizen may complain of categorical border violations.

Probability illegal importation across open border: .967.
Penalty assessed, Enarae. Fine of cr. 1,000. Probability illegal importation perpetrated by category-ten
dinka-jin tourist in return for gambling credit: .978. Penalty assessed, City Fifteen. Fine of cr. 1,000.

"Aye," said the committee, afew of them smiling slightly. C& D machines sometimes seemed capable of
asy humor.

ITEM 4: Complaint by High Priest, closed-border province of Molock on Panubi. Inhabitants avoiding
child sacrifice by escaping via riverboats trading in foodstuffs with neighboring provinces.
DISPOSTION: Enforcer will investigate and will if necessary assess penalty against riverboat owners or
workers or provinces involved. Enforcer will reaffirm to personsin Molock that inhabitants of closed-
border provinces have no rights of escape.

"Aye," the committee muttered.

Jacent looked out the window, his mouth moving but making no sound, full of an obscure discomfort. A
guick look at the faces around the table showed them unchanged. Obviously, the other members felt the
matter of Molock was merely routine.

"Diversity," Aunt Syrillahad preached at him. "We neither approve nor disapprove of individual
provinces, Jacent. Some of them are, no doubt, quite distasteful, but our interest is higher than approval
or disapproval. Even provinces that murder their own children are accorded favorable recognition by us,
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and in so doing, we continue a chain of diplomacy that has come unbroken from remotest times on Earth
itself. We assure the diversity of humanity. No one system has within it al answersto al human needs.
So much we know from history. The task set before usisto answer the Great Question of man's destiny,
and from diversity the answer will emerge. So we are taught. So | believe. Only here, on Elsewhere,
does diversity exist, and our lives, yours and mine, are given to assuring its continuance."

Her tone had been one of auntly concern and lofty assurance. The Great Question and the value of
diversity had been drummed into him since childhood, so he'd agreed with her. Of course he'd agreed
with her; what member of Council Supervisory could disagree? But still, when one heard the words
"child sacrifice," it did make one pause. He looked around the table again. No one else had even blinked.
WEell, he would undoubtedly get used to it.

ITEM 5. Complaint by hemi-province Salt Maresh that hemi-province Choireis overbreeding in order
to obtain a « few very fine voices, thereby burdening Salt Maresh with supernumerary children,
including many who can carry a tune.

DISPOSTION: Council will suggest to Salt Maresh that it (1) refuse acceptance of children; or (2) that
it petition Council for full provincial status, thereby abrogating its agreements with Choire and insuring
the integrity of its borders; or (3) that it request Enforcer review of Salt Maresh/ Choire mutuality
agreements together with whatever solution Enforcer thinks most suitable.

"Likewhat?' Jacent whispered to his neighbor, a much older, plumper individual who assented to each
disposition in a subdued monotone. Jacent, who had spent the previous year monitoring the C&D
machines, had only recently been appointed to this, hisfirst assignment by Council, and was still
unfamiliar with it. "What would an Enforcer think suitable?' he asked.

"Oh, he might decide on a small plague in Choire that would reduce their population to the point they'd
need all their children, or maybe a small plague in Salt Maresh to do / likewise, or he might decide on a
fine against Choire for every child sent to Salt Maresh who isn't tone-deaf. There's lots of possibilities.”
Jacent's neighbor scratched his nose. "1'd say the likelihood in this case is afine, since there's no real
abrogation of contract to get nasty about. Y ou've watched the machines for a while, haven't you? You've
learned then that before the machines make a disposition, they consider every precedent we've
accumulated for hundreds of years. We very, very seldom overrule the machines.”

Jacent put his hand over his mouth to keep from yawning.

His neighbor looked at him sympathetically. "1 know. By the time we get to item number fifty, it'll really
get boring."
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ITEM 6: Complaint by citizens of New Athens that a tyrant has gained power and is depriving citizens of
basic human rights and freedoms.

DISPOSTION: Constitution of New Athens (g.v., appended) assures al citizens basic human rights and
freedoms. Enforcers dispatched to Attend to tyrant and supporters.

"Aye," murmured the committee with some satisfaction. Later they would see the recorded consequence
of this vote. Some such assassinations made rather exciting viewing.

ITEM 7: Complaint by citizens of Derbeck that torture and executions by chimi-hounds of suspected
mal contents has reached unconscionable numbers.

DISPOSTION: Derbeck is atheocracy based on religious and political orthodoxy. Arbitrary executions
and torture are integral to such systems.

No penalty.
"Aye," said Jacent, yawning once again behind his hand.

ITEM 8. Complaint by a citizen of Denial . . .

"So, what've you decided?' asked Danivon Luze. He was sitting on one of Fringe's fishbone chairs,
staring at the object on the nearest stone pedestal.

She shrugged, as though she hadn't made up her mind.

He sighed, shaking his head at her lack of decisiveness. "Don't wiffle around,” he said, surprising her.
"What's that thing?' He was pointing at the pedestal.

"A shell," shereplied.

"It isn't pretty,” Danivon commented.

"No," Fringe admitted. The thing wasn't pretty. It was the shell of aturtle, one of the Earthian animals
man had carried with him throughout all his generations. Fringe had found the shell at the top of avery
tall tree on one of the Seldom Isles. TUrtles did not climb trees, and yet the shell had been there, sun-
faded and empty.

"Why do you keep it?' Danivon asked.

Fringe shrugged. He might have read her Book, but that gave him no right to her thoughts. The shell
meant mystery. Wonder. How had it come where she had found it? It was like herself, a strangeness, and
none of his damned business.

"And thisthing?' Danivon said, stroking a curved element at the top of another pedestal. It was one of
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the machines she made as a hobby, now in sunlight and therefore in motion. It shivered and glittered as
it carried tiny beads of light from its base to itstip, dropping them into nothingness, over and over again.
"Just something | made," she said.

"Why?" he asked. "What's it good for?"

She shrugged again. It was good for just being what it was, and if he couldn't see that, to hell with him.
He'd been staring at the stuff in her room ever since he arrived. As though it held some kind of message.
Some kind of code, maybe. She was becoming fairly annoyed with him.

"So, when are you going to decide?' he asked.

"I've decided," said Fringe, thankful he'd stopped looking and started talking. "I'm still alittle
ambivalent. Partly because you didn't tell me everything. I'm a good Enforcer and | like being trusted.

Y ou should have told me about the petition things."

"Zasper told you!"

"He did, but you should have. Despite that, |'ve decided to go, provided the terms of the contract are
recorded and approved.”

"They are." He smiled at her, an invitational smile.

"When, then?" She ignored the invitation.

"l guessin acouple days." He sighed. "I'm like you. Ambivalent. I've been fooling around, thinking
there should be somebody else going with us, thinking someone might show up. Well, maybe there's
someone else, but not here. Not anywhere near. Not that | can get a sniff of."

"Maybe on the way," she suggested.

"Likely," he assented with a gloomy face, glancing at her from the corners of his eyes. The woman was
like agood bow, all shiny curves and elegant tensions, making his hands itch to stroke her, bend her.
There weren't al that many women Danivon lusted after, not that many he enjoyed, but those he enjoyed
seemed to enjoy him too, so it wasn't as though he expected some one-sided thing she'd come to regret.
But this Fringe Owldark gave him not so much as atwinkly look, not she! She was all quiet-faced
business and no joy. Still, he couldn't misread that tilt to the head, that glance, that tension. . . . Could he?
She, meantime, was thinking that even gloomy the man set off drums inside her. Tumty-tumty-tum.
Rotten little drums, making her feet twitch as though they wanted to dance, so she'd let them and find
herself danced right over some precipice. Enough of that, Fringe Owldark.

"So, who do we start with?" she asked in her calmest voice.

"Five of us. You, me, Curvis, and two people from the past. Their names are Nelaand Bertran Zy-
Czorsky, and they're joined people.”

"What the hell isthat? And what do you mean, the past?’
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He described Bertran and Nela, their oddity, their odys-sey, making it dramatic for her amusement.
Though who knew what would amuse this one!

Fringe succeeded in visualizing this unlikely concatenation only with some revulsion. "They're going to
get parts cloned and be unjoined before we start out, | hope!" she said with fervor.

He shook his head. "Takestoo long. Later. When we get back. Disconnecting them's the price | offered
them, like | offered you twice standard. None of you get paid up front."

"Then | sincerely hope there's no danger where we're going, Danivon Luze, for these folk sound like a
real handicap tome."

"There'sthat," he admitted. "Nonetheless. . . ." He stroked the medallion at his neck.

"Y our nose says not."

He smiled, surprised. "My nose says not."

The motion of hisfingers drew her eyes to the medallion around his neck.

"What are the plans so far?' she asked in a practical voice, staring at the thing he was stroking. Talk of
dragoiis! He was wearing one around his neck, atoothy monster ridden by arobed figure. Man or
woman, she couldn't tell.

"We fly to Tolerance. Bring your ceremonials along because you'll need them for your initiation as a
CE."

