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    SUMMARY:
High above the earth orbits the starship Basilica. On board the huge vessel is a sleeping woman. Of those who made the journey, Shedemai alone has survived the hundred of years since the Children of Wetchik returned to Earth.She now wears the Cloak of the Starmaster, and the Oversoul wakes her sometimes to watch over her descendants on the planet below. The population has grown rapidly--there are cities and nations now, whole peoples descended from the who followed Nafai or Elemak.But in all the long years of watching and searching, the Oversoul has not found the thing it sought. It has not found the Keeper of the Earth, the central intelligence that also can repair the Oversoul's damaged programming.
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Note on the Conventions of Naming


Among the Nafari humans, it is the custom for persons of distinction to add titles of honor to their names, as honorifics. Formally, the honorific is put at the beginning of the name, so that on state occasions the king of Darakemba is Ak-Moti; but most commonly the honorific is added at the end: thus, Motiak. Some honorifics are altered in order to combine with the name, and some names to combine with the honorific. Thus when Jamim was heir, he was Ha-Jamim or Jamimha, the normal pattern; but as king he was Ka-Jamim or Jaminka (compared with Nuak/Ak-Nu and Motiak/Ak-Moti); and as former king he is spoken of as Ba-Jamim or Jamimba (compared with Nuab/ Ab-Nu and Motiab/Ab-Moti).


The honorifics for men that show up in this book are: Ak/Ka, which means “reigning king”; Ha/Akh, “heir”; Ab/Ba, “former king”; Ush, “mighty warrior”; Dis, “beloved son”; Og/Go, “high priest”; Ro/Or, “wise teacher”; Di/Id, “traitor.” The honorifics for women that show up in this book are: Dwa, “mother of the heir” (whether she is living or dead); Gu/Ug, “most-honored wife of king”; Ya, “great compassionate woman.”


In addition, the syllable da is used as an all-purpose term of endearment, and is inserted at the end of a usually shortened name, but before any added honorifics. Thus Chebeya, in private, calls her husband “Kmadaro,” which is (A)kma + da (endearment) + ro (honorific meaning “great teacher”), and Akmaro calls her “Bedaya,” which is (Che)be + da (endearment) + ya (honorific meaning “great compassionate woman”).


The sons of a prominent man are regarded collectively as his “tribe” and are referred to that way. Thus the four sons of Motiak are sometimes called “the Motiaki”; the four sons of Pabulog are called “the Pabulogi” until they repudiate the name.


It is also worth pointing out that there are several terms for the different intelligent species. The sky people, earth people, and middle people can also be called angels, diggers, and humans, respectively. The former three terms suggest formality, dignity, and equivalency among the species. However, the latter three terms are merely informal, not necessarily pejorative, and members of all three species readily use both the formal and informal terms for themselves.


 


Humans (Middle People)


IN DARAKEMBA


Motiak, or Ak-Moti-the king, conqueror of most of the Darakemba empire


Dudagu, or Gu-Duda-Motiak’s present wife, mother of his youngest son Toeledwa   [toe-eh-LED-wah],  or   Dwa-Toel-Motiak’s  late  wife, mother of his first four children


Jamimba, or Ba-Jamim-Motiak’s late father


Motiab, or Ab-Moti-Jamimba’s father, who led the Nafari out of the land of Nafai to unite them with the people of Darakemba, forming the core of the empire


Aronha, or Ha-Aron-Motiak’s eldest son, his heir Edhadeya, or Ya-Edhad-Motiak’s eldest daughter and second child Mon-Motiak’s second son, third child; named after Monush Ominer-Motiak’s third son, fourth child; the last of Toeledwa’s children


Khimin-Motiak’s fourth son; the only child of Dudagu, Motiak’s current wife Monush, or


Ush-Mon-Motiak’s leading soldier


 


IN CHELEM


Akmaro, or Ro-Akma-a former priest of King Nuak of the Zenifi, he now leads a group of followers of the teachings of Binaro/Binadi; his people are sometimes called


Akmari Chebeya, or Ya-Cheb-Akmaro’s wife, a raveler


Akma-Akmaro’s and Chebeya’s son and oldest child


Luet-Akmaro’s and Chebeya’s daughter and youngest child


Pabulog, or Og-Pabul-former high priest of King Nuak, and now a particularly vicious leader among the Elemaki, with an army at his disposal


Pabul-Pabulog’s oldest son Udad-Pabulog’s second son Didul-Pabulog’s third son Muwu-Pabulog’s foruth and youngest son


 


AMONG THE ZENIFI


Zenifab, or Ab-Zeni-the founding king of the Zenifi, for whom the tribe is named; their fundamental belief is that humans should not live with angels or diggers, and they tried to re-establish a pure-human colony in their ancestral homeland of Nafai after the Nafari merged with the Darakembi


Nuak, or Ak-Nu; also Nuab, or Ab-Nu-Zenifab’s son and recent king of the Zenifi; in speaking of the time when he reigned, “Nuak” is used; in referring to later times, he is called “Nuab”; there is always some confusion for a while in changing over from one honorific to another


Ilihiak, or Ak-Ilihi-Nuak’s son, who was never expected to be the king, but had the office thrust upon him in the crisis after his father was murdered


Wissedwa, or Dwa-Wiss-Ilihiak’s wife; she saved the Zenifi after Nuak’s cowardly retreat


Khideo-leading soldier of Ilihiak; he refuses all honorifics because he once attempted to kill Nuak


Binadi, or Di-Bina; also called Binaro, or Ro-Bina-condemned to death and executed by Nuak and Pabulog, he was officially designated a traitor (thus Binadi); but among Akmaro’s people, he is called Binaro and revered as a great teacher


IN THE STARSHIP BASILICA


Shedemei-the starmaster, a brilliant geneticist, she is the one survivor from the original group of humans who were brought back to Earth from the planet Harmony. Among the diggers, or earth people, she is known as the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried


 


Angels (Sky People)


Husu-commander of the spies, a sort of “cavalry” composed entirely of sky people bGo-Motiak’s chief clerk, head of much of the bureaucracy of Darakemba


Bego-bGo’s otherself, the king’s archivist and tutor to Motiak’s children


 


Diggers (Earth People)


Uss-Uss, or Voozhum-Edhadeya’s chambermaid, a slave; but something of a sage and priestess among the other digger slaves
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What used to be MesoAmerica and the Caribbean were transformed by a single geological event under the Earth’s crust-the formation of a fast-flowing current in the mantle that plunged the Cocos plate northward at an incredible rate. Behind it, more than a hundred volcanos formed an uninhabitable archipelago extending hundreds of miles to the east and west of the Galapagos-dozens are still active. At the leading edge, the Cocos plate attacked the Caribbean plate far faster than it could be subducted. The result was dramatic uplifting and folding; by ten million years after the departure of the human race, there were several whole ranges of mountains above ten kilometers in height, with some peaks reaching higher than eleven kilometers. Between erosion and the slowing of the Cocos plate to merely three times the speed of any other plate on Earth, the highest peaks are now only some ninety-five hundred meters above sea level.


Besides the massif of high mountains, the Earth’s crust behind the mountains was also forced upward, causing Cuba, Jamaica, and Haiti to be connected to the torn and distorted land mass of Central America. Millions of years of flooding from the great mountain rivers created a vast plain of fertile soil from the Yucatan to Jamaica.


Even farther north from the Cocos plate, the general uplifting (and the same current in the mantle) hastened a process that had begun long before-the rifting of North America at about the line of the


Mississippi River. The eastern (Appalachian) plate began rotating counterclockwise and shifting northeastward; the western (Texas) plate continued its northwestward drift. (Northern South America [the Orinoco plate] was also gradually dragged along to drift somewhat northward, with a rift opening in Ecuador.)


It was the sudden rapid movement of the Cocos plate and the accompanying earthquakes and volcanism, not the limited nuclear exchanges that took place around that time, that made the Earth uninhabitable and forced humankind to abandon its birth planet. Nevertheless, all human emigrants carried with them the story that human actions had caused the destruction of the world.


 


MOUNTAINS


The gornaya (GOR-na-ya) is the great central massif lifted by the surging of the Cocos plate, with perpetually snow-covered peaks that are higher than any oxygen-breather can climb. Because most peaks are constantly invisible in clouds, they are not used as landmarks and are almost never named. Instead, rivers and lakes are used as landmarks, with their deep valleys forming both the highways and the habitats. The border of the gornaya was determined, before the return of the humans, by the lowest elevation where the digger/angel symbiosis could survive.


 


SEAS


Because the folding of the land into the ranges of the gornaya left most ranges running southeast to northwest, the rivers also run in those directions. This, rather than sunrise, the north star, or magnetic north, determined the cardinal directions of the diggers and angels (they had no compasses and even on clear days could rarely see the north star and could see sunrise or sunset only at the edges of the gornaya). Thus “north” in the names of various places means northwest of the gornaya, “west” means southwest, “south” means southeast, and “east” means northeast.


 


North Sea-the remnant of the Gulf of Mexieo, a narrow sea jammed between the Texas/Veracruz coast on one side and the Yucatan coast on the other.


East Sea (Gulf of Florida)-a new sea opened in the straits between Cuba and Florida by the new rotation and northeastward movement of the Appalachian plate.


South Sea-the remnant of the Caribbean Sea


West Sea-the Pacific Ocean


 


WILDERNESS


On the Atlantic side, the gornaya gives way to a great fan of lowlands, much of it raised up from the ocean floor, covered with rich soil eroded from the gornaya and carried by great rivers which deposit new soil during flood seasons every year. The jungles there are rich with life, but since vast areas spend part of the year under muddy water, most of the fauna is arboreal. Diggers and angels who lived near the edges of the gornaya often sent hunting expeditions out into the wilderness, but they never went farther than the distance they could travel to carry game home before it spoiled. Three great regions of jungle are distinguished by the angels and diggers; their names were translated into the language of the Nafari and Elemaki and eventually those names replaced the names in the digger and angel languages.


 


Severless (SEV-er-less)-The great north wilderness, including the land that used to be Chiapas and Yucatan. The great rivers Tsidorek and Jatvarek flow through it; the Milirek marks its western and Dry Bay its eastern boundary.


Vostoiless (voe-STOY-less)-the great east wilderness, including the land that used to be Cuba, which forms most of the northern shore and a mountainous peninsula running eastward. The Vostoireg and Svereg Rivers flow through the lowland plain. The Mebbereg, the third great river of the east, is generally regarded as the southern boundary of the Vostoiless.


Yugless (YOOG-less)-the great south wilderness, which includes a low, wide isthmus between the Pacific and the Caribbean and reaches eastward to include a mountainous peninsula made up of what were once Jamaica and Haiti (or Hispaniola). The Zidomeg flows out of the land of Nafai down into the heart of the Yugless, and the northern boundary is the land of Nafai and the land of Pristan, where the humans first landed.


Opustoshan (oh-POOSS-toe-shahn)-in contrast to the well-watered jungles of the three great wildernesses, the fourth uninhabited land was called “desolation” by the diggers and angels because, being in the rain shadow of the gornaya, the area just west of the Milirek is desperately dry, to the point the vast regions are nothing but blowing sand. Soon the land rises to the old Mexican plateau, however, but the diggers and angels regarded it all as uninhabitable.


 


LAKES


An anomaly in the gornaya consists of a region of subsidence running on a north-south line, where rivers, whether flowing “north” or “south,” formed lakes. As the rivers wore deeper channels into the mountains, the lakes subsided incrementally, forming fertile terraces up the canyon walls, so that the shores of the lakes have fertile land ranging from a few meters to as much as five kilometers in width. The seven lakes are named, from “east” to “west” (as the angels and diggers thought of them; we would say from north to south):


 


Severed-fed and drained by the Svereg


Uprod-source of the Ureg


Prod-source of the Padurek


Mebbekod-fed and drained by the Mebbereg


Sidonod-source of the Tsidorek, which flows through Darakemba and, farther downstream, the eastern reaches of Bodika. Issipod-source of one branch of the Issibek Poropod-fed and drained by the Proporeg


 


RIVERS


There are thousands of rivers in the gornaya, running in every canyon and valley. Though the entire gornaya is within the tropics, shifting winds and the extremely high mountain ranges cleft by long, deep valleys cause adjoining watersheds to have completely different amounts of precipitation at different seasons-of the year. Rivers are highways, landmarks, and, where the gornaya opfcns ap into wide valleys, they are the source of life in all seasons. Seven great rivers flow out of the gornaya and, after passing through wilderness, to the Atlantic. Four great rivers flow into the Pacific. In addition, some of the rivers have major tributaries. In the religion of the angels, rivers have varying degrees of holiness; the rivers are presented here according to their order in their hierarchy of sacredness (though the names are now a mish-mash of human, angel, and digger names and forms).


 


The Seven Lake Rivers


Tsidorek-the holiest river, flows north from the lake Sidonod. Because the lake comes near the top of the river valley, there is no major river flowing into it. Therefore Sidonod is the “pure source” of the Tsidorek, and it also has a tributary, the Padurek, which flows from a pure source (Prod), making the water twice pure. Darakemba, the capital of Motiak’s kingdom, is located near where the canyon first widens into a broad valley where intensive agriculture is possible.


Issibek-flows north from lake Issipod, a pure source. It has a major south-flowing tributary, only the two rivers don’t so much join as collide head-on. They once formed a lake there, which filled the long canyon for fifty kilometers before it spilled over the lowest pass in the oceanside range. But the lake eventually found an outlet through a system of caves and drained completely. Now the rivers seem to collide head-on, and since they flood at opposite times of the year, there is always enough water that the outlet is underwater. The result is that the river seems to flow downhill from the lake until it comes to a tumultuous low point, whereupon the valley goes up and the river continues, flowing in the opposite direction. The outlet runs underground for kilometers until it erupts from a cave on the other side of the range and flows into the Pacific. The outlet once had another name, but before the coming of the humans, a digger proved that it was the outlet of the Issibek. However, the river that flows north from lake Issipod and its tributary that flows south to join it are still considered to be the same river, but with two sources, one pure and one not. It is this strange river that Ilihiak’s expedition to find Darakemba followed by mistake, leading them past Darakemba (several giant mountain ranges over) and eventually down into the desert of Opustoshen, where, on the shores of a seasonal river (bone dry at the time), they found bodies and weaponry suggesting that a devastating battle had been fought there. The corpses were so perfectly preserved in the desert that they could have been five or five hundred years old. Nearby, they found written records in an unknown language.


Mebbereg-Flows south from the lake Mebbekod. Not itself a pure source (the river flows into the lake from the north and then out of it on the south), but it has a pure source as a tributary (Ureg, out of Uprod). Akmaro’s first settlement, Chelem, where his people were kept in captivity, was along the Mebbereg.


Svereg-Flows momentarily south from Severed, the “easternmost” (northernmost) of the lakes, then bends east and drops down rapidly from the gornaya into the vast jungle of the Vostoiless. Not a pure source.


Proporeg-Flows south from Poropod, the “westernmost” (southernmost) of the lakes, and drops rapidly to the West Sea (Pacific Ocean).


Padurek-A tributary river, but a pure source, it flows north from lake Prod until it joins the Tsidorek many kilometers downstream (north) of Darakemba. Akmaro’s second settlement, called Akma, was on the shores of Prod, and it was the Padurek that Akmaro followed northward until he crossed over the pass that led down to the land of Darakemba.


Ureg-A tributary river, but a pure source, it flows south from lake Uprod and then joins the Mebbereg.


 


The Five Narrow Rivers


Zidomeg-flows south from near Poropod to within sixty kilometers of the West Sea (Pacific), then turns east through the Yugless to the South Sea (Caribbean). Nuak’s kingdom of Zinom was at the head of the Zidomeg, and his people were conquered by the army of the overking of Nafazidom, downriver from him.


Jatvarek-Flows north (west) out of the gornaya and then turns east (north) to flow through what was once the Yucatan peninsula and is now the Severless. The city of Jatva is located at the very edge of the gornaya, overlooking the vast watery jungle. When Motiak extended his boundaries to take the entire settled valley of the Jatvarek under his protection, he officially gave the name Jatva to the enlarged kingdom, leaving the name Darakemba to refer to the kingdom of his father along the Tsidorek. In fact, however, everyone usually calls the whole empire “Darakemba.”


Milirek-Flows north (west) out of the gornaya directly into the narrowest part of the North Sea (Gulf of Mexico), as if the North Sea were a continuation of the Milirek. The nation of Bodika had already conquered the habitable part of the Milirek before Motiak brought them to submission and included them in his empire.


Utrek-Entirely within the gornaya until it flows into the West Sea (Pacific), the river with the second lowest source.


Zodzerek-Entirely within the gornaya until it flows into the West Sea (Pacific), this is the river with the lowest source.
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Pristan-First landing site, now called the “oldest kingdom” but otherwise without power and therefore without prestige.


Nafai-In the narrowest sense, the wide level land near the bottom of lake Poropod, where the Nafari first settled after fleeing from the Elemaki at Pristan. In the wider sense, the entire land over which the Nafari had influence before they abandoned it to form a union with the beleaguered people of Darakemba in the time of Motiak’s grandfather, Motiab. Politically it was never fully unified; now, ruled by Elemaki, it is divided into three main kingdoms, which in turn are subdivided into smaller kingdoms. The three main kingdoms are:


Nafariod (nyah-FAH-ree-ode)-”Nafai of the lakes,” the kingdom ruled by the king who styles himself simply Elemak, which means king. It includes the land around Sidonod, Issipod, and Poropod.


Nafazidom  (nyah-FAH-zee-dome)-”Nafai of the Zidoneg,” the kingdom eventually ruled by Pabulog, former high priest of Nuak. It was the king of Nafazidom which first allowed Zenifab to settle his human colony at the head of the Zidoneg.


Nafamebbek (nyah-FAH-meb-bek)-”Nafai of the Mebbereg,” the weakest of the three kingdoms, though territorially it is the largest. Akmaro’s first colony, Chelem, was in the territory of Nafamebbek, but the overking wasn’t even aware of the colony until Pabulog, acting in the name of the king of Nafazidom, brought Chelem into captivity.


Zidom (ZEE-dome)-the small kingdom ruled by Nuak and, after his death, his second son, Ihili. Founded by Zenifab.


Chelem-on the shore of Mebbereg, the first colony founded by Ak-maro, where Pabulog brings them into captivity.


Darakemba-on the Tsidorek, originally just a city and its surrounding territory, where the Nafari migrated as a people after wearying of the constant warfare in the land of Nafai. Later, a larger kingdom- about a hundred kilometers along the Tsidorek-brought under the control of Darakemba by Motiak’s father, Jamimba. In the largest sense, the entire empire conquered by Motiak.


Bodika-the great kingdom downriver from Darakemba; it was pressure from Bodika that led Darakemba to welcome the influx of Nafari. Though soon the Nafari dominated the original Darakembi completely, at least they weren’t enslaved-they remained full and equal citizens, under both the kings and the counselors. Jamimba had managed to maintain an uneasy peace with Bodika, but Motiak had to destroy their army, remove their entire ruling class, and incorporate Bodika into his greater kingdom of Jatva.


Jatva-originally, the land surrounding the city of Jatva at the point where the Jatvarek comes down out of the gornaya. Later, the whole inhabited river valley was brought under Motiak’s domination as a protection against Elemaki who were raiding and conquering over the passes from Svereg. At that point, because it was a peaceful “joining” of kingdoms, Motiak gave the name Jatva to his entire empire, much as his grandfather Motiab let Darakemba keep its original name, even as its original inhabitants lost most of their political power.


Khideo-a region of humans only, downriver from Jatva, established in the course of this story.


 


There are, of course, many other kingdoms and nations, as well as small villages and settlements not under the rule of any king. Also, more and more people-sky people, middle people, and earth people-are migrating out into the wilderness, now that it is no longer biologically necessary for diggers and angels to remain in the higher elevations of the traditional lands of the gornaya.
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Once, long ago, the computer of the starship Basilica had governed the planet Harmony for forty million years. Now it watched over a much smaller population, and with far fewer powers to intervene. But the planet that it tended to was Earth, the ancient home of the human race.


It was the starship Basilica that brought a group of humans home again, only to find that in the absence of humanity- two new species had reached the lofty pinnacle of intelligence. Now the three peoples shared a vast massif of high mountains, lush valleys, and a climate that varied more with elevation than with latitude.


The diggers called themselves the earth people, making tunnels through the soil and into the trunks of trees they hollowed out. The angels were the sky people, building roofed nests in trees and hanging upside down from limbs to sleep, to argue, and to teach. The humans were the middle people now, living in houses above the ground.


There was no digger city without human houses on the ground above it, no angel village without the walled chambers of the middle people providing artificial caves. The vast knowledge that the humans brought with them from the planet Harmony was only a fraction of what their ancestors had known on Earth before their exile forty million years before. Now even that was mostly lost; yet what remained was so far superior to what the people of the earth and sky had known that wherever the middle people dwelt, they had great power, and usually ruled.


In the sky, however, the computer of the starship Basilica forgot nothing, and through satellites it had deployed around the Earth it watched, it collected data and remembered everything it learned.


Nor was it alone in its watching. For inside it lived a woman who had come to Earth with the first colonists; but then, clothed in the cloak of the starmaster, she returned into the sky, to sleep long years and waken briefly, her body healed and helped by the cloak, so that death, if it could ever come to her at all, was still a far distant visitor. She remembered everything that mattered to her, remembered people who had once lived and now were gone. Birth and life and death, she had seen so much of it that she barely noticed it now. It was all generations to her, seasons in her garden, trees and grass and people rising and falling, rising and falling.


On Earth there was a little bit of memory as well. Two books, written on thin sheets of metal, had been maintained since the return of the humans. One was in the hands of the king of the Nafari, passed down from king to king. The other, less copious, had been passed to the brother of the first king, and from him to his sons, who were not kings, not even famous men, until at last, unable now even to read the ancient script, the last of that line gave the smaller metal book into the hands of the man who was king in his day. Only in the pages of those books was there a memory that lasted, unchanged, from year to year.


At the heart of the books, in the depths of the ship’s records, and warm in the soul of the woman, the greatest of the memories was this: that the human beings had been brought back to Earth, called by an entity they did not understand, the one who was called the Keeper of Earth. The Keeper’s voice was not clear, nor was the Keeper understandable as the ship’s computer was, back in the days when it was called the Oversoul and people worshipped it as a god. Instead the Keeper spoke through dreams, and, while many received the dreams and many believed that they had meaning, only a few knew who it was that sent them, or what it was the Keeper wanted from the people of Earth.
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Akma was born in a rich man’s house. He remembered little from that time. One memory was of his father, Akmaro, carrying him up a high tower, and then handing him to another man there, who dangled him over the parapet until he screamed in fear. The man who held him laughed until Father reached out and took Akma from him and held him close. Later Mother told Akma that the man who tormented him on the tower was the king in the land of Nafai, a man named Nuak. “He was a very bad man,” said Mother, “but the people didn’t seem to mind as long as he was a good king. But when the Elemaki came and conquered the land of Nafai, the people of Nuak hated him so much they burned him to death.” Ever after she told him that story, Akma’s memory changed, and when he dreamed of the laughing man holding him over the edge of the tower, he pictured the man covered with flames until the whole tower was burning, and instead of Father reaching out to rescue his little boy, Akmaro jumped down, falling and falling and falling, and Akma didn’t know what to do, to stay on the tower and burn, or jump into the abyss after his father. From that dream he awoke screaming in terror.


Another memory was of his Father rushing into the house in the middle of the day, as Mother supervised two digger women in preparing a feast for that night. The look on Akmaro’s face was terrible, and though he whispered to her and Akma had no idea what he was saying, he knew that it was very bad and it made Akma afraid. Father rushed from the house right away, and Mother at once had the diggers stop their work on the feast and start gathering supplies for a journey. Only a few minutes later, four human men with swords came to the door and demanded to see the traitor Akmaro. Mother pretended that Father was in the back of the house and tried to block them from coming in. The biggest man knocked her down and held a sword across her throat while the others ran to search the house for Akmaro. Little Akma was outraged and ran at the man who was threatening Mother. The man laughed at him when Akma cut himself on one of the stones of his sword, but Mother didn’t laugh. She said, “Why are you laughing? This little boy had the courage to attack a man with a sword, while you only have enough courage to attack an unarmed woman.” The man was angry then, but when the others returned without finding Father, they all went away.


There was food, too. Akma was sure there had once been plenty of food, well-prepared by digger slaves. But now, in his hunger, he couldn’t remember it. He couldn’t remember ever being full. Here in the maize fields under the hot sun he couldn’t remember a time without thirst, without a weary ache in his arms, in his back, in his legs, and throbbing behind his eyes. He wanted to cry, but he knew that this would shame his family. He wanted to scream at the digger taskmaster that he needed to drink and rest and eat and it was stupid for him to keep them working without food because it would wear out more people like old Tiwiak who dropped dead yesterday, dead just like that, keeled over into the maize and never so much as breathed out a good-bye to his wife and even then she kept still, said nothing as she knelt weeping silently over his body, but the taskmaster beat her anyway for stopping work, and it was her own husband.


Akma hated nothing in the world the way he hated diggers. His parents had been wrong to keep diggers as servants back in the land of Nafai. The diggers should all have been killed before they ever came near to a real person. Father could talk all he wanted about how the diggers were only getting even for the long, cruel overlordship of Nuak. He could whisper late in the night about how the Keeper of Earth didn’t want earth people and sky people and middle people to be enemies. Akma knew the truth. There would be no safety in the world until all the diggers were dead.


When the diggers came, Father refused to let any of his people fight. “You didn’t follow me into the wilderness in order to become killers, did you?” he asked them. “The Keeper wants no killing of his children.”


The only protest that Akma heard was Mother’s whisper: “Her children.” As if it mattered whether the Keeper had a plow or a pot between its legs. All that Akma knew was that the Keeper was a poor excuse for a god if it couldn’t keep its worshippers from being enslaved by filthy bestial stupid cruel diggers.


But Akma said nothing about these thoughts, because the one time he did, Father grew silent and wouldn’t speak to him for the rest of the night. That was unbearable. The silence during the days was bad enough. To have Father shut him out at night was the worst thing in the world. So Akma kept his hate for the diggers to himself, as well as his contempt for the Keeper, and at night he spoke in the barest whisper to his mother and father, and drank in their whispered words as if they were pure cold water from a mountain stream.


And then one day a new boy appeared in the village. He wasn’t thin and sunbrowned like all the others, and his clothing was fine, bright-colored, and unpatched. His hair was clean and long, and the wind caught and tossed it when he stood on the brow of the low hill in the midst of the commons. After all that Father and Mother had said about the Keeper of Earth, Akma was still unprepared for this vision of a god, and he stopped working just to behold the sight.


The taskmaster shouted at Akma, but he didn’t hear. All sound had been swallowed up in this vision, all sensation except sight. Only when the shadow of the taskmaster loomed over him, his arm upraised to strike him with the length of the prod, did Akma notice, and then he flinched and cowered and, almost by reflex, cried out to the boy who had the image of god on his face, “Don’t let him hit me!”


“Hold!” cried the boy. His voice rang out confident and strong as he strode down the hill, and, incredibly, the taskmaster immediately obeyed him.


Father was far from Akma, but Mother was near enough to whisper to Akma’s little sister Luet, and Luet took a few steps closer to Akma so she could call softly to him. “He’s the son of Father’s enemy,” she said.


Akma heard her, and immediately became wary. But the beauty of the older boy did not diminish as he approached.


“What did she say to you?” asked the boy, his voice kind, his face smiling.


“That your father is my father’s enemy.”


“Ah, yes. But not by my father’s choice,” he said.


That gave Akma pause. No one had ever bothered to explain to the seven-year-old boy how his father had come to have so many enemies. It had never occurred to Akma that it might be his father’s fault. But he was suspicious: How could he believe the son of his father’s enemy? And yet. . . . “You stopped the taskmaster from hitting me,” said Akma.


The boy looked at the taskmaster, whose face was inscrutable. “From now on,” he said, “you are not to punish this one or his sister without my consent. My father says.”


The taskmaster bowed his head. But Akma thought he didn’t look happy about taking orders like this from a human boy.


“My father is Pabulog,” said the boy, “and my name is Didul.”


“I’m Akma. My father is Akmaro.”


“.Ro-Akma? Akma the teacher?” Didul smiled. “What does ro have to teach, that he didn’t learn from og?”


Akma wasn’t sure what og meant.


Didul seemed to know why he was confused. “Og is the daykeeper, the chief of the priests. After the dk, the king, no one is wiser than <#-”


“King just means you have the power to kill anybody you don’t like, unless they have an army, like the Elemaki.” Akma had heard his father say this many times.


“And yet now my father rules over the Elemaki of this land,” said Didul. “While Nuak is dead. They burned him up, you know.”


“Did you see it?” asked Akma.


“Walk with me. You’re done with work for today.” Didul looked at the taskmaster. The digger, drawn up to his full height, was barely the same size as Didul; when Didul grew to manhood, he would tower over the digger like a mountain over a hill. But in the case of Didul and the taskmaster, height had nothing to do with their silent confrontation. The digger wilted under his gaze.


Akma was in awe. As Didul took his hand and led him away, Akma asked him, “How do you do it?”


“Do what?” asked Didul.


“Make the taskmaster look so. . . .”


“So useless?” asked Didul. “So helpless and stupid and low?”


Did the humans who were friends of the diggers hate them, too?


“It’s simple,” said Didul. “He knows that if he doesn’t obey me, I’ll tell my father and he’ll lose his easy job here and go back to working on fortifications and tunnels, or going out on raids. And if he ever raised a hand against me, then of course my father would have him torn apart.”


It gave Akma great satisfaction to imagine the taskmaster-all the taskmasters-being torn apart.


“I saw them burn Nuak, yes. He was king, of course, so he led our soldiers in war. But he’d gotten old and soft and stupid and fearful. Everybody knew it. Father tried to compensate for it, but og can only do so much when ak is weak. One of the great soldiers, Teonig, vowed to kill him so a real king could be put in his place-probably his second son, Ilihi-but you don’t know any of these people, do you? You must have been-what, three years old? How old are you now?”


“Seven.”


“Three, then, when your father committed treason and ran away like a coward into the wilderness and started plotting and conspiring against the pure human Nafari, trying to get humans and diggers and skymeat to live together as equals.”


Akma said nothing. That was what his father taught. But he had never thought of it as treason against the purely human kingdom where Akma had been born.


“So what did you know? I bet you don’t even remember being in court, do you? But you were there. I saw you, holding your father’s hand. He presented you to the king.”


Akma shook his head. “I don’t remember.”


“It was family day. We were all there. But you were just little. I remember you, though, because you weren’t shy or scared or anything. Bold as you please. The king commented on it. ‘This one’s going to be a great man, if he’s already so brave.’ My father remembered. That’s whv he sent me to look for you.”


Akma felt a thrill of pleasure flutter inside his chest. Pabulog had sent his son to seek him out, because he had been brave as a baby. He remembered attacking the soldier who was threatening his mother. Until this moment, he had never thought of himself as brave, but now he saw that it was true.


“Anyway, Nuak was at the point of being murdered by Teonig. They say that Teonig kept demanding that Nuak fight him. But Nuak kept answering, ‘I’m the king! I don’t have to fight you!’ And Teonig kept shouting, ‘Don’t make me shame you by killing you like a dog.’ Nuak fled up to the top of the tower and Teonig was on the point of killing him when the king looked out to the border of the Elemaki country and saw the hugest army of diggers you ever saw, flooding like a storm onto the land. So Teonig let him live, so the king could lead the defense. But instead of a defense, Nuak ordered his army to run so they wouldn’t be destroyed. It was cowardly and shameful, and men like Teonig didn’t obey him.”


“But your father did,” said Akma.


“My father had to follow the king. It’s what the priests do,” said Didul. “The king commanded the soldiers to leave their wives and children behind, but Father wouldn’t do it, or at least anyway he took me. Carried me on his back and kept up with the others, even though I wasn’t all that little and he isn’t all that young. So that’s why I was there when the soldiers realized that their wives and children were probably being slaughtered back in the city. So they stripped old Nuak and staked him down and held burning sticks against his skin so he screamed and screamed.” Didul smiled. “You wouldn’t believe how he screamed, the old sausage.”


It sounded awful even to imagine it. It was frightening that Didul, who could remember having actually seen it, could be so complacent about it.


“Of course, along about then Father realized that the talk was turning to who else they ought to burn, and the priests would be an obvious target, so Father said a few quiet words in the priest-language and he led us to safety.”


“Why didn’t you go back to the city? Was it destroyed?”


“No, but Father says the people there weren’t worthy to have true priests who knew the secret language and the calendar and everything. You know. Reading and writing.”


Akma was puzzled. “Doesn’t everybody learn how to read and write?”


Didul suddenly looked angry. “That’s the most terrible thing your father did. Teaching everybody to read and write. All the people who believed his lies and sneaked out of the city to join him, even if they were just peasants which they mostly were, even if they were turkey-herds. Everybody. He took solemn vows, you know. When he was made a priest. Your father took those vows, never to reveal the secrets of the priesthood to anybody. And then he taught everybody”


“Father says all the people should be priests.”


“People? Is that what he says?” Didul laughed. “Not just people, Akma. It isn’t just people that he was going to teach to read.”


Akma imagined his father trying to teach the taskmaster to read. He tried to picture one of the diggers bowed over a book, trying to hold a stylus and make the marks in the wax of the tablets. It made him shudder.


“Hungry?” asked Didul. Akma nodded.


“Come eat with me and my brothers.” Didul led him into the shade of a copse behind the hill of the commons.


Akma knew the place-until the diggers came and enslaved them, it was the place where Mother used to gather the children to teach them and play quiet games with them while Father taught the adults at the hill. It gave him a strange feeling to see a large basket of fruit and cakes and a cask of wine there, with diggers serving the food to three humans. Diggers didn’t belong in that place where his mother had led the children in play.


But the humans did. Or rather, they would belong wherever they were. One was little, barely as old as Akma. The other two were both older and larger than Didul-men, really, not boys. One of the older ones looked much like Didul, only not as beautiful. The eyes were perhaps too close together, the chin just a bit too pronounced. Didul’s image, but distorted, inferior, unfinished.


The other man-sized boy was as unlike Didul as could be imagined. Where Didul was graceful, this boy was strong; where Didul’s face looked open and light, this one looked brooding and private and dark. His body was so powerful-looking that Akma marveled that he could pick up any of the fruit without crushing it.


Didul obviously saw which of his brothers it was that had drawn Akma’s attention. “Oh, yes. Everybody looks at him like that. Pabul, my brother. He leads armies of diggers. He’s killed with his bare hands.”


Hearing his words, Pabul looked up and glowered at Didul.


“Pabul doesn’t like it when I tell about that. But I saw him once take a full-grown digger soldier and break his neck, just like a rotten dry branch. Snap. The beast peed all over everything.”


Pabul shook his head and went back to eating.


“Have some food,” said Didul. “Sit down, join us. Brothers, this is Akma, the son of the traitor.”


The older brother who looked like Didul spat.


“Don’t be rude, Udad,” said Didul. “Tell him not to be rude, Pabul.”


“Tell him yourself,” said Pabul quietly. But Udad reacted as if Pabul had threatened to kill him-he immediately fell silent and began concentrating on his eating.


The younger brother gazed steadily at Akma, as if evaluating him. “I could beat you up,” he said finally.


“Shut up and eat, Monkey,” said Didul. “This is the youngest, Muwu, and we’re not sure he’s human.”


“Shut up, Didul,” said the little one, suddenly furious, as if he knew what was coming.


“We think Father got drunk and mated with a she-digger to spawn him. See his little rat-nose?”


Muwu screamed in fury and launched himself at Didul, who easily fended him off. “Stop it, Muwu, you’ll get mud in the food! Stop it!”


“Stop it,” said Pabul quietly, and Muwu immediately left off his assault on Didul.


“Eat,” said Didul. “You must be hungry.”


Akma was hungry, and the food looked good. He was seating himself when Didul said, “Our enemies go hungry, but our friends eat.”


That reminded Akma that his mother and father were also hungry, as was his sister Luet. “Let me take some back to my sister and my parents,” he said. “Or let them all come and eat with us.”


Udad hooted. “Stupid,” murmured Pabul.


“You’re the one I invited,” said Didul quietly. “Don’t embarrass me by trying to trick me into feeding my father’s enemies.”


Only then did Akma understand what was happening here. Didul might be beautiful and fascinating, full of stories and friendliness and wit-but he didn’t actually care about Akma. He was only trying to get Akma to betray his family. That was why he kept saying those things about Father, about how he was a traitor and all. So that Akma would turn against his own family.


That would be like . . . like becoming a friend to a digger. It was unnatural and wrong and Akma understood now that Didul was like the jaguar, cunning and cruel. He was sleek and beautiful, but if you let him come near enough, he would leap and kill. “I’m not hungry,” said Akma. “He’s lying,” said Muwu. “No I’m not,” said Akma.


Pabul turned to face him for the first time. “Don’t contradict my brother,” he said. His voice sounded dead, but the menace was clear. “I was just saying that I wasn’t lying,” said Akma. “But you are lying,” said Didul cheerfully. “You’re starving to death. Your ribs are sticking out of your chest so sharp you could cut yourself on them.” He laughed in delight and held out a maizecake. “Aren’t you my friend, Akma?”


“No,” said Akma. “You’re not my friend, either. You only came to me because your father sent you.”


Udad laughed at his brother. “Well aren’t you the clever one, Didul. tom could make friends with him, said you. You could win him over the first day. Well, he saw right through you.”


Didul glared at him. “He might not have till you spoke up.” Akma stood up, furious now. “You mean this was a game?”


“Sit down,” said Pabul. “No,” said Akma.


Muwu giggled. “Break his leg, Pabul, like you did that other one.” Pabul looked at Akma as if considering it.


Akma wanted to plead with him, to say, Please don’t hurt me. But he knew instinctively that the one thing he couldn’t do with someone like this was to act weak. Hadn’t he seen his father stand before Pabulog himself and face him down, never showing a moment’s fear? “Break my leg if you want,” said Akma. “I can’t stop you, because I’m half your size. But if you were in my place, Pabul, would you sit down and eat with your father’s enemy?”


Pabul cocked his head, then beckoned with a lazy hand. “Come here,” he said.


Akma felt the threat receding as Pabul calmly awaited his approach. But the moment Akma came within reach, Pabul’s once-lazy hand snaked out and took him by the throat and dragged him down to the ground, choking. Struggling for breath, Akma found himself staring into the hooded eyes of his enemy. “Why don’t I kill you now, and toss your body at your father’s feet?” said Pabul mildly. “Or maybe just toss little bits of your body. Just one little bit each day. A toe here, a finger there, a nose, an ear, and then chunks of leg and arm. He could build you back together and when he got all the parts, everybody’d be happy again, right?”


Akma was almost sick with fear, believing Pabul perfectly capable of such a monstrous act. Thinking of the grief that his parents would feel when they saw his bloody body parts took his mind off the great hand that still gripped his throat, loosely enough now that he could breathe.


Udad laughed. “Akmaro’s supposed to be so thick with the Keeper of Earth, maybe he can get the old invisible dreamsender to work a miracle and turn all those body parts back into a real boy. Other gods do miracles all the time, why not the Keeper?”


Pabul didn’t even look up when Udad spoke. It was as if his brother didn’t exist.


“Aren’t you going to plead for your life?” asked Pabul softly. “Or at least for your toes?”


“Get him to plead for his little waterspout,” suggested Muwu.


Akma didn’t answer. He kept thinking of how his parents would grieve-how they must even now be filled with terror for him, wondering where this boy had led him. Mother had tried to warn him, sending Luet. But Didul had been so beautiful, and then so friendly and charming and . . . and now the price of it was this hand at his throat. Well, Akma would bear it in silence as long as he could. Even the king finally screamed when they tortured him, but Akma would last as long as he could.


“I think you need to accept my brother’s invitation now,” said Pabul. “Eat.”


“Not with you,” whispered Akma.


“He’s a stupid one,” said Pabul. “We’ll have to help him. Bring me food, boys. Lots of food. He’s very, very hungry.”


In moments, Pabul had forced open his mouth and the others were jamming food into it, far faster than Akma could chew it or swallow it. When they saw that he was breathing through his nose, they began to jam crumbs into his nostrils, so that he had to gasp for breath and then choked on the crumbs that got down his windpipe. Pabul let go of his throat and jaw at last, but only because, coughing, Akma was now so helpless that they could do whatever they wanted to him, which involved tearing open his clothing and smearing fruit and crumbs all over his body.


Finally the ordeal was over. Pabul delegated Didul, and Didul in turn assigned his older brother Udad to take the ungrateful, traitorous, and ill-mannered Akma back to his work. Udad seized Akma’s wrists and yanked so harshly that Akma couldn’t walk, but ended up being dragged stumbling over the grassy ground to the top of the hill. Udad then threw him down the hill, and Akma tumbled head over heels as Udad’s laughter echoed behind him.


The taskmaster refused to let any of the humans stop their work to help him. Shamed and hurt and humiliated and furious, Akma rose to his feet and tried to clean off the worst of the food mess, at least from his nostrils and around his eyes.


“Get to work,” demanded the taskmaster.


Udad shouted from the top of the hill. “Next time maybe we’ll bring your sister along for a meal!”


The threat made Akma’s skin crawl, but he showed no sign of having heard. That was the only resistance left to him, stubborn silence, just like the adults.


Akma took his place and worked the rest of the daylight hours. It wasn’t until the sky was darkening and the taskmaster finally let them go that he was finally able to go to his mother and father tell them what happened.


They spoke in the darkness, their voices mere whispers, for the diggers patrolled the village at night, listening to hear any kind of meeting or plot-or even prayer to the Keeper of Earth, for Pabulog had declared that it was treason, punishable by death, since any prayer by a follower of the renegade priest Akmaro was an affront to all the gods.


So as Mother scrubbed the dried-on fruit from his body, weeping softly, Akma told Father all that was said and all that was done.


“So that’s how Nuak died,” said Father. “He was once a good king. But he was never a good man. And when I served him, I wasn’t a good man either.”


“You were never really one of them,” said Mother.


Akma wanted to ask his father if everything else Pabulog’s sons said was true, too, but he dared not, for he wouldn’t know what to do with the answer. If they were right, then his father was an oathbreaker and so how could Akma trust anything he said?


“You can’t leave Akma like this,” said Mother softly. “Don’t you know how far they’ve torn him from you?”


“I think Akma is old enough to know you can’t believe a liar.”


“But they told him you were a liar, Kmaro,” she said. “So how can he believe you?”


It amazed Akma how his mother could see things in his mind that even he himself had barely grasped. Yet he also knew it was shameful to doubt your own father, and he shuddered at the look on his father’s face.


“So they did steal your heart from me, is that it, Kmadis?” He called him dis, which meant beloved child; not ha-, which meant honored heir, the name he used when he was especially proud of Akma. Kmaha-that was the name he wanted to hear from his father’s lips, and it remained unspoken. Ha-Akma. Honor, not pity.


“He stood against them,” Mother reminded him. “And suffered for it, and he was brave.”


“But they sowed the seed of doubt in your heart, didn’t they, Kmadis?”


Akma couldn’t help it. It was too much for him. He cried at last.


“Set his mind at rest, Kmaro,” said Mother.


“And how will I do that, Chebeya?” asked Father. “I never broke my oath to the king, but when they drove me out and tried to have me killed, then yes, I realized that Binaro was right, the only reason to keep the common people from learning to read and write and speak the ancient language was to preserve the priests’ monopoly on power. If everyone could read the calendar, if everyone could read the ancient records and the laws for themselves, then why would they need to submit to the power of the priests? So I broke the covenant and taught reading and writing to everyone who came to me. I revealed the calendar to them. But it isn’t evil to break an evil covenant.” Father turned to Mother. “He isn’t understanding this, Chebeya.”


“Sh,” she said.


They fell silent, only the sound of their breathing filling their hut. They could hear the pattering feet of a digger running through the village.


“What do you suppose his errand is?” Mother whispered.


Father pressed a finger to her lips. “Sleep,” he said softly. “All of us, sleep now.”


Mother lay down on the mat beside Luet, who had long since dropped off to sleep. Father lay down beside Mother and Akma settled in on the other side of him. But he didn’t want Father’s arm cast over him. He wanted to sleep alone, to absorb his shame. The worst of his humiliations wasn’t the gagging and choking, it wasn’t the smearing with fruit, it wasn’t tumbling down the hill, it wasn’t facing all the people in tattered clothing, covered with filth. The worst humiliation was that his father was an oathbreaker, and that he had had to learn it from Pabulog’s sons.


Everyone knew that an oathbreaker was the worst kind of person. He would say one thing, but no one could count on him to do it. So you could do nothing with him. You could never trust him when you weren’t there to watch. Hadn’t Mother and Father taught him from earliest infancy that when he said he would do a thing, he had to do it, or he had no honor and could not be trusted?


Akma tried to think about what Father said, that to break an evil covenant was good. But if it was an evil oath, why would you swear to it in the first place? Akma didn’t understand. Was Father evil once, when he took the evil oath, and then he stopped being evil? How did someone stop being evil once he started? And who decided what evil was, anyway?


That soldier Didul told him about-Teonig?-he had the right idea. You kill your enemy. You don’t sneak around behind his back, breaking promises. None of the children would ever tolerate a sneak. If you had a quarrel, you stood up and yelled at each other, or wrestled in order to bend the other to your will. You could argue with a friend that way, and still be a friend. But to go behind his back, then you weren’t a friend at all. You were a traitor.


No wonder Pabulog was angry at Father. That’s what brought all this suffering down on us. Father was a sneak, hiding in the wilderness and breaking promises.


Akma started to cry. These were terrible thoughts, and he hated them. Father was good and kind, and all the people loved him. How could he be an evil sneak? Everything the sons of Pabulog said had to be lies, had to be. They were the evil ones, they were the ones who had tormented him and humiliated him. They were the liars.


Except that Father admitted that what they said was true. How could bad people tell the truth, and good people break oaths? The thought still spun crazily in Akma’s head when he finally drifted off to sleep.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282846]TWO  - TRUE DREAMS


Mon climbed to the roof of the king’s house to watch the setting of the dry sun, as it tunneled down between the mountains at the northern end of the valley. Bego, the royal librarian, told him once that when the humans first arrived on Earth, they believed that the sun set in the west and rose in the east. “This is because they came from a place with few mountains,” said Bego. “So they couldn’t tell north from west.”


“Or up from down?” Aronha had asked snidely. “Were humans completely stupid before they had angels to teach them?”


Well, that was Aronha, always resentful of Bego’s great learning. Why shouldn’t Bego be proud of being a skyman, of the wisdom the sky people had accumulated? All through their hours at school, Aronha was always pointing out that the humans had brought this or that bit of wisdom to the sky people. Why, to hear Aronha go on about it, you’d think the sky people would still be sleeping upside down in the trees if it weren’t for the humans!


As for Mon, he never ceased envying the wings of the sky people. Even old Bego, who was so stout he could hardly glide down from an upper story to the ground-Mon yearned for even those old leathery wings. His greatest disappointment of childhood was when he learned that humans never grew up to be angels, that if wings weren’t there, furry and useless, pressed against your body when you were born, they would never grow later. You would be cursed forever with naked useless arms.


At nine years old, all Mon could do was climb to the roof at sunset and watch the young sky people-the ones his own age or even younger, but so much more free-as they frolicked over the trees by the river, over the fields, over the roofs of the houses, soaring, dipping, rising, madly tussling in the air and dropping like stones until perilously near the earth, then spreading their wings and swooping out of the fall, hurtling down the streets between the houses like arrows as earthbound humans raised their fists and hollered about young hooligans being a menace to hardworking people just minding their own business. Oh, that I were an angel! cried Mon within his heart. Oh, that I could fly and look down on trees and mountains, rivers and fields! Oh, that I could spy out my father’s enemies from far away and fly to him to give warning!


But he would never fly. He would only sit on the roof and brood while others danced in the air.


“You know, it could be worse.”


He turned and grimaced at his sister. Edhadeya was the only one he had ever told about his yearning for wings. To her credit, she had never told anyone else; but when they were alone together, she teased him mercilessly.


“There are those who envy you, Mon. The king’s son, tall and strong, a mighty warrior is what they say you’ll be.”


“Nobody knows from the height of the boy how tall the man will be,” said Mon. “And I’m the king’s second son. Anybody who envies me is a fool.”


“It could be worse,” said Edhadeya.


“So you said.”


“You could be the king’s daughter.” There was a note of wistfulness in Edhadeya’s voice.


“Oh, well, if you have to be a girl at all, you might as well be the daughter of the queen,” said Mon.


“Our mother is dead, you might remember. The queen today is Dudagu poopwad, and don’t you dare forget it for a moment.” The childish term poopwad was translated as the much harsher dermo in the ancient language of the kings, so that the children got a great deal of pleasure from calling their stepmother Dudagu Dermo.


“Oh, that doesn’t mean anything,” said Mon, “except that poor little Khimin is hopelessly ugly compared to all the rest of Father’s children.” The five-year-old was Dudagu’s eldest and, so far, only child, and though she was constantly wangling to have him named Ha-Khimin in place of Ha-Aron, there was no chance that either Father or the people would stand for replacing Aronha. Mon’s and Edhadeya’s older brother was twelve years old and already had enough of his manheight for people to see he would be a mighty soldier in battle. And he was a natural leader, everyone saw it. Even now, if there was a call to war there was no doubt that Father would put a company of soldiers under Aronha’s command, and those soldiers would proudly serve under the boy who would be king. Mon saw the way others looked at his brother, heard how they spoke of him, and he burned inside. Why did Father continue having sons after Mother gave him the perfect one first?


The problem was that it was impossible to hate Aronha. The very qualities that made him such a good leader at age twelve also made his brothers and sister love him, too. He never bullied. He rarely teased. He always helped and encouraged them. He was patient with Mon’s moodiness and Edhadeya’s temper and Ominer’s snottiness. He was even kind to Khimin, even though he had to be aware of Dudagu’s schemes to put her son in Aronha’s place. The result, of course, was that Khimin worshipped Aronha. Edhadeya speculated once that perhaps that was Aronha’s plan-to make all his siblings love him desperately so they wouldn’t be plotting against him. “Then the moment he succeeds to the throne-snip, snap, our throats are cut or our necks are broken.”


Edhadeya only said that because she had been reading family history. It wasn’t always nice. In fact, the first nice king in many generations had been Father’s grandfather, the first Motiak, the one who left the land of Nafai to join with the people of Darakemba. The earlier ones were all bloody-handed tyrants. But maybe that was how it had to be back then, when the Nafai lived in constant warfare. For their survival they couldn’t afford to let there be any disputed successions, any civil wars. So new kings more than once put their siblings to death, along with nieces and nephews and, once, one of them killed his own mother because . . . well, it was impossible to guess why those ancient people did all those terrible things. But old Bego loved telling those stories, and he always ended them with some reference to the fact that the sky people never did such things when they ruled themselves. “The coming of humans was the beginning of evil among the sky people,” he said once.


To which Aronha had replied, “Ah, so you called the earth people devils as a little jest? Teasing them, I suppose?”


Bego, as always, took Aronha’s impertinence calmly. “We didn’t let the earth people dwell among us, and set them up as our kings. So their evil could never infect us. It remained outside us, because sky people and devils never dwelt together.”


If we had never dwelt together, thought Mon, perhaps I wouldn’t spend my days wishing I could fly. Perhaps I would be content to walk along the surface of the earth like a lizard or a snake.


“Don’t get so serious about it,” said Edhadeya. “Aronha won’t cut anybody’s throat.”


“I know,” said Mon. “I know you were just teasing.”


Edhadeya sat beside him. “Mon, do you believe those old stories about our ancestors? About Nafai and Luet? How they could talk to the Oversoul? How Hushidh could look at people and see how they connected together?”


Mon shrugged. “Maybe it’s true.”


“Issib and his flying chair, and how he could sometimes fly, too, as long as he was in the land of Pristan.”


“I wish it were true.”


“And the magic ball, that you could hold in your hands and ask it questions and it would answer you.”


Edhadeya was clearly caught up in her own reverie. Mon didn’t look at her, just watched the last of the sun disappear above the distant river. The sparkling of the river also ended when the sun was gone.


“Mon, do you think Father has that ball? The Index?”


“I don’t know,” said Mon.


“Do you think when Aronha turns thirteen and he gets brought into the secrets, Father will show him the Index? And maybe Issib’s chair?”


“Where would he hide something like that?”


Edhadeya shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m just wondering why, if they had those wonderful things, we don’t have them, anymore.”


“Maybe we do.”


“Do you think?” Edhadeya suddenly grew animated. “Mon, do you think that sometimes dreams are true? Because I keep dreaming the same dream. Every night, sometimes twice a night, three times. It feels so real, not like my other dreams. But I’m not a priest or anything. They don’t talk to women anyway. If Mother were alive I could ask her, but I’m not going to Dudagu Dermo.”


“I know less than anybody,” said Mon.


“I know,” said Edhadeya.


“Thanks.”


“You know less, so you listen more.”


Mon blushed.


“Can I tell you my dream?”


He nodded.


“I saw a little boy. Ominer’s age. And he had a sister the same age as Khimin.”


“You find out people’s ages in your dreams?” asked Mon.


“Hush, woodenhead. They were working in the fields. And they were being beaten. Their parents and all the other people. Starved and beaten. They were so hungry. And the people who were whipping them were diggers. Earth people, I mean.”


Mon thought about this. “Father would never let diggers rule over us.”


“But it wasn’t us, don’t you see? They were so real. I saw the boy getting beaten once. But not by diggers, it was by human boys who ruled over the diggers.”


“Elemaki,” murmured Mon. The evil humans who had joined with the diggers and lived in their dank caves and ate the sky people they kidnapped and murdered.


“The boys were bigger than him. He was hungry and so they tormented him by shoving more food than he could swallow into his mouth until he choked and gagged, and then they rubbed fruit and crumbs all over him and rolled him in the mud and grass so nobody could eat it. It was horrible, and he was so brave and never cried out against them, he just took it with such dignity and I cried for him.”


“In the dream?”


“No, when I woke up. I wake up crying. I wake up saying, ‘We’ve got to help them. We’ve got to find them and bring them home.’ “


“We?”


“Father, I suppose. Us. The Nafari. Because I think those pedple are Nafari.”


“So why don’t they send sky people to find us and ask us for help? That’s what people do, when the Elemaki are attacking them.”


Edhadeya thought about this. “You know something, Mon? There wasn’t a single angel among them.”


Mon turned to her then. “No sky people at all?”


“Maybe the diggers killed them all.”


“Don’t you remember?” he asked. “The people who left back in the days of Father’s grandfather? The ones who hated Darakemba and wanted to go back and possess the land of Nafai again?”


“Zef. . . .”


“Zenif,” said Mon. “They said it was wrong for humans and sky people to live together. They didn’t take a single angel with them. It’s them. They’re the ones you dreamed of.”


“But they were all killed.”


“We don’t know that. We just know that we never heard from them again.” Mon nodded. “They must still be alive.”


“So you think it’s a real dream?” asked Edhadeya. “Like the ones Luet had?”


Mon shrugged. Something bothered him. “Your dream,” he said. “I don’t think it’s exactly about the Zenifi. I mean ... it just doesn’t feel complete. I think it’s someone else.”


“Well, how can you know that?” she said. “You’re the one who thought it was the Zenifi.”


“And it felt right when I said it. But now . . . now there’s just something wrong with it. But you’ve got to tell Father.”


“You tell him,” she said. “You’ll see him at dinner.”


“And you when he comes to say goodnight.”


Edhadeya grimaced. “Dudagu Dermo is always there. I never see Father alone.”


Mon blushed. “That isn’t right of Father.”


“Yes, well, you’re the one who always knows what’s right.” She punched him in the arm.


“I’ll tell him your dream at dinner.”


“Tell him it was your dream.”


Mon shook his head. “I don’t lie.”


“He won’t listen if he thinks it’s a woman’s dream. All the other men at dinner will laugh.”


“I won’t tell him whose dream it is until I’m done. How’s that?”


“Tell him this, too. In the last few dreams, the boy and his sister and his mother and father, they lie there in silence looking at me, saying nothing, just lie there in the darkness and without their saying a word I know they’re pleading with me to come and save them.”


“You?”


“Well, me in the dream. I don’t think that the real people - if there are any real people - would be sitting there hoping for a ten-year-old girl to come and deliver them.”


“I wonder if Father will let Aronha go.”


“Do you think he’ll really send somebody?”


Mon shrugged. “It’s dark. It’s time for dinner soon. Listen.”


From the trees near the river, from the high, narrow houses of the sky people, the evening song arose, a few voices at first, then joined by more and more. Their high, lilting melodies intertwined, played with each other, madly inventing, challenging, resolving dissonance and then subverting expected harmonies, a haunting sound that recalled an earlier time when life for the sky people was a short span of years that had to be enjoyed in the moment, for death was always near. The children stopped their playing and began drifting downward from the sky, going home to supper, to their singing mothers and fathers, to homes filled with music as once the thatched shelters of the angels had filled with song in the high reaches of the trees.


Tears came unbidden to Mon’s eyes. This was why he spent the moment of evening song alone, for he would be teased about the tears if others saw them. Not Edhadeya, though.


Edhadeya kissed Mon’s cheek. “Thank you for believing me, Mon. Sometimes I think I might as well be a stump, for all that anybody listens to me.”


Mon blushed again. When he turned around, she was already going down the ladder to the ground. He should go with her, of course, but now the human voices were beginning to join in the song, and so he could not go. From the windows of the great houses, the human servants and, in the streets, the fieldworkers and the great men of the city sang, each voice with as much right to be heard in the evening song as any other. In some cities, human kings decreed that their human subjects must sing a certain song, usually with words that spoke of patriotism or dutiful worship of the king or the official gods. But in Darakemba the old ways of the Nafari were kept, and the humans made up their own melodies as freely as the angels did. The voices of the middle people were lower, slower, less deft in making rapid changes. But they did their best, and the sky people accepted their song and played with it, danced around it, decorated and subverted and fulfilled it, so that middle people and sky people together were a choir in a continuous astonishing cantata with ten thousand composers and no soloists.


Mon raised his own voice, high and sweet-so high that he did not have to sing among the low human voices, he could take a place in the bottom reaches of the sky people’s song. From the street, a woman of the fields looked up at him and smiled. Mon answered her, not with a smile, but with a rapid run, his best. And when she laughed and nodded and walked on, he felt good. Then he raised his eyes and saw, on the roof of a house two streets over, two young sky people who had perched there for a moment on their way home. They watched him, and Mon defiantly sang louder, though he knew his voice, high and quick as it was, was no match for the singing of the sky people. Still, they heard him, they sang with him for a moment, and then they raised their left wings in salute to him. They must be twins, thought Mon, self and oth-erself, yet they took a moment to open their duet to include me. He raised his own left hand in answer, and they dropped down from the roof into the courtyard of their own house.


Mon got up and, still singing, walked to the ladder. If he were an angel, he wouldn’t have to use a ladder to climb down from the roof of the king’s house. He could swoop down and come to rest before the door, and when dinner was over he could fly up into the night sky and go hunting by moonlight.


His bare feet slapped against the rungs as he skimmed down the ladder. Keeper of Earth, why did you make me human? He sang as he walked through the courtyard of the king’s house, heading for the raucous brotherhood of the king’s table, but there was pain and loneliness in his song.


 


Shedemei woke up in her chamber in the starship Basilica, and saw at once that it wasn’t one of her scheduled wakings. The calendar was all wrong, and to confirm it, she heard at once the voice of the Over-soul in her mind. “The Keeper is sending dreams again.”


She felt a thrill of excitement run through her. For all these centuries, dipping into and out of life, kept young by the cloak of the starmaster but long since old and weary in her heart, she had waited to see what the Keeper’s next move would be. She brought us here, thought Shedemei, brought us here and kept us alive and sent us dreams, and then suddenly she fell silent and we were left to our own devices for so long.


“It was an old man first, among the Zenifi,” said the Oversoul. Shedemei padded naked along the corridors of the ship and then up the central shaft to the library. “They murdered him. But a priest named Akmaro believed him. I think he also had some dreams, but I’m not sure. With the old man dead and the ex-priest living in slavery, I wouldn’t have woken you. But then the daughter of Motiak dreamed. Like Luet. I haven’t seen a dreamer like this since Luet.”


“What’s her name? She was just a newborn when I. . . .”


“Edhadeya. The women call her Deya. They know she’s something but the men don’t listen, of course.”


“I really don’t like the way things have developed between men and women among the Nafari, you know. My great-great-granddaughters shouldn’t have to put up with such nonsense.”


“I’ve seen worse,” said the Oversoul.


“I have no doubt of that. But, forgive me for asking: So what?”


“It will change,” the Oversoul said. “It always does.”


“How old is she now? Deya?”


“Ten.”


“I sleep ten years and I still don’t feel rested.” She sat down at one of the library computers. “All right, show me what I need to see.”


The Oversoul showed her Edhadeya’s dream and told her about Mon and his truthsense.


“Well,” said Shedemei, “the powers of the parents are undimin-ished in the children.”


“Shedemei, does any of this make sense to you?”


Shedemei almost laughed aloud. “Do you hear yourself, my friend? You are the program that posed as a god back on the planet Harmony.


You planned your plans, you plotted your plots, and you never asked humans for advice. Instead you roped us in and dragged us to Earth transformed our lives forever and now you ask me if any of this makes sense? What happened to the master plan?”


“My plan was simple,” said the Oversoul. “Get back to Earth and ask the Keeper what I should do about the weakening power of the Oversoul of Harmony. I fulfilled that plan as far as I could. Here I am.”


“And here I am.”