"Oh, shit," she groaned, half under her breath.

"Can't serve as a Council Enforcer without being initiated,” he said firmly. "It isn't done."

She grimaced, throwing up her hands. She hadn't thought about the initiation as Council Enforcer.
Damn. She hated that. Attending solemnities was the worst thing about being an Enforcer, even though
it was only a semiannual obligation. She liked parade, that was fun, but ritual made her teeth itch, her
legs twitch.

Danivon went on, "From Tolerance, we go to the Curward Isles, arid from there to Panubi by boat. We
could fly, but the twins need to learn the local language, and that'll give them timeto pick up a
smattering. Then once we get to Panubi, we'll go upstream by riverboat, taking care of routine items as
we go."

"What do we travel as? Enforcers? Traders? Explorers? What?'

"Now it'sinteresting you should ask that question," he

said thoughtfully.. "Boarmus says we're not the first to go looking around Panubi. Enforcer types have
gone there before. | thought it might be better if we didn't make a big thing out of being Council
Enforcers, at least not when we got near the unexplored parts, and when | mentioned it to the Zy-
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Czorsky twins, they suggested we travel as a sideshow."

"Asawhat?'

Danivon attempted to explain a sideshow, fumbling for a concept that he only partially understood.
Eventually she got the idea, telling herself that the rest of the party were freakish enough, though how
she herself would fit into such a pattern eluded her. When Danivon eventually took himself off, saying
he'd return on the morrow, she still hadn't figured out how she'd fit into a troupe of oddities.

Her best talent was with weapons, but knife throwing or target shooting would call attention to her
Enforcer training. Unarmed combat was likewise out. It had to be something else, something that would
appeal to the ignorance and superstition rife in low-category places, but not anything overtly violent.

A late-afternoon sunbeam fell through the tall windows to bring one of her machinesto life. Bright bits
rose to the top, plunged down, disappeared, only to appear again, rising. The movement was relaxingly
repetitive, yet irregular enough to be enjoyably unpredictable. The sporadic rise and fall had been
inspired by Bloom's legs, except that Bloom's legs carried Bloom, while Fringe's machine carried
nothing but random sparkles.

Of course, she could make it carry something, if she wanted it to. Something like . . . omens, maybe. She
sat staring and planning for some time as the sun dropped lower, her eyes fixed on the silent gyrations of
her devices. When the light went at last, she nodded to herself and went into her secured room to get her
tools.

When Danivon returned the following morning, he found , her working on a skeletal array, a bony
assemblage of rods and tracks and bright bits of moving mirror reflecting shards of lasered light. ' "What
in the devil ?'

"Tell your destiny, Danivon?"

"My what?'

"Tell your destiny?"

He gave her a questioning look. "I suppose.”

She beckoned him to sit where she was sitting. Before him sprouted aforest of little levers, some
gemmed, some plain, some colored, some Mack, variously shaped.

"Pick some at random," shetold him. "Any of them."

He pressed some half dozen, mostly blue ones. The machine made questioning sounds, hummed,
glittered at him as though it were looking him over. Light flickered into his eyes and away, quick
mirrored glances. Bells rang, singly and in harmonic series. Small bright capsules plunged down, while
others spun off into remote parts of the maze. A capsule was retrieved from some distant siding, edged
nearer in repeated orbits, then dropped into a bin before him where it was joined eventually by another
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and yet another. The machine tinkled and became quiet.

"Now what," he asked.

"See what they say," she suggested, turning a capsule so he could see the word written on it.

"Journey," said one. "Ancient," said another. "Danger," said a third.

"We journey into ancient danger,” she intoned portentously. "But then, we knew that."

His mouth dropped open. He closed it with asnap. "You had it set for that message! How random isit?’
"It won't repeat itself, if that's what you mean. Not if | put each word in the pot only once. The capsules
aren't all shaped alike. Actions fit on one track, descriptives on another, entities on athird. It'll deliver
from three to five words, assorted.” She pressed a key, dumping the capsules back into the machine's
innards. "Thisoneisonly asample. It isn't nearly complicated enough. To be properly impressive, it will
have to be more complex, with more noises and movement to it."

"What do the levers have to do with it?"

"Not much," she admitted. "They all press the same start bar. I'll change that on the final model. Make
different levers start it at different places.”

He laughed, his eyes squinting shut in amusement. "What do we call it?' he asked. "What's our hype?"
"Hype?"

"That's what the twins say we need. Hype. They tell me hype is the message that evokes wonder or
desire in the observer. Excited words. Loaded language. Hype. Evidently many activitiesin their time
depended upon hype."

Fringe considered what would make the device seem more

marvelous. "We can say it's ancient,” she offered. "People are always fascinated by ancient things. We
say it was discovered hi some uninhabited place. Desolations are intriguing too. Maybe we'll say
something about the mysterious creators of the machine and how they vanished. We'll call it the Destiny
Machine. . . ." She paused, thinking. "Oh, | know! We can pretend the Arbai invented it."

"Makeit look corroded like the Arbai Door, then."

"I've never seen the Arbai Door."

He described the convolutions and corrosions of the Door while she nodded thoughtfully. When he had
finished, he took in her intent expression and laughed. "Fringe Owldark. | didn't expect it of you. |
marked you as lacking imagination."

She flushed, angry at him. "'l have as much as | need, Danivon Luze. Isn't it the kind of thing you
wanted?"

"Oh, yes. It's quite marvelous. Finish it. Tell me what you need, if anything. Y ou'll have to have some
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kind of traveling crate for it. We're leaving in two days' time." He stood smiling at her, obviously
enjoying what he was looking at.

She flushed again, at first in embarrassment, then in annoyance at his smile. It knew too much. It
belonged to one who had read her Book. Who had transgressed upon her privacy. "Well then," she said
In an angry voice, "let me get on with it."

"It'samost mealtime," he wheedled. "Y ou must have a favorite eating place. Let's go there."

She shook her head, still peevish. "No. | should get this thing mostly finished before we go, though | can
add the final bits and pieces on the way. Besides, I'm not hungry." Her palms were wet, and she wiped
them on her trousers, a gesture of rgjection. "We'll have plenty of time for lunchesin Tolerance."

He flushed. "No. Sorry. |I've received orders. . . ."

"Orders?'

"I'm not to return to Tolerance. For some reason old Boarmus wants me to stay clear of the place. He's
invented ajob for me hi Denial. Curviswill go with you to Tolerance, and I'll meet you two and the
twinsin the Curward Isles.”

She stared at him in bewilderment. Why should Danivon be warned away from Tolerance? Him, a
Council Enforcer? She didn't ask that question, but instead, "Why do | have to go to Tolerance at aU
then?'

"Don't you want to be initiated as a Council Enforcer?' he asked.

"Isit required?' she demanded.

"Well . . . not strictly, no."

"Then | don't."

"It's anice ceremony, very impressive ritua."

"I don't like ceremony. | don't like ritual." She avoided either, whenever she could. They reminded her
unpleasantly of other things, other times.

He shrugged. "Well, take your ceremonials anyhow. Boarmus will probably want to see you. He does
that with all the Council people." He rummaged in a pocket and drew out atravel disc that he dropped
on the table by the machine. "Here's your authorization. Ther€'ll be a CE flier at the northeast flight
center, first watch, day after tomorrow."

She nodded, silently.

"You'll need help with your machine."

“I'm competent,” she muttered. "I can manage.”

"I was only offering. ..."
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"Not needed," she said, dismissing him, standing where she was until he had gone, until the door was
shut behind him, until she could catch her breath.
"No," she said to no one in particular. "Absolutely not needed.”

She did need help with the machine, but she got it from Ahl Dibai Bloom, who brought two craftsmen
over and stayed most of the day. They came to help her finish the construction and build a traveling
case, but they got so involved in playing with the gadget it was hours before they accomplished what
they'd come for. When they were finished, the device was larger and vastly more complicated than the
one Danivon had seen. Also Fringe had done what she could to make the machine look old and
mysterious, with capsules that seemed truly oracular by virtue of their odd spellings and dim archaic
|ettering.

"I want one, Fringe!" Bloom demanded, chortling over his fortune—his eleventh or twelfth, all different.
"I want a machine like this, abigger one, for my place in the Swale."

"So, we'll build another one, Bloom," she said, dropping some newly lettered capsules into the supply
box.

"When?"'

"When | get back."

"And when will that be?'

"Your guessis as good as mine."

"| was afraid of that. Will you take care, lady love?"

"Always, Bloom. If you'll say good-bye to Zasper for me."

"| think he plansto do that for himself."

Zasper did plan to do that for himself, arriving at the flight center as the Destiny Machine was being
loaded. He didn't come directly to the place Fringe was standing, but went off across the field to where
Danivon was packing himself into another flier. Fringe noticed, to her amazement, that Zasper hugged
him like kin. When he came back across the field, he greeted Curvis like an old friend before taking
Fringe's hand and presenting atiny box.

"What's this?" she asked suspicioudly.