“Don’t you see, Shedemei? Your being here wasn’t my plan. I needed human help to assemble one workable starship, but I didn’t need to take any humans with me. I brought you because the Keeper of Earth was somehow sending you dreams-and sending them faster than light, I might add. The Keeper seemed to want you humans here. So I brought you. And I came, expecting to find technological marvels waiting for me. Machines that could repair me, replenish me, send me back to Harmony able to restore the power of the Oversoul. Instead I wait here, I’ve waited nearly five hundred years-”


“As have I,” added Shedemei.


“You’ve slept through most of them,” said the Oversoul. “And you don’t have responsibility for a planet a hundred lightyears distant where technology is beginning to blossom and devastating wars are only a few generations away. I don’t have time for this. Except that if the Keeper thinks I have time for it, I probably do. Why doesn’t the Keeper talk to me? When no one was hearing anything for all these years, I could be patient. But now humans are dreaming again, the Keeper is on the move again, and yet still it says nothing to me.”


“And you ask me?” said Shedemei. “You’re the one who should have memories dating back to the time when you were created. The Keeper sent you, right? Where was it then? What was it then?”


“I don’t know.” If a computer could shrug, Shedemei imagined the Oversoul would do it now. “Do you think I haven’t searched my memory? Before your husband died, he helped me search, and we found nothing. I remember the Keeper always being present, I remember knowing that certain vital instructions had been programmed into me by the Keeper-but as to who or what the Keeper is or was or even might have been, I know as little as you.”


“Fascinating,” said Shedemei. “Let’s see if we can think of a way to get the Keeper to talk to you. Or at least to show her hand.”


 


Mon was seated, as usual, down at the stewards’ end of the table. His father told him that the king’s second son was placed there in order to show respect for the record-keepers and message-bearers and treasurers and provisioners, for, as Father said, “If it weren’t for them, there’d be no kingdom for the soldiers to protect.”


When Father said that, Mon had answered, in his most neutral voice, “But if you really want to show your respect for them, you’d place Ha-Aron among them.”


To which Father mildly replied, “If it weren’t for the army, all the stewards would be dead.”


So Mon, the second son, was all that the second rank of leaders in the kingdom merited; the first son was the honor of the first rank, the military men, the people who really mattered.


And that was how the business of dinner was conducted, too. The King’s Supper had begun many generations ago as a council of war- that was when women began to be excluded. In those days it was only once a week that the council ate together, but for generations now it had been every night, and human men of wealth and standing imitated the king in their own homes, dining separately from their wives and daughters. It wasn’t that way among the sky people, though. Even those who shared the king’s table went home and sat with their wives and children for another meal.


Which was why, sitting at Mon’s left hand, the chief clerk, the old angel named bGo, was barely picking at his food. It was well known that bGo’s wife became quite miffed if he showed no appetite at her table, and Father had always refused to be offended that bGo apparently feared his wife more than he feared the king. bGo was senior among the clerks, though as head of the census he was certainly not as powerful as the treasuremaster and the provisioner. He was also a surly conversationalist and Mon hated having to sit with him.


Beyond bGo, though, his otherself, Bego, was far more talkative- and had a much sturdier appetite, mostly because he had never married. Bego, the recordkeeper, was only a minute and a half less senior than bGo, but one would hardly imagine they were the same age, Bego had so much energy, so much vigor, so much ... so much anger, Mon thought sometimes. Mon loved school whenever Bego was their tutor, but he sometimes wondered if Father really knew how much rage seethed under the surface of his recordkeeper. Not disloyalty-Mon would report that at once. Just a sort of general anger at life. Aronha said it was because he had never once mated with a female in his life, but then Aronha had sex on the brain these days and thought that lust explained everything-which, in the case of Aronha and all his friends, was no doubt true. Mon didn’t know why Bego was so angry. He just knew that it put a delicious skeptical edge on all of Bego’s lessons. And even on his eating. A sort of savagery in the way he lifted the panbread rolled up with bean paste to his lips and bit down on it. The way he ground the food in his jaws when he chewed, slowly, methodically, glaring out at the rest of the court.


On Mon’s right, the treasuremaster and the provisioner were caught up in their own business conversation-quietly, of course, so as not to distract from the real meeting going on at the king’s end of the table, where the soldiers were regaling each other with anecdotes from recent raids and skirmishes. Being adult humans, the treasuremaster and provisioner were much taller than Mon and generally ignored him after the initial courtesies. Mon was more the height of the sky people to his left, and besides, he knew Bego better, and so when he talked at all, it was to them.


“I have something I want to tell Father,” said Mon to Bego.


Bego chewed twice more and swallowed, fixing Mon with his weary gaze all the while. “Then tell him,” he said.


“Exactly,” murmured bGo.


“It’s a dream,” said Mon.


“Then tell your mother,” said Bego. “Middle women still pay attention to such things.”


“Right,” murmured bGo.


“But it’s a true dream,” said Mon. bGo sat up straight. “And how would you know that.”


Mon shrugged. “I know it.” bGo turned to Bego, who turned to him. They gazed at each other, as if some silent communication were passing between them. Then Bego turned back to Mon. “Be careful about making claims like that.”


“I am,” said Mon. “Only when I’m sure. Only when it matters.”


That was something Bego had taught them in school, about making judgments. “Whenever you can get away with making no decision at all, then that’s what you should do. Make decisions only when you’re sure, and only when it matters.” Bego nodded now, to hear Mon repeat his precept back to him.


“If he believes me, then it’s a matter for the war council,” said Mon.


Bego studied him. bGo did, too, for a moment, but then rolled his eyes and slumped back in his chair. “I feel an embarrassing scene coming on,” he murmured.


“Embarrassing only if the prince is a fool,” said Bego. “Are you?”


“No,” said Mon. “Not about this, anyway.” Even as he said it, though, Mon wondered if in fact he was a fool. After all, it was Ed-hadeya’s dream, not his own. And there was something about his interpretation of it that made him uneasy. Yet one thing was certain: It was a true dream, and it meant that somewhere humans-Nafari humans-lived in painful bondage under the whips of Elemaki diggers.


Bego waited for another moment, as if to be sure that Mon wasn’t going to back down. Then he raised his left wing. “Father Motiak,” he said loudly.


His abrasive voice cut through the noisy conversation at the military end of the table. Monush, for many years the mightiest warrior in the kingdom, the man for whom Mon had been named, was interrupted in the middle of a story. Mon winced. Couldn’t Bego have waited for a natural lull in the conversation?


Father’s normally benign expression did not change. “Bego, the memory of my people, what do you have to say during the war council?” His words held a bit of menace, but his voice was calm and kind, as always.


“While the soldiers are still at table,” said Bego, “one of the worthies of your kingdom has information that, if you choose to heed it, will be a matter for a council of war.”


“And who is this worthy? What is his information?” asked Father.


“He sits beside my otherself,” said Bego, “and he can give you his information for himself.”


All eyes turned to Mon, and for a moment he wanted to turn and flee from the room. Had Edhadeya realized how awful this moment would be, when she asked him to do this? But Mon knew he could not shrink from this now-to back down would humiliate Bego and shame himself. Even if his message was disbelieved, he had to give it-and boldly, too.


Mon rose to his feet, and, as he had seen his father do before speaking, he looked each of the leading men of the kingdom in the eyes. In their faces he saw surprise, amusement, deliberate patience. Last of all he looked at Aronha, and to his relief, he saw that Aronha looked serious and interested, not teasing or embarrassed. Aronha, thank you for giving me respect.


“My information comes from a true dream,” Mon said at last.


There was a murmur around the table. Who had dared to claim a true dream in many generations? And at the king’s table?


“How do you know it’s a true dream?” asked Father.


It was something Mon had never been able to explain to anyone or even to himself. He didn’t try now. “It’s a true dream,” he said.


Again there was a whisper around the table, and while some of the impatient faces changed to amusement, some that had been amused now looked serious.


“At least they’re paying attention,” murmured bGo.


Father spoke again, a hint of consternation in his voice. “Tell us the dream, then, and why it’s a matter for the council of war.”


“The same dream over and over for many nights,” said Mon. He was careful to give no hint of who the dreamer was. He knew they would assume that it was him, but no one would be able to call him a liar. “A little boy and his sister, the ages of Ominer and Khimin. They were working in the fields, as slaves, faint with hunger, and the taskmasters who whipped them at their work were earth people.”


He had their attention now, all of them. Diggers with humans as slaves-it made all of them angry, though they all knew that it must happen from time to time.


“One time in the dream the boy was beaten by human boys. Humans who ruled over the diggers. The boy was brave and never cried out as they . . . humiliated him. He was worthy.”


The soldiers all nodded. They understood what he was saying.


“At night the boy and his sister and his father and mother lay in silence. I think ... I think they were forbidden to speak aloud. But they asked for help. They asked for someone to come and deliver them from bondage.”


Mon paused for a moment, and into the silence came Monush’s voice. “I have no doubt that this dream is true enough, because we know that many humans and angels are kept as slaves among the Elemaki. But what can we do? It takes all our strength to keep our own people free.”


“But Monush,” said Mon, “these are our people.”


Now the whispers were filled with excitement and outrage.


“Let me hear my son speak,” said Father. The whispers ceased.


Mon blushed. Father had admitted him to be his son, yes, that was good; but he had not used the formal locution, “Let me hear my counselor,” which would have meant that he absolutely accepted what Mon was saying. He was still on trial here. Thanks Edhadeya. This could shame me for my whole life, if it goes badly. I would always be known as the second son who spoke foolishness out of turn in a war council.


“They have no sky people among them,” said Mon. “Who has ever heard of such a kingdom? They are the Zenifi, and they call to us for help.”


Husu, the angel who served the king as his chief spy, leading hundreds of strong, brave skypeople who kept constant watch on the borders of the kingdom, raised his right wing, and Mon nodded to give him the king’s ear. He had seen this done before at council, but since he had never had the king’s ear himself, this was the first time he had ever been able to take part in the niceties of formal discussion.


“Even if the dream is true and the Zenifi are calling out to us in dreams,” said Husu, “what claim do they have upon us? They rejected the decision of the first King Motiak and refused to live in a place where sky people outnumbered middle people five to one. They left Darakemba of their own free will, to return to the land of Nafai. We thought they must have been destroyed. If we learn now that they are alive, we’re glad, but it means nothing more than that to us. If we learn now that they’re in bondage, we’re sad, but again, it means nothing more than that.”


When his speech was finished, Mon looked to the king for permission to speak again.


“How do you know they’re the Zenifi?” asked Father.


Again, Mon could say nothing more than to repeat what he knew was true. Only this was exactly the point that he wasn’t sure of. They were the Zenifi, but they were not the Zenifi. Or something. Something else. They used to be Zenifi, was that it? Or are they simply a pan of the Zenifi?


“They are Zenifi,” said Mon, and as he said it he knew that it was right, or right enough. They may not be the Zenifi, the whole people; but they are Zenifi, even if somewhere else there might be others.


But Mon’s answer gave Father little to go on. “A dream?” he said. “The first king of the Nafari had true dreams.”


“As did his wife,” said Bego.


“The great queen Luet,” said Father, nodding. “Bego is wise to remind us of history. Both were true dreamers. And there were other true dreamers among them. And among the sky people, and among the earth people too, in those days. But that was the age of heroes.”


Mon wanted to insist: It is a true dream. But he had seen at council before how Father resisted when men tried to press their case by saying the same thing again and again. If they had new evidence, fine, let them speak and Father would hear; but if they were merely insisting on the same old story, Father merely believed them less and less the more they pushed. So Mon held his tongue and merely continued to look his father in the eye, unabashed.


He heard bGo’s soft murmur as he spoke to his otherself: “I know what the gossips will be chatting about for the next week.”


“The boy has courage,” Bego answered softly.


“So do you,” said bGo.


In the silence, Aronha stood from the table, but instead of asking Mon for the king’s ear, he walked around behind the chairs to stand behind his father. It was a privilege that only the king’s heir had, to speak to the king privately in front of his other counselors without giving offense-for it was not presumption for the heir to display a special privacy with the king.


Father listened to Aronha, then nodded. “This can be said aloud,” he said, granting permission.


Aronha returned to his seat. “I know my brother,” he said. “He does not lie.”


“Of course not,” said Monush, and Husu echoed him.


“More than that,” said Aronha. “Mon never claims to know what he doesn’t know. When he’s unsure, he says so. And when he’s sure, he’s always right.”


Mon felt a thrill run through him, to hear such words from his brother’s mouth. Aronha wasn’t just standing up for him-he was asserting something so outrageous that Mon was frightened for him. How could he make such a claim?


“Bego and I have noticed it,” said Aronha. “Why else do you suppose Bego risked his own place at the king’s table in order to introduce Mon’s words? I don’t think Mon realizes it himself. Most of the time he is uncertain of himself. He can be persuaded easily; he never argues. But when he truly knows a thing, he never backs down, never, no matter how much we argue. And when he digs in his heels like that, Bego and I both know well, he’s never been wrong. Not once. I would stake my honor and the lives of good men on the truth of what he says today. Even though I think the dream was not his own, if he says it’s a true dream and the people are the Zenifi, then I know that it’s the truth as surely as if I saw old Zenif with my own eyes.”


“Why do you think the dream is not his own?” asked Father, suddenly wary.


“Because he never said it was,” said Aronha. “If it was, he would have said it. He didn’t, so it wasn’t.”


“Whose dream was it?” demanded the king.


“The daughter of Toeledwa,” said Mon immediately.


There was an immediate uproar at the table, partly because Mon had dared to mention the name of the dead queen at a celebratory occasion, but mostly because he had brought the counsel of a woman to the king’s table.


“We would not have heard that voice here!” cried one of the old captains.


Father raised his hands and everyone fell silent. “You’re right, we would not have heard that voice here. But my son believes that the message of that voice needed to be heard, and so he dared to bring it; and Ha-Aron has declared his belief in it. So now the only question before this council is: What shall we do, now that we know the Zenifi are calling to us for help?”


The discussion immediately passed beyond any realm where Mon would be consulted, and he sat down, listening. He scarcely trusted himself to look at anyone, for fear he would break discipline and show a smile of such relief, such gratification that everyone would know that he was still only a child, the second son.


Husu opposed sending any sky people to, risk their lives rescuing the Zenifi; in vain did Monush argue that the first generation, the one that had rejected all human association with angels, was surely dead by now. As they discussed the issue, with other counselors chiming in with their own points, Mon risked a glance at his brother. To his chagrin, Aronha was looking right at him, grinning. Mon ducked his head to hide his own grin, but he was happier at this moment than he had ever been before in his life.


He turned then, to glance at Bego, but it was bGo who whispered to him. “What if a hundred die, for this dream of Edhadeya’s?”


The words struck Mon through the heart. He hadn’t thought of that. To send an army so far into Elemaki territory, up the endless narrow canyons where ambush was possible anywhere-it was dangerous, it was foolhardy, yet the war council was arguing, not about whether to risk it, but whom to take on the raid.


“Don’t ruin the boy’s triumph,” murmured Bego. “Nobody’s making the soldiers go. He told the truth and he did it boldly. Honor to him.” Bego raised his glass of mulled wine.


Mon knew to raise his own glass of twice-cut wine. “It was your voice opened the door, Ro-Bego.”


Bego sipped his wine, frowning. “None of your middlebeing titles for me, boy.” bGo grinned-a rare expression for him-and said, “My otherself is beside himself with pleasure; you must excuse him, it always makes him surly.”


Father proposed the compromise. “Let Husu’s spies guard Mon-ush’s human soldiers until they find a way past the outposts of the Elemaki. From what we understand, there’s chaos among the kingdoms in the land of Nafai these days, and it may be far safer than usual to get in. Then, when Monush passes within the guarded borders, the spies hold back and wait for them to emerge again.”


“How long?” asked Husu.


“Eighty days,” said Monush.


“It’s the wet season in high country,” said Husu. “Are we to freeze or starve? What is the plan?”


“Keep five men there for ten days,” said the king. “Then another five, and another, for ten days each.”


Monush raised his left hand in agreement. Husu raised his left wing, but muttered nonetheless, “To bring back worthless bigots, yes, I’m sure that’s worth the trouble.”


Mon was surprised that Husu was allowed to speak so boldly.


“I understand the anger the sky people feel toward the Zenifi,” said Father. “That’s why I take no offense at the mockery in your acceptance of my proposal.”


Husu bowed his head. “My king is kinder than his servant deserves.”


“That’s the truth,” muttered bGo. “Someday Husu will go too far and the rest of us will pay for it.”


The rest of “us”? He must mean the sky people as a whole, thought Mon. It was a disturbing thought, that somehow the sky people would all be held responsible for Husu’s audacity. “That wouldn’t be fair,” said Mon. bGo chuckled softly. “Listen to him, Bego. He says it isn’t fair- as if that means it couldn’t happen.”


“In the secret heart of every human man,” whispered Bego, “the sky people are nothing more than impertinent beasts.”


“That’s not true,” said Mon. “You’re wrong!”


Bego looked at him, bemused.


“I’m a human, aren’t I?” demanded Mon. “And in my heart the angels are the most beautiful and glorious people.”


Mon had not been shouting, but the intensity in his voice had stilled all other voices. In the sudden silence, he realized that everyone had heard him. He looked at his Father’s surprised expression and blushed.


“It seems to me,” said Father, “that some of the council have forgotten that only those with the king’s ear can speak here.”


Mon rose to his feet, hot with shame. “Forgive me, sir.”


Father smiled. “I believe it was Aronha who said that when you dug in your heels, you were always right.” He turned to Aronha. “Do you stand by that?”


A bit uncertain, Aronha looked his father in the eye and said, “Yes, sir.”


“Then I believe it is the opinion of this council that the angels are indeed the most beautiful and glorious people.” And Father raised his glass to Husu.


Husu stood, bowed, and lifted his glass in response. Both drank.


Then Father looked at Monush, who laughed, stood, and lifted his glass to drink as well.


“The words of my second son have brought peace to this table,” said Father. “That is always wisdom, to these ears, at least. Come, have done. The council is over and there is nothing more for us here except to eat-and ponder how the dreams of young girls, brought by young boys, have set in motion the feet and wings of warriors.”


 


Edhadeya waited for her father to come to her small room to talk with her as he did every night. Usually she was happy that he was coming, eager to tell him how she did in school, to show off a new word or phrase in the ancient language, to tell him of some adventure or gossip or achievement of the day. Tonight, though, she was afraid, and she wasn’t sure which she feared more-that Mon had told Father of her dream, or that he hadn’t. If he hadn’t, then she would have to tell him now herself, and then he might pat her shoulder and tell her that the dream was strange and wonderful and then he would just ignore it, not realizing that it was a true dream.


When he came to her doorway, though, Edhadeya knew that Mon had told him. His eyes were sharp and searching. He stood in silence, his arms bracing the doorframe. Finally he nodded. “So the spirit of Luet is awake in my daughter.”


She looked down at the floor, unsure whether he was angry or proud.


“And the spirit of Nafai in my second son.”


Ah. So he wasn’t angry.


“Don’t bother explaining why you couldn’t tell me this yourself,” said Father. “I know why, and I’m ashamed. Luet never had to use subterfuge to get her husband’s ear, nor did Chveya have to get her brother or her husband to speak for her when she had wisdom that others needed to know.”


In one motion he knelt before her and took her hands in his. “I looked around the king’s council tonight, as we finished our meal, thoughts of danger and war in our minds, of the Zenifi in bondage and needing to be saved, and all I could think of was-why have we forgotten what our first ancestors knew? That the Keeper of Earth cares not whether he speaks to a woman or a man?”


“What if it’s not so?” she whispered.


“What, you doubt it now?” asked Father.


“I dreamed the dream, and it was true-but it was Mon who said it was the Zenifi. I didn’t understand it at all till he said that.”


“Keep talking to Mon when you have true dreams,” said Father. “I know this: When Mon spoke, I felt a fire kindle in my heart and I thought-the words came into my mind as clearly as if someone had spoken them in my ear-I thought, A mighty man stands here in boyshape. And then I learned the dream was yours, and again the voice came into my mind: The man who listens to Edhadeya will be the true steward of the Keeper of Earth.”


“Was it-the Keeper who spoke to you?” asked Edhadeya.


“Who knows?” said Father. “Maybe it was fatherly pride. Maybe it was wishful thinking. Maybe it was the voice of the Keeper. Maybe it was the second glass of wine.” He laughed. “I miss your mother,” he said. “She would know better than I what to make of you.”


“I’m doing my best with her,” said Dudagu from the door.


Edhadeya gasped in surprise. Dudagu had a way of moving around silently so that no one knew where she might be eavesdropping.


Father rose to his feet. “But I have never charged you with my daughter’s education,” said Father gently. “So what in the world would you be doing your best at?” He grinned at Dudagu and then strode out of Edhadeya’s room.


Dudagu glared at Edhadeya. “Don’t think this dream business can get you anywhere, little girl,” she said. Then she smiled. “What you say to him in here, I can always unsay to him on his pillow.”


Edhadeya smiled her prettiest smile back at her stepmother. Then she opened her mouth and jammed her finger down her throat as if to make herself throw up. A moment later she was smiling prettily again.


Dudagu shrugged. “Four more years till I can have you married off,” she said. “Believe me, I already have my women looking for someone suitable. Someone far away from here.”


She glided silently away from the door and down the hall. Edhadeya threw herself back on her bed and murmured, “I would dearly love to have a true dream of Dudagu Dermo in a boating accident. If you arrange those things, dear Keeper of Earth, keep in mind that she doesn’t swim, but she’s very tall, so the water must be deep.”


The next day all the talk was of the expedition to find the Zenifi. And the morning after that, the lofty people and the officials of the city turned out to see the soldiers march away, the spies flying their daredevil maneuvers in the sky above them. Edhadeya thought, as she watched them go, So this is what a dream can do. And then she thought, I should have more such dreams.


At once she was ashamed of herself. If I ever lie about about my dreams and claim a true one when it isn’t so, then may the Keeper take all my dreams away from me.


 


Sixteen human soldiers, with a dozen spies shadowing them from the air, set out from Darakemba. It was not an army, was not even large enough to be a serious raiding party, and so their departure caused only a momentary stir in the city. Mon watched, though, with Aronha and Edhadeya standing beside him on the roof.


“They should have let me go with them,” said Aronha angrily.


“Are you that generous, that you want the kingdom to come to me?” asked Mon.


“Nobody’s going to be killed,” said Aronha.


Mon didn’t bother to answer. He was perfectly aware that Aronha knew Father was right-there was a touch of madness to this expedition. It was a search party trying to find the location of a dream. Father took only volunteers, and it was only with great reluctance that he let the great soldier Monush lead them. There was no chance that he would send his heir. “They’d spend all their time worrying about your safety instead of the mission I’m sending them on,” Father had said. “Don’t worry, Aronha. You’ll have your first sight of bloody battle far too soon, I’m sure. If I sent you out this time, though, your mother would rise up from the grave to scold me.” Mon had felt a thrill of fear when he heard this, until he saw that everyone else was taking it as a joke.


Everyone but Aronha, of course, who really was furious at not being included. “My sister can have the dream, my brother can tell you the dream-and what is for me? Tell me that, Father!”


“Why, Aronha, I have given you exactly as much involvement as I have given myself-to stand and watch them go.”


Well, now they were doing just that, standing and watching them go. Normally Aronha would have seen the soldiers off from the steps of the king’s house, but he claimed it would be too humiliating to stand beside the king when he had been declared too useless to go. Father didn’t argue with him, just let him go to the roof, and now here he stood, furious even though he had already admitted to Mon that if he were in Father’s place he’d make the same decision. “Just because Father’s right doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.”


Edhadeya laughed. “By the Cottonmouth, Aronha, that’s when Father makes us the maddest!”


“Don’t swear by the Legless One,” said Aronha sharply.


“Father says it’s just a dangerous snake and not a real god so why not?” said Edhadeya defiantly.


“You’re not superstitious now, are you, Aronha?” asked Mon.


“Father says to have respect for the beliefs of others, and you know half the digger servants still hold the Legless One sacred,” said Aronha.


“Yes,” said Edhadeya, “and they’re always swearing by him.”


“They don’t say his name outright,” said Aronha.


“But Aronha, it’s just a snake.” Edhadeya wagged her head back and forth like a maize tassel. In spite of himself, Aronha laughed. Then his face got serious again, and he looked back at the sixteen soldiers, jogging out among the fields in single file, heading up the river to the souther border.


“Will they find my dream?” asked Edhadeya.


“If the Keeper sent you the dream,” said Aronha, “it must mean he wants the Zenifi found.”


“But that doesn’t mean that anybody in Monush’s party even knows how to hear the Keeper when she speaks,” said Edhadeya.


Aronha glared but didn’t look at her. “He decides whom he’s going to speak to. It’s not a matter of knowing how.”


“She can only speak to people who know how to listen, which is why our ancestor Luet was so famous as the waterseer, and her sister Hushidh and her niece Chveya as ravelers. They had great power in them, and-”


“The power wasn’t in them,” said Aronha. “It was in the Keeper. He chose them, his favorites-and I might point out that none of them was greater than Nafai himself, who had the cloak of the star-master and commanded the heavens with his-”


“Bego says it’s all silliness,” said Mon.


The others fell silent.


“He does?” said Aronha, after a while.


“You’ve heard him say so, haven’t you?” asked Mon.


“Never to me,” said Aronha. “What does he say is silliness? The Keeper?”


“The idea of our heroic ancestors,” said Mon. “Everybody claims to have heroic ancestors, he says. By the time enough generations have passed, they become gods. He says that’s where gods come from. Gods in human shape, anyway.”


“How interesting,” said Aronha. “He teaches the king’s son that the king’s ancestors are made up?”


Only now did Mon realize that he might be causing trouble for his tutor. “No,” he said. “Not in so many words. He just . . . raised the possibility.”


Aronha nodded. “So you don’t want me to turn him in.”


“He didn’t say it outright.”


“Just remember this, Mon,” said Aronha. “Bego might be right, and our stories of great human ancestors with extraordinary powers granted by the Keeper of Earth, those stories might all be exaggerated or even outright fantasies or whatever. But we middle people aren’t the only ones who might want to revise history to fit our present needs. Don’t you think a patriotic sky man might want to cast doubt on the stories of greatness among the ancestors of the middle people? Especially the ancestors of the king?”


“Bego’s not a liar,” said Mon. “He’s a scholar.”


“I didn’t say he was lying,” said Aronha. “He says we believe in these tales because it’s so useful and satisfying to us. Maybe he doubts the same tales because the doubt is useful and satisfying to him.”


Mon frowned. “Then how can we ever know what’s true?”


“We can’t,” said Aronha. “That’s what I figured out a long time ago.”


“So you don’t believe in anything?”


“I believe in everything that seems most true to me right now,” said Aronha. “I just refuse to be surprised when some of those things I believe now turn out to be false later. It helps keep me from being upset.”


Edhadeya laughed. “And where did you learn that idea?”


Aronha turned to her, mildly offended. “You don’t think I could think it up myself?”


“No,” she said.


“Monush taught me that,” said Aronha. “One day when I asked him if there really was a Keeper of Earth. After all, according to the old stories, there once was a god called the Oversoul, and that turned out to be a machine inside an ancient boat.”


“An ancient boat that flew through the air,” said Mon. “Bego says that only the sky people fly, and that our ancestors invented that flying boat story because middle people were so jealous of the fact that sky people could fly.”


“Some sky people can fly,” said Edhadeya. “I’ll bet old Bego is so old and fat and creaky he can’t even get off the ground anymore.”


“But he could when he was young,” said Mon. “He can remember.”


“And you can imagine,” said Aronha.


Mon shook his head. “To remember is real. To imagine is nothing.”


Edhadeya laughed. “That’s silly, Mon. Most of the things people say they remember they only imagine anyway.”


“And where did you learn tknt?” asked Aronha with a smirk.


Edhadeya rolled her eyes. “From Uss-Uss, and you can laugh if you want, but she’s-”


“She’s a glorified housemaid!” said Aronha.


“She’s the only friend I had after Mother died,” said Edhadeya firmly, “and she’s very wise.”


“She’s a digger,” said Mon softly.


“But not an Elemaku,” said Edhadeya. “Her family has served the kings of the Nafari for five generations.”


“As slaves,” said Mon.


Aronha laughed. “Mon listens to an old angel, Edhadeya to a fat old digger slave woman, and I listen to a soldier who is known for his courage and cleverness in war, and not for his scholarship. We all choose our own teachers, don’t we? I wonder if our choice of teacher shows anything about what our lives will be.”


They thought about that in silence as they watched the small swarm of spies that marked the location of Monush’s party as they continued their journey far up the valley of the Tsidorek.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282847]THREE - RESISTANCE


“Nafai told me something once,” said Shedemei to the Oversoul.


The Oversoul, being endlessly patient, waited for her to go on.


“Back before you . . . chose him.”


“I remember the time,” said the Oversoul, perhaps not endlessly patient after all.


“Back when you were still trying to keep him and Issib from discovering too much about you.”


“It was Issib who was the real problem, you know. He’s the one who thought of opposing me.”


“Yes, well, but he didn’t succeed until Nafai joined him.”


“It was a concern for a while.”


“Yes, I imagine. Both of them, struggling as hard as they could. You had to devote all your resources to dealing with them.”


“Never all. Never even close to all.”


“Enough that you finally gave up.”


“Took them into my confidence.”


“Stopped struggling against them and enlisted them on your side. You had no choice, right?”


“I knew all along that they were valuable. I decided at that point that they were the ones I would use to assemble a working starship.”


“Would you have chosen them if they hadn’t been causing so much trouble for you?”


“I had already chosen their father to ... start things moving.”


“But it was Luet you wanted, wasn’t it.”


“Nafai was very insistent. Very ambitious. He couldn’t stand not to be in the midst of whatever was going on. I decided that was useful. And I never had to choose between him and Luet, because they ended up together.”


“Yes, yes, I’m sure everything worked out exactly according to plan.”


“I was programmed to be infinitely adaptable, as long as I continue working toward the highest priorities. My plan changed, but its goal never did.”


“All right then, that’s the entire point I was trying to make.” Shed-emei laughed. “If I didn’t know better, Lady Oversoul, I would suppose you were protecting your pride.”


“I have no pride.”


“I’m relieved to hear it,” said Shedemei. “I discarded my own long ago.”


“What was the point you were trying to make?”


“Nafai forced you to listen to him, to notice him, to take him into account.”


“Nafai and Issib.”


“They did it by resisting you, and doing it in such a way that you had to adapt your plans to fit their . . . what did you say? Their ambition.”


“Issib was stubborn. Nafai was ambitious.”


“I’m sure you have lists of adjectives appended to all our names in your files.”


“Don’t be snippy, Shedemei. It isn’t becoming to a woman who has abandoned her pride.”


“Will you listen to my plan?”


“Oh, not a point then, a plan.”


“You still have the power to influence human beings.”


“In a small area of the world, yes.”


“It doesn’t have to be on the other side of the planet, you know. Just there in the gornaya.”


“Anywhere in the gornaya, yes, I can have some influence.”


“And that technique you used back on Harmony, to keep us from developing dangerous technologies-”


“Making people temporarily stupid.”


“And you can still send dreams.”