"A present,” he said. "A nothing, Fringe. A keepsake."

She choked, felt herself getting red.

"No," he said firmly. "You're not to get angry and flustered at me. | want you to take it and wear it to
remember me by. When you see n\ you say, 'Zasper thought | was al right whatever | wanted to be. |
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didn't need to be anyone else for Zasper.
Shefelt tears.

"Promise you will?"

"Promise," she said softly.

"Fringe," he said as softly. "Y ou know, along time ago | told you about that boy | saved. It might be
wise not to mention that on your way to ... to wherever." His eyes flicked sideways, to the place
Danivon'sflier had been.

"Hell, Zasper. What do you take me for. Of course not." She said it, but her mind was elsewhere, putting
together the hug, the glance, his obvious discomfort. So Danivon had been the little boy Zasper'd
rescued. Well!

"Well then. Good luck, girl. Attend the Situation!" He saluted, turned himself about, and stalked away,
back rigid, shoulders straight.

When she was in her cubicle aboard the flier, she opened the box. A circlet of gold and a chain. The
circlet made up of the words "Just as sheis."

It hurt. It hurt like that time Char had offered to sell the house. What she felt was something grabbing at
her, something holding on to her. She knew it as pain, a pain she'd learned to avoid. She hung the circlet
around her neck, but-

toned her shirt over it, felt it burning against her skin, and tried to forget it was there.

Why couldn't he just have said good-bye?

The people of Tolerance were charming and hospitable and so mannered that Fringe felt they stuck to
her like swamp slime. The place itched her. It dripped into her boots. Being here made her want to bathe,
over and over, and she could not tell why. There was something severely amissin Tolerance, though no
one seemed to notice but her.

"Relax! We're only here for aday or so," said Curvis, giving her a curious look. "Are you always this
jumpy?* They were returning from the Rotunda balcony where Fringe had moved the components of an
excellent dinner around on her plate without eating any of them.

She twitched, flushing. "No. I'm not. | don't know what's the matter with me. If | were Danivon, I'd say |
was smelling something very wrong."

Tolerance seemed no different to Curvis than it had always been. There was always a good deal of
tension in the place. And then recently there'd been that case of dismemberment and disappearance, but
that mystery would no doubt soon be solved. Some visitor gone mad, no doubt. It happened sometimes.
Curvis had never been alert to nuance, so he had no inkling of what was bothering Fringe.

Nonetheless, he attempted reassurance. "Tolerance always has a kind of agitation about it, too many
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people in too small a space, monitoring, fussing, like that."

"Agitation alone wouldn't make me feel like this."

"Do the twins make you uncomfortable?'

She shook her head. It wasn't the twins. She had at first been in an agony of embarrassment over the
twins, but it wasn't them. "They speak Linguavery well," she said lamely. Though learning to talk with
such strange beings, even in Lingua, was a problem she had struggled with. "Though it'salittle hard for
me to figure them out."

Bertran and Nela had noted her discomfort. She had been obviously anxious to say the right thing or, at
the least, to avoid saying the wrong one, and their first interchange had been marked by long silences
and inconsequential mutters. After atime, however, she had devised a solution that suited her, for she
began to act toward them as she might have done

toward two totally independent persons. She stopped trying to make sense of their condition, stopped
saying "you" to include them both, and began to address them as Nela and Bertran, speaking to them
separately, as distinct people.

"As| was saying to Nelajust awhile ago," she would say to Bertran, ignoring that he must have heard.
Or to Nela, "As | remarked to Bertran . . ." She had decided to pretend that only one of them was present
at atime, though the time might be only momentary. After an hour or so of being amused at her, they
adapted to her pretense, finding it novel if not entirely convincing.

Fringe, to her own amazement, became quite comfortable with them, more than she was with most
people. When in company, she usualy felt herself to be the anomaly. Compared to Bertran and Nela, she
was ordinary. By the second day, she was becoming confidential with them, almost voluble.

"She belongs in asideshow," Nelaremarked to her twin. "Just aswe did. Y ou see how easy sheis
getting to be with us? Y et, see how she behaves with others, all flushes and starts, or silent as a rock.
Gauche, Aunt Sizzy would have said. No poise, except when sheis being professional.”

"I don't understand,” said Bertran, who had been thinking of something else.

"She thinks she's afreak," explained Nela softly. "Don't you see? No matter what person she is being,
she feels others will judge it to be inadequate. So, she's constantly on the defensive. And so arewe, ina
way, all of which makes us colleagues, friends. Now that she is used to me, when she sees something
amusing, she gives me a girlish glance, making me her coconspirator. She's never had any friends, but
she's becoming our ... my friend."

"Why would she not have friends?' he asked, amazed. " She's a beautiful woman!"

Nela nodded thoughtfully. " The beauty has come upon her recently, | think, and she doesn't
acknowledge it. And who knows exactly why? Something to do with the way she was reared, perhaps.
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Rejected by this one or that one, perhaps. For whatever reason, she thinks she's afreak.” She shook her
head. Something about Fringe troubled her, some mystery hiding behind those stone-green eyes.

"WEell, so does Danivon think he's afreak,” her twin said. "That's obvious."

"Oh, no, not Danivon," said Nela. "Though heredly isan

oddity, he takes himself for the paradigm of Adam-the-man with bells on. Danivon was reared in an
atmosphere of general approbation. Like a pet puppy. Heis very pleased with himself. Y ou can tell.
Danivon isthe very opposite of Fringe Owldark."

"If heredly isodd, Fringe ought to get along with him at least as well as she does with us," Bertran
persevered.

“No. | think she will not," Nela said soberly. "But it won't be for lack of collegiality, love. I'd wager
that'll be sex."

Fringe took the oath as Council Enforcer in the Grand Master's private office, without ceremony,
accepting with reasonable grace the purple coat they gave her to replace her Enarae Post blue one. They
also attached a jewel ed fatal-hands dangle on the bottom of her Enforcer's badge, the one Zasper had had
made for her with the warrior and the gylph on it. Enforcers could have any device they liked on their
badges, but the dangles were al alike and so were the words around the edge; | Attend the Situation.
She was headed back to her room after the ceremony when a Frickian flunky came to say the Provost
wanted to see her.

The Provost! That would be Boarmus. Well, she thought, as she followed the Frickian up endless stairs
and down lengthy corridors, this was the last bit of businessin Tolerance she had to get through. She
cast asidelong look at herself in along series of mirrors and was satisfied to find herself quite correct.

L eather belt and boots polished. Purple coat swinging absolutely straight from shoulder to ankle. Purple
bonnet tilted to one side, hiding the helm beneath, plumes bushed up like a cock'stail on the other side.
Red silk shirt and trousers flowing and snapping, full everywhere except neck and wrists, and there tight
as her skin. She faced dead ahead and clamped her teeth together, being resolute.

Boarmus was ajowly man with fuzzy eyebrows and an unhealthy pouchiness around his eyes, like a
man who has not slept well in some time. The corners of his mouth lost themselves in pinch wrinkles, as
though he clamped his lips tight often, to shut in words, perhaps.

“I'm Boarmus," he told her, giving her along, measuring look. She was impeccable, leather gleaming,
coat falling in immaculate folds. Her Enforcer's badge shone on her shoulder, the two gold fatal-hands
dangles attesting to her years of

experience, the gemmed one to her new status. He continued, "I am Provost, thus head of the Council."
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"Sir!" she said, standing easy. Bridling at hislook would only gratify him. Besides, it would do no good.
The best defense against that ook, so Zasper had always said, was not to notice it. She stared straight
ahead.

"Y ou took an oath tonight," he reminded her.

She had scarcely had time to forget. She lowered her eyes to meet his and found them veiled, unreadable.
"It was an oath of loyalty to the Council,” he said.

"Sir!" Did he think she hadn't noticed what she was swearing to?

"And, therefore, to me, as head of the Council," he went on.

She wasn't at all certain of that. She had an idea that loyalty to the Council meant to the whole body of
it, not just to one person, even if that one was Provost. She waited to hear what he would say next.

"Y ou are going into an unknown territory. We need to learn everything we can about it." He put out his
hand, and she took the small cube he gave her. "Y ou will carry this transmitter with you, and you will let
me know if anything unusual happens.”

"Sir! | was told Danivon Luze was head of this expedition." Without expression.

Boarmus smiled alizard smile. "All Council Enforcers are under my command. Y ou will be loyal, as
you swore to be, or you will be forsworn." His tone threatened she would not survive long in that event.
"Y ou will not even mention this matter to Danivon Luze."

She did not reply, merely uttered the all-purpose word again. "Sir!" She much wanted to ask, why me,
but it was better to ask nothing, say nothing. Best not to object. Not to inquire. Not to argue. So Zasper
had said, on more than one occasion. "Try never to ask a question of-a superior unless you already know
the answer and are doing it for form's sake. Always be sure where you are standing before you draw a
line and dare another to crossit."