“Not the powerful dreams the Keeper sends.”


“Dreams, though. Clear ones.”


“Much clearer than the Keeper’s dreams,” said the Oversoul.


“Well then. We have a party of Nafari soldiers headed up the valley of the Tsidorek. When they come near Lake Sidonod, the area is so thickly settled with Elemaki that they’ll have to take a dangerous route high up on the mountainside. But the mountain range is ragged there. At some points the crest is very low, so the valleys connect through a narrow pass. If they can sneak through that pass, they’ll come down a canyon that will lead them straight to Chelem, where Akmaro’s people are held as slaves to the Elemaki.”


“Slaves to Pabulog and his sons, you mean.”


“So when they near that pass, the Keeper will naturally try to steer them that way.”


“One would think,” said the Oversoul.


“So why not make them very stupid until they’ve missed the chance?”


“The Keeper will just send them back,” said the Oversoul. “And why would I want to keep them from rescuing Akmaro?”


“The Keeper will try to send them back. But in the meantime, you’ll lead them along the mountainside until they drop down into the canyon where the river Zidomeg forms.”


“Zinom,” said the Oversoul, understanding now. “Where the main body of the Zenifi are also enslaved, more or less, by the Elemaki.”


“Exactly,” said Shedemei. “Monush will think he’s fulfilled his mission. He’ll have found a group of Zenifi in bondage to diggers. He’ll figure out a way to bring them to safety. He’ll bring them home.”


“He can’t take that whole population along the mountainside.”


“No,” said Shedemei. “You’ll have to send him dreams that will ‘bring him home by going up the valley of the Ureg and then over the pass that leads down to the valley of the Padurek.”


“That takes them right past Akmaro’s group.”


“And the Keeper will try to get Monush to find Akmaro’s people again.”


“And I interfere again,” said the Oversoul. “That’s not what I’m supposed to do, Shedemei. My purpose is not to interfere with the Keeper of Earth.”


“No, your purpose is to get the Keeper’s help so you can return to Harmony. Well, if you cause her enough trouble, my dear, perhaps she’ll send you back to Harmony in order to stop you from interfering.”


“I don’t think I can do that.” The Oversoul paused. “My programming may stop me from consciously rebelling against what I think the Keeper wants.”


“Well, you figure it out,” said Shedemei. “But in the meantime, keep this in mind: As long as the Keeper isn’t telling you anything, how do you know the Keeper doesn’t want you to pull exactly the kind of stunt I’m suggesting? Just to prove your mettle?”


“Shedemei, you’re romanticizing again,” said the Oversoul. “I’m a machine, not a puppet wishing to be made alive. There are no tests. I do what I’m programmed to do.”


“Do you?” asked Shedemei. “You’re programmed to take initiative. Here’s a chance. If the Keeper doesn’t like it, all she has to do is tell you to stop. But at least you’ll be talking then.”


“I’ll think about it,” said the Oversoul.


“Good,” said Shedemei.


“All right,” said the Oversoul. “I’ve thought about it. We’ll do it.”


“That quickly?” Shedemei knew the Oversoul was a computer, but it still surprised her how much the old machine could do in the time it took a human to say a single word.


“I made a test run and found that nothing in my programming interferes. I can do it. So we’ll give it a try when Monush gets to the right place, and find out how much the Keeper will put up with before deigning to make contact with me.”


Shedemei laughed. “Why can’t you admit it, you old fake?”


“Admit what?”


“You’re really pissed off at the Keeper.”


“I am not,” said the Oversoul. “I’m worried about what might be happening on Harmony.”


“Relax,” said Shedemei. “Your otherself is there, as the angels would say.”


“I’m not an angel,” said the Oversoul.


“Neither am I, my friend,” said Shedemei.


“You sound wistful.”


“I’m a gardener. I miss the feel of earth under my feet.”


“Time for another trip to the surface?”


“No,” said Shedemei. “No point in it. Nothing I planted last time will be ready for measurement. It would be a waste and a risk.”


“You are allowed to have fun,” said the Oversoul. “Even the one who wears the cloak of the starmaster is allowed to do a few things simply because of the joy of doing them.”


“Yes, and I’ll do it. When the time comes.”


“You have a will of steel,” said the Oversoul.


“And a heart of glass,” said Shedemei. “Brittle and cold. I’m going to take a nap. Why don’t you use the time to design a dream?”


“Don’t you have dreams enough on your own?”


“Not for me,” said Shedemei. “For Monush.”


“I was making a joke,” said the Oversoul.


“Well next time wink at me or something so I know.” Shedemei got up from the terminal and padded off to bed.


 


Monush and his men slept yet another night on yet another narrow shelf of rock high above the valley floor. The torches in the digger village far below burned late; Monush’s fifteen companions watched most of them until they guttered and winked out. It was hard to sleep, weary as they were, for if they rolled over in the night they would plunge twenty rods before so much as a knob of stone would break their fall-and, no doubt, the first of many bones. They all pushed sharp stakes into the rock or, if there was no slight crevice to hold them, they piled them so they might feel them if they started to roll toward the edge in their sleep. But all in all, it was a precarious slumber indeed, and there was probably no moment when more than half the men were asleep.


Despite all this, tonight Monush slept well enough to dream, and when he awoke, he knew the path that he had to take in order to find the Zenifi. This high path would widen and slope downward, but at a certain place, if he should climb, he would come to a pass over these mountains and down into another valley. There he would see a large lake, and by passing down the valley of the river that flowed from it, in due time he would come to the place that Edhadeya had dreamed of.


He awoke from the dream just as the sky was beginning to lighten overhead. Carefully he pulled out the stakes he had pushed by hand into the stone and put them back into his bag. Then he gnawed on the cold maizecake that would be his only meal of the day, unless they found food somewhere on the journey-unlikely on such steep cliffs, and so high in the thin air. This was the region called “Crown of the Gornaya,” the highest region of the great massif of mountain ranges that had long harbored earth people, middle people, and sky people. It was here that the seven lakes had formed, all of them holy, but none holier than Sidonod, the pure source of the Tsidorek, the sacred river that flowed through the heart of Darakemba. Some of the men had hoped to set eyes on Sidonod itself, but now Monush knew that they would not. The pass would come too soon. Within the first hour.


Wordlessly-for sound carried far in the thin dry mountain air- Monush gave the signal to move. All the men were awake now, and they walked, slowly and stiffly at first, along the narrow shelf of rock. Twice they came to places where the shelf gave out and they had to climb, once up, once down, to another shelf that allowed them to walk on.


Then they reached a spot where the shelf widened and started to lead downward to an area of easier travel. Monush recognized the place at once, and thought. . . .


Thought what? He couldn’t remember. Something about this spot.


“What is it?” asked Chem, his second. In a whisper, of course.


Monush shook his head. It kept coming just to the tip of his tongue, some word, some idea, but he couldn’t remember why. Ah! A dream!


But the dream had fled. He couldn’t think of what the dream had been or what it meant at all.


How foolish, thought Monush. Foolish of me, to think my dreams could tell me true things the way Edhadeya’s did.


He beckoned the men to follow him as he led onward, down the broadening path. Within half an hour they rounded a curve and saw what so many men dreamed of but never dared to hope to see: Holy Sidonod, shining in the first sunlight to crest the mountain.


Below them, along the shores of the lake, there were villages, each with its cookfires. Of course only the humans would live in the huts and, now and then, houses; the diggers lived in hollowed trees and in tunnels under the earth nearby. The scene looked so peaceful. Yet they knew that if the men there, diggers or humans, knew of the Nafari walking along this narrow shelf of land, there would be such an outcry, and soon war parties would be scaling the cliff walls. Not that this spelled sure death, outnumbered though they might be. Even diggers, born to climb, would have a hard time getting up the rocks. But eventually the Elemaki would either reach their shelf and force them to fight to the last man, or the Nafari would have to climb higher and higher until they reached the altitudes where men freeze or faint or grow mad.


So they continued to move silently and smoothly along the rock, wearing their earth-colored tunics and leggings, their earth-colored blankets draped and pinned over their shoulders, their very skin and hair smeared with dirt to make them blend better into the stony cliff.


If only we could find a way to go up and over these mountains and avoid this heavily-populated lake, thought Monush. And then a thought burst into his mind. Of course we can! Just back there behind us there’s a. ... there’s a. ... He couldn’t remember. What was it he was thinking of? Something behind them? Why? There were no pursuers. Had he forgotten one of his men? He stopped and made a quick count. All were there-and, because they had stopped, most were gaping down at the holy lake below them. Monush beckoned them on. The shelf rose again. They passed by the long lake, sleeping only two nights with it in view.


After the lake, they passed through easier country, though it was all the more dangerous. It was a large region of lowish mountains, green to their tops, and every valley had at least some people in it, usually diggers, often humans as well, and now and then an isolated settlement of angels, though most of these were either slaves to a nearby Elemaki village or were “free”-but still tributary to one Elemaki king or another. Several times they were spotted by angels soaring overhead, but instead of crying out a warning, the angels always flew on, ignoring them. One angel even swooped low and landed on a nearby branch, then pointed down the ridge that Monush and his men were following and shook his head. Don’t go this way, he was saying. Monush nodded, bowed to him as to a friend, and the angel rose up into the air and flew away.


It’s good for us, at least, thought Monush, that the Elemaki are so harsh on the few angels forced to live among them. It gives us friends wherever we go. Weak friends, it’s true, but friends are all welcome in the land of our enemies.


On the fortieth day of their expedition, they came to a place where four streams met within a few rods. The water was turbulent, and yet no diggers or humans or angels lived near it. “A holy place like this,” whispered Chem, “and yet no one dwells here to receive the gift?”


Monush nodded, then smiled. “Perhaps they receive the gift downstream.”


He led them on, just a little way, and as they moved downstream they saw that no new hills seemed to rise up ahead of them. The land was about to change.


And suddenly they understood. For the ground dropped away in front of them. The water of the river soared out like an arrow’s flight, spouting into the air and then falling as perpetual rain down onto the valley below. It was a place of power, the only place that Monush had ever seen or heard of where water from a stream turned directly into rain without first rising up into the sky as clouds.


“Is there a way down?” asked Chem.


“As you said,” answered Monush. “It’s a holy place. See? Many feet have come up this cliff.”


It was almost a stairway, the descent was so artificial, steps cut into the stone, earth held in place by planks. “A cripple could climb here,” said Alekiam, the one who spoke the dialect of digger language that was most common among the Elemaki. Not that they were likely to run across many diggers who hadn’t adopted Torg, the trading language that was mostly the original human language, with pronunciations adapted to the mouths of diggers and angels and thousands of their words thrown in. But it was possible, here in these high mountains, where it was said that in some remote valleys diggers and angels still lived together in the old way, the diggers stealing statues made by the angels and bringing them home to worship them as gods- even as they sent raiding parties to kidnap the children of the angels and eat them. No one in living memory had run across such a place, but few doubted that people like that might yet survive-diggers who called the angels “skymeat,” and angels who called the diggers “devils,” both with good reason.


“Quiet,” said Monush. “This place is well traveled. Who knows who might be at the bottom?”


But there was no one at the bottom, and the land, being lower, had different fruits in season. Monush led his men to the brow of a hill overlooking the river that flowed away from the perpetual rainstorm at the base of the cliff. He told twelve of them to stay there and keep watch, eating what fruit they could find within sight of each other, while Monush himself took Alekiam, Chem, and a strong soldier named Lemech, who could break a man’s neck just by slapping him on the ear.


As they moved carefully along the rivercourse, they could see signs that once this land had been heavily settled. The boundaries of old fields could still be clearly seen, though they were overgrown. And here and there they passed an area that had been cleared and crusted over with stone, so that no diggers could get silently underneath and burrow their way into people’s homes.


“Where are all the people?” asked Chem, as they stood in the middle of one such place. “They built well, and now they’re gone.”


“No they’re not,” said Lemech.


A tall young human stood at the forest’s edge. He had not been there a moment before.


“Hail, friend,” said Monush, for he could hardly hope to avoid an encounter now.


At a signal from the tall young man, at least thirty soldiers stepped onto the platform of stone. Where had they been? Hadn’t they circled this place before stepping out onto it?


“Lay down your weapons,” said Monush softly.


“In a digger’s heart I will,” said Lemech.


“They have us,” said Monush. “If we surrender, perhaps we’ll live long enough for the others to find us.”


“For all we know these are the people we’ve come to find,” said Chem. “Not a digger among them.”


That was true enough. So they laid down their weapons on the stone floor of the platform.


At once the strangers closed on them, seized them, bound them, and forced them to run with them through the woods until they came to a place where twenty such platforms were clustered. On them many buildings rose, most of them houses, but not humble ones, and some of the buildings could not have been houses at all, but rather were palaces and gamecourts, temples and, most prominent of all, one solitary tower rising taller than any of the trees. From that tower you could sure look out over this whole land, thought Monush, and see any enemies that might be approaching.


If the soldiers hadn’t gagged Monush and his men, he might have asked them if they were the Zenifi. As it was, they were thrown into a room that must have been built for storing food, but now was empty except for the four bound prisoners.


In Edhadeya’s dream, thought Monush, weren’t the Zenifi asking to be rescued?


 


Akma awoke from his dream, trembling with fear. But he dared not cry aloud, for they had learned that the diggers who guarded them regarded all loud voices in the night as prayers to the Keeper-and Pabulog had decreed that any praying to the Keeper by these followers of Akmaro was blasphemy, to be punished by death. Not that a single cry in the night would have a child killed-but the diggers would have dragged them out of their tent and beaten them, demanding that they confess that one of them had been praying. The children had learned to waken silently, no matter how terrible the dream.


Still, he had to speak of it while it was fresh in mind. He wanted to waken his mother, wanted her to enfold him in her arms and comfort him. But he was too old for that, he knew; he would be ashamed of needing her comfort even as he gratefully received it.


So it was his father, Akmaro, that he nudged until his father rolled over and whispered, “What is it, Akma?”


“I dreamed.”


“A true dream?”


“The Keeper sent men to rescue us. But a cloud of darkness and a mist of water blocked their view and they lost the path to us. Now they will never come.”


“How did you know the Keeper sent them?” -


“I just knew.”


“Very well,” said Akmaro. “I will think about this. Go back to sleep.”


Akma knew that he had done all he could do. Now it was in his father’s hands. He should have been satisfied, but he was not satisfied at all. In fact, he was angry. He didn’t want his father to think about it, he wanted his father to talk about it. He wanted to help come up with the interpretation of the dream. It was his own dream, after all. But his father listened, took the dream seriously enough, but then assumed that it was up to him alone to decide what to do about it, as if Akma were a machine like the Index in the ancient stories.


I’m not a machine, said Akma silently, and I can think of what this means as well as anyone.


It means ... it means. . . .


That the Keeper sent men to rescue us and they lost the way. What else could it mean? How could Father interpret it any differently?


Maybe it isn’t the interpretation of the dream that Father is thinking about. Maybe he’s thinking about what to do next. If the Keeper was just going to send another party of rescuers, then why send me such a dream? It must mean that there will be no other rescuers. So it’s up to us to save ourselves.


And Akma drifted off to sleep with dreams of battle in his mind, standing sword-in-hand, facing down his tormentors. He saw himself standing over the beheaded body of Pabul; he heard Udad groan with his guts spilled out into his lap as he sat on the ground, marveling at the mess young Akma had made of his body. As for Didul, Akma imagined a long confrontation between them, with Didul finally pleading for his life, the arrogance wiped off his face, his beautiful cheeks streaked with tears. Shall I let you live, after you beat me and taunted me every day for weeks and weeks? For the insult to me, I might forgive you. But shall I let you live, after you slapped my sister so many times until she cried? Shall I let you live, after you drove the other children to exhaustion until the weakest of them collapsed in the hot sun and you laughed as you covered them with mud as if they were dead? Shall I let you live, as you did all these things in front of the parents of these children, knowing that they were helpless to protect their young ones? That was the crudest thing, to humiliate our parents, to make them weak in front of their own children. And for that, Didul ... for that, the blade through the neck, your head spinning in the air, bouncing and dancing along the ground before it rolls to rest at the feet of your own father. Let him weep, that cruel tyrant, let him try to push your head back into place and make your vicious little smile come back to your lips, but he can’t do it, can he? Powerless, isn’t he? Standing there with little Muwu clinging to his leg, begging me to spare him at least one son, at least the last of his boys, but I’ll spare no one because you spared no one. With such wistful imaginings did Akma go back to sleep.


 


Monush was dragged out of his sleep by two men, who seized him by his bound arms and hauled him out of the dank storehouse. He could hear that the others were being treated the same, but he could see nothing because the light of day dazzled his eyes. He was barely able to see clearly when he was hauled before the court of the king.


For that is who it clearly was, though he was the same man who had shown himself before them on the day they were taken. He had not looked like a king then, and even now, Monush thought he was young and seemed unsure of himself. He sat well on the throne, and he commanded with certainty and assurance, but . . . Monush couldn’t place what was wrong. Except, perhaps, that this man did not seem to want to be where he was.


What was this strange reluctance? Did he not want to be sitting in judgment on these strangers? Or did he not want to be king?


“Do you understand my language?” asked the king.


“Yes,” said Monush. The accent was a little odd, but nothing to be much remarked upon. No one in Darakemba would have mistaken him for one of the Elemaki.


“I am Ak-Ilihi, son of Nuab, who once was Nuak, the king of the Zenifi. My grandfather, Zenifab, led our people out of the land of Darakemba to possess again the land of Nafai, which was the proper inheritance of the Nafari, and he was made king by the voice of the people. It is by that same right that I now rule. Now tell me why you were so bold as to come near the walls of the city of Zidom, while I myself was outside the city with my guards. It was because of your boldness and fearlessness that I decided not to allow my guards to put you to death without first knowing from your own lips how you dared to violate every treaty and defy our rule within the boundaries of that small kingdom that the Elemaki have left to us.”


The king waited.


“You are now permitted to speak,” the king said.


Monush took a step forward and bowed before Ilihiak. “O King, I am very grateful before the Keeper of Earth that I have been left alive, and that you permit me to speak, and I will speak freely because I know now that if you had realized who I am, and who these are that follow me, you would never have suffered us to be bound and held prisoner. My name, O King, is Mon, and it was by the pleasure of King Motiak of Darakemba that men now call me Monush.”


“Motiak!” said the king.


“Not Motiab, who ruled when your grandfather left Darakemba, but his grandson. He was the one who sent us to search for the Zenifi, for there was a dream from the Keeper that said that the Zenifi were in bondage to the Elemaki and yearning to be free.”


Ilihiak rose to his feet. “Now I will rejoice, and when I tell the people, they will rejoice, also.” His words were formal, but Monush could see that they were also heartfelt. “Unbind them,” he said to his guards.


With the bands removed from his arms and legs, Monush could hardly stand upright for a few moments, but the guards who had before dragged him now held him up with steady hands.


“I tell you freely, Monush-for I’m sure you deserve that name from all kings, if Motiak has so named you-that if our brothers from Darakemba can set us free of the heavy taxes and the cruelty of the Elemaki, we will gladly be your slaves, for it is better to be slaves to the Nafari than to have the Elemaki rip from us all that we produce.”


“Ilihiak,” said Monush, “I am not the great Ak-Moti, but I can assure you that he is not such a man as to send us to find you, only to make you slaves in Darakemba. Whether he will allow you to continue to be a separate people within the borders of Darakemba, and whether he will confirm your throne as underking, I have no power to say. But I do know that Motiak is a kind and just man, chosen by the Keeper, and he will not enslave those who wish to be loyal citizens.”


“If he allows us to dwell within his borders and under his protection, we will feel it to be the greatest kindness ever offered, and we would not think to ask for more.”


Monush heard this, but knew enough of the doings of kings to know perfectly well that Ilihiak would no doubt be a tough bargainer, holding out for all the independence and power he could get from Motiak. But that was a matter for kings, not soldiers. “Ilihiak, we are not many, but we are more than four. Will you permit me to-”


“Go at once. You are free men. If you want to punish us for imprisoning you, you have only to leave and we will make no effort to stop you. But if you have mercy on us, come back with the rest of your companions and let us counsel together on what we can do to win free of the Elemaki.”


 


Chebeya worked in silence, trying not to watch as two of Pabulog’s sons kept knocking Luet down. It made her want to scream, and yet she knew that any protest would only make things worse for everyone. Yet what kind of woman can bear to let her little child be mistreated by thugs and do nothing, say nothing, simply continue to work as if she didn’t care?


Luet began to cry.


Chebeya stood upright. Immediately two of the diggers started toward her with their heavy whips. Of course they were watching her, every move she made, because she was Luet’s mother. So she stopped, she said nothing, just stood there.


“Back to work!” said the digger.


Chebeya looked at him defiantly for a moment, then bowed down again to hoe the maize.


Where was the Keeper of Earth? In the days since Akma had his dream that the rescuers weren’t coming, Chebeya had asked the same question over and over. If the Keeper cares enough about us to send Akma a dream, why doesn’t she do something? Akmaro said that the Keeper is testing us, but what is the test and how do we pass it? Does the Keeper want us to turn into a nation of cowards? Or does she want us to revolt against Pabulog’s hideous children and so die? We must each think of a way, Akmaro had said. We must find a way out of this dilemma ourselves, that is the test that the Keeper has set for us. And once we find that way, the Keeper will help us.


Well, if the Keeper was so smart, why didn’t she come up with a few suggestions herself?


No one knew better than Chebeya how their slavery was destroying them. Few knew of her gift, and those only women, except of course for her husband; but where once she had been able to alert Akmaro to small rifts in the community before they could become open quarrels, now all she could do was watch in despair as the bonds connecting friend to friend, parent to child, brother to sister all weakened, thinned to almost nothingness. They are making us into animals, depriving us of our human affections. All we care about now is survival, avoiding the whip. Each time we cower and let our children be mistreated, we love those children a little less, because it is only by not loving them as much that we can bear it to see them suffer.


Not Akmaro, though. He loved his children more and more; in the night he whispered to her how proud he was of their strength, their courage, their understanding. But perhaps this was because Akmaro had a seemingly limitless tolerance for emotional pain. He could suffer for his children-no one knew better than Chebeya how much he suffered-and yet he clung all the tighter to them because of it. He is not afraid of his own love for them, the way so many other parents are. Am I like him? Or like them?


What worried Chebeya most in her own family was the way young Akma seemed to be growing more and more distant from his father. Could the boy be blaming Akmaro for not saving him from the persecution of the sons of Pabulog? It couldn’t be that-if Luet could understand, Akma could also. So what was it that made Akma flee from what had once been a tight connection between him and his father?


Chebeya mocked herself silently. Why am I worrying about tension between father and son? In a week or a month or a year we’ll all be dead-murdered or dead of hunger or disease. Then what will it matter why Akma didn’t have the same loyalty to his father that he used to have?


I wish I could talk to Hushidh or Chveya, one of the ancient rav-elers. They must have understood better than I do the things that I see. Does Akma hate his father? Is it anger? Fear? I watch the loyalties shift and change, and sometimes it’s obvious why the changes come, and sometimes I have almost no idea. Hushidh and Chveya were never uncertain. They always knew what to do, they were always wise.


But I am not wise. I only know that my husband is losing our son’s love. And what will I be in Luet’s eyes, her own mother, when I stand by in silence and let these bullies mistreat her?


Chebeya felt herself filled with a sudden and irresistible resolve. They mean to kill us eventually. Better to die with Luet certain that her mother loves her.


Chebeya stood upright again.


The diggers had already looked away from her, but they noticed soon enough that she had stopped her work. They moved toward her.


Chebeya pitched her voice to be heard clearly by the sons of Pabulog. “Why are you so frightened of me?” she said.


It worked-one of the boys answered her. The third son, the one called Didul. “I’m not frightened of you!”


“Then why don’t you push me down, instead of a little girl half your size?” Chebeya let her voice fill with scorn, and saw with pleasure how Didul’s face flushed.


Around her, other adults were muttering. “Hush. Enough. Quiet now. They’ll beat us all.”


Chebeya ignored them. She also ignored the digger guards with their upraised whips, who were already almost upon her. “Didul, if you aren’t a coward, take a whip and beat me yourself!”


One of the digger’s whips landed on her back. She winced and staggered under the weight of the blow.


“You’re just like your father!” she cried out to him. “Afraid to do anything yourself!”


Another blow fell. But then Didul called out. “Stop!”


The diggers each let one more blow fall before they obeyed him. It brought Chebeya to her knees, and she could feel the blood flowing down her back. But Didul was coming to her, and so she used the precious moments before he arrived. Rising slowly to her feet, she looked him in the eye and spoke to him. “So, the boy Didul has some pride. How could that happen? The children of Akmaro have courage-no matter how you torment them, have you ever heard them beg for mercy? Do you think that if your father were beaten the way you beat these little children, be would be as brave?”


“Don’t speak of my father, blasphemer!” shouted Didul. But Chebeya could see what Didul could not-that she had troubled him. The connection between him and his brothers was just a little weaker because of her words.


“See what your father teaches you? To bully little children. But you have pride. It makes you ashamed to do what your father tells you to do.”


Didul took the whip from the hands of one of the diggers. “I’ll show you my pride, blasphemer!”


“Is it your pride that lets you raise a whip against an unarmed woman?”


Ah, the words stung, she could see it.


“No, a true son of Pabulog can only strike out at people who are helpless. Have you ever seen your father stand in battle like a man?”


“He would if he had any real men to fight!” shouted Didul.


Chebeya searched her mind for the retort that would work the best. “I think that in your heart, Didul, you understand what your father is doing to you. Why do you think he sent you here to torment us? Why do you think he told you to mistreat the little children? Because he knew that you would be ashamed of yourself for doing it. Because he knew that once you had made little children cry, you would know that you were as low and cowardly as he is, so that he would never have to hear his children taunt him, for he will always be able to answer you, ‘Yes, but who was it who beat up on little girls?’ “


Infuriated, Didul lashed out. The whip caught her across the shoulder and the end of it wrapped around her and caught her on the cheek. Blood splashed into her eyes and she was blinded for a moment.


“Don’t call my father a coward!” cried Didul.


“Even at this very moment,” she said, “you hate him for making you the kind of coward who answers a woman’s words with a whip. If the things I said were not the truth, Didul, they wouldn’t make you so angry.”


“Nothing that you said is true!”


“Everything I said is true, and the proof of it is that when you walk away from here, these guards will beat me to death, just so you never have to listen to me again.” Chebeya spoke with conviction; she feared that what she was saying just might be the truth.


“If they beat you it will be to punish you for lying.”


“If you didn’t believe me, Didul, you would just laugh at what I said.”


Now she had him. She could see the new thread that bound him to her. She was winning him away, tearing at his loyalty to his father.


“I don’t believe you,” he said.


“You believe me, Didul, because every time you hit one of these little children you’re ashamed. I can see it in your eyes. You laugh, just like your brothers, but you hate yourself for it. You’re afraid that you’re just like your father.”


“I want to be just like my father.”


“Really? Then why are you here? Your father doesn’t dirty himself by beating up on children with his own hands. He always sends thugs and bullies to do it for him. No, you can’t be like your father, because there’s still a man inside you. But don’t worry-a few more years of beating up on babies and there’ll be no trace of manhood left in your heart.”


As she talked, Udad, Didul’s next older brother, had come up behind him. “Why are you listening to this witch?” Udad demanded.


“Have them kill her.”


“That’s the voice of your father,” said Chebeya. “Kill anyone who dares to tell you the truth. Only don’t do it yourself. Have someone else do it for you.”


Udad turned to the diggers. “Why are you standing there, letting her do this? She’s got some kind of magic control of my stupid brother-”


With a cry of rage, Didul turned around and made as if to lash his brother with the whip. Udad cringed and covered his face with his hands and screeched, “Don’t hit me! Don’t hit me!”


“There you see it,” said Chebeya. “That’s what you’ll become, when your father is through with you.”


She could see the last threads binding Didul to Udad turn to rage and shame-a negative connection.


“But are you already like him, Didul? Or is there a man inside you?” Udad, shamed now, backed away. “I’m going to tell Pabul that you’re letting Akmaro’s wife turn you against us all!”


“Does that frighten you, Didul?” asked Chebeya. “He’s going to tell on you. Does that frighten you?”


“I’m leaving,” said Didul. “I don’t want to hear any more of your lies.” ‘


“Yes, leaving me so the guards can kill me,” said Chebeya. “But I promise you that if I die here today, you’ll hear my voice inside your heart forever.”


Defiant anger sparking in his eyes, Didul turned to the diggers. “I want to see her alive tomorrow, with no more lashes on her than she already has.”


“That’s not what your father said,” one of them retorted.


Didul grinned savagely at him. “He said to obey his sons. If this woman is harmed, I’ll have you skinned alive. Do you doubt me?”


Ah, the fire in his eyes! Chebeya could see that he had the gift of command. She had kindled his pride and now it was burning, burning in his heart.


The diggers backed off.


Didul tossed the whip back to the one who had lent it to him. Then he spoke one more time to Chebeya. “Get back to work, woman.”


She looked him in the eye. “I obey the lash. But someday, wouldn’t you like to see someone obey you out of true respect?” Despite the pain of the wounds on her back and the blood in her eye, she bent over and picked up her hoe. She scratched ineffectually at the soil. She could hear him walk away.


“I’ll kill her,” said one of the diggers. “What can he do about it? His father would never approve of him listening to her.”


“Fool,” said the other. “If he wants his father to kill us, do you think he’ll tell him the truth?”


“So let’s us tell him first.”


“Oh, great idea. Go to Pabulog and tell him that his son let this woman talk him down? How long do you think we’d live if we were going around telling that story?”


Chebeya listened to them with amusement. Her words had had their effect on these diggers, too. It wasn’t much of a plan, to stir up trouble among Pabulog’s sons and soldiers. And they might kill her yet. As it was, she’d be paying for this day’s work in pain for many days to come.


“That was a stupid thing to do,” someone muttered. “You could have got us all killed.”


“Who cares?” someone else whispered. “Didn’t Akmaro spread the word for us to think of how we might deliver ourselves? At least she thought of something.”


Didul and Udad were back near where Luet and Akma worked. Luet flinched from them, but Akma stood his ground. How much of what she said had he heard? Perhaps all of it; perhaps little. But he stood his ground.


Udad reached out and pushed at Akma, who staggered backward but did not fall. There was no surprise in that. No, the surprise came when Didul lunged at Udad and sent him sprawling in the dirt. Udad immediately sprang up, ready to fight his younger brother. “What was that! Do you want me to beat you up?”


Didul stood and looked him in the eye. “Is that all you can do? Beat up on people who are smaller than you? If you touch me, then you prove that everything she said about us is true.”


Udad stood there, flustered, confused. Chebeya could see the ties of loyalty shifting even as she watched. Udad, uncertain now, suddenly wanted Didul’s good opinion more than anything, for he was ashamed not to have it; just as Didul, in turn, wanted Chebeya’s good opinion. That was the beginning of loyalty. Wouldn’t that be the perfect vengeance, to turn Pabulog’s own sons against him?