Boarmus nodded dismissively. She bowed, only the requisite bow, and left the Council Provost staring
balefully after her. She could feel his eyes and believed she had given him no satisfaction, but neither
any justification for anger. Zasper had been clear about that too. "Don't let commanders play games
with your head," he had said. "If you are absolutely correct in your manner, they can't fool with you.
That means no expression at all. No insolence. No dismay. No annoyance. Nothing. Y our face should be
blank as a chaffer shell. Y ou should show no feelings. Better yet, you should have no feelings.” It helped
to be wearing ceremonials. The silks and leathers and flapping coattails always made her feel
depersonalized anyhow.

Fringe was wrong about Boarmus. in his opinion she could not have been more perfect. Totally poised.
The true and perfect Enforcer, down to her bright little boots, and very nice they weretoo. A provincial
Enforcer just up from the provinces might have been excused for being a bit awed and stut-tery at being
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brought before the Provost, but this one had given no sign of it. Boarmus had counted on that, on the fact
she was from Enarae and that Zasper Ertigon had been her sponsor. Enarae being the kind of province it
was, Enforcers from there received experience early and often. Zasper being what he was, she was as
advertised. Owldark would serve his need.

"Dead men, sleep,” he muttered to himself. Perhaps he would be lucky. Perhaps they would do nothing
more, nothing worse than they had done, and he, Boarmus, would need to do nothing. But if they did
something, at least he would have let Danivon know.

Back in her quarters, the subject of Boarmus's consideration stripped off her ceremonials and put them in
their case. The purple coat was too fine afabric for daily wear. She would have a heavier one made
when she returned. If she returned. Since they were not going on this expedition as Enforcers, she might
not need Enforcer dress—except for her badge, to identify herself if need be. She pinned it to her
undertunic. "I Attend the Situation." And so she would, whatever it might turn out to be.

Whatever old Boarmus decided it would be. She didn't much like this business with Boarmus. It
smacked of sneaki-ness, ordering her not to tell Danivon. A team could have only one leader; how many
times had she been told that? And what did Boarmus want to hear from her he would not hear from
Danivon Luze?

The transmitter cube lay on her bed, beside the bonnet, featureless, seemingly inert. She picked it up and
turned it in her fingers, eyes suddenly riveted as words appeared on all

faces of it at once, words brought into view, presumably, by the warmth of her hands.

"Give this secretly to Danivon Luze. Slence!”

Even as she read them, they faded, and the cube was blank once more. Her fist closed around the cube as
she pushed it deep into the pack she would be carrying. Well! Boarmus, saying one thing, had done
another, had engaged in misdirection, as though someone was watching him! He didn't want anyone
knowing he was sending a message to Danivon Luze. Clever fat old man. No one could have seen the
words on the little cube. It had gone from his hand to hers. No one could see it where it lay now.

And, cometo think of it, it had been Boarmus who had ordered Danivon not to return to Tolerance. Was
Danivon in some danger? Or was it the Provost himself who was in danger?

Who? she asked herself quietly, moving slowly and deliberately, showing no outward evidence of the
sudden anxiety that she felt. Who could be watching Boarmus? There was no one above the Provost, no
one superior to him! Provost was as high an office as one could achieve on Elsewhere.

Inescapably, however, one had to consider that if Boarmus was being watched, perhaps those he met and
talked with were also being watched, including Fringe herself.

Zasper's tutelage had covered such possibilities. Enforcers routinely went into category-nine and -ten
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places where they might be watched, overheard, spied upon. She pretended unconcern. It wasn't
necessary for her to feign weariness. She got into bed fully intending to sleep at once. "Sleep when you
can, pee when you can, eat when you can" was the common wisdom among Enforcers. She didn't sleep.
Instead she lay long-time wakeful in the dark, going over the stories she had heard about the girl who
had been found dead, the boy who had disappeared, considering the tension in the place, wondering until
the mid-hours of the morning what in the name of holy diversity was going on.

Curvis, Fringe, and the twins flew to the Curward Isles on the following morning. Danivon awaited them
there, and Fringe put the transmitter cube into her pocket, ready to pass on to him. Though she
approached him at various times during the day, Fringe had no opportunity to speak to him alone. Curvis
always hovered at his shoulder, or one of the sailors was there, or some official concerned with loading
their baggage. By midafternoon, when the five of them embarked on the Cur-ward Industrious—a cargo
ship of the Curward fleet—no appropriate occasion had presented itself.

Tb her dismay, no proper occasion arose at any time on the ship, a crowded vessel upon which privacy
was nonexistent. The message to her had said " Secretly” not "Urgently," therefore (she assured herself)
Boarmus had considered confidentiality more important than immediacy. During each of the ensuing
days, she looked for atime or place to pass the cube along without anyone noticing, but there were no
opportunities. Who knew what eyes and ears might exist on the ship? Who knew which of the sailors
might be a spy? If the message was to be passed in complete secrecy, she would have to await an
appropriate and natural occasion.

There was no such occasion. She was never out of hearing of the sailors or other members of their

group. After afew days of frustration, Fringe put the matter out of mind. She would deliver the message
as soon as possible after reaching Panubi.

Meantime, the members of the sideshow spent each day on the forward hatch cover, returning to the tiny
shared cabins only after the night winds had cooled them. Danivon and Curvis exchanged Enforcer
stories and Fringe taught the twins the local trade language. Fringe was a reliable teacher, though more
conscientious than talented. Luckily, Nela and Bertran acquired languages easily. The Curward sailors
offered considerable help with the more vulgar words, since they called out bawdy suggestions
whenever Curvis and the twins practiced their sleight of hand, making things vanish from Curvis's hands
to reappear in Bertran's, or vice versa. The twins knew they were improving when the sailors quit jeering
at their patter and started whistling and telling them jokesin local patois.

Each morning Danivon stripped to his smalls and poured buckets of seawater over himself, watching
Fringe from the corners of his eyesto see if she was appreciating him. He had an appreciable body, or so
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he'd been told, not that she seemed to notice. Danivon found himself getting peevish about it, spending
time contemplating assault, or rape, or both successively. The damned woman would not be anything but
impersonal. She would not meet his eyes. Would not . . . anything.

"What's wrong with me?* he asked Curvisin their cabin aboard the ship, peering at himself in the
mirror, meantime, to seeif he'd grown two heads, though she, Fringe, seemed fonder of two heads than
one! She got along well enough with the twins!

"Nothing," grunted Curvis. "Nothing the matter with you."

"Then why does the fool woman act this way!"

"Shit, Danivon! We're on amission. Attend the Situation. Leave her alone." Curvis had no objection to
women, particularly as cooks or bedmates, but Danivon's preoccupation with Fringe was becoming an
annoyance.

"I don't want to," Danivon said softly. "I just don't want to. She's. . . different.”

Curvis laughed shortly. "The only difference with that woman is she wants nothing to do with you. It's
the novelty of that fact has you fascinated.” Fringe was not atype that appealed to Curvis, and he did not
take Danivon's infatuation with her at all serioudly.

"Why doesn't she want to?"

Curvisglared at him, then grinned. "If you want to understand Fringe, ask Nela. Close as the two halves
of achaffer shell, Fringe and Nela. Bertran will be a good fellow and pretend not to overhear."

So Danivon waited until Fringe was below and asked Nela.

She thought for a moment, recalling things Fringe had said about her childhood. "On the surface, there's
little mystery about Fringe, Danivon. When she was a child, she thought the world began and ended in
her daddy. She talks about him, you know, but always about him when she was atoddler, alittle child.
She was no doubt adorable, as many little beings are. Wide-eyed. Bright-haired. With baby skin and
baby talk. So he petted her like a kitten. Then when she grew older and became prickly and difficult, as
many young folk do when confronting the reality of the world, he shoved her aside as troublesome. |
doubt he meant her harm. He was preoccupied with other problems and had no idea how to deal with a
girl-woman." She shook her head, reflecting that things had not changed much in thousands of years—
not so far as families and children were concerned.

Bertran had the same thought. "It amazes me, Danivon

Luze, that human nature, which had changed little in the several thousand years before our time, is il
unchanged all these millennialater! Man has swept himself along on wings of technology, but he
remains psychologically much the same. As| read it, Char Dorwalk's life was unconventional enough
that it let him in for agood deal of criticism from his class and family. Perfection in his children would
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have justified his break with convention."”

"Bertran may beright," Nela said in adoubtful tone. "Since his daughter was not perfect, she justified
nothing. He may have resented her falling short of his expectations.”

"Which has what to do with me?" growled Danivon.

"Only this," said Nela. "Little girls learn about men from their fathers. They learn to trust, or not; to
respect, or not. And Fringe may remember her daddy being handsome and charming and herself being of
little value to him when push came to shove. And aren't you handsome and charming also, Danivon
Luze?!

"I wouldn't treat her like that!"

"Of course not," Nelasaid, turning her attention to the costume she was sewing for Fringe. "Oh, of!
course you wouldn't, Danivon Luze."

When Danivon left, Bertran asked, "Y ou said, 'On the surface,' Nela. What did you mean?"