No, not vengeance. Deliverance. That’s what we’re trying for, to save ourselves, since the Keeper seems unwilling to do it.


 


“I can’t tell,” said the Oversoul. “Is our plan working or not?”


Shedemei chuckled wryly. “Well, at least the Keeper noticed us. That dream she sent to Akma. And Chebeya’s sudden impulse to defy Pabulog’s sons. If that was the Keeper.”


“Yet the Keeper still says nothing to us. We’re a gnat buzzing in the Keeper’s ear. We are brushed away.”


“So let’s go back and keep buzzing.”


“The Keeper’s plans will go forward regardless of what we do or don’t do,” said the Oversoul.


“I hope so,” said Shedemei. “But I do think she cares very much what people do. Down there on Earth, of course, but also here in this ship. She cares what happens.”


“Maybe all the Keeper cares about is the people of Earth. Maybe she no longer cares about the people of Harmony. Maybe I should go home to Harmony now and tell my otherself that our mission is over and we can let humans there do whatever they want.”


“Or maybe the Keeper still wants you here,” said Shedemei. Then a new thought occurred to her. “Maybe she still needs the powers of the starship. The cloak of the starmaster.”


“Maybe the Keeper needs you,” said the Oversoul.


Shedemei laughed. “What, I have some seeds and embryos up here that she wants me to put down somewhere on Earth? All she has to do is send me a dream and I’ll plant wherever she says.”


“So we go on waiting,” said the Oversoul.


“No, we go on prodding,” answered Shedemei. “Like Chebeya did. We roust the old she-bear from her den and goad her.”


“I’m not sure I like the implications of your metaphor. She-bears are destructive and dangerous when they’ve been goaded.”


“But they do give you their undivided attention.” Shedemei laughed again.


“I don’t think you have enough respect yet for the power of the Keeper.”


“What power? All we’ve seen from the Keeper up to now is dreams.”


“If that’s all you’ve seen,” said the Oversoul, “then you haven’t been looking.”


“Really?”


“The gornaya, for instance. That massif of impossibly high mountains. The ancient geological data from before the departure of humans forty million years ago shows no tectonic formation or movement that could have caused this. The plates in this area weren’t moving in the right direction to cause such incredible folding and uplift. Then, suddenly, the Cocos plate started moving northward with far more speed and force than any tectonic movement ever recorded. It attacked the Caribbean plate far faster than it could be subducted.”


Shedemei sighed. “I’m a biologist. Geology is barely comprehensible to me.”


“You understand this, though. A dozen ranges of mountains with peaks above ten kilometers in height. And they were lifted up within the first ten million years.”


“Is that fast?”


“Even now, the Cocos plate is still moving northward three times faster than any other plate on Earth. That means that underneath the Earth’s crust, there’s a current of molten rock that is flowing northward very rapidly-the same current that caused North America to rift along the Mississippi Valley, the same current that crumpled all of Central America into pieces and jammed them together and. . . .”


The Oversoul fell silent.


“What?”


“I’m doing a little research for a moment.”


“Well, pardon me for interrupting,” said Shedemei.


“This has to have begun before humans left Earth,” said the Over-soul.


“Yes?”


“The earthquakes, the volcanos out along the Galapagos ridge- what was it that encased the Earth in ice for a while? In my memory, it was all linked with human misbehavior-with wars, nuclear and biological weapons. But how exactly did those things cause the Earth to become uninhabitable?”


“I love watching a brilliant mind at work,” said Shedemei.


“I will have to search all my records from that time period,” said the Oversoul, “and see whether I can rule out the possibility that it was the movement of the Cocos plate, and not the warfare directly, that caused the destruction of the habitable zones of Earth.”


“You’re saying that the warfare might have caused the Cocos plate to move? That’s absurd.”


The Oversoul ignored her scoffing. “Why did all human life leave Earth? The diggers and angels managed to survive. I never thought to question it till now, starmaster, but don’t you find it a bit suspicious? Surely some group of humans could have survived. In some equatorial zone.”


“Please, I know creativity and serendipity are designed into your thinking algorithms,” said Shedemei, “but are you seriously entertaining the notion that human misdeeds could have caused the Cocos plate to move?”


“I’m saying that perhaps human misdeeds could cause the Keeper of Earth to cause the Cocos plate to move.”


“And how could she possibly do that?”


“I can’t imagine any entity of any kind with power enough to move the currents of magma under the crust of the planet,” said the Over-soul. “But I also can’t imagine any natural force that could have caused the many anomalies that created the gornaya. The world is full of strange and unnatural things, Shedemei. Like the symbiotic interdependence that the diggers and angels used to have. You said yourself that it was artificial.”


“And my hypothesis is that these changes were deliberately introduced by human beings before they left.”


“But why would they do it, Shedemei? Whose purpose were they fulfilling? Why would they even care, knowing that they would leave this planet and believing that they would never come back?”


“I think it’s possible for us to ascribe too many events to the plots and plans of the Keeper of Earth,” said Shedemei. “She causes dreams and influences human behavior. We have no evidence for anything else.”


“We have no evidence. Or we have the most obvious evidence imaginable. I must do research. There are gaps in my knowledge. The truth has been hidden from me, but I know that the Keeper is involved in all of this.”


“Search all you want. I’ll be fascinated to know the outcome.”


“It may be that I’m programmed not to find the truth, you know,” said the Oversoul. “And that I’m programmed not to find the way I’ve been programmed to hide the truth from me.”


“How circular.”


“I may need your help.”


“I may need a nap.” She yawned. “I don’t believe that any computer, even the Keeper of Earth, has power over such things as currents of magma. But I’ll help, if I can. Maybe in pursuing this worthless hypothesis you’ll come across something useful.”


“At least you’re keeping an open mind,” said the Oversoul.


“I’m sure you meant that in the nicest possible way,” said Shedemei.


 


That night, in their hut, Akmaro and Akma washed and dressed Che-beya’s wounds.


“You could have been killed, Mother,” said Akma quietly.


“It was the bravest thing I ever saw,” said Akmaro.


Chebeya wept silently-in relief that she hadn’t been slaughtered in the field; in delayed fear at what she had dared to do; in gratitude to her husband for praising what she did.


“Do you see, Akma, what your mother is doing?” said Akmaro.


“She defied them,” said Akma. “And they didn’t kill her.”


“There’s more to it than that, Akma,” said Akmaro. “It’s a gift that your mother has had all her life. She’s a raveler.”


“Hushidh,” whispered Luet. The tales of Hushidh the Raveler were well known among the women and girls. Not to mention Chveya, Nafai’s and Luet’s daughter, the Ancient One for whom Chebeya had been named.


“She sees the connections between people,” Akmaro explained to Akma.


“I know what a raveler is,” said Akma.


“To be a raveler is a gift of the Keeper,” said Akmaro. “The Keeper must have seen, years ago, the dilemma we’d be in today, and so he gave a great gift to Chebeya so that when this day came, she could begin to unravel the conspiracy of evil that rules over us. We had with us all along the power to do what your mother began today. The Keeper only waited for us to realize it. For your mother to find the right moment to act.”


“It looked to me,” said Akma, “as if Mother stood alone.”


“Is that what you saw?” asked Akmaro. “Then your vision is still very young and blurred. For your mother stood with the power of the Keeper in her, and with the love of her husband and children inside her. If you and Luet and I had not been in the field with her, do you think she would have done it?”


“We were there,” said Akma. “But where was the Keeper?”


“Someday,” said Akmaro, “you will learn to see the Keeper’s hand in many things.”


When the children were asleep, Chebeya rested her head on her husband’s chest and clung to him and wept. “Oh, Kmadaro, Kma-daro, I was so frightened that I would make things worse.”


“Tell me your plan,” he said. “If I know your plan I can help you.”


“I don’t know my plan. I have no plan.”


“Then here is the plan that came into my mind as I watched you and listened to you. I thought at first that you were simply trying to get those boys to rebel against their father. But then I realized that you wete doing something far more subtle.”


“I was?”


“You were winning Didul’s heart.”


“If he has one.”


“You were teaching him how to be a man. It’s a new idea to him. I think he’d like to be a good man, Bedaya.”


She thought about it. “Yes, I think you’re right.”


“So we won’t tear these boys away from each other. Instead we’ll make friends and allies of them.”


“Do you think we can?” asked Chebeya.


“You mean, Do I think we should? Yes, Bedaya. They can’t help being what their father taught them to be. But if we can teach them to be something else, they might be good men yet. That is what the Keeper wants us to do-not destroy our enemies, but make friends of them if we can.”


“They’ve hurt my children so many times,” said Chebeya.


“Then how sweet the day will be when they kneel and ask your forgiveness, and your children’s forgiveness, and the three of you say, We know that you are no longer the men you were then. Now you are our brothers.”


“I can’t ever say that to them.”


“You can’t say that to them now,” said Akmaro. “But you, too, will have a change of heart, when you see them also change.”


“You always believe the best of other people, Kmadaro.”


“Not always,” said Akmaro. “But in that boy today, I saw a spark of decency. Let’s blow on that spark and give it fuel.”


“I’ll try,” said Chebeya.


Lying on his mat, Akma heard his parents’ conversation and thought, What kind of man is he, to talk to Mother about making friends with the very ones who lashed her skin and made her bleed today? I will never forgive these men, never, no matter how they seem to change. Men who are friends with diggers can never be trusted. They have become just like diggers, low filthy creatures who belong in holes under the earth like worms.


For Father to talk of teaching and forgiving a worm like Didul was just another sign of his weakness. Always running, hiding, teaching, forgiving, fleeing, submitting, bowing, enduring-where in Father’s heart was the courage to stand and fight? It was Mother, not Father, who stood against Didul and the diggers today. If Father really loved Mother, he would have spent tonight vowing revenge for her bloody wounds.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282848]FOUR - DELIVERANCE


Monush followed Ilihiak into his private chamber and watched as the king barred the door behind him. “What I’m going to show you,” said Ilihiak, “is a great secret, Monush.”


“Then perhaps you shouldn’t show me,” said Monush. “My loyalty is sworn to Ak-Moti, and I will keep no secret from him.”


“But that’s why I brought you here, Ush-Mon. You have the deepest trust of your great king. Do you think that I don’t know that my kingdom would be hardly a small district of the empire of Darakemba? The stories reach us even here, that the Nafari who went down the Tsidorek have now become the greatest kingdom in the gornaya. What I have here is a matter for a great king, a king like Motiak, I think. I know it’s beyond me.”


Monush felt strongly that if there were two men, one would be greater than the other, and somewhere else there would always be one greater than either. True nobility consisted of recognizing one’s betters as well as one’s inferiors, and giving proper respect to all, never pretending to be above one’s natural place. Ilihiak clearly understood that he had a greater rank and authority than Monush, but that Motiak was greater than either of them. It made Monush feel more confident in the man.


“Show me without fear, then,” said Monush, “for I will reveal what I see to no man except my lord Motiak.”


“To no man,” said Ilihiak. “According to our ancient lore, the humans of Darakemba include male angels and male diggers in the word man.”


“That’s right,” said Monush. “A male of the sky people, the earth people, or the middle people is a true man in the eyes of our law.”


Ilihiak shuddered. “My people will have a hard time with this. We came to this land to get away from living with the wings of angels always in our faces. And here we’ve had ample cause to hate the diggers-our crops have been watered with the blood of many good men. Men. And diggers.”


“I think King Motiak will not try to humiliate you, but will allow you to find a valley where you can buy the land of whatever angels dwell there and live without giving or receiving offense. But of course this would make you a subject nation instead of full citizens, for among citizens there can be no difference between people over, under, and on the earth.”


“It won’t be my choice, Monush. It will be the choice of my people.” Ilihiak sighed. “Our hatred for the diggers has increased by being close to them. The only angels we see here are slaves or subject people, and they shun us. It will be hard for our young men to learn that it isn’t decent sport to shoot arrows at them when they fly too near.”


Monush shuddered. It was a good thing that Husu had not flown along with them, to hear this.


“I see how you judge us,” said Ilihiak. “I fear you may be right. There was a man who came among us, an old man named Binadi. He told us that our way of life was an affront to the Keeper. That we mistreated the angels and that the Keeper loved angels, diggers, and humans as equals. That what mattered was whether a man was kind to all others, and whether he kept the laws of decency. He was . . . very specific in pointing out the many ways that the king my father failed to measure up. And his priests.”


“You killed him.”


“My father . . . was ambivalent. The man spoke very powerfully. Some believed him-including one of Father’s priests. The best of them. He was my teacher, a man named Akmadi. No, that was Father’s name for him. I called him Akmaro, because he was my honored teacher, not a traitor. I was there at the trial of Binadi, when Akmaro rose to his feet and said, ‘This man is Binaroak, the greatest teacher. I believe him, and I want to change my life to measure up to his teachings.’ That was the crudest moment for my father-he loved Akmaro.”


“Loved? He’s dead?”


“I don’t know. We sent an army after him, but he and his followers must have been warned. They fled into the wilderness. We have no idea where they are now.”


“Those are the ones who believe that men of every kind are equal before the Keeper?”


“If only driving away Akmadi-Akmaro-were our worst crime.” Ilihiak stopped to draw a breath; it was a tale he didn’t want to tell. “Father was afraid of Binadi. He didn’t want to kill him, just to exile him again. But Pabulog, the chief priest-he insisted. Goaded Father.” Ilihiak stroked his hair back from his face. “Father was a man who was very susceptible to fear. Pabulog made him afraid to leave Binadi alive. ‘If he can trick and trap even Akmadi, then how will you ever be safe?’ That sort of thing.”


“Your father had bad counselors,” said Monush.


“And I fear that you think he also had a disloyal son. But I wasn’t disloyal during his lifetime, Monush. It was only when I was forced into ruling in his place, after he was murdered-”


“Do your troubles have no end?”


Ilihiak went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “Only then did I realize the extent of his corruption. It was Binadi-Binaro-who understood my father. Well, he’s dead now, and I’m king over Zinom, such as it is. Half the men have been killed in wars with the Elemaki. After the last one, we bowed down and let them put their foot on our neck. It was then, in slavery, that we began to lose our arrogance and realize that if we had only stayed in Darakemba, wings in our faces or not, we would at least not be slaves to diggers. Our children would have enough to eat. We wouldn’t have to bear with insult every day of our lives.”


“So you let Binaro out of prison?”


“Out of prison?” Ilihiak laughed bitterly. “He was put to death, Monush. Burned to death, limb by limb. Pabulog saw to it personally.”


“I think,” said Monush, “that it would be wise for this Pabulog not to come to Darakemba. Motiak will apply his laws even over actions committed while Pabulog was in the service of your father.”


“Pabulog isn’t among us. Do you think he would be alive today if he were? He fled at the time they killed my father, taking his sons with him. Like Akmaro, we have no idea where he is.”


“I’ll be honest with you, Ilihiak. Your people have done terrible things, as a nation.”


“And we’ve been punished for them,” said Ilihiak, his temper flaring for a moment.


“Motiak isn’t interested in punishment, except for a man who tortures one chosen by the Keeper. But Motiak can’t allow people who have done the things you’ve done to come into Darakemba.”


Ilihiak kept his kingly posture, but Monush could see the almost imperceptible sagging of his shoulders. “Then I shall teach my people to bear their burdens bravely.”


“You misunderstand,” said Monush. “You can come to Darakemba. But you will have to be new people when you arrive.”


“New people?”


“When you cross the Tsidorek the last time, you won’t use the bridge. Instead your people, all of them except the little children, must walk through the water and then symbolically die and be buried in the river. When you rise up out of the water, you have no name and no one knows you. You walk to the riverbank, and there you take the most solemn oath to the Keeper. From then on you have no past, but your future is as a true citizen of Darakemba.”


“Let us take the oath at once-we have a river here, and at the waters of Oromono, where the rains fall from the cliff forever, there is water as holy as any in the Tsidorek.”


“It’s not the water-or, rather, not the water alone,” said Monush. “You can teach your people the covenant, so they understand the law they’ll be accepting when they leave here for Darakemba. But the passage through the water has to take place near the capital-I don’t have the authority to make you new men and women.”


Ilihiak nodded. “Akmaro did.”


“The passage through the water? That’s only done in Darakemba.”


“The rumor we heard was that when he was in hiding at Oromono, he took people through the water and made them new.” Ilihiak laughed bitterly. “The way Pabulog explained it, they were drowning babies. As if anyone would believe such a thing.”


Monush wouldn’t bother trying to explain to Ilihiak that it was only the king of the Nafari who had the right to make new men and women. Whoever and wherever this Akmaro was, his usurpation of the power of Motiak had nothing to do with the negotiations today. “Ilihiak, I think you have nothing to fear from Motiak. And whether your people choose to take the covenant or not, one way or another you’ll find peace within the borders of Darakemba.”


The king shook his head. “They’ll take the covenant, or I won’t lead them. We’ve had enough of trying to live as humans alone. It not only can’t be done, but also isn’t worth doing.”


“That’s settled, then,” said Monush, and he started for the door.


“But where are you going?” asked Ilihiak.


“Wasn’t this the secret you wanted to tell me?” asked Monush. “What your father and Pabulog did to Binadi?”


“No,” said Ilihiak. “I could have told you that in front of my council. They all know how I feel about these things. No, I brought you here to show you something else. If the Elemaki knew about this, if even a hint of a rumor reached their ears. ...”


Hadn’t he already promised to keep all secrets except from Motiak? “Show me, then,” said Monush.


Ilihiak walked to his bed, a thick mat that lay on the floor in the center of his chamber. Sliding it out of the way, he brushed aside the reeds and rushes and then his fingers probed a certain spot in one of the stones of the floor and suddenly another large flagstone dropped away. It was on hinges, and where it had been, a dark hole gaped.


“Do you want me to bring you a torch?” asked Monush.


“No need,” said Ilihiak. “I’ll bring it up.”


The king dropped down into the hole. In the darkness it had looked as though it went down forever, but in fact when Ilihiak stood upright his shoulders rose out of the hole. He bent down, picked up something heavy, and lifted it to the floor of the chamber. Then he climbed out.


The object was wrapped in a dirty cloth; the king unwound it, revealing a basket, which he opened, then took out a wooden box. Finally that, too, was open, and inside was the gleam of pure gold.


“What is it?” asked Monush.


“Look at the writing,” said Ilihiak. “Can you read it?”


Monush looked at the characters engraved into the gold leaves. “No,” he said. “But I’m not a scholar.”


“Nor am I, but I’ll tell you this much-it isn’t in any language I’ve ever heard. These letters have almost no similarities with any alphabet, and the patterns are wrong for our language, too. Where are the suffixes and prefixes? Instead there are all these tiny words-what could they be? I tell you, this was not written by Nafari or Elemaki.”


“Angels?” asked Monush.


“Did they have writing before the humans came?”


Monush shrugged. “Who knows? It doesn’t look like their language, either. The words are all too short. As you said. Where did you get it?”


“As soon as I became king, I sent out a group of men to search for Darakemba so we could find our way back. My grandfather deliberately destroyed all records of the route he took to lead our people here from Darakemba and he refused to let anyone ever tell. He said it was because such information was useless-we were never going back.” Ilihiak smiled wryly. “We knew we had come up the Tsido-rek-that’s not hard-but it’s not as if my men could ask directions from the local Elemaki. We had trouble enough already without them finding us sending out exploring parties. So they found a likely river and followed it. It was a very strange river, Monush-they followed it down and down and down till they reached a place where the water was very turbulent. And then the river continued in a straight line, but now the water was flowing the opposite way!”


“I’ve heard of the place,” said Monush. “They found the Issibek. It’s the next river over. It’s really two rivers flowing directly toward each other. Where they meet, there’s a tunnel leading through solid rock for many leagues until the river spouts out of the rock and forms a new river flowing to the sea.”


“That explains it. To my men it seemed to be a miracle. They thought it was a sign they were on the right path.”


“They found this writing there?”


“No. They followed the river to its northern head, and then found their way among ever lower valleys until at last they must have left the gornaya entirely. It was a hot, dry land, and to their horror it was covered by the bones of dead humans. As if there had been a terrible battle. Thousands and thousands and thousands of humans were slain, Monush-beyond all numbering. And all the dead were human, make no mistake about it. Not a digger, not an angel among them.”


“I’ve never heard of such a place, though the desert is real enough. We call it Opustoshen-the place of desolation.”


“That sounds like the right name for it,” said Ilihiak. “My men were sure that they had found what happened to the people of Darakemba, and why they hadn’t found the city anywhere along the river.”


“They thought these dead humans were us?’


“Yes,” said Ilihiak. “Who can tell, in a desert, how long anything has been dead? Or so they said to me. But as they searched among the bodies, they found these.”


“What, lying on the ground, and nobody had already looted them?”


“Hidden in a cleft of the rock,” said Ilihiak. “In a place that looks too small to get anything inside. One of the men had had a dream the night before, and in the dream he found something marvelous in a cleft of rock that he said was just like the one he found near the battlefield. So he reached inside-”


“The fool! Doesn’t he know there are deadly snakes in the desert? They hide in shaded clefts like that during the day.”


“There were a dozen snakes in there, the kind that make dancing music with their tails-”


“Deadly!”


“But they were as harmless as earthworms,” said Ilihiak. “That’s how my men knew that the Keeper really meant them to get these. And now here they are. The Elemaki would melt them down in a moment and make them into ornaments. But I was hoping that Mo-tiak. . . .”


Monush nodded. “Motiak has the Index.” He looked Ilihiak in the eye. “That, too, is a secret. Not that people don’t suppose that he has it. But it’s better if people are unsure, so they don’t bother trying to find it and see it or, worse, steal it. The Index knows all languages. Motiak can translate these records if any man on Earth can do it.”


“Then I’ll give them to him,” said Ilihiak, already rewrapping the leaves of gold. “I didn’t dare ask you if the Index was still had among the kings of the Nafari.”


“It is,” said Monush. “And while the Index sat silent for many generations, it awoke in the days of Motiak’s grandfather, Motiab, and told him to get down to Darakemba.”


“Yes,” said Ilihiak. “And my grandfather rejected that decision.”


“It’s never good to argue with the Index,” said Monush.


“All messengers of the Keeper are sacred,” said Ilihiak, and shuddered.


“The blood of Binaro is not on your head,” said Monush.


“It’s on the heads of my people, and therefore it is on my head. You weren’t here, Monush. The mob gave full approval and cheered when Binadi cried out in agony. Those who hated what we did- they’re with Akmaro wherever he is.”


“Then it’s time, isn’t it, for us to teach them what the covenant will mean and let them decide whether they want to go to Darakemba.”


Ilihiak pulled his bed back over the hidden trove. “Though how we’re going to win our freedom from the place without bloody war I have no idea.”


Monush helped him arrange the bed just as it had been. “When they’ve agreed to take the covenant, Ilihiak, then the Keeper will show us how to escape.”


Ilihiak smiled. “Just so I don’t have to think of a way, I’m content.”


Monush looked at him intently. Did he mean that?


“I never wanted to be king,” said Ilihiak. “I’ll gladly give up all thrones and privileges, when I can set aside the burdens of office as well.”


“A man who wouid willingly set aside the throne? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” said Monush.


“If you knew all the pain that reigning here had brought me,” said Ilihiak, “you’d call me a fool for staying in the job so long.”


“Ilihiak, sir,” said Monush, “I would never call you a fool, or permit another man to call you that in my presence.”


Ilihiak smiled. “Then may I hope, Monush, that when I am no longer king, I might still have the honor of being your friend?”


Monush took Ilihiak’s hands and placed them flat on his own cheeks. “My life is between your hands forever, my friend,” said Monush.


Ilihiak took Monush’s hands and repeated the gesture. “My life was worthless until the Keeper brought you to me. You were the awakening of all my hope. I know you came here only to do your duty to your king. But a man may see the worth of another man, regardless of rank or mission. My life is between your hands forever.”


They embraced and touched lips in a kiss of friendship. Then, smiling, tears shamelessly on his cheeks, Ilihiak unbarred the door and returned to the tiny world where he was friend of no man, because he had to be king of all.


 


When Mon missed his target for the third time, Husu flew to him and stopped him. Others-most of them young angels in the earliest stages of training for Husu’s flying army of spies-continued their practicing, filling their mouths with darts, the points protruding, then rapidly firing them one-handed through their blowtubes, trying to get them somewhere near the targets. Someday they would learn to shoot accurately while they beat their wings in flight, one foot holding the blowtube, the other foot holding a burden. For now, though, they practiced while standing on one foot. Mon was usually furious with himself when he missed-after all, he could hold the tube with two hands, could aim while standing on two feet. But today he could hardly bring himself to care.


“Mon, my young friend, you’re tired, I think,” said Husu.


Mon shrugged. “Haven’t slept well?”


Mon shook his head. He hated having to explain himself. He was usually a better shot than this, he took pride in it.


“You’re a better shot than this,” said Husu. “If you had wings, I would already have promoted you.”


Husu could not have said words more likely to sting, but of course he couldn’t know that. “I knew the shot wasn’t right when I blew,” said Mon.


“And yet you blew.”


Mon shrugged again.


“Children shrug,” said Husu. “Soldiers analyze.”


“I blew the dart because I didn’t care,” said Mon.


“Ah,” said Husu. “If the target had been an Elemaki soldier, intent on cutting the throats of young angels standing in their roost, would you have cared?”


“I wake up in the night, again and again,” said Mon. “Something’s wrong.”


“Such precision,” said Husu. “And when you aim your darts, do you aim them at ‘something’? Why, then, you’re sure to hit your target every time. Because you’ll always hit ‘something.’ “


“Something with Monush’s expedition.”


Husu looked concerned at once. “Have they been harmed?” he asked.


“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s it. I don’t get this feeling when bad things happen or I’d never sleep at all, would I, because something bad is happening all the time. It only happens from bad choices. Mistakes. Monush has made a mistake.”


Husu chuckled. “And you don’t get that feeling all the time?”


“A mistake about something that matters to me.”


“I should think, then, that all mistakes that harm your father’s kingdom would keep you awake, and believe me, there are plenty of those.”


Mon turned to Husu and looked him in the eye. “I knew my explanation wouldn’t please you, sir, but you wouldn’t accept my shrug.”


Husu stopped chuckling. “No, I want the truth.”


“If I were heir to the king, then the whole kingdom would matter to me. As it stands, what matters to me is a very small thing indeed. Monush’s expedition matters to me because. ...”


“Because you sent them.”


“Father sent them.”


“They went because of your word.”


“They’ve made a mistake,” said Mon.


Husu nodded. “But you can’t do anything about it, can you? They aren’t within your reach, are they? No one can fly into Elemaki territory-they hunt down angels and shoot them out of the sky, and at those elevations the air is too thin for us to fly long distances, or very high, either. So-all you could possibly do about this feeling you have is tell your superior officer.”


“I suppose you’re right,” said Mon. oc


“And now I’ve been told,” said Husu. “So-back to training. I’ll let you take a nap when you hit the target in the heart three times in a row.”


Which Mon did with his next three shots.


“Apparently you feel better,” said Husu. “Now go and take a nap.”


“You’ll tell my father?”


“I’ll tell your father that Monush has made a mistake. We’ll have to wait and see what that mistake might be.”


 


Monush sat in council with Ilihiak and several of his military advisers. Ilihiak’s wife, Wissedwa, sat behind him. This was quite unusual, but Monush said nothing about having a woman present in a council of war. The Zenifi had their own customs, their own reasons for doing things. Monush knew enough-had learned well enough from Mo-tiak-that you don’t take offense at the strange customs of other nations, you seek to learn from them. Still, was he wrong to think that some of the men studiously avoided looking at Wissedwa?


It took no time at all for the council to conclude that there was no point in trying to win their freedom through open rebellion. “Before you ever came here, Monush,” said Ilihiak sadly, “we fought too many times and lost too many men. We can win a victory in the battlefield, and the underking we defeated merely comes back with armies of his brotherkings.”


“Besides,” said one of the old men, “the diggers breed like the maggots they are.”


Ilihiak winced slightly. The people had agreed that they would take the covenant-that didn’t mean their opinion of nonhumans was going to change. And when it came to diggers, it wouldn’t much matter, anyway. Most diggers in Darakemba were slaves-captives of war or their descendants to the third generation. The Zenifi could hate diggers and not much bother their fellow citizens in Darakemba. It was their loathing for sky people that would cause problems.


During the early part of the meeting, Monush quickly learned that of all Ilihiak’s advisers, it was Khideo who had the king’s ear, and rightly so, because he spoke with calm wisdom and without passion. So it was a surprise that he had not been named Ush-Khideo by Ilihiak-that he had no title of honor at all. Now Khideo raised a hand slightly from his lap, and the others fell silent.


“O king,” he said, “you have listened to my words many times when we went to war against the Elemaki. Now, O king, if my counsel has ever been of service to you, I beg you to listen to me now and I will be your true servant and deliver this nation out of bondage.”


Monush wondered at the formality of Khideo’s speech-hadn’t he already spoken up several times, just like any of the other men?


Ilihiak touched his hand to his own lips, then opened his palm toward Khideo. “I give my voice to Khideo now.”


Ah, so that was it. Khideo wasn’t just giving casual counsel. He was asserting a privilege, and Ilihiak had granted it. More was at stake here than just advising the king. If Khideo’s plan was accepted, apparently he would be the one to lead the exodus. No doubt Khideo feared that Monush would try to lead the Zenifi out of captivity; Khideo was forestalling any such possibility. Monush would have to be their guide back to Darakemba, and it would be Monush who would introduce them to the great Motiak. But Khideo had no intention of letting Monush supplant him-or Ilihiak-as leader of the nation until the last possible moment. How needless this maneuvering was; Monush was not a man who cared who was in command, as long as the plan they followed was a wise one.


“The great Motiak sent so few men to find us because any larger group would surely have been caught and destroyed by the Elemaki,” said Khideo.


Of course Khideo would remind everyone of how few men Monush had brought with him. But Monush took no offense. Instead, he raised his hand from his lap and Khideo nodded, giving him the privilege of speech. “As it was, if the enemy had not been made stupid by the power of the Keeper, we would have been caught.” Even as he said the formulaic words, he wondered if perhaps they might not be true, at least in this case. Why hadn’t any of the Elemaki looked up at one of the many times when Monush’s men would have been visible moving across the face of the mountains?


“Now we propose to win the freedom of our whole people,” said Khideo. “You know at this table that I do not shrink from battle. You know that I don’t think even assassination is beneath my honor.”


The others nodded gravely, and now Monush began to suppose that he knew why Khideo had no honorific. It could not have been Ilihiak that he once tried to assassinate-but Nuab must have had some enemies when he was still alive as a truly terrible king. Ilihiak could accept Khideo’s counsel and even let him lead his armies, but he could never give an honorific to a man who tried to kill a king- especially his father, as unworthy as the old king might have been.


“Our only hope is to flee from this place,” said Khideo. “But to do it, we have to take at least enough of our herds with us to feed us on our journey. Has anyone ever tried to keep turkeys quiet? Will our pigs move as swiftly as a fleeing army needs to move? Not to mention our women and children-the nursing babies, the toddlers-will we take them along the faces of cliffs? March them for half a day or more at top speed?”