She gazed at the sparkling waves, her hands for the moment still. "Only that it's all too easy an
explanation for how Fringeis, Bertran. Y ou know, some people are the way life has made them be ..."
"A truism, dear sister,” he interjected.

". .. and some are the way they are, despite what life hands out. I'm not sure which appliesin her case.
There is something about Fringe that feels. . . immutable.”

Bertran hadn't noticed it, but he took her word for it.

Nela was curious enough to mention the matter,to Fringe. "He's a good-looking man," she said to Fringe.
"Y ou're sure you want nothings to do with him?'

"Certain sure," muttered Fringe. "Listen to the man talk. Never awoman mentioned except as someone
met on the way who gives him directions to the nearest alehouse. | think that unlikely."

"True," mused Nela. "When aman like that expresses no grief over alost love, no sorrow over afailed
one, it would give one pause."

"Perhaps he 'is ssmply chivalrous and chooses not to speak of women," Bertran offered.

"If he chooses nat, it's because they were so few they are sacred to him or so many he's forgotten most
of them," Fringe flared up.

Bertran laughed. "Y ou choose neither to blaspheme hisrelics nor be added to histrivialities, isthat it?"
Yes. That wasit. She thought that was it. "An Enforcer can't afford that kind of distraction,” she said
soberly, believing it quite sincerely.

The twins had no idea what an Enforcer could afford. Since members of the Craft were habitually either
reticent or euphemistic about most aspects of their work, the twins had come to picture Enforcers as
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made up of equal parts public health inspectors and accountants. Though they asked endless questions
about other things, somehow they never thought to find out about Enforcers.

"I want to know about these Arbai creatures,” demanded Bertran |ate one afternoon, when they had all
wearied of other diversions and were lying about, half insensible from the sun. "And also about these
Hobbs Land Gods. Thereligion in which | was reared would say they cannot exist, but you all seem to
accept their existence."

Danivon exchanged looks with Curvis. Fringe continued her exploration of her toes, which had lately
acquired a pesty itch.

"Well?' demanded Bertran.

"What can wetell you," droned Fringe.

"Just tell me all about them, or it."

Fringe took a deep breath. "Well, asto the Arbai, | can't tell you much. They made the Doors and
scattered them around, and they went extinct from a plague. That's al anyone knows about them."
"Not quite," said Curvis.

"That'sal | know," she said.

Curvis shook his head. "They wrote books, which have been translated and can be found in the Files,
though they don't make much sense to humans. And they built cities. Actually, there's quite a bit about
them in the Files, if you're interested. It's true, though, that they're extinct."

"Well, tell about the Hobbs Land Gods, then," asked Nela.

Fringe said, " Some time ago, quite a number of genera-

tions, the human settlers on afarm world called Hobbs Land discovered ..."

"Were discovered by," amended Curvis.

"... akind of parasitic growth that propagates through soil and rock and into trees and buildings and
flesh...."

"A kind of net," said Curvis.

"A root system," corrected Danivon. "That grew in people.”

"And animals," said Fringe. "That is, intelligent animals. And other races."

"How dreadful!" cried Nela. "Couldn't they kill it?"

"They didn't try," said Danivon:

"They liked it," said Fringe with disgust. "And | would appreciate being allowed to tell this story without
interruption. After all, it was my ancestors who fled from the Hobbs Land system, not yours!" She
glared at Curvis and Danivon.
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"I didn't know that," said Danivon. "Enarae was settled by people from the Hobbs Land system?"

‘Til tell it my way, al right?"

The others subsided.

"From your tone, | assume this thing, this fungus or whatever, did not kill the people or animals
involved," said Ber-tran, with such distaste as to imply it had been far better had the stuff killed them
instantly.

"It did not kill them, no," said Fringe. "It mushed them up with animals and other races until they could
all sort of read one another's minds and it made them into something they called Fauna Sapiens.” She
shuddered dramatically. "The point is, of course, that they were all enslaved by this thing, humans and
other races both, Once enslaved, some of them sneaked into the galaxy spreading the stuff around!"
"Saint Sam," said Curvis, interrupting once more. "Wasn't it Saint Sam?"

"Saint Sam was the one who went through the Arbai Door in search of the Thyker prophetess. However,
before all that, people went from Hobbs Land to the other planets in the system, to Thyker and Phansure
and Ahabar. My forefathers were weapons engineers who lived in one of the northern provinces of
Phansure. Our people would not be enslaved! Before the Gods got to their province, they fled all the
way across the galaxy to Enarae the First. Even that turned out not to be safe, because the Gods kept
spreading.”

"And no one could kill them, it?"

"Once 4t had hold of you . . ."

"It must be like adrug,” said Nelafirmly. "Something addictive. We had that, in our time. Drugs that
could be absolutely lethal, you could know they were going to kill you, but you used them anyhow."
"But thiswasn't adrug and it didn't kill you," corrected Fringe. "That wasiit, you see. It didn't. But it did
make people not people anymore. Not human. That's why my ancestors ran away!"

"How, not human!" demanded Bertran.

The three Enforcers looked at one another and shrugged. "Not human,” muttered Fringe. "That's all.
Endaved, like | said!"

"Why did people like it so much if it wasn't like adrug?' asked Nelain an obstinate voice. "I mean. . . ."
"Because," said Fringe, "it sort of ... got rid of alot of their problems, | guess.”

"Well, drugs do that. Or seem to."

"No, thisreally did. That'swhat made it so insidious.”

"What kind of problems?' asked Bertran.

Fringe shrugged. " Problems between people. Environmental problems. Y ou know, problems. The kinds
people have."
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"That would be insidious," he murmured. "Y ou're saying it was benign, then. Beneficial."

"If something makes you a slave, how can it be beneficial," cried Danivon, shivering angrily. He found
the discussion intensely disturbing. "Even if you're. . . superficially more. . . peaceable, if you don't do
it yoursalf, if it'simposed onyou . ..."

Bertran felt argumentative. "Well, in our time, in our religion, for example, we might say a man
incapable of solving his problems by himself could do so by God's grace. Would that have made him a
slave to grace?'

"It's not the same thing," Danivon said furiously. "Y ou might have had enough of this grace to solve
your problems, but it would still have been just you, individually, not everybody all mushed up
together. ..."

Bertran said, "Y ou're talking about some kind of hive mind? People lost their own personalities? Their
own minds?’

Fringe nodded slowly. She hadn't thought about it in those terms before, but that sounded right. "No
diversity,” she added. "They were al alike. Not like here." All of Enarae—

al of Elsewhere—believed thiswas true. It was the ultimate horror. "They al thought, believed, acted
the same.”

The twins regarded each other with a measure of skepticism. "In our world," said Nela at last, "there
were certain authoritarian regimes that regulated what beliefs people could have. At least, the beliefs that
could be publicly spoken of."

"We have those too," said Danivon. "Molock, for example. Also Derbeck. And there's awhole bunch of
totalitarian provinces over by the Throckian Gulf."

"People could be imprisoned, or tortured and executed, for saying or writing things indicative of the
wrong attitude?' asked Nela

Danivon nodded. "Y es, that's true in Molock and Derbeck too."

"Or for trying to escape?"’

"Yes. That'salso truein Thrasis."

"We had some societies that were divided along racial lines, with one race being enslaved by another,”
Bertran went on.

"Derbeck again," said Curvis. "Where the High Houm lord it over the Murrey, and the chimi-hounds
over them all."

"Or where the military ruled the civilians. ..."

"Frick," said Danivon. "In Frick if you're not from amilitary family, you're nothing."
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Nelatook up the inventory. "Though there were also some supposedly freedom-loving countries, though
they had rather burdensome bureaucracies. . . ."

"New Athens," said Danivon. "They make a big thing out of freedom in New Athens, but even they
know they're davesto their bureaucracy. They make jokes about it, but they don't really think it's funny."
"We had so-called benevolent despotism in some places. Where a strong man ran the country but most
of the people approved of the way he did it."

"Sandylwaith," said Curvis. "High Lord Say-so in Sandylwaith. Y ou obey the lawv—and the law's
sensible mostly, for it's a peaceful, lovely place, Sandylwaith—and you get along fine. But if you break
the law, there's no second chance. High Lord Say-so will have your ears off first, then your feet and your
eyes next, with what's left of you sitting in the square as awarning to the popul ace.”

"Dreadful," shuddered Nela.

"Well," Danivon offered judiciously, "there's no crime or violence to speak of in Sandylwaith. No
thievery. No rape. The people there like the system, even though you might say they're all slaves of the
Lord. Of course, what happens when the current High Lord Say-so dies, who knows? Some of them
haven't been so sensible.”

"We had religious dictatorships, run by old men, hereditary cultists, where women had no rights at al,"
Bertran said.

"Thrasis," said Curvis. "We don't even send female Enforcersto Thrasis. Women go velled in Thrasis;
they are property, first of their begetters and then of whoever they're sold to. If their ownersdie, they go
into the towers of the prophet, for the prophet owns all otherwise unattached females in the country."
"They are al his property," said Fringe, making a face.