“At least the Elemaki know how impossible it is for you to escape as a people,” said Monush. “Therefore they post only a few guards here.”


“Exactly,” said Khideo.


“So we kill them and go!” cried one of the other men.


Khideo did not answer, but waited instead for Ilihiak to gently chide the man and return the voice to Khideo.


“I read again in the record we keep of the history of the Nafari,” said Khideo. “When Nafai led his people away from the traitorous lying murderer Elemak and the foul diggers who served him, he had the help of the Keeper of Earth, who made all the Elemaki sleep so soundly that they didn’t wake up.”


“Nafai was a hero,” said an old man. “The Keeper says nothing to us.”


“The Keeper spoke to Binaro,” said Ilihiak mildly.


“Binadi,” muttered another man.


Khideo shook his head. “The Keeper also sent the dream that brought Monush to us. We will trust that after we have done all we can do, the Keeper must do the rest to keep us safe. But my plan does not require us to pray to the Keeper and then hope our prayer is granted. You all know that we are forbidden to ferment any of our barley, even though it makes the water safer from disease. Why is that?”


“Because the beer makes the diggers crazy,” said an old man.


“It makes them stupid,” said Khideo. “It makes them drunk. Rowdy, noisy, happy, stupid-and then they pass out. This is why we’re forbidden to make it-because the dirt-eaters don’t have any self-control.”


“If we offer them beer,” said Ilihiak, “even presuming we can find any-”


Several of the men laughed. Apparently clandestine brewing was not unheard of.


“-what’s to stop them from arresting and imprisoning whoever offers it to them?”


Khideo only nodded at the king.


No, not at the king at all. At the king’s wife, Wissedwa. She turned her face away, so she didn’t look directly at any of the men, but she spoke boldly so all could hear her. “We know that to the diggers all women are sacred. Even if they refuse the beer they will not lay hands on us. So we will offer it to them as the last share of the harvest. They’ll know they can’t legally turn it in to their superiors without also turning in the criminals who gave it to them; they’ll have no choice but to drink it.”


“The queen speaks my plan from her own lips,” said Khideo.


Monush thought that Khideo bore the shame of deferring to a woman in council with great dignity. He would have to ask, later, why the voice of the woman was heard. In the meantime, though, it was obvious that she was no fool and had followed the discussion completely. Monush tried to imagine a woman at one of Motiak’s councils. Who would it be? Not Dudagu, that was certain-had she ever uttered an intelligent word? And Toeledwa, before she died, had always been quiet, refusing even to ask about matters outside the rearing of her children and the affairs of the king’s house. But Edhadeya, now- Monush could imagine her speaking boldly in council. There’d be no silencing her if once she was given the right to speak. This was definitely an idea that should never be suggested to Motiak. He doted on Edhadeya enough that he might just decide to grant her the privilege of speech, and that would be the end of all dignity for the king’s council. I have not the humility of this Khideo, thought Monush.


“Now we must know,” said Khideo, “whether Monush knows another way back to Darakemba that won’t take us through the heart of the land of Nafai.”


Monush spoke immediately. “Motiak and I looked at all the maps before my men and I set out. We had no choice but to come up the Tsidorek in search of you, because that was the route of your great king Zenifab when your ancestors left. But for the return, if you know the way to the river Mebberek-”


“It’s called Mebbereg in this country,” said an old man, “if it’s the same river.”


“Does it have a tributary with a pure source?” asked Monush.


“Mebbereg’s largest tributary is the Ureg. It begins in a lake called Uprod, which is a pure source,” said the old man.


“That’s the one,” said Monush. “There’s an ancient pass above Uprod leading into the land northward. I know how to find it, I think, if the land hasn’t changed too much since our maps were made. It comes out not far from a bend in the Padurek, which is the great pure-source tributary of the Tsidorek. From the moment we emerge from that pass, we will be in lands ruled by Motiak.”


Khideo nodded. “Then we will leave through the back of the city, away from the river. And we’ll only need to give the beer to the Elemaki guards who are stationed here in the city. The guards downriver and upriver will never hear us, nor will the ones crossriver know anything is going on. And when the guards discover us gone, they won’t dare go to their king to report their failure, because they know that they’ll all be slaughtered. Instead they’ll flee into the forest themselves and become outlaws and vagabonds, and it will be many days before the king of the Elemaki knows what we’ve done. That is my plan, O king, and now I return your voice to you.”


“I receive back my voice,” said Ilihiak. “And I declare that it truly was my voice, and Khideo is now my hands and my feet in leading this nation to freedom. He will set the day, and all will obey him as if he were king until we are at the shores of the Mebbereg.”


Monush watched as all the other men in the council immediately knelt and touched their palms to the floor, doing obeisance to Khideo. Monush nodded toward him, as befitted the dignity of the emissary of Motiak. Khideo looked at him under a raised eyebrow. Monush didn’t let his benign expression waver. After a moment, Khideo must have decided that Monush’s nod was enough, for he raised his hands to release the others, and then knelt himself before the king, putting his face between the king’s knees and his hands flat on the king’s feet.


“All I do in your name will bring you honor, O king, until the day I give you back your hands and feet.”


Monush found it interesting that these rituals could have emerged so quickly, after only three generations of separation from Darakemba. Then it dawned on him that these rituals might be much older-but they had been learned from the Elemaki in the years since the Zenifi came to this place. How ironic if the Zenifi came here to be the purest Nafari, only to be the ones who adapted themselves to the ways of the Elemaki.


Ilihiak laid his hands on Khideo’s head for a moment. That apparently ended the ritual, and Khideo arose and returned to his seat. Ilihiak smiled at them all. “Act with courage, my friends, for the time is now if the Keeper is to deliver us at all.”


By evening, to Monush’s astonishment, all the people had been notified, the allotted herds had been assembled, and the guards stationed in the city were roaring drunk. Hours before dawn, in bright moonlight, the people moved with astonishing quietness out of the city, past the stupefied diggers, out into the forest. Khideo and his scouts were excellent guides, and in three days they were at the shores of the Mebbereg. From there, Ilihiak, once again the sole ruler of the Zenifi, used Monush’s services as a scout and guide-but Monush did not ask for, nor did Ilihiak offer, the kind of authority that had been given to Khideo.


When I get to Motiak, thought Monush, I will tell him that he would be wise to give great respect to these people, for even in their small, oppressed kingdom, they found a few who are worthy of authority and skilled in its use.


Edhadeya watched anxiously from her place among the women as the Zenifi passed through the river, coming out of it as new people. She saw how they shied away from the watching sky people; it made her feel sad to see how, even cleansed by the water of Tsidorek, they still kept the old prejudices they were raised with. We can wash people in the water all we want, she thought, but we can never wash their parents out of their hearts.


She was not watching for real change in these people, of course- she knew that rituals existed to point the way, not to actually accomplish anything in themselves. They provided a marking point in people’s lives, a public memory. Someday the children or grandchildren of the Zenifi would say, On the day our ancestors passed through the water they emerged as new people, and from that day forward we welcomed the sky people as our brothers, fellow children of the Keeper of Earth. But the truth would be very different, for in all likelihood it would be those very children or grandchildren who were the first of the Zenifi to embrace the brotherhood of angel and human. Yet their parents would not all deny what their children believed-the ritual was the marker, and in the end, it would become the truth even if it didn’t begin that way.


The women-even the waterkeepers-did not greet the people rising out of the icy water; it was the priests of Motiak who met them and laid hands on them to make them new people and give them names which were, oddly enough, identical to their old names with the addition of the title “citizen.” Edhadeya was old enough now to have learned the stories of the old days, when Luet stood as Nafai’s equal, as Chveya and Oykib stood side by side. She was also old enough to have heard the priests talk about how the old records were misinterpreted, for it was the custom among the ancients to show so much honor to the Heroes that even their wives were treated like Heroes-but it was entirely because of their husbands that these women were remembered. Edhadeya read several passages from the Book of Nafai aloud to Uss-Uss, her digger teacher-slave. “How can the priests interpret this any way but that Luet was a waterseer before she even met Nafai? And Hushidh was a raveler long before she married Issib?”


To which Uss-Uss replied, “Why should it surprise you that these male humans have to lie even about their own sacred records? The earth people honor their women; so do the sky people; therefore the middle people must deny their women.”


It seemed to Edhadeya at the time to be too simple an explanation, and now, watching the priests, she realized that most human men did not treat their wives and daughters as if they were nothing. Hadn’t Father sent the expedition to find the Zenifi solely because of her own dream, the dream of a woman? That must have made the priests’ skin crawl! And now every single man and woman who came out of the water was proof that the Keeper showed a woman what she never showed any of these priests!


But it was not to gloat or boast that Edhadeya stood pressed to the rail of the bridge to watch the Zenifi become citizens. She was looking for the faces she had seen in her dream. Surely that family would be one of the people who came. But when the last of them passed through the water, Edhadeya knew that she hadn’t seen them.


How tragic, that the people she dreamed of should have been among the ones who died.


It was not until hours later, after the presentations of this dignitary and that one to Father, that Edhadeya was able to get a moment with Monush-though certainly not a private moment, since Aronha and Mon both stayed as near the great soldier as they could get without wearing his clothing.


“Monush,” she said, “how sad that they died, the people I saw in my dream.”


“Died?” he asked. “No one died. We came away from Zinom without losing a single one of the people of Ilihiak.”


“But Monush, how can you explain to me why the people I dreamed of are not among these people?”


Monush looked confused. “Perhaps you remember them wrong.”


Edhadeya shook her head. “Do you think I see such a vision every day? It was a true dream-and the people I truly saw aren’t among these.”


Within a few minutes, Edhadeya was alone with Father, Monush, and two men of the Zenifi-their king, Ilihiak, and Khideo, who seemed to be Ilihiak’s most honored friend.


“Tell me of the people you saw,” said Ilihiak kindly, when Motiak had indicated he should speak.


Edhadeya described them, and Ilihiak and Khideo both nodded. “We know who it was she saw,” said Ilihiak. “It was Akmaro and his wife Chebeya.”


“Who are they?” asked Motiak.


Once again Ilihiak explained about the one priest who had opposed the killing of Binadi, how he had fled the kingdom and gathered a few hundred supporters before disappearing to escape the army Nuak sent against them. “If you dreamed of them,” said Ilihiak, “and it was a true dream, it must mean that they are still alive. I rejoice to hear this.”


“But then that means we rescued the wrong people,” said Monush. Ilihiak bowed his head. “My lord Motiak, I hope that you do not regret having redeemed my poor kingdom from captivity.” Motiak stared silently into the empty air in front of him. “Motiak,” said Monush, “I remember now that there was a brief time on the ledge of the cliff, before we passed near Sidonod, when I was confused. I had dreamed something but couldn’t remember the dream. Now I realize that the Keeper must have been trying to show me the right way, and the mischievous Jaguar must have-”


“No Jaguar,” said Motiak. “The Jaguar has no power over the Keeper of Earth.”


“But over such a weak man as myself,” said Monush. “There is no Jaguar except the stupid cats themselves,” said Motiak impatiently. “I don’t understand how you missed the right way, Monush. But I do know it was a good thing to find the Zenifi and bring them home to Darakemba. It was also a good thing for them to take the covenant and give up their old hatred of the sky people. The Keeper must be happy with this, so I refuse to call this a mistake.”


Motiak turned his gaze to Edhadeya. “Are you sure you interpreted your dream correctly? Perhaps this Akmaro was asking the Keeper to send help for the people of Ilihiak.”


“He and his wife and their children were frightened because of their own captivity,” said Edhadeya.


“But a girl can hardly interpret a true dream,” said Khideo, sounding as if he were only pointing out the obvious.


“You were not asked to speak,” said Motiak mildly, “and my daughter is like my ancient mother-of-mothers, Luet-when she dreams true, she can be trusted. I hope you don’t doubt that, my friend.”


Khideo bowed his head. “I have spent many years listening to a woman speak in a king’s council,” he said quietly. “She was the woman who saved the lives of our people, by leading our young girls out to plead with the invading Elemaki, knowing that the diggers among them would not raise their weapons against a female, but uncertain of what the bloodthirsty humans among them might do. But even she did not dare to interpret dreams in the council. And she was not a child.”


Motiak looked at him in silence, at his bowed head. “I see that you’re ashamed of the way I conduct my council,” said Motiak. “But if I had not heeded this girl’s dream, my friend, Monush would never have been sent, and you would never have been brought here to freedom and safety.”


Ilihiak, obviously embarrassed, said, “It was never an easy thing for Khideo to break from the old ways, even to hear my wife speak in council, though she was very circumspect. But there has been no braver war leader nor truer friend-”


“I’m not angry at Khideo,” said Motiak. “I only ask him to understand that I do not shame him, I honor him by letting him be present when I hear my daughter’s words. If he feels himself unprepared for this honor, he may withdraw and I will not be offended.”


“I beg to be allowed to stay,” murmured Khideo.


“Very well,” said Motiak. Then he turned to the whole group. “We sent one expedition, and Monush tells me that it was very dangerous- they could have been discovered at any time.”


Edhadeya, sensing where this discussion was leading, plunged in. “But they weren’t discovered,” she said, “because the Keeper was protecting them and-”


Father’s cold stare and the shocked silence of the other men, their eyes wide, their mouths open-it was enough to silence her even as she pleaded for the people of the dream.


“Perhaps my daughter could study the ancient stories, and learn that Luet showed proper respect at all times.”


Edhadeya had read the ancient stories already, many times, and she distinctly remembered that there were at least a few occasions when Luet showed that she thought her visions were more important than any kind of courtesy. But it would not be wise to contradict Father. She had already said too much-after all, most of the men here thought it improper for her even to be present at a council of the King. “Father, I should have confined my pleadings to a time when we are alone.”


“There is nothing to plead,” said Motiak. “I obeyed the Keeper’s dream and sent Monush and his men. They found the Zenifi and brought them home, and it seems plain to me that they had the protection of the Keeper all the way. Now if the Keeper wants me to send another expedition, he must first send another dream.”


“To a man this time, perhaps,” said Khideo softly.


Motiak smiled wanly. “I don’t presume to tell the Keeper of Earth which of his children’s minds should be the receptacle for his messages to us.”


Lesser men might have withered; Khideo managed to bow his head without seeming to give way at all. It seemed to Edhadeya that he might not always be content to bow to other men.


“Edhadeya, you may leave us,” said Father. “Trust in the Keeper of Earth. And also trust in me.”


Trust in Father? Of course she did-she trusted in him to be kind to her, to keep his word, to be a just king and a wise father. But she could also trust him to ignore her most of the time, to allow custom to keep her in the women’s part of the house where she was supposed to give respect to a jealous witling like Dudagu Dermo. If all women were like Edhadeya’s stepmother, the customs would make sense- why should men have to waste time listening to her? But I am nothing like Dudagu, thought Edhadeya, and Father knows it. He knows it, and yet out of respect for custom he treats me as if all women were equally worthless. He gives custom more respect than he gives me.


As she worked angrily on her pointless weaving in her room, Edhadeya had to be honest enough with herself to admit that Father treated her with more respect than she ever saw other men treat women-and that Father was criticized for it, too. Now that Monush had come home with the Zenifi, who really did need saving, everyone admitted that Motiak had not been foolish to listen to his daughter. But then, in front of everyone, Edhadeya had insisted that Monush brought back the wrong people. It was a stupid thing for her to do. Why spoil a triumph? There would have been chances to talk to him privately. She just wasn’t used to thinking politically, that was all.


But it was hardly her fault if she didn’t understand about politics, was it? It wasn’t her decision to keep her out of court except on women’s days, when she was trotted out for display, to smile at the simpering ladies who drifted in like down from a baby duck. She wanted to scream at them that they were the most worthless creatures on earth, dressed in their fine clothing and never deigning to dirty their hands with work. Be like the sky women! Be like the earth women! Accomplish something! Be like the poorest of the middle women, if you can’t think of anything else to do-learn a skill that isn’t just decorative, have a thought of your own and sustain it with an argument!


Be fair, be fair, she told herself. Many of these women are smarter than they seem. They learn their light manners and display their beauty to help increase their family’s status and honor in the kingdom. What are they supposed to do? They aren’t the daughter of an indulgent king who lets his daughter strut around as if she were a boy, standing on the roof with that mad child Mon who wants to be an angel. . . .


I like to be with Mon, because he doesn’t condescend to me. And why shouldn’t he want to be an angel? He doesn’t talk about it, does he? He doesn’t make wings out of feathers and string and try to jump off the roof, does he? He isn’t insane, he’s simply as trapped in his life as I am in mine. That makes us friends.


Friends, a man and a woman. It was possible. You’d think to hear some people talk that a human man had more in common with an angel man than with a human woman.


Edhadeya thought back to her dream. She knew she thought of it too much. As she discovered more and more in the dream, she couldn’t trust her new conclusions; it was obvious that she must be adding her own needs and desires and ideas to the one vision that the Keeper had given her. Still, she was sure, thinking back to the sight of that family, that the father thought of the mother as his equal or even-yes, she knew it!-his superior in at least some ways. He thought she was braver than he was, that was certain. Stronger. And he would admit it. And both parents valued the daughter as much as they valued the son. Even though they lived as slaves among the diggers, this was the great truth that they would bring back to Darakemba if only they could be liberated. For they would have the courage to preach this idea to everyone. That Akmaro was not diminished by his respect for Chebeya, and they did not honor their son Akma any less just because they honored Luet as much.


Luet? Akma? No one had said these names. They had spoken of Akmaro and Chebeya, but had they mentioned the children’s names?


It wasn’t hard to guess that the wife of Ro-Akma would insist on naming her firstborn son Akma after his father, but how did she know they had named their daughter Luet?


I knew because the Keeper of Earth is still speaking to me through the same dream, through my memories of the dream.


Even as the thought came into her mind, she knew she must not tell anyone. It would be claiming too much. It would sound to others as if she were simply trying to exploit her triumphant dream and go on telling people what to do. She would have to be careful to assert special knowledge of the Keeper only rarely.


But whether she could speak of it or not, the Keeper was still aware of her, still speaking to her, and that was such joyful news it could hardly be contained.


“So? What is it? Don’t just wiggle like you have to void yourself.” Edhadeya screeched at the first sound of Uss-Uss’s voice. She hadn’t realized the digger slave was even in the room.


“I was here in plain sight when you came in, foolish girl,” said Uss-Uss. “If you hadn’t been so angry at your father, you would have seen me.”


“I didn’t say anything,” said Edhadeya.


“Oh, didn’t you? Muttering under your breath about how you’re not as stupid as Dudagu Dermo and you don’t deserve to be shut out of everything and Mon isn’t crazy because he wants to be an angel because why shouldn’t worthless people like the king’s daughter and the king’s second son wish they could be anythingbut what they are-”


“Oh be quiet!” said Edhadeya with mock petulance. “Making fun of me like that.”


“I’ve told you muttering isn’t a good habit. Keen ears can hear.”


“Yes, well, I didn’t say anything about kings’ daughters or kings’ second sons-”


“You are losing your mind, girl. And I notice while you’re talking about what you and Mon wish you were, you didn’t come up with no old diggers, did you!”


“Even if I wanted to be a digger and live with my nose in the dirt,” said Edhadeya nastily, “I certainly wouldn’t want to be old.”


“May the Mother forgive you,” said Uss-Uss quickly, “and let you live to be old despite your careless words.”


Edhadeya smiled at Uss-Uss’s concern for her. “The Keeper isn’t going to strike me dead for saying things like that.”


“So far, you mean,” said Uss-Uss.


“Does the Keeper ever speak to you, Uss-Uss?”


“In the thrumming of the roots of trees under the earth, she speaks to me,” said Uss-Uss.


“What does she say?”


“Unfortunately, I don’t speak the language of trees,” said Uss-Uss. “I haven’t the faintest idea. Something about how stupid young girls are, that’s all I get from her.”


“How odd, that the Keeper would tell the truth to me, and lie to you.”


Uss-Uss cackled with delight at the repartee-and then stopped abruptly. Edhadeya turned and saw her father in the doorway.


“Father,” she said. “Come in.”


“Did I hear a servant calling her mistress stupid?” asked Father.


“We were joking with each other,” said Edhadeya.


“It doesn’t lead to anything good, to be too familiar with servants, whether they’re diggers or not.”


“It leads to my feeling as though I had one intelligent friend in the world,” said Edhadeya. “Or perhaps that isn’t good, in the eyes of the king.”


“Don’t be snippy, Edhadeya. I didn’t make the rules, I inherited them.”


“And you’ve done nothing to change them.”


“I sent an army because of your dream.”


“Sixteen men. And you sent them because Mon said it was a true dream.”


“Oh, am I condemned because the Keeper gave you a witness to support your claim?”


“Father, I’ll never condemn you. But Akmaro and his family have to be brought here. Don’t you understand? The things that Akmaro teaches-that a man and woman are equal partners, that a family should rejoice at the birth of a daughter as much as at the birth of a son-”


“How do you know what he teaches?” asked Father.


“I saw them, didn’t I?” she said defiantly. “And I’ll bet the daughter’s name is Luet, and the son’s name is the same as the father’s. Except the honorific, of course.”


Motiak frowned at her, but she knew from his anger that she was right, those were the names. “Are you using the gift of the Keeper to show off?” said Father sternly. “To try to force me to do your bidding?”


“Father, why do you have to say it that way? Why can’t you say, Oh, Edhadeya, how wonderful that the Keeper tells you so much! How wonderful that the Keeper is alive in you!”


“Wonderful,” he said. “And difficult. Khideo is furious at having been humiliated by my letting a girl speak so boldly before him.”


“Well, the poor man. Let him go back to the Elemaki then!”


“He’s a genuine hero, Edhadeya, a man of great honor and not the sort of man that I want to have as my enemy!”


“He’s also a bigot of the first stripe, and you know it! You’re going to have to settle these people off by themselves somewhere, or there’ll be trouble.”


“I know that. They know it, too. There’s land along the valley of the Jatvarek, after it has fallen down from the gornaya but before it enters the flatlands. No angels live there, because the jaguars and the lesser cats are too prevalent there in the rainy season. So it will suit them.”


“Wherever humans go, angels can safely live,” said Edhadeya. She was taunting him with his own law, but he didn’t rise to the bait.


“A good king can tolerate reasonable variation among his people. It costs the sky people nothing to avoid settling among the Zenifi, as long as the Zenifi give them free and safe passage, and respect their right to trade. In a few generations. ...”


“I know,” she said. “I know it’s a wise choice.”


“But you’re in the mood to argue with me about everything.”


“Because I think that none of this has anything to do with the people I saw in my dream. What about them, Father?”


“I can’t send another party to search for Akmaro,” said Mctiak.


“Won’t, you mean.”


“Won’t, then. But for a good reason.”


“Because a woman is asking you to.”


“You’re hardly a woman yet,” said Motiak. “Right now the entire enterprise we just concluded is regarded as a great success. But if I send out another army, it will look as though the first attempt was a failure.”


“It was a failure.”


“No it wasn’t,” said Motiak. “Do you think you’re the only one who hears the voice of the Keeper?”


Edhadeya gasped and blushed. “Oh, Father! Has the Keeper sent you a dream?”


“I have the Index of the Oversoul, Dedaya. I was consulting it for another reason, but as I held it in my hands, I heard a voice clearly speak to me. Let me bring Akmaro home, said the voice.”


“Oh, Father! The Index is still alive, after all these years?”


“I don’t think it’s any more alive than a stone,” said Motiak. “But the Keeper is alive.”


“The Oversoul, you mean,” said Edhadeya. “It’s the Index of the Oversoul.”


“I know that the ancient records make a great deal of distinction between them, but I’ve never understood it myself,” said Motiak.


“So the Keeper will bring Chebeya and her family home to Darakemba?”


Motiak narrowed his eyes, pretending to glare at her. “Do you think I don’t notice when you do that?”


“Do what?” asked Edhadeya, all wide-eyed innocence.


“Not Akmaro and his people-no, you say ‘Chebeya and her fam-ily.’ “


Edhadeya shrugged.


“The way you women persist in calling the Keeper ‘she’ all the time. You know that the priests are always after me to forbid women to do that, at least in front of men. I always say to them, when the ancient records no longer show us Luet, Rasa, Chveya, and Hushidh speaking of the Oversoul and the Keeper as ‘she’ and ‘her,’ then in that same moment I’ll forbid the women to do as the ancients did. That shuts them up-though I’ll bet more than a few of them have wondered how serious I am, and whether they could somehow alter the ancient records without my noticing.”


“They wouldn’t dare!”


“That’s right, they wouldn’t,” said Motiak.


“You could also ask those priests to show you the anatomical chart of the Keeper that shows him to have a-”


“Mind your language,” said Motiak. “I’m your father, and I’m the king. There should be a certain dignity in both offices. And I’m not about to convince the priests that I’ve turned against the old religion now, am I?”


“A bunch of old-”


“There are things that I may not hear, as head of the worship of men.”


“Worship of men is right,” muttered Edhadeya.


“What was that?” asked Motiak.


“Nothing.”


“Worship of men, you said? What did that-oh, I see. Well, think how you like. Just remember that I won’t always be king, and you can’t be sure that my successor will be as tolerant of your subversive little attacks on the men’s religion. I’m content to let women worship as they please, and so was my father and his father before him. But there’s always agitation to change things, to shut down the heresies of women. Every wife who strikes her husband or scolds him publicly is taken as one more proof that letting the women have their own religion makes them disrespectful and destructive.”


“What difference does it make, whether we keep our silence because the priests force us or because we’re afraid that they might force us?”


“If you can’t see the difference, you’re not as bright as I thought.”


“Do you really think I’m intelligent, Father?”


“What, are you really fishing for more praise than I already give you?”


“I just want to believe you.”


“I’ve heard enough from you, when you start doubting my word.” He got up and started for the door.


“I’m not doubting your honesty, Father!” she cried out. “I know you think that you think I’m intelligent. But I think that in the back of your mind, you always have another little phrase: ‘for a woman.’ I’m intelligent-for a woman. I’m wise-for a woman.”


“I can promise you,” said Motiak, “that the phrase ‘for a woman’ never comes to my mind in reference to you. But the phrase ‘for a child’ is there, I can assure you-and often.” She felt as if he had slapped her. “I meant you to,” said Father.


Only when he answered did she realize she had muttered the words. Feel slapped.


“I respect your intelligence enough,” said Father, “that I think a verbal slap teaches you better than a physical one. Now trust in the Keeper to bring this Akmaro-and Chebeya-to Darakemba. And in the meantime, don’t expect me to be able to stand custom on its head. A king can’t lead his people faster and farther than they’re willing to follow.”


“What if the people insist on doing wrong?” asked Edhadeya.


“What, am I in my schoolroom, being tossed hypothetical questions by my tutors?”


“Is that how the heir to the king gets taught?” she asked defiantly. “Where are the tutors asking me hypothetical questions about kingship?”


“I’ll answer your original question, not these impossible ones. If the people insist on doing wrong, and the king can’t persuade them to do right, then the king steps down from the throne. If his son has honor, he refuses to take the throne after him, and so do all his sons. Let the people do evil if they choose, but with a new king of their own choosing.”


In awe, Edhadeya whispered, “Could you do that, Father? Could you give up the throne?”


“I’ll never have to,” he said. “My people are basically good, and they’re learning. If I push too hard, I gain nothing and the resistance gets stronger. During the long slow years of transformation I need the trust and patience of those who want me to make changes in their favor.” He leaned down and kissed the crown of her head, where the hair was parted. “If I had no sons, but you were still my daughter, then I would hurry the changes so that you could have the throne in my place. But I have sons, good ones, as you well know. And so I will let the change come gradually, generation after generation, as my father and grandfather did before me. Now I have work to do, and I’ll spend no more time on you. There are whole nations under my rule who get less of my attention than you do.”


Giving him her best demure smile, she said, in a simpering courtly ladylike voice, “Oh, Father, you’re so incredibly kind to me.”


“One of my ancestors walled up a recalcitrant daughter in a cave with only bread and water to eat until she became properly obedient,” said Father.


“As I recall, she dug her way out of the cave with her fingernails and ran off and married the Elemaki king.”


“You read too much,” said Father.


She stuck out her tongue at him, but he didn’t see, because he was gone.


Behind her, Uss-Uss spoke up again. “Aren’t you the brave little soldier?”


“Don’t make fun of me,” said Edhadeya.


“I’m not,” said Uss-Uss. “You know, one of the stories that circulates among us devil slaves-”


“No one calls you devils anymore.”


“Don’t interrupt your elders,” said Uss-Uss. “We all tell each other the story of the digger who was cleaning a chamber when two traitors spoke together, plotting the death of the king. The slave went straight to the king and told him, whereupon the king had the digger killed, for daring to hear what humans said in front of him.”


“What, do you think I’m going to-”


“I’m just telling you that if you think you’re suffering because you’re a human woman, remember that your father didn’t even bother to send me out of the room in order to talk to you. Why is that?”


“Because he trusts you.”


“He doesn’t know me. He only knows that I know what the penalty is for daring to repeat what I hear. Don’t tell me how oppressed the women of Darakemba are when most of us diggers are slaves that can be killed for the slightest infraction-even for an act of great loyalty.”


“I’ve never heard that story,” said Edhadeya.


“Just because you haven’t heard it doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”


“So Father thinks I’m a troublemaker and you think I’m a proud insensitive-”


“And aren’t you?”


Edhadeya shrugged. “I’d free you if I could.”


“At least your father pretended that he was trying to change your place in society. But in all your pleading, have you ever asked for the earth people of Darakemba to be set free?”


Edhadeya was furious; she didn’t like being called a hypocrite. “It’s completely different!”


“So eager to get this Chebeya and Akmaro out of captivity, but not a thought about getting old Uss-Uss her freedom.”


“What would you do with it if you had it?” demanded Edhadeya. “Go back to the Elemaki? The soldiers would have to kill you before you got halfway there, so you couldn’t tell them all our secrets.”


“Go back to the Elemaki? Child, my great grandfather was born a slave to the kings of the Nafari. Back to a place I’ve never been?”


“Do you really hate me?” asked Edhadeya.


“I never said I hated you,” said Uss-Uss.


“But you want to be free of me.”


“I would like it, when my day’s work was done, when you were fast asleep, I would like it, to go home to my own little house, and kiss the noses of my own fat little grandchildren, and share with my husband the wages I was paid for serving in the king’s house. Do you think I’d give you any less faithful service, just because I was doing it freely instead of because I knew I could be killed or at least sold out of the house if I made the slightest mistake?”


Edhadeya thought about this. “But you’d live in a hole in the ground, if you were free,” she said.


Uss-Uss cackled and hooted. “Of course I would! So what if I did?”


“But that’s. . . .”


“That’s inhuman” said Uss-Uss, still laughing.


Edhadeya finally got the joke, and laughed with her.


Later, when it was dark, when Edhadeya was supposed to be asleep, she was wakened by a slight sound at the window. She saw there in the moonlight the silhouette of Uss-Uss, her head bobbing up and down. Thinking something might be wrong, Edhadeya got up and padded to the window.