"Enforcers do not have opinions on the internal matters of provinces," said Danivon in a mocking tone.
"Don't make faces, Enforcer!"

He was right! She hadn't even realized she was doing it. She flushed.

"Of course," Danivon went on, "in Beanfields, men have about the same status aswomen do in Thrasis.
Mother-dear rules in Beanfields, and every man is owned by his mother. Not his real mother, but his
surro-mother. Whoever hisreal mother gives him to. When male Enforcers go there, afemale Enforcer
always goes along as their mother. Otherwise they're up for grabs."

"And thisisthe diversity you are sworn to preserve?’ asked Nela.

"There are one thousand and three provinces,” said Fringe. "We have mentioned only atiny few of them.
On Elsewhere, mankind is free to be whatever he can, or will."

The twins thought about this for atime before Bertran asked, "L et us suppose one of the women of
Thrasis wishes to escape. Or one of the—what did you call them? The Murrey? —one of the Murrey
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from Derbeck? Let us suppose a civilian from Frick grows weary of being ruled by soldiers. What
recourse have they?'

"I don't understand,” said Danivon. "Recourse?"

"Arethey freeto leave?"

"Of course not," said Fringe. "Persons must stay in their own place, in the diversity to which they were
born."

"But..." Nelaoffered, "if they try to escape, aren't they

being diverse? | mean, even more diverse, when they choose to be something else?’

"Where would they go?' asked Fringe gently. "There's no place for them. Except for the middle of
Panubi, all the places are taken up."”

"Whether there is any place for them or not, if they cannot leave, then Elsewhere is not devoted to what /
would call diversity,” said Bertran. "All of its people are imprisoned in their own systems, though each
system may be different.”

"What would you call it then?' asked Danivon curiously.

The twins thought about this for atime. It was Nelawho spoke at |ast.

"I'd call it apeople zoo," she said. "Just like zoos on Earth of long ago, with all the people in habitats."
Fringe and Danivon shared a pitying glance. Poor things. They had no idea what they were talking about
at al.

THREE

7

The sideshow arrived in Shallow late one afternoon when the ship dropped anchor near alagoon of blue
lilies, a scene of such tranquillity that it was only the muttering among the sailors that told the travelers
something was amiss.

"What are they going on about?' Curvis asked of the captain.

"They're wonderin' where the people are," he said in a puzzled voice. "And so am |."

"People?!

"The folk of Shallow. Every time we come in here they're swarmin' about hi those little round gossie
boats, but today's like there was a sign on us sayin' ‘plague.’ Where are they?"

The question was partially answered after some little time when a bargelike vessel moved toward them
from far across the lagoon.
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"What isthat?' asked Danivon, pointing toward the building from which the vessel came, asizable
structure with several wings set on pilings above the water. The piazzas running the length of each floor
spilled with flowering vines, like gardens piled in terraces above the water.

"Heron House," the sailor said. "An' that'll be the Heron House gainder-yat comin' to get you. Best get
your bundles up.”

"Heron House?'

"You folk are goin' upriver, so you'll need someplace to bide until your river-yat comes. That'sit: Heron
House, built and managed by the Heron family of Shallow, them that run

the yats. You'll stay there unless you fancy growing webs on your fingers and paddling upriver in gossle
boats, the way most folk in Shallow do." He looked about them at the empty water and amended his
discourse. "Usually do, that is. I'd like to know what's happened to 'em all, | would."

So would we, thought Danivon. So would we!

They brought their bundles up, though their preparedness did nothing to hurry the approach of the
gainder-yat, which took its own good time, making several lengthy stops on the way. Waiting was not
unusual in Shallow, so said the Curward sailors. "Slow folk in Shallow," they said. "Deep folk in Deep,
and wearisome folk in Salt Maresh." Even when the boat finally arrived, it stood a distance from the
Curward vessel while those manning it looked them over and whispered to one another in fearful voices.
Danivon's nose twitched painfully. Something badly awry here. The people from the hostelry were
extremely apprehensive, no question. Fearful they were, but of what?

Eventually the Shallow folk decided the Curward vessel held no risk, and the gainder-yat came close
enough to gather them into its capacious wide-bottomed self before wallowing away across the lagoon,
its sculling oar plied by half a dozen web-fingered folk who started at every sound or movement their
passengers made.

Except for afew cleared waterways leading toward the hostelry's entry float and stairs, the lagoon was
carpeted with the blue-flowered lilies. Long-toed birds ran across the pads, snatching at jewel-winged
flies and being snatched at in turn by toothy gaver snouts that emerged explosively from among the
leaves. From the edge of the lagoon something made a mel odic thumping among the reeds, as though on
aset of tuned drums.

"A new place," cried Nela. "Bertran, a new place." She clapped her hands, determined to be joyful.

Her twin stared morosely at the water, thinking of diving, of swimming, of disporting himself like a
penguin, like aseal. Or even like one of those toothy gavers with their sleek hides and webbed feet.
Alone, of course. Unencumbered. If this expedition turned out well, he might return here, alone,
unencumbered. He did not speak of thisto Nela. It seemed a bitter thought when she was trying so hard
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to seem happy.

"A new place," he agreed, imagining the water flowing along his naked skin, imagining that skin sleek
from hip to

shoulder, not bulged and emerged as it was, not shared, but his own. As always, these thoughts brought a
mingled feeling, part guilty pleasure, part hopeless pain. It would never happen. Though he dreamed and
dreamed, it would come to nothing.

They docked at the Heron House float. Web-handed folk dressed in wraparound skirts came to take their
bundles and precede them up the wide stairs to three adjacent rooms at the end of a corridor. They were
told food would be served shortly on their shared piazza, at the end of which woven panels had been
pulled across to give them privacy.

"Someone or something important to us is going on here, in this place," remarked Danivon to nobody in
particular as he leaned over therailing. "1 can smell it. But there are no public rooms! How are we to
find out what's going on?"

"Welll do what we planned to do all along," said Fringe as she went to stand beside Nela and Bertran,
who were aready leaning across the railing. "Well do our sideshow business down there on the float
and see who gathers."

"What abeautiful place," said Nela, taking Fringe's hand and squeezing it affectionately. "Lucky people
of Shallow, to have settled here."

"Lucky indeed," said Danivon moodily. "For | doubt they were given any choice in the matter."

"Didn't the people who fled here settle where they liked?' asked Bertran, puzzled.

Danivon shook his head. "They were met by a Frickian army and assigned where to go by Supervisors.
Since the people of Shallow already had webbed hands and feet, the Supervisors did at least give them a
wet province, for which | suppose they were duly grateful."

Fringe turned toward him, her eyebrows drawn together in a thoughtful frown. "I'd always assumed
Council Supervisory was selected to run the planet after all the original Brannigan people died. Who
were they then?"

Danivon snorted. "I've already made the mistake of asking that question. Files said it had no
information. My rule has been that when Filesis silent, it is better not to pursue the matter." He laughed
ruefully, almost silently. "I broke my rule and asked the question a second time. Since then I've been
smelling trouble." He'd been smelling something a good deal worse than that, but no point in frightening
the others.

Still, he could not completely disguise his apprehension,

and Fringe was stabbed by sudden anxiety. Since their first meeting she had thought of him in bold
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bright colors without shadows, one of the hero-type Enforcers much touted at Academy, one of those
Zasper called the fireworks boys, who skated always on the edge of risk, laughing at death, fearless and
puissant. What she had heard in his voice was simple fear, however, which she well recognized. With a
pang of conscience, she remembered the transmitter cube in her pack. Perhaps he had good reason to be
fearful. Perhaps that was why Boarmus had told her to deliver the thing privately.

Certainly apuzzle! She glanced at Danivon from under her lashes, seeing his brooding face fixed upon
something distant and invisible. Despite all the rules she had set herself to live by, al her rejection of
involvement, a part of her yearned to comfort him or, at the very least, share his concerns. A colleague
could do that. She could offer him friendship at least.

No. It would only end in pain, she told herself sternly. Friendship wasn't what he had in mind.
Friendship wasn't what she had in mind, either. Leave well enough jalone!

You've survived pain before, so use that, aleering voice inside her whispered. Use it to get the job done!
She flushed guiltily as she felt Nela's hand on her own, squeezing it.

"Your heart'sin your face, lady."

Fringe flushed. "Not my heart, Nela. Quite a different part of my anatomy, I'm afraid. And | didn't know
it showed." She flushed and cast a sidelong glance at Bertran.

"Berty doesn't listen to girl talk."

Nelaand Fringe had engaged in alot of girl talk on the voyage. Chitchat about themselves and their
feelings. Bertran, who had been an unfailing listener (even with his eyes fixed on a book to pretend
noninvolvement), wondered at complexitiesin Nela he had never known of. Complexities and
affections, for Fringe was Nelas first real woman friend, and Fringe was genuinely fond of Nela, a
situation he found both ironic and amusing. Fringe should, he told himself, have been equally fond of
them both, though she obviously was not. Of Bertran she was almost as wary as she was of Danivon.
"There's nothing to talk about," Fringe replied now, compressing her lips, making aface. "1'm not going
to get involved, Nela. It wouldn't be sensible.”