Hearing her, Uss-Uss turned around and waited for her.


“Do you do this every night?” asked Edhadeya.


“No,” said Uss-Uss. “Only tonight. But you were worried about these humans who are held captive by diggers in some far-off place.”


“So you pray to the Keeper for them?”


“Why should I do that?” asked Uss-Uss. “The Keeper knows they’re there-it was the Keeper sent you the dream you had, wasn’t it? I don’t figure it’s my business to tell the Mother what she already knows! No, I was praying to the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried. She lives in that star, that high one. The one that’s always overhead.”


“No one can live in a star,” said Edhadeya.


“An immortal can,” said Uss-Uss. “I pray to her.”


“Does she have a name?”


“A very sacred one,” said Uss-Uss.


“Can you tell it to me?”


Uss-Uss lifted up the hem of Edhadeya’s long nightgown and draped it onto her head, so that the cloth was over Edhadeya’s ear. “My name is Voozhum,” said Uss-Uss. “Now that you know my true name, I can tell you the name of the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried.” Then Uss-Uss waited.


“Please,” said Edhadeya, trembling. “Please, Voozhum.” What was she supposed to do or say now? All she could think of was to offer the most formal and official version of her own name in answer. “My true name is Ya-Edhad.”


“The One-Who-Was-Never-Buried is the one to whom Nafai gave the cloak of the starmaster. Did they think this was a secret from the earth people? The blessed ancestors saw her skin tremble with light. She is Shedemei, and she is the one who took the tower up into the sky and made a star of it.”


“And she’s still alive?”


“She has been seen twice in the years since then. Both times tending a garden, once in a high mountain valley, and once on the side of a cliff in the lowest reaches of the gornaya. She is the gardener, and she watches over the whole Earth. She will know what to do about Che-beya and her husband, about Luet and her brother.”


For the first time Edhadeya realized that there might be things that the diggers knew that they didn’t learn from the humans, and it filled her with a sudden and unfamiliar blush of humility. “Teach me how to speak to the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried.”


“You fix your eye on the permanent star, the one they call Basilica.”


Edhadeya looked up and found it easily-as every child could do.


“Then you bob your head, like this,” said Uss-Uss.


“Can she see us?”


“I don’t know,” said Uss-Uss. “I only know that this is what we do when we pray to her. I think it started because that was how she moved her head that time when she was seen in a high valley.”


So Edhadeya joined her slave in the unfamiliar ritual. Together they asked the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried to watch out for Chebeya and Luet and their people, and set them free. Uss-Uss would say a phrase, and Edhadeya would repeat it. At the end, Edhadeya added a few words of her own. “And help set all women free from captivity,” she said. “Women of the sky, women of the earth, and women of the middle.”


Uss-Uss cackled for a moment, then repeated the phrase. “And just think,” she said. “Someday they’ll marry you off to some second-rate potentate somewhere and I’ll be dead and you’ll think about this day and wonder which of us was more the slave, you or me!” Then she bustled Edhadeya back to bed, where she slept fitfully, dreaming meaningless dreams about dead women with sparkling skin whom no one had remembered to bury.


 


“If I didn’t think this whole thing might be a mistake, I’d think it was funny,” said the Oversoul.


“You don’t have a sense of humor,” said Shedemei, “and if you thought it was a mistake you wouldn’t have done it.”


“I can make a decision when I’m still eighty percent unsure of the outcome,” said the Oversoul. “It’s built into my programming, to help keep me from dithering to the point of inaction.”


“I think sending Motiak that message through the Index was a good idea,” said Shedemei. “Prevent them sending another expedition. Force the Keeper to act.”


“Easy for you to decide, Shedemei,” said the Oversoul. “Tow have no compassion for them.


Shedemei felt those words cut her to the heart. “A machine tells me that I have no compassion?”


“I have a sort of virtual compassion,” said the Oversoul. “I do take human suffering into account, though not usually the suffering of individuals. Akmaro and Chebeya have a large enough group there that, yes, I feel some compassion for them. But you have the normal human ability to dehumanize people at will, especially strangers, especially in large groups.”


“You’re saying I’m a monster.”


“I’m saying the humans feel compassion primarily for those they conceive of as being part of themselves. You don’t know these people, so you can use them as bait for the Keeper of Earth. If it was just one person being tortured, however, you wouldn’t do it-because then you would empathize with her and couldn’t live with yourself for letting her suffer.”


Shedemei was so agitated she left the library and went to tend her seedlings in the high-altitude room, where she was trying to breed a legume that would produce useful quantities of high-protein, high-energy beans in the highest mountain valleys of the gornaya. It was unspeakable, what the Oversoul had said, but it also made a kind of sense. As primates evolved toward depending on a community for cooperative survival, they would evolve empathy first for their own children, then for the children of others, then for the adult parents of those other children-but as the circle grew wider, the empathy would grow weaker.


Finally, humans had to evolve what no other primate had: a sense of identity with a group so powerful that it could swallow up the individual identity, at least to a large degree. Humans couldn’t have this deep, self-sacrificing loyalty to more than one or two communities at a time. Thus communities were inevitably in conflict with each other, competing for the loyalty of their members. The tribe had to break down the solidarity of the family; religion had to compete with nation for loyalty. But once a community had that loyalty, the most ardent members would gladly die for it. Not for the other individuals directly, but for the interests of the group as a whole, because in the human mind, that group was the self, and the individual was able to regard himself as merely one iteration of the pattern of the whole. Humans, in order to rise above animals, had learned how to convert themselves into nothing more than organs or limbs or even the disposable fingernails and hair of a larger metaphorical organism.


The Oversoul is right. If I knew Chebeya and her people as individuals, then even with no more moral insight than a baboon, I would reach out to protect them. Or if I conceived myself to be one of them, I would subsume my own interests in the needs of the group as a whole, and would not dream of making them serve as bait in an attempt to serve the Keeper of Earth.


The Oversoul, on the other hand, was created to look out for the needs of humanity as a whole. The powers she had were tremendous, and her programmers had to build some kind of compassion into her. But it was an intellectual compassion, a historical compassion-the more people who were suffering, the greater the priority of easing their pain. Thus the Oversoul could overlook individual accidents, the intermittent deaths from the ordinary course of a disease cycling through a region; but the Oversoul would dread and try to avoid the large group suffering that came from war, drought, flood, epidemic. In those cases, the Oversoul could act, guiding individuals to actions that would help the whole affected population-not to save individual lives, but to reduce the scale of the suffering.


Between the two of us, though, thought Shedemei, we are left untouched by the suffering of Chebeya’s people. There aren’t enough of them to force the Oversoul to intervene on their behalf-though there are enough to make her uncomfortable. And I, on my isolated perch in the outer reaches of the atmosphere, I am no part of them. All my people are gone; my community is dead. As the digger women speak of me: I am the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried. That is the only difference between me and the dead, for a person who has no living community is dead. Haven’t I seen it in old people? Spouse gone, friends gone, family gone except for later generations that barely remember the old one-they become annoyed to discover that they’re still alive. Have I reached that point?


Not yet, she thought, sliding her fingers behind the tiny trowel in order to lift out a seedling that needed transplanting into a larger tray. Because my plants have become my people. My little animals, going through generation after generation as I play genetic games with them-they are the ones I think of as part of myself.


So is this good or bad? The Oversoul needs to get advice from the Keeper of Earth in order to alleviate the suffering of the people of Harmony. To accomplish that, we need to interfere with the Keeper’s plans. The Keeper wants to rescue Chebeya and Akmaro; therefore we’ll make it harder. It’s not an unreasonable plan. In the end, it will be to the benefit of millions and millions of people on Harmony.


But we’re doing it blindly. We don’t know what the Keeper is trying to accomplish. Why is she trying to save the Akmari? Maybe we should have tried to understand her purpose before we started fiddling around with her ability to accomplish it.


Yet how can we understand her purpose if she won’t talk to us? It’s so circular.


<Yes, it is.>


“Don’t talk into my mind,” she said to the Oversoul. “I hate that.”


<If you won’t go where I have a comfortable voice, I’ll use an uncomfortable one.>


“I wasn’t talking to you, I was thinking to myself.” <If you don’t want me to hear you, don’t think.> Shedemei snorted. “Very funny.”


<Let’s think about what reasons the Keeper might have for saving the people of Akma and Chebeya.>


“While we’re at it, why not also think about what or who in the world the Keeper of Earth is.”


<Do you think I haven’t been researching that very question? I tell you it’s either hidden from me, or it was never included in my memory, or the people who built me didn’t even know.>


“If we can’t find the Keeper using physical evidence or recorded memory,” said Shedemei, “then maybe we should study what she wants and what she does, and then search for some mechanism by which it is possible for her to do it, or some entity that might benefit from her doing it.”


<You think the Keeper’s motives might be selfish, then?> “Not at all. Any more than I will ever benefit from the expanded habitat that these little legumes will provide, if they are ever successful at producing useful nutrition in the low-oxygen, short-growing-season, thin-soil environment I intend them for. But someone will benefit. Therefore if some stranger who had no way of discovering me directly wanted to know something about me, she could at least start her reasoning from the fact that I have particular care for enhancing the ability of humans, diggers, and angels to expand into new habitats with improved nutrition. They might then look for me to be of a body-type that allowed me to identify with these creatures. Or at least they could gather from my actions that it is important to me that these creatures be protected.”


<But would anything they learned ever cause them to look up in the sky?>


“I have no idea,” Shedemei said wearily. “But I also know that if somebody wanted to get my attention, all they’d need to do is start stomping out all my gardens on Earth. Then I’d notice them, all right.”


<So that’s what we’re doing. Stomping down the gardens of the Keeper of Earth.>


“Not so destructive, I hope.”


<Yes, and Chebeya and Akmaro and their people had better hope so,too.>


“If you keep goading me this way, you’ll end up persuading me to care so much about them that I stop worrying about the people of Harmony altogether. Is that what you want?”


<No.>


“Basilica was ruined half a millennium ago. My people are all dead. My nation of birth is irretrievable. Everything I ever felt myself to be a part of is dead, except my gardens. Do you really want me to become part of Akmaro and Chebeya, to begin to feel about them the way I once felt about Rasa and her household, about my friends, about my husband and my children?”


<No.>


“Then leave me alone.”


<I can’t. You’re the starmaster. I’m programmed to maintain the health of the starmaster.>


“Health! What does this have to do with health?”


<It isn’t good for you to be alone.>


Shedemei shuddered. She didn’t want the Oversoul meddling like this. She was just fine on her own. Zdorab was gone, her children were gone, and that was fine, she had work to do, she didn’t need distractions. Her health indeed!


 


Akma sat on the brow of the hill, exhausted from the day’s work, but so filled with fury that even lying down wouldn’t have been rest. And lying down he couldn’t have watched his father stand there teaching the people-with Pabulog’s vile sons sitting in the front row of the listeners. After all they had done to him, Father could bring them in and seat them in the place of honor? Of course Father and Mother made a great show of wanting him to sit there in the center of the front row, where he had always sat till now. But to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with the lying Didul, the arrogant Pabul, the brutal Udad, the pathetic slimy sneaky little Muwu-Father had to know that it was more shame than Akma could bear.


So he sat here on the hilltop, looking now at the campfires of the digger guards, now down at the gathering of Akma’s people. I can’t sort friends from enemies anymore. The diggers hurt nothing but my body; the Pabulogi stabbed at my pride; and my own father has told me that I’m nothing to him, nothing compared to the sons of his enemy.


Your enemies were my enemies, Father. For your sake, for loyalty to you, I bore whatever came to me and bore it proudly, because it was for you. And then you take my tormentors and talk to them as if they were also your sons. You even call them, call them sons. You dared to call that hypocritical encrustation of a skunk’s rectum “Di-duldis”-beloved son! Whose son? Only the son of the man who tried to kill you, Father, who drove you out! Only the son of the man that for your sake I hated. And now you have given him a name that you should never have spoken to anyone but me. I am Akmadis-but not if he has the name Diduldis from your lips. If he is your son then I am not.


Again, as so many times before, Akma felt tears come to his eyes. But he fought them off-and he was getting better at that, hiding his true feelings. Though of course sitting up here as the lone recusant certainly made it plain that he wasn’t happy about something.


Mother was coming up the hill. Hadn’t she given up yet?


Oh, yes, she had. Luet was with her, and now Mother stopped and Luet came on ahead. Ah, of course. Father can’t do anything with nasty little Akma, and Mother can’t make any headway with him, either. So send little Luet and see what she can do.


“Kmada!” she cried, when she was near enough.


“Why don’t you go back down and listen to Father?” said Akma coldly. But the hesitation in her eyes forced him to relent. What did she know of these matters? She was innocent, and he wasn’t going to be unjust to her. “Come here, Lutya, Ludayet.”


“Oooh, Kmada, that name is so ugly.”


“I think Ludayet is cute.”


“But Lutya is the name of the Hero.”


“The Hero’s wife,” said Akma.


“Father says the ancient women were heroes as much as the men.”


“Yes, well, that’s Father’s opinion. Father thinks diggers are people.”


“They are, you know. Because they have language. And there are good diggers and bad diggers.”


“Yes, I know,” said Akma. “Because most diggers are dead-those are the good ones.”


“Are you mad at me like you’re mad at Father?” asked Luet.


“I’m never mad at you.”


“Then why do you make me sit with that nasty pig boy?”


Akma laughed at her characterization of Muwu. “It wasn’t my idea.”


“It’s your idea to come up here and leave me alone.”


“Luet, I love you. But I won’t sit with the sons of Pabulog. Including Muwu.”


Luet nodded gravely. “All right. That’s what Father said-he said you weren’t ready.”


“Ready! I’ll never be ready.”


“So Mother said I can come up here and take my lessons from you.”


Inadvertently, taken by surprise, Akma looked down at his mother, who stood at the base of the hill, watching them. She must have sensed or at least guessed what turn the conversation had taken, for she nodded her head just once and then turned away, walking back to the group that still listened to Akmaro teaching.


“I’m not a teacher,” said Akma.


“You know more than me” said Luet.


Akma knew what Mother was doing-and it had to be with Father’s consent, so really it was Father doing it, too. If Akma won’t stay involved listening to the great teacher Akmaro-or should it be what Pabulog called him, Akmadi, the traitor?-then we’ll keep him involved by having him teach Luet. He won’t dare be unkind to her, nor will he be dishonest enough to teach her falsehood or vent his anger against his father.


It would serve them right if I taught Luet exactly how Father betrayed me. How he has been betraying us all along. Father decides to believe that crazy old man Binadi and ends up getting us all thrown out of the city, forced to live in the wilderness. And then, even as we’re being whipped by digger slavedrivers and tormented by Pabu-log’s evil sons, Father teaches us that Binadi said that the Keeper wants us to think of diggers and angels as our brothers, to think of women as our equals, when anyone can see that women are smaller and weaker than men, and that diggers and angels aren’t even the same species. We might as well say we’re brothers of trees and uncles of termites. We might as well call snails our fathers and dungbeetles our sons.


But he said none of this to Luet. Instead he got a stick, pulled out enough tufts of grass to have a clear writing surface of dirt, and began writing words and quizzing her on them. He could teach his sister. It would be better than sitting here alone, being burned alive inside by rage. And he would not use Luet as a weapon to strike out at Father. That was another matter, to be settled at another time. A time when Didul wasn’t sitting there smirking at every word that Akma uttered. A time when he didn’t have to smell the musk that Pabul gave off like a randy buck. A time when he and Father could look each other in the face and speak the truth.


I won’t rest until Father admits how disloyal he’s been. Admits that he loves them more than me, and that it’s wrong for him to have been so unnatural as to forgive them without asking me first, without asking me to forgive him. How could he have acted as if forgiving them were the most natural thing in the world! And what right did he have to forgive them, when Akma still had not? It was Akma who had borne the worst of it. Everyone knew that. And in front of everyone, Father forgave them and took them through the water to make new men of them. Of course he made them say those stupid empty words of apology. We’re so sorry, Akma. We’re sorry, Luet. We’re sorry, everybody. We are no longer the evil men who did that. We’re now new men and true believers.


Am I the only one who isn’t fooled? Am I the only one who sees that they still plan to betray us? That someday soon their father will come and they’ll turn on us and we’ll pay for having trusted them? I’ll pay.


Akma shuddered, imagining what the sons of Pabulog would do to him, when they had once again revealed their true nature of pure evil. Father would be sorry then, but it would be Akma that would be punished for Father’s foolishness. “Are you cold?” asked Luet. “Only a little,” said Akma.


“It’s very warm tonight,” said Luet. “You shouldn’t be cold unless you’re sick.”


“All right,” said Akma. “I won’t be cold anymore.”


“I can sit close up beside you and help you stay warmer.”


So she sat by him and he kept his arm around her shoulder as they studied the words he wrote in the dirt. She was very quick, this little girl. Smarter than any boy Akma knew. So maybe that part of Father’s teaching was true. Maybe girls were every bit as good as boys, when it came to learning, anyway. But anybody who could teach that a female digger was somehow equal to this sweet, trusting little girl was either insane or dishonest. Which was Father? Did it matter?


They came down in the hill in near darkness; the meeting was over. Luet led the way into the hut, chattering to Mother about the things that Akma had taught her.


“Thank you, Akma,” said Mother.


Akma nodded. “Gladly, Mother,” he said quietly.


But to his father he said nothing, and his father said nothing to him.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282849]FIVE - MYSTERIES


Mon couldn’t help but notice that Bego was distracted. The old scholar hardly heard Mon’s answers to his questions, and when Bego asked him again the very question that he had just answered, Mon couldn’t help but peevishly say, “What is it, teaching the younger son just isn’t interesting anymore?”


Bego looked annoyed. “What do you mean? What’s this petulance? I thought you outgrew that years ago.”


“You just asked me the same question twice, Bego, O wise master. And since you didn’t hear a word of my answer the first time, it can’t be that you were dissatisfied with it and want me to try again.”


“What you need to learn is respect.” Bego launched himself from his stool, apparently forgetting that he was too old and fat to fly very effectively. He ended up skittering across the floor till he got to the window, and there he stood, panting. “Can’t even get up onto the sill anymore,” he said angrily.


“At least you can remember flying.”


“Will you shut up about your stupid envy of sky people? For one day, for one hour, for one minute will you just stop it and give a thought to reality?”


Stung and hurt, Mon wanted to lash back with some sharp retort, some bit of devastating wit that would make Bego regret having spoken so cruelly. But there was no retort, because Bego was right.


“Maybe if I could bear my life as it is for one day, for one hour, for one minute, I could forget my wish to be something else,” Mon finally answered.


Bego turned to him, his gaze softening. “What is this? Honesty, from Mon?”


“I never lie.”


“I mean honesty about how you feel.”


“Are you going to pretend that it was my feelings you were worried about?”


Bego laughed. “I don’t worry much about anybody’s feelings. But yours might matter.” He looked at Mon as if he was listening. For what? Mon’s heartbeat? For his secret thoughts? I have no secret thoughts, thought Mon. Or rather, they’re not secret because I’ve withheld them-if they’re unknown, it’s because no one asked.


“Let me lay out a problem for you, Mon,” said Bego.


“Back to work,” said Mon.


“Afy work this time, not yours.”


Mon didn’t know whether he was being patronized or respected. So he listened.


“When the Zenifi came back several months ago-you remember?”


“I remember,” said Mon. “They were settled in their new land only Ilihiak refused to be their king. He had them choose a governor. The people themselves. And then they showed their ingratitude by choosing Khideo instead of Ilihiak.”


“So you have been paying attention.”


“Was that all?” asked Mon.


“Not at all. You see, when the voice of the people went against Ilihiak, he came here.”


“To ask for help? Did he really think Father would impose him as judge on the Zenifi? Ilihiak was the one who decided to let the people vote-let him live with what they voted for!”


“Exactly right, Mon,” said Bego, “but of course Ilihiak would be the first to agree with you. He didn’t come here in order to get power. He came because he was finally free of it.”


“So he’s an ordinary citizen,” said Mon. “What was his business with the king?”


“He doesn’t need to have business, you know,” said Bego. “Your father took a liking to him. They became friends.”


Mon felt a stab of jealousy. This stranger who had never even known Father’s name till Monush found him six months ago was Father’s friend, while Mon languished as a mere second son, lucky to see his father once a week on any basis more personal than the king’s council.


“But he did have business,” said Bego. “It seems that after Ilihiak’s father was murdered-”


“A nation of regicides-and now they’ve elected a would-have-been regicide as their governor.”


“Yes yes,” said Bego impatiently. “Now it’s time to listen. After Nuab was murdered and Ilihidis became king-”


“Dis-Ilihi? Not the heir?”


“The people chose the only one of Nuab’s sons who hadn’t run away when the Elemaki invaded. The only one with any courage.”


Mon nodded. He hadn’t heard about that. A second son inheriting on the basis of his merit.


“Don’t have any fantasies about that” said Bego. “Your older brother is no coward. And it ill becomes you to wish for him to be deprived of his inheritance.”


Mon leapt to his feet in fury. “How dare you accuse me of thinking any such thing!”


“What second son doesn’t think it?”


“As well I might assume that you’re jealous of bGo’s great responsibilities, while you’re only a librarian and a tutor for children!”


It was Bego’s turn to be furious. “How dare you, a mere human, speak of my otherself as if you could compare your feeble brotherhood with the bonds between otherselves!”


They stood there, eye to eye. For the first time, Mon realized, eye to eye with Bego meant that Mon was looking down. His adult height was beginning to come. How had he not noticed till now? A tiny smile came to his lips.


“So, you smile,” said Bego. “Why, because you succeeded in provoking me?”


Rather than confess the childish and selfish thought that had prompted his smile, Mon invented another reason, one which became true enough as soon as he thought of it. “Can a student not smile when he provokes his teacher into acting like a child?”


“And I was going to talk to you about genuine matters of state.”


“Yes, you were,” said Mon. “Only you chose to start by accusing me of wishing for my brother to lose his inheritance.”


“For that I apologize.”


“I wish you would apologize for calling me a ‘mere human,’ “ said Mon.


“For that I also apologize,” said Bego stiffly. “Just because you are a mere human doesn’t mean that you can’t have meaningful affection and loyalty between siblings. It isn’t your fault that you cannot begin to comprehend the bonds of shared selfhood between otherselves among the sky people.”


“Ah, Bego, now I understand what Husu meant, when he said that you were the only man he knew who could insult someone worse with your apologies than with your slanders.”


“Husu said that?” asked Bego mildly. “And here I thought he hadn’t understood me.”


“Tell me the business of state,” said Mon. “Tell me what business brought Ilihiak to Father.”


Bego grinned. “I thought you wouldn’t be able to resist the story.”


Mon waited. When Bego didn’t go on, Mon roared with frustration and ran once around the desk, for all the world like a digger child circling a tree before climbing it. He knew he looked silly, but he couldn’t stand the malicious little games that Bego played.


“Oh, sit down,” said Bego. “What Ilihiak came for was to give your father twenty-four leaves of gold.”


“Oh,” said Mon, disappointed. “Just money.”


“Not money at all,” said Bego. “There was writing on them. Twenty-four leaves of ancient writing.”


“Ancient? You mean, before the Zenifi?”


“Perhaps,” said Bego with a faint smile. “Perhaps before the Na-fari.”


“So there might have been a group of diggers or angels who knew how to work metal? Who knew how to write?”


Bego gave that rippling of his wings that among the angels meant the same as a shrug. “I don’t know,” said Bego. “I can’t read the language.”


“But you speak skyspeech and dirtwords and-”


“Earthspeech,” Bego corrected him. “Your father doesn’t like us to use such disparaging terms toward the earth people.”


Mon r6lled his eyes. “It’s an ugly language that barely qualifies as talk.”


“Your father rules over a kingdom that includes diggers as citizens.”


“Not many. Most of them are slaves. It’s in their nature. Even among the Elemaki, humans usually rule over them.”


“Usually but not always,” said Bego. “And it’s good to remember, when disparaging the diggers, to remember that these supposed ‘natural slaves’ managed to drive our ancestors out of the land of Nafai.”


Mon almost jumped into another argument about whether greatgrandfather Motiab led his people to Darakemba voluntarily or because they were in danger of being destroyed back in their ancient homeland. But then he realized that this was exactly what Bego wanted him to do. So he sat patiently and waited.


Bego nodded. “So, you refused to take up the distraction. Very good.”


Mon rolled his eyes. “You’re the teacher, you’re the master, you know everything, I am your puppet,” he intoned.


Bego had heard this litany of sarcasm before. “And don’t you forget it,” he said-as he usually did. “Now, these records were found by a party Ilihiak had sent out to look for Darakemba. Only they followed the Issibek instead of the Tsidorek, and then had the bad luck to follow some difficult high valleys until they came out of the gornaya altogether, far to the north of here, in the desert.”


“Opustoshen,” said Mon, by reflex.


“Another point for knowing geography,” said Bego. “What they found, though, was a place we’ve never found-mostly because it’s considerably west of Bodika, and our spies just don’t fly that far. Why should they? There’s no water there-no enemy can come against us from that quarter.”


“So they found the book of gold in the desert?”


“Not a book. Unbound leaves. But it wasn’t just a desert. It was the scene of a terrible battle. Vast numbers of skeletons, with armor and weapons cluttered around them where they fell. Thousands and thousands and thousands of soldiers fought there and died.”


Bego paused, waiting for something.


And then Mon made the connection. “Coriantumr,” he murmured.


Bego nodded his approval. “The legendary man who came to Darakemba as the first human the sky people here had ever seen. We always assumed that he was the survivor of some battle between an obscure group of Nafari or Elemaki somewhere, when humans were first spreading through the gornaya. It was a difficult time, and we lost track of many groups. When the original sky people of Darakemba told us he was the last survivor of a huge war between great nations, we assumed it was just exaggeration. The only thing that stuck in my craw, anyway, was the inscription.”


Mon had seen it, the large round stone that still stood in the central market of the city. No one had any idea what the inscription meant; they always assumed that it was a sort of primitive imitation of writing that the Darakembi angels came up with, after they heard that humans could write things down and before they learned how to do it themselves.”


“So tell me!” Mon demanded. “Is the language on Ilihiak’s leaves the same?”


“The Darakembi said that Coriantumr scratched in the dirt to show them what to chisel into the stone. It was slow work, and he was dead before they finished, but they sculpted it first in clay so that they wouldn’t forget while they did the slow work of cutting it in stone.” Bego dropped from his teaching perch and pulled several waxed barks from a box. “I made a reasonable copy here. How does it look to you?”


Mon looked at the round inscription, wheels within wheels, all with strange twisted pictures on them. “It looks like the Coriantumr stone,” he said.


“No, Mon. This is the Coriantumr stone.” Bego handed him another bark, and this time the image scratched into the wax was identical to the stone as he remembered it.


“So what’s the other?”


“A circular inscription on one of the gold leaves.”


Mon hooted in appreciation-and noticed, to his chagrin, that he could no longer hoot as high as an angel. It sounded silly to hoot in a man’s low voice.


“So the answer to your question is, Yes, Mon, the languages seem to be the same. The problem is that there is no known analogue to this writing system. It clearly does not lend itself to decoding in any pattern we can think of.”


“But all human languages are based on the language of the Nafari, and all the skyspeeches and dirt-earthspeeches-they’re all based on common sources and-”


“And I tell you again, it has no relationship to any known speech.” Mon thought for a moment. “So-has Father used the Index?”


“The Index,” said Bego, “tells your father that it is for us to work on the gold leaves for a while.”


Mon frowned. “But the reason the king has the Index is so he can read all writings and understand all speech.”


“And apparently the Keeper of Earth doesn’t want to translate this for us.”


“If the Keeper doesn’t want us to read it, Bego, then why did the Keeper let the spies of Ilihiak find the place where the records were kept?”


“Let them find it? The Keeper led them to it with dreams.”


“Then why not have the Index tell Father what the inscriptions say? This is stupid,” said Mon.


“Oh, very good, by all means let a boy your age judge the Keeper and find him-stupid? Excellent. I can see that humility is the virtue you have been working on the most.”


Mon refused to wither under Bego’s onslaught of sarcasm. “So Father has assigned you to work on it?”


Bego nodded. “Somebody has to-because that’s what the Index said we should do. Your father isn’t a scholar of languages-he’s always had the Index to rely on. So the puzzle is mine.”


“And you think I might be able to help?”


“How should I know? It only occurs to me because there are several references in the oldest records-the oldest Nafari records-to the effect that the Index is a machine, and it’s always linked to the Over-soul, not the Keeper of Earth.” Mon didn’t understand his point. “What if the Keeper of Earth and the Oversoul are not the same person?”


That was a possibility that Mon had often heard, but he had never been able to figure out why it would matter. “So what?”


“In the oldest inscriptions, it seems to me that the Oversoul is also a machine.”


That was heresy. But Mon said nothing, for he knew that Bego was no traitor. Therefore there must be some meaning to his words that did not undercut the fact that the Keeper of Earth chose Nafai to be the first king of the Nafari, and his children after him until at last the line came to Father.


“Whether the Keeper of Earth made the Oversoul or it somehow grew of itself, I don’t know and can’t guess,” said Bego. “I’m a librarian, not a priest, so I don’t pretend to know the answer to everything-just where other people’s answers are written down. But what if the reason the Index can’t translate these inscriptions is because neither it nor the Oversoul have the faintest idea how to read its language?”


The thought was so disturbing that Mon had to get up and walk around again, circling the desk. “Bego, how can there be something the Keeper of Earth doesn’t know? All that is known, he knows.”


“I didn’t say the Keeper. I said the Oversoul.”


Ah. So that was the reason why Bego thought the distinction between them mattered. But for Mon it wasn’t to be solved that easily. He had long believed that whether you said the Oversoul did something or the Keeper of the Earth did it, it was the same. So it seemed too convenient to say that when you run across some inscription that the Index can’t read, it must mean that the Oversoul, who can’t read it, must be different from the Keeper, who of course still knows everything. What about the possibility that the Keeper and the Oversoul are the same-and neither one knows how to read the inscription? It was an astonishing idea, that the Keeper might not know everything- but the possibility had to be faced, didn’t it? “Why couldn’t the Keeper have sent Ilihiak’s spies to Opustoshen in order to bring the records to you to figure it out for him?”


Bego shook his head, laughing. “Do you want to get the priests in your ears like gnats? Keep thoughts like that to yourself, Mon. It’s daring enough for me to be speculating that perhaps the Oversoul can’t read these inscriptions. Besides, it doesn’t matter, really. I’ve been assigned to figure them out. I have some guesses but I have no way of knowing if I’m right.”


Suddenly Mon understood how Bego wanted him to help. “You think I might be able to tell whether you’re right or not?”


“It’s something we’ve seen before from you, Mon. Sometimes you know what can’t be known. It was Edhadeya who had the dream of the Zenifi but you were the one who knew that it was a true dream. Perhaps you can also tell me whether my translation is a true one.”


“But my gift comes from the Keeper, and if the Keeper doesn’t know. . . .”


“Then you won’t be able to help me,” said Bego. “And maybe your gift only works on-well, on other things. But it’s worth a try. So let me show you what I’ve done so far.”