Nela heard the self-doubt in the words and shook her head

in sympathy. "l guess | can understand. Though | sometimesthink I'd give. . . well, alot, just to have
the chance to get involved."

Beside her, Bertran took a sudden breath, and she came to herself with a start, aware he might well have
misunderstood —or understood too well.

"Sorry," Nelamuttered, looking around desperately for something to change the subject. She pointed
toward the long-toed birds stalking across the lily pads. "Remember the story we told on the voyage, the
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one about the turtle who wanted to fly?' she said brightly. "It's a pity our turtle didn't choose those birds
to emulate instead of swallows. Waders, not fliers. Turtle might have done quite well as awader."

Now it was Bertran who flushed guiltily, aware his thoughts would have been as wounding to Nela as
her words had been to him. Perhaps he should make up his mind to stay awader himself. It might be
more profitable than this endless wanting! '

All this private agonizing was interrupted by a flap-footed woman of Shallow who bustled onto the
piazzato hang lamps above the long table and set it with plates and goblets preliminary to the arrival of
two servitors bearing covered platters of food. They looked, so Fringe thought, like frog angels: webbed
hands, wide mouths, and bright halos of frizzed hair glowing in the lamplight.

"Can you tell me who's staying here?' Danivon asked them.

"Persons," the woman answered, gesturing with a webbed hand. "Women from Beanfields, people from
Choire and from Salt Maresh. Some prophet's men from Thrasis. Come to buy fish or baled fye fiber,
mostly."

Danivon persisted. "Have you heard any rumors of strange things happening lately? Here or up the River
Fohm?"

One of the servitors shivered, almost dropping the platter he was carrying. He was, Fringe thought, a
very frightened frog angel, his face drawn and pallid.

Hisfellow came to take the platter from him, and they murmured together.

"Tell me!" Danivon insisted. "1 know something's wrong. What's happened?"

"Noises,” said the second man, almost belligerently, his arm about his friend. "Noises coming from the
reeds. And

people go out in the gossle boat, then there is only the empty boat. His son went in a gossle boat to fish.
That's aH we found, the empty boat, but therewas. . . flesh init."

The other man gasped, gulped, and fled.

"Have you seen anything at all?" asked Danivon, more gently.

The woman answered soberly, " Some people have seen shining places in the reeds. Sometimes. * .
sometimes dead people, or parts of what might be dead people. Maybe that could be gavers, but gavers
don't leave flesh neatly cut.”

The man nodded abruptly. "We hear aso of dragons."

The sideshow exchanged glances among themselves.

"Dragons?’ Danivon prompted.

"We have not seen them here. The men of Thrasis bring word of dragons. They see them from their
borders, off in the distance." The servitor shivered again. "Isit the dragons, taking our people?"
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"We don't know." Danivon shook his head. "We'd like to find out. Can you tell us anything else.”

They shrugged. Abruptly the woman said, "Y oui asked who was staying here. | fotgot the old people.”
"Old people?' breathed Fringe.

"The old woman. The old man. Very old." She mimed a tottering ancient, stumping along with a cane.
"We have never seen people so old. They ask the same questions you do. What have we seen? What do
we think? They are away, just now. Soon they will return.”

"Where are they from?" asked Curvis. "What province?"

"Noplace," said the servitor firmly. "We asked them, and they said noplace."

He shivered again, making an apologetic gesture, then he and the woman dlipped away, like frogsinto a
pool.

"| take it you expected that information?* asked Bertran with a curious glance at Danivon, as he pulled
two chairs close together for himself and Nela.

Danivon, who had started at the word "noplace,”" came to himself. "Dragons, yes. Disappearances herein
Shallow, no."

"There was that in Tolerance too," said Fringe.

"What do you mean?' asked Danivon.

"There was a disappearance in Tolerance just before Fringe and | arrived there," said Curvis. "And a
mysterious death. Two youngsters. 1'd forgotten to tell you."

Danivon's face paled.

"Talk about that later," said Nelafirmly. "I don't want to hear about such things over dinner. Did you
expect to hear about old people, Danivon?"

Danivon took a deep breath. "I didn't expect to hear anything about old people, no." He sat beside them
distractedly, paying no attention to the plates they were passing about. "How do we find out more about
these dragons?"

"Well set up the sideshow on the landing float," repeated Fringe, watching Danivon from beneath her
lashes. " People will see us from these porches and come down to see what we're doing, and we can ask
about dragons. That was the idea, after all, wasn't it?"

Danivon looked up distractedly. "l suppose that was the idea, yes," he grunted.

"Evening? Morning?' Curvis demanded, annoyed by Danivon's distractions.

"Not enough light this evening, it's already getting dim. We'll wait for daylight. Tomorrow morning."
"Tomorrow," agreed Fringe thankfully. She longed for an evening spent alone, now that the crowded
voyage was over. She would bathe, lengthily. She would luxuriate in quiet. She would wash her hair!
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Will you now? her conscience demanded. And what about the transmitter cube Boar mus gave you for
Danivon?

This fretted her, making her sorry she had remembered it. Danivon was sharing a room with Curvis,
however, so she couldn't ssmply take it to him. But soon they would go upriver in a boat no less crowded
than the Curward vessel had been. No privacy there!

She dithered, wondering how to get him alone without being obvious about it. Well, shit, he was an
Enforcer and so was she! There were all those covert Enforcer signals she had learned and almost never
used/All she had to do was wait until Curviswas out of the room.

Though Curvis seemed determined not to leave the room. He stuck to Danivon like glue. When he did
leave at last, Danivon was right behind him.

"Danivon," Fringe said, getting him to turn in the doorway. "Sleep well." She made the surreptitious
gesture that requested a private meeting.

"Good night," he answered absently, eyes on her hands, his surprise betrayed by one soaring eyebrow.
Well, so much for secret signals, she reflected sourly. Proba-

bly he hadn't used the damned signals any oftener than she had. Anyone watching his face would have
wondered what was going on. She turned, then blushed to find Nela's speculative eyes upon her.

The tap at her door came late.

"Y ou wanted to see me?" he said softly when she let him in, casting a quick ook around the room to see
if they were alone.

She had looked over the room as best she could, without obviously searching it, but there was no way to
tell for sure that there weren't spy eyes watching. So, if she were to pass the cube along secretly, as
Boarmus had ordered, it would have to be done in the guise of something else. She'd planned the most
misleading thing she could think of: an embrace, a hug, maybe even with some kissing and fondling.

"I thought it was time we got to know one another better," she said throatily, purposefully seductive.
His mouth fell open. "Well." He stared for a moment, then grinned. "What took you so long, Fringe
Owldark?"

She moved toward the chair by the window, barely able to keep herself from snarling at him. The
monstrous ego of the man! She took a deep breath and turned, ready to utter the next flirtatious phrase
she'd rehearsed, only to find herself against him, her chin pressed into his chest. Shetried to step back,
but his arms were around her. She started to say something, but hislips were on hers. She had planned
on this happening, but not so quickly. . . .

Everything inside her loosened in an unfamiliar way and she couldn't remember what she'd been going
to say. He half dragged, half carried her toward the bed and they fell onto it together, arms and legs
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aready entwined, tangled in their clothing, she dizzy, trying to think of words that would get her out of
this, he busy finding flesh to touch. When she thought of something at last, his mouth was still on hers;
she couldn't breathe, then didn't want to breathe.

After which she forgot about breathing or speaking or doing anything. Anything that needed doing was
doing itself. The room was washed by dim ripples of torchlight reflected from the water outside. The
only sounds she could hear were the cry of anight bird, the sob of her own breath, the murmur of
Danivon's voice saying not-quite words. Then everything went to pieces in mirrorlike shards, inside,
outside, the sky breaking apart, her thought shattering into splinters that

didn't connect to anything. He said something urgently, but she couldn't tell what it was. The room
rocked on the wavelets, gently, as though it floated.

After along, quiet time, she opened her eyes and stared through the window at the stars, half in wonder,
half in anger. She'd planned this! She'd planned to do this, well, not exactly this, but something like this.
But she hadn't planned . . . hadn't planned for the sky to come apart. Damn it. Why had that had to
happen! Why had she done it? Why had she thought she could pretend . . . then pretend she hadn't?
Angry tearsfilled her eyes, and she wiped the wetness away with one hand as she reached for her pack
with the other, feeling automatically for the comb she'd made sure was there on top, next to the cube
Boarmus had given her. Her hand came out, the cube hidden in her palm, the comb in her fingers.
"Danivon," she said huskily, her voice seeming to come from some unfamiliar place inside her.
"Fringe," he whispered, inviting her, drawing the word out, making a caress of it.

She refused to understand him as she put her lips against his ear. "Boarmus gave me a message for you."
He started, but she held him down with her full weight, keeping him from moving, afraid that if he
moved . . .

"Secret, Danivon. He believes he's being watched. Maybe we are. The message is here in my hand. Take
it. Don't examine it until you're sure you're alone, where no one can see. Not even Curvis."

"Fringe," he murmured, asin a dream.

"Shhh." She lay beside him, closing his hand around the cube, holding it in her own. In a moment, he
breathed deeply, half asleep once more, and she sat up to comb her hair, hearing the snap and spark as
the comb slid down the long tresses. No one was watching, but just in case. . . just in case. All she was
doing was combing her hair. Not braiding it» because she wasn't an Enforcer, not here in Shallow. She
was just awoman kissing her lover and combing her hair. That's all. Let spy-eyes make what they would
of that! She sought her fastener among their tumbled clothing, knotted her hair on the top of her head,
and pushed the teeth of the fastener through it, feeling the fangs as though they went into her flesh.
Then she extricated herself bit by slow bit, her clothes, her limbs, her feelings, all of her, back together
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in one place. So.

Now what was she going to do? She'd sworn she wouldn't get involved with Danivon Luze, and she'd
done it anyhow. She'd let it happen. Lying to herself. Calling it duty when it had probably been lust all
thetime. She didn't call it love, didn't think of that, didn't let herself think of that, even though she
wanted to lie down beside him once more, lay her lips at his throat, |ose herself. She wanted to feed on
him, sate all her hungers with him, soak him into herself, root herself in him. Be whole with him, whole
as she had never been. That's what love must be for, to feel like that.

At least, so Souile had said once. Love was to make yourself whole. Well, it hadn't worked for Souile,
had it? Or for Char. It hadn't worked for anyone Fringe knew.

And when it didn't work, it was worse than nothing. It was regret, sorrow, love sucking you in until you
couldn't move, holding you down, making you stop struggling and taking you over, just as Danivon had
done. Like the Hobbs Land Gods. Taking you over. Eating you up and leaving you too stupid even to
know you didn't exist anymore!

She took a deep, trembling breath and told herself she would not, that's all. If it had really happened, it
would be a mistake, so it had never happened. She had given Danivon the message, that's all. A little
playacting. Unthink it. Nothing happened.

She took, a blanket and sneaked away silently, out onto the shared piazza where she found a comfortable
chair and co-cooned herself into it to watch little lights moving among the lilies where the peopl e of
Shallow were night-fishing with torches and spears, the gossle boats moving around the lagoon like
black bugs with shining eyes. After atime, hypnotized by the moving lights, she slept.

Danivon slept as well, asmile curving hislips. Sometime later he was wakened by a fisherman's shout
and reached out for her, only to find her gone. Half-dressed, dragging his discarded clothing, he looked
onto the piazza but didn't see her buried in the depths of the chair. Puzzled, he made his way to the room
he shared with Curvis, finding it dark and silent except for an occasional explosive snore.

The thing she had given him while he lay half dreaming was clutched in his hand. This thing she had
said . . . said what about? Said to be private before he looked at it. He went to one of the sanitary
cubicles cantUevered out over the lagoon, a primitive arrangement, but a reasonably private one,

lit by afish-oil lamp suspended from the ceiling. The light was dim but adequate to show him a standard
transmitter cube. Well. So? He went back to the room, inserted the device into his reader, and let it
whisper into his ear.

"Danivon, you arein danger," it said in awhimper that sounded not at all like Boarmus. "There's akind
of force here on Elsewhere, and it's after you, after the people with you. It says it intends to kill you. |
don't know if it can kill you, but it wantsto. When | seeit, it looks like aghost. Maybe it will look like a
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ghost to you. It's taking people over, enslaving people, killing people, Danivon. Not the Hobbs Land
Gods, Danivon. Another thing. Be careful.”

Which didn't sound like cold old Boarmus at all. Which sounded so unlike him it sent a chill through
Danivon, along with asmell of old, corrupted ice. Boarmus was talking in generalities, in hints and
clues. Asthough to be specific would be even more dangerous—for whom? Boarmus or himself?
"Try to stay alive," the cube sobbed in his ear. "Be very careful! | may need you."

How long had Fringe been carrying this thing? Since Tolerance? Why hadn't she given it to him before!
Considerably shaken, Danivon wiped out the message and dropped the cube among othersin hiskit. So
the danger he'd been smelling was not merely for the usual kind of risk. It was something bigger than
that. Worse. And whatever it was had evidently come to Shallow. Sparkling and noises and people
disappearing. Had the danger followed them? Or wasit lying in wait?

He lay back on his bed and considered matters. Nothing had changed, except that he knew Boarmus
knew. He shouldn't be furious at Fringe for taking so long, except that he was angry. Last night had
seemingly not been what he had hoped it was!

By morning, his feelings were thoroughly confused, sleepiness mixed with erotic longing for Fringe
mixed with fury at her for ... for being Fringe! He went to her room, went in without knocking, and
found her sitting at the window.

"Rude of you," she remarked in atoneless voice.

"Fringe. Come on, we need to talk about—"

"What about, Danivon?"

"About?' he exploded in awhisper, conscious of Curvis on the piazza, of the twins standing outside at
therailing. He came close, reached for her. "About us. About . . ."

She leaned against him, put her lips closeto hisear. "Us,"

she said, still tonelessly. " Colleagues. On an assignment together.”

"No." He shook her. "About us together. .

"On an assignment,” she insisted, staring coldly into hiseyes. "That's all, Danivon. On an assignment!"
She made a gesture, awarning flicker of fingers, another Enforcer sign, this one conveying caution.
He snarled, pulling her close. "You meanyou. . ."

"I mean | wastold to deliver it secretly," she hissed into his ear, barely audibly. "And | tried to do just
that, and you're about to foul everything up."

"Y ou weren't pretending,” he said softly. "Damn it, Fringe. Y ou weren't pretending. And | wasn't
pretending.”
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And she hadn't been pretending. He was right. For a moment her body sagged against him and his arms
tightened. Then she pulled away in desperation. "We've work to do, Danivon." Fear dictated the words.
She needed him to get away from her, now, leave her alone, before she was lost! "Damn it, Danivon, |
can't afford this!"

He stepped away, seeing the expression on her face, offended by it, not understanding it in the least. He
had never forced himself on an unwilling woman! No woman who wasn't atarget for Enforcement had
ever, ever needed to be afraid of him, and no woman ever had needed to be afraid of him sexually! But
there was no mistaking her expression: she was afraid of him or of herself, and did it matter which?
She turned away, her back rigid, and after along silent moment he left her there to go trembling away,
not sure what he was feeling. Sympathy, maybe? Or grief? What? Maybe anger, that was easiest! Except
that anger might be self-defeating, for this mood of hers might depart in time.

Very well. He swallowed anger and decided to give her time.

When she sat near him at the table and served herself breakfast, however, her closed face looked through
him, or past him, as she had been looking at him more or less since he met her in the tavern in Enarae.
She sat beside Nela, but she didn't even look at Nela.

"We didn't sleep well last night. When we did, | dreamed | wasthat little turtle, in the story," said Nela,
half to Fringe, half to the air.

Fringe said expressionlessly, "It must have been a sad dream."

"No sadder than the story you told us about the warrior maid and the gylphs,” murmured Nela.

"It's the same damned story," said Bertran, sounding irritable. "We are many of us raised on the same
stories. In fact, many of us are the same stories. At least, so I've decided lately."

Danivon tried unsuccessfully to catch Fringe's eyes. She turned away from him. He said urgently,
"Speaking of turtles, Fringe has aturtle shell in her house. She keeps it upon a pedestal but will not tell
me why."

"A turtle shell?" asked Nela, much interested.

Fringe looked at Danivon and shook her head slowly. "1 found it on one of the Seldom Idles, at the top of
atall tree. So far as | know, turtles do not climb trees." Fringe thought it likely a predatory bird had
taken it there, though it could have been Nelas turtle, seeking the secret sanctuary of the birds. Perhaps
it climbed up there and couldn't get down, and so it died, high up, staring at the sky. Actually, she
preferred that explanation. If you were going to rise to such heights, better do it on your own than be
grabbed up and eaten!

"And you will not tell Danivon why you keep it?' Nela teased.

"If Danivon knew me at al, he would know why," she said wearily, fixing him with her eyes. "I keep it
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to remind me that even small creatures may have longings for something higher and more wonderful
than they have ever known. Even small creatures can try to climb, can refuse to be sidetracked by
temptations of comfort and ... kindness."

She had intended to sound cold, but the words came out as a plea.

Danivon flushed. Nela saw and understood, but her twin, his eyes on his plate, missed the exchange.
Bertran laughed ruefully. " ou surprise me, Fringe. | might once have thought someone reared in
Enarae couldn't possibly understand ancient Earthians like Nela and me, yet the very fact that we both
have similar feelings about our turtle stories tells-me we share many of the same feelings.”

"There is not so