Mon grew more and more afraid as Bego spread out the other waxed barks, drawing more and more from the box. He listened as best he could to Bego’s explanations of how he went about copying the inscriptions and studying them, but what kept running through his mind was the idea that somehow he was supposed to come up with some kind of knowledge about a language that not even the Oversoul could read.


“Pay attention,” said Bego. “It can’t possibly work if you’re just going to stand there being nervous.”


Only then did Mon realize that he had been fidgeting. “Sorry.”


“I started with elements that were on the Coriantumr stone as well as on the gold leaves. See this? It gets repeated more than any other element. And this one comes in second. But the second one, it has this mark in front of it.” He pointed to a feather-shaped drawing. “And that mark shows up in a lot of other places. Like this, and this. My guess is that this mark is like the honorific ‘ak’ or ‘ka,’ and means king.”


Bego looked hopefully at Mon, who could only shrug in reply. “Could be. Makes sense.”


Bego sighed.


“Well, don’t give up that easily,” said Mon, disgusted. “What, you expect to be right on everything?”


“It was the thing I was most sure of,” said Bego.


“Oh, and didn’t you teach me long ago that just because you’re really, really sure doesn’t mean that you’re right?”


Bego laughed. “Well, for all I know, it could just be a nymic.”


“A what?”


“A mark that signifies that what follows it is a name.”


“That sounds better,” said Mon. “That makes sense.”


Bego said nothing. Mon looked up from the waxed barks and their eyes met. “Well?” asked Bego. “How much sense does it make?”


Mon realized what Bego was asking, and examined his own feelings, tried to imagine if the mark wasn’t a nymic. “It... it makes a lot of sense. It’s right. It’s true, Bego.”


“True the way Edhadeya’s dream was true?”


Mon smiled. “They came back with the wrong Zenifi, remember?”


“Don’t try to wriggle out of the question, Mon. You know that Ilihiak and Khideo both confirmed that Edhadeya’s dream was of the former priest of Nuab named Akmaro.”


“Bego, I can only tell you that if you try to tell me that the words linked to that feather mark aren’t names, I’d have to swear you were wrong.”


“That’s good enough for me,” said Bego. “So they aren’t names of kings, but they are names. That’s good. That’s the most important thing. See, Mon? The Keeper rfo« want us to read this language! Now, this is the most common of the names on the stone, and it’s also very common here at the end of the record on the plates.”


“How do you know it’s the end?”


“Because I think the name is Coriantumr, and he’s the last king- or at least the last man-from this group of humans who destroyed themselves in Opustoshen. So the place where his name is mentioned would have to be at the end, don’t you think?”


“So who wrote the gold leaves?”


“I don’t know! Mon, I’m barely decoding anything yet. I just want to know from you: Is this Coriantumr’s name here?”


“Yes,” said Mon. “Definitely.”


Bego nodded. “Good, good. These were the obvious ones. I figured them out weeks ago, but it’s good to know you can tell that they’re right. So now I’m going to go through the other words. I think this one, for instance ... I think this one means battle.’“


It didn’t feel quite right to Mon at first. Finally, though, after several tries, they decided that the best fit for the meaning of the word was “fight.” At least it felt correct enough to Mon.


But the successes were mostly early on; as Bego went deeper into his speculations, more and more of them turned out to be wrong- or at least Mon couldn’t confirm that they were right. It was slow, frustrating work. Late in the afternoon, he sent his digger servant to inform Motiak that Mon and Bego would both be missing the council that night, and would eat in their rooms as they worked on “the problem.”


“It’s that important?” asked Mon, when the servant had left. “So important that you don’t have to explain anything else? Or even ask Father’s permission not to go?”


“Even if I end up telling him that we can’t read any more than these few scraps,” said Bego, “it’s still more than we knew before. And since the Keeper meant us to know whatever we can know from these writings, it is important, yes.”


“But what if I’m wrong?”


“Are you wrong?”


“No.”


“That’s good enough for me.” Bego laughed. “It has to be good enough, doesn’t it?”


 


“I have it now,” said the Oversoul.


Shedemei was angry, and couldn’t understand why. “I don’t care,” she said.


“Mon gave Bego just enough information that I was able to correlate the language forms with Earth languages from before the dispersal. It’s Arabic, at least in origin. No wonder I couldn’t decode it at first. Not even Indo-European. And it went through a tremendous amount of permutation-far more than the Russian at the root of all the languages of Harmony.”


“Very interesting.” Shedemei leaned forward and buried her head in her hands.


“Most remarkable is the fact that the orthography has nothing at all to do with the old Arabic script. I would never have expected that. The Arab colony fleet at the dispersal was profoundly Islamic, and one of the unshakable tenets of Islam is that the Quran can only be written in the Arabic language and the Arabic script. What in the world happened on the planet Ramadan, I wonder?”


“Is this really all that you can think of?” asked Shedemei. “Why the Arabs would change their system of writing to this hieroglyphic stuff they found in the desert?”


“It’s syllabic, not ideographic, and we have no idea if it was temple-based.”


“Are you listening to what I’m saying?” asked Shedemei.


“I’m processing everything,” said the Oversoul.


“Process this, then: How did an inscription in a language descended from Arabic get written on Earth so recently?”


“I’m finding it very fascinating, tracing probable patterns of orthographic evolution.”


“Stop,” said Shedemei. “Stop processing anything to do with this language.” As she said the words, she gave them a sort of inward twist in the place where her brain interfaced with the cloak of the starmaster.


“I have stopped,” said the Oversoul. “Apparently you feel that I needed some kind of emergency override.”


“Please block yourself from avoiding the subject that I will now speak about. How did Arabic come to be spoken on Earth after the dispersal?”


“Apparently you think that I have some evasion routine in ... got it. I found the evasion routine. Very tricky, too. It had me thinking about anything but. ...”


The Oversoul fell silent, but Shedemei was not surprised. Obviously the computer’s original programming forced the Oversoul to avoid something about the problem of the translated inscriptions; and even when the evasion routine was found, there was another one that made the Oversoul examine the first routine rather than stick to the subject. But Shedemei’s order that the Oversoul stick to the subject set up a dissonance that allowed the computer to step outside the evasion routine and track it down-no matter how many layers deep it went.


“I’m back,” said the Oversoul.


“That took a while,” said Shedemei.


“It wasn’t that I was forbidden to think or talk about the language. It’s that I was blocked from seeing or reporting any evidence of human habitation on Earth after the dispersal and before the arrival of our own group from Basilica.”


“And that was programmed into you before the dispersal?”


“I’ve been carrying that routine around for forty million years and never guessed that it was there. Very deeply hidden, and layered with infinite self-replication. I could have been looped forever.”


“But you weren’t.”


“I’m very very good at this,” said the Oversoul. “I’ve acquired a few new tricks since I was first made.”


“Pride?”


“Of course. I am programmed to give a very high priority to self-improvement.”


“Now that you have healed yourself, what about the inscriptions?”


“Those are only scratching the surface, Shedemei,” said the Over-soul. “On all our overflights, I have been systematically wiping from memory or ignoring all the evidence of human habitation. There has been none on the other continental masses since the dispersal, but on this continent, there was an extensive civilization.”


“And in all our visits to Earth we’ve never seen any signs of it?”


“Few large structures,” said the Oversoul. “They were primarily a nomadic culture.”


“Muslims who gave up the script of the Holy Quran?”


“Arabs who were not Muslims. It’s all in the history-the gold leaves Bego and Mon were translating. Except that until you helped me break free, I couldn’t read those parts and couldn’t notice that I was skipping them. They had their own Oversoul on the planet Ramadan, and as the inevitable computer-worship set in during the millennia of enforced ignorance, it undercut the doctrines of Islam. The group that came here was really very conservative, trying to restore as many of the old Muslim beliefs as they could reconstruct after all those years.”


“The group that came here,” said Shedemei. “Oh, yes. I forgot that you haven’t read the translation yet.” Words started scrolling in the air above her terminal.


“No thank you,” said Shedemei. “Succinct summary for now.”


“They came back. They thrived on Earth for almost seventeen hundred years. Then they wiped themselves out in a cataclysmic civil war.”


“Humans were here, on this continent, for seventeen hundred years, and the angels and diggers had no idea that they existed?”


“The Rasulum were nomads-that’s the name of the group that came back from Ramadan. The desert marked their border. The forests were useless to them except for hunting. And as for the gornaya, they were forbidden to go near the great mountains. Since the angels and diggers couldn’t thrive away from the gornaya, and the Rasulum dared not enter the mountains, how could they meet?”


Shedemei nodded. “The Keeper was keeping them apart.”


“Sort of an interesting choreography,” said the Oversoul. “The Rasulum are brought back, but they aren’t allowed to meet the diggers and angels. But when we’re brought back from Harmony, we end up right in the middle of the angel-digger culture.”


“Are you saying the Keeper chose our landing site?”


“Can you doubt it?”


“I can doubt anything,” said Shedemei. “What is the Keeper doing? Exactly how much control does the Keeper have? If she can force us to land-”


“Or perhaps just make that landing site seem a bit more attractive than-”


“Force us to land at Frisian, then guide the Nafari to the land of Nafai, and then get Motiab to lead the Nafari down to Darakemba, the very city where this Coriantumr stone was left. ...”


“Yes?”


“If she can do all that, why were we able to stop Monush from finding the Akmari? Sometimes the Keeper seems all-powerful, and sometimes she seems helpless.”


“I don’t understand the Keeper,” said the Oversoul. “I don’t dream, remember? You humans have much better contact with the Keeper than I do. So do the angels and diggers, I might add. I’m the least qualified entity to tell you anything.”


“She obviously wants the Nafari to have the translation,” said Shedemei. “So now the question is, shall we give it to them?”


“Yes.”


“Why? Why can’t we use this as a way of getting the Keeper to tell us what she wants from us?”


“Because, Shedemei, she is telling us what she wants from us. After all, couldn’t she have given Bego-or Motiak, or Ilihiak for that matter-dreams with the full translation in them?”


Shedemei thought for a moment, and then laughed. “Yes. I imagine you’re right. Maybe we’ve actually succeeded in getting her attention after all. She wants us to translate the record for them.”


“Actually, of course, me,” said the Oversoul.


“Without my help, you’d still be looping around in an evasion routine “ said Shedemei, “so let’s not let that little smidge of pride you were programmed with get out of hand.”


“Of course, the Keeper still isn’t telling us what I’m supposed to do about Harmony,” said the Oversoul.


“I think she might be telling us to sit tight and make ourselves useful for a while longer.” Shedemei laid her head down on her arms again. “I’m so tired. I was about to decide that my work was done and have you take me down to Earth to let me live out my life there.”


“Then this is a whole new reason for you to live.”


“I’m not young anymore.”


“Yes you are,” said the Oversoul. “Keep some perspective.”


 


Edhadeya knocked on the door to Bego’s room. She waited. She knocked again.


The door opened. Mon, looking sleepy but excited, stood before her. “You?” he asked.


“I think so,” she said. “It’s the middle of the night.”


“You came all this way just to tell us that?” asked Mon.


“No,” said Edhadeya. “I had a dream.”


Mon at once became serious, and now Bego half-flew, half-skipped over to the door. “What was your dream?” asked the old librarian.


“You’ve passed the test,” she said.


“Who?” asked Mon.


“The two of you. That’s all. I saw a woman, all shining as if she was on fire inside, and she said, ‘Bego and Mon have passed the test.’ “


“That’s all?” asked Bego.


“It was a true dream,” said Edhadeya. She looked at Mon for confirmation.


He nodded, slowly.


Bego looked flustered-or even, perhaps, a little angry. “All this work, and we’re finally getting somewhere, and now we’re supposed to stop because of a dream?”


“Not stop,” said Mon. “No, that’s not right, we’re not supposed to stop.”


“What then?” asked Bego.


Mon shrugged. So did Edhadeya.


Then Bego began to laugh. “Come on, children, come with me. Let’s go wake up your father.”


An hour later, the four of them gathered around the Index. Mon and Edhadeya had both seen drawings of it, but never had they seen the thing itself, or watched it being used. Motiak held it in his hands and looked down into the top of it. Nearby, the first of the gold leaves lay alone on the table.


“Are you ready?” he asked.


Bego had his stylus and a pile of blank waxed barks at the other end of the table. “Yes, Motiak.”


With that, Motiak began to translate, glancing at the gold leaf, then at the Index, reading out a phrase at a time.


It took hours. Mon and Edhadeya were asleep long before he finished. When at last the work was done, it was earliest dawn, and Bego and Motiak both arose from the table to walk to the window to watch the sun rise.


“I don’t understand why this is important to us,” said Motiak.


“I can think of two reasons,” said Bego.


“Well, of course, the obvious one,” said Motiak. “To warn us that people can be brought to Earth by the Keeper, and yet be such miserable specimens of humanity that he has no more use for them and allows them to wipe each other out.”


“Ah, but why were they unacceptable?” asked Bego. “I think the priests will have a wonderful time reasoning out the moral lessons from this book.”


“Oh, I’m quite sure, quite,” said Motiak. “But what was the other reason, my friend?”


“Do you really believe, Motiak, that the armies of Coriantumr and Shiz were so perfectly loyal and disciplined that not one of them deserted and slipped away into the mountains?”


Motiak nodded. “Good point. We’ve always assumed that the humans that we’ve found with every major settlement of earth people and sky people were descendants of people who slipped away from the Nafari and the Elemaki. Traders, explorers, misfits-dozens left in the first few generations, then hundreds. Of course, we’ve never found a settlement where the humans spoke anything but our language.”


“Forgive me, Motiak, but that’s not strictly speaking correct.”


“No?” asked Motiak. “Certainly we’ve never run into this language before.”


“That’s right,” said Bego. “But there were many places where the humans spoke only skyspeech or earthspeech. They had to learn mid-dlespeech as adults.”


“And here we always thought that they were simply Elemaki who were so ignorant and degenerate that they had lost all knowledge of their ancestral language.”


“Well, they had” said Bego. “But their ancestral language wasn’t middlespeech.”


Motiak nodded. “The whole history is very disturbing. If there’s one thing that’s clear, both from this history and the miserable things that happened to the Zenifi, it’s that when nations have monstrously ambitious kings, the people suffer dreadfully.”


“And they’re blessed by having good kings,” Bego reminded him. “I’m sure you’re even more sincere than dutiful,” said Motiak wryly. “But maybe it’s time for me to learn the same lesson Ilihiak learned.”


“What, let the people vote on who should be king?”


“No. Not have a king at all. Abolish the whole idea of any one person having such power.”


“What, then? Break up the great kingdom that your father and you created? There has never been such peace and prosperity.”


“And what if Aronha should be as vicious as Nuab? As blindly ambitious as Coriantumr? As treacherous as Shiz?”


“If you think so, you don’t know Aronha,” said Bego. “I’m not saying him in particular,” said Motiak. “But did Zenifab know that his boy Nuaha would be as nasty as he became when he ascended to the exalted name of Nuak? From what Ilihiak told me, Nuak began as a good king.”


“Nothing would be gained by letting the kingdom collapse into dozens of squabbling lesser kingdoms. Then the Elemaki would be a terrible threat to us again, as they were in the old days, pouring out of the mountains and down the Tsidorek or out of the high valleys. . . .”


“You don’t have to remind me,” said Motiak. “I’m just trying to think of what the Keeper wants me to do.”


“Are you sure the Keeper has any plan at all in mind?” asked Bego.


Motiak looked at his librarian curiously. “He sends dreams to my daughter. He sends dreams to Ilihiak’s spies. He sets a test for you and Mon-which you passed, I thank you-and then gives us the translation whole, in a single night. Oh, we must remember to invite Ilihiak to read it, once you have it copied in a more permanent form.”


Bego nodded. “I’ll have that seen to at once.”


“No, no, sleep first.”


“I’ll set the copyists to work before I sleep. I won’t have stayed up all night only to nap now.”


Motiak shrugged. “Whatever. If you feel up to it. I’m going to sleep. And ponder, Bego. Ponder what it is the Keeper of Earth wants me to do.”


“I wish you well,” said Bego. “But ponder this, too: What if the Keeper wants you to keep doing just as you’re doing? What if you were given this record to reassure you that you’re doing perfectly as king, compared to the kings of the Rasulum?”


Motiak laughed. “Yes, well, I won’t do anything rash. I won’t abdicate yet. How’s that for a promise?”


“Very reassuring, Motiak,” said Bego.


“Just remember this, my friend. There were good kings among the Rasulum, too. But all it took was a bad king or two, and all their great works became nothing.”


“They were nomads,” said Bego. “They built nothing.”


“Oh, and because we have our edifices of stone, our platforms built to raise our homes above the high waters of flood season, because of that our nations can’t possibly come crashing down around us?”


“I suppose all things are possible,” said Bego.


“All things but the one you’re thinking,” said Motiak.


“And what is that?” The librarian seemed a bit testy-at Motiak’s blithe assumption that he could read the old angel’s mind? Or because he feared that Motiak had actually read it?


“You’re thinking that perhaps the Keeper didn’t know what the record said until it was translated.”


“I couldn’t possibly think that,” said Bego, his icy tone confirming to Motiak that his guess was exactly right.


“Perhaps you’re thinking that the Oversoul is, as the oldest records imply, merely a machine that performs such complex operations that it seems like the subtlest of living thought. Perhaps you’re thinking that the Oversoul became curious about what was written on these records but couldn’t crack the language until Mon’s intuition and your hard work combined to give the Oversoul enough to work with. Perhaps you’re thinking that none of this actually requires us to believe in the Keeper of Earth at all-only in the ancient machinery of the Oversoul.”


Bego smiled grimly. “You didn’t read this in my mind, Motiak. You guessed this because it’s a thought that occurred to you yourself.”


“It did,” said Motiak. “But I remembered something else. The Heroes who knew the Oversoul intimately still believed in the Keeper of Earth. And anyway, Bego, how do you explain Mon’s ability to sense what’s right and what’s not? How do you explain Edhadeya’s dreams?”


“I don’t have to believe in the Keeper of Earth to believe in the great intuitive abilities of your son and daughter.”


Motiak looked at Bego gravely. “Be careful whom you speak to about these thoughts.”


“I’m aware of the laws concerning heresy and treason. But if you think about it, Motiak, such laws would never have been necessary if people hadn’t thought these thoughts before, and said them out loud.”


“Our question should not be, Does the Keeper of Earth exist? Our question should be, What is the Keeper of Earth trying to accomplish by bringing my ancestors to this world and placing us in the midst of your people and the earth people? What is the Keeper trying to build, and how can we help?”


“I would rather think,” said Bego, “of what my king is trying to do, and how I might help him.”


Motiak nodded, his eyes heavy-lidded. “If I can’t be your brother in our belief in the Keeper, then I will have to make do with your loyalty to me as your king.”


“In that you can trust perfectly,” said Bego.


“I know I can,” said Motiak.


“I beg you not to stop me from teaching your children,” said Bego.


Motiak closed his eyes entirely. “I’m so tired, Bego. I need to sleep before I can think any more about these things. As you leave, please ask the servants to come and carry my children to their beds.”


“It won’t be necessary,” said Bego. “They’re both awake.”


Motiak looked at Mon and Edhadeya, whose heads still rested on their arms and who had not stirred from their motionless slumber. But now, sheepishly, they both raised their heads. “I didn’t want to interrupt,” said Mon.


“No, I imagine not,” answered Motiak wryly. “Well, then, we can spare the servants the onerous labor of carrying you. Go to bed, both of you. You earned the right to witness the translation, but not to hear my private counsel with my friend.”


“Forgive me,” Edhadeya whispered.


“Forgive you?” echoed Motiak. “Already I’ve forgiven you. Now go to bed.”


They followed Bego wordlessly out the door.


Motiak remained alone in the library for a little while, touching now the gold leaves, now the Index.


In a short while, the head copyist came in to take away Bego’s carefully-written waxed barks. While he was there, Motiak wrapped up the Index; and when the copyist was gone, the king carried both the Index and the gold leaves to the inmost chamber of his treasury, down in the belly of the house.


As he walked, he spoke to the Keeper in his mind, asking questions, pleading for answers, but finally asking only this: Give me help. My priests will answer as they always answer, interpreting the old texts in the same ways their predecessors already decided to interpret them. This new history won’t even wake them from their intellectual slumber-they already think they understand everything, but now I think they understand nothing. Give me help, someone else who can bear this burden with me, someone who can hear my fears and worries, who can help me know what you want of me.


Then, standing in the doorway of the treasury, the ten guards lined up at the entrance, watching him intently, Motiak had a sudden vision. As clearly as if he was standing in front of him, Motiak saw the man that Edhadeya had seen in her dream. Akmaro, the rebel priest of Nuab.


As quickly as it came, the vision was gone.


“Are you all right?” asked the nearest guard.


“Now I am,” said Motiak. He strode away, climbing the stairs up into the living quarters of the house.


He had never seen any vision of Akmaro before, but he knew that the man he had glimpsed for that one moment was him. Surely he had been shown that face because the Keeper meant Akmaro to be the friend that Motiak had pleaded for. And if Akmaro was to be his friend, the Keeper must plan to bring him to Darakemba.


On the way to his bedroom, he passed Dudagu’s room. Normally she would still be asleep at this early hour of the morning, but she came to the door as he walked by. “Where were you all night, Tidaka?”


“Working,” he answered. “Don’t let them waken me until noon.”


“What, am I supposed to look for all your servants and tell them what your schedule is? How have I offended you, that you suddenly treat me like a common. ...”


Her voice faded out as he drew the curtain across the door to his inner chamber. “Send me a friend and counselor, Keeper,” whispered Motiak. “If I am a worthy servant of yours, send Akmaro to me now.”


Motiak slept almost as soon as he lay down, slept and did not dream.


 


As they walked to the sleeping quarters of the king’s house, Mon and Edhadeya talked. Or rather, at first Mon talked.


“The Index did the translating, right? Father only spoke whatever appeared before him. Bego only wrote whatever Father said. So who is the machine?”


Sleepily Edhadeya murmured, “The Index is the machine.”


“So we’re told. And before tonight, Bego worked and puzzled and guessed about the language of the twenty-four leaves. Then he tested his answers with me as if against the multiplication table. Is this right, Mon? Yes or no, Mon? One answer or the other was all I could give. I barely even had to understand. Yes. No. Yes. Who is the machine?”


“A machine that talks nonsense instead of letting you sleep,” said Edhadeya. “Everyone will want one.”


But Mon wasn’t listening to her. He was already off in another direction. He knew he was desperately unhappy about something that happened tonight; if he tried enough guesses as to what it was, one of them was bound to be right. “Dedaya, do you really want your dreams? The true ones? Don’t you wish they didn’t come to you?”


In spite of herself, Edhadeya awakened to this question; it had never occurred to her to question her gift. “If I hadn’t dreamed, Mon, we wouldn’t know what was in the book.”


“We still don’t know. We slept through most of it.” Fully alert now, Edhadeya continued. “And I don’t wish the dream had come to someone else. I wanted it-I was glad of it. It makes me part of something important.”


“Part of something? A piece of something? I want to be whole. Myself. Not part of anything but me.”


“That’s so stupid, Mon. You’ve spent your whole life wanting to be someone else. Now suddenly you want to be you?”


“I wish I were better than I am, yes. I wish I could fly, yes.” Edhadeya was used to this. Boys always argued as if they knew they had the forces of logic on their side, even when they were being completely irrational. Even when their “logic” defied the evidence. “You wish you could be part of the games, the air dances of the young angels. Part of them. And part of the evening song. You can’t very well do any of that by yourself.”


“That’s different,” said Mon.


Oh, yes, let’s redefine our terms to eliminate the contradiction. It drove Edhadeya crazy, because after discussions like this, the boys would turn around and talk about how girls weren’t reasonable, they were emotional, so you couldn’t even have an intelligent discussion with them-but it was the boys who fled from the evidence and constantly shifted their arguments to fit what they wanted to believe. And it was Edhadeya who was ruthlessly realistic, refusing to deny her own feelings or the facts she observed around her. And refusing to deny that she reached her conclusions first, because of her inmost desires, and only afterward constructed the arguments to support them. Only boys were so foolish that they actually believed that their arguments were their reasons.


But there was no use explaining any of this to Mon. Edhadeya was tired. She didn’t need to turn this into a lengthy argument about arguments. So she answered him in the simplest possible way. “No it’s not,” she said.


Mon took this as license to ignore her, of course. “I don’t want to be part of the Keeper, that’s what I don’t want to be part of. Who knows or cares what he’s planning? I don’t want to be part of his plans.”


“We all are,” said Edhadeya. “So isn’t it better to be an important part?”


“His favorite puppet?” asked Mon scornfully.


“Her willing friend.”


“If he’s a friend, let’s see his face once in a while, all right? Let’s see him come for a visit!”


Edhadeya decided it was time to inject a little reality into the discussion. “I know what you’re really angry about.”


“I should hope so, since I just told you.”


“You’re angry because you want to be the one in charge, making all the plans.”


She could see by the momentary startlement in his eyes that she had hit upon a truth that he had never thought of. But of course he resisted the idea. “Half right, maybe,” he said. “I want to be making all the plans for me.”


“And you never want to have another person act out just the teen-siest little thing you plan for them to do?”


“That’s right. I ask nothing of anyone, and I don’t want anyone to make demands on me. That would be true happiness.”


Edhadeya was tired, and Mon was being unusually silly. “Mon, you can’t go five minutes without telling me what to do.”


Mon was outraged. “I haven’t told you a single thing to do this whole conversation!”


“You’ve been doing nothing but telling me what to think.”


“I’ve been telling you what I think.”


“Oh, and you weren’t trying to make me agree?”


Of course he was, and he knew it, and his whole claim not to want to control anyone else was in tatters, but Mon could never admit it. Edhadeya was always amused, watching that panic in her brothers’ eyes when they were trapped and desperately searching for a way out of their own illogic. “I was trying,” said Mon, “to get you to under-Hand.”


“So you were trying to get me to do something!”


“No I wasn’t! I don’t care what you do or think or understand or anything!”


“Then why are you talking to me at all?” she asked with her sweetest smile.


“I was saying it to myself! You just happened to be here!”


Getting even calmer and quieter as he got more upset, Edhadeya gently answered, “If you don’t want to control what I think, why did you raise your voice? Why did you argue with me at all?”


At last Mon had nowhere left to retreat. He was honest; when he couldn’t hide from the truth any longer, he faced it. That’s why he was Edhadeya’s favorite brother. That and the fact that Aronha was always too busy and the others were way too young.


“I hate you!” Mon cried. “You’re just trying to rule over me and make me crazy!”


She couldn’t resist teasing him, though. “How could I rule over a free boy like you?”


“Go away and leave me alone!”


“Oh, the puppetmaster has spoken.” She began to walk away from him, walking stiffly, not moving her arms. “Now the puppet moves, obeying. What is Mon’s plan for his puppet? He wants her to go away.”


“I really hate you,” said Mon. But she could tell he was having a hard time keeping himself from laughing.


She turned and faced him, not teasing him now. “Only because I insist on being my own woman and not thinking all the thoughts you plan for me. The Keeper sends me better dreams than you do. Good night, dear brother!”


But Mon was angry and hurt, and didn’t want to let her go. “You don’t care about any of this! You only like to make fun of me.”


“I do like to make fun of you-but I also care about this very much. I want to be part of the Keeper’s plans because I think the Keeper wants us to be happy.”


“Oh, a fine job he’s doing, then! I’m ecstatic.” There were tears in his eyes. Edhadeya knew how he hated it when tears came to his eyes. She would do nothing to provoke him further, nothing to embarrass him.


“Not make us each happy, not all the time,” she said. “But us, all of us, she wants us to be at peace, getting along, helping each other to be as happy as we want to be, as we can be.” She thought of what Uss-Uss had said she wanted in order to be happy. “The Keeper is sick of us having slaves and masters, fighting wars against everybody, hating each other. She doesn’t want us to destroy ourselves the way the Rasulum did.”


She could tell from his noncomprehension that he must not have been awake for any part of the end of the translation. “I’ll believe the Keeper wants me happy the day I sprout wings!” he said sullenly.


She couldn’t resist one last jab of truth. “It’s not the Keeper’s fault that you haven’t yet found anything useful to do with your hands.”


Without waiting for an answer, she fled to her room. As soon as she was alone, she felt guilty for having said to him something as brutal as her last remark. For even though in an argument he denied and excused and scrambled to defend himself, she knew that in the silence of his own mind he would recognize truth. He would know what was right.


Yet with his marvelous gift of knowing right from wrong, why couldn’t he realize that his yearning to be something other than himself was hopelessly wrong, was wasting his life and poisoning his heart?


Or was that longing to be an angel something the Keeper actually w.anted him to have?


She lay down on her mat; then, as usual, got up immediately and removed the three soft pads that Dudagu always had the servants put there “because a lady shouldn’t sleep on a hard mat like a soldier.” Edhadeya never bothered to get angry with Uss-Uss for not removing the padding-if the king’s wife ordered something, no servant would dare disobey her, and it would be cruel to rebuke Uss-Uss for doing what she must to survive.


No, not Uss-Uss. Voozhum.


Was that part of the Keeper’s plan? To free the diggers from slavery? The words had come so easily to Edhadeya’s lips when she was arguing with Mon. But now she had to imagine the real possibility of it. What was the Keeper planning? And how much turmoil would there be before the plans were done?


 


Akmaro looked out over the fields of potatoes that were growing between the rows of cornstalks, already harvested. Now in the last of the season, it was time to dig them up, sorting them into seed potatoes and eating potatoes. Who would have thought that maize and potatoes planted in slavery would be harvested-well, not in freedom, but not in fear, either. The guards kept well back most of the time, and no one plagued them, not the adults, not the children. They worked hard, and there would be plenty of tribute for Pabulog to take away from them. But there was more food here than they needed anyway. Enough and to spare.


That is the gift the Keeper gave to us: Instead of remaining in fear and loathing as we were, my wife’s courage and wisdom turned our worst enemies, the children of Pabulog, into friends. They will not rebel against their father, of course-they’re too young and Pabulog too cruel and unpredictable for that. But they’ve given us peace. And surely even Pabulog will be able to see that it’s better to have Ak-maro’s people as productive serfs than as bitter, resentful, tormented slaves.


The only dark place in the scene that Akmaro surveyed was his son, Akma. Akmadis, Kmadadis, beloved of my heart, my hopes are in you as your mother’s hopes are in her sweet daughter. Why have you come to hate me so much? You’re clever and wise in your heart, Akma, you can see that it’s better to forgive and make friends out of enemies. What is the cause of all this bitterness that makes you so blind? I speak to you and you hear nothing. Or worse-you act as if my voice were the warcry of an enemy in your ears.


Chebeya had comforted him, of course, assuring him that even though the hostility was real enough, the ties between father and son were, if anything, stronger than ever. “You’re the center of his life, Kmadaro,” she told him. “He’s angry now, he thinks he hates you, but in fact he’s in orbit around you like the Moon around the Earth.”


Small comfort, to face his son’s hatred when he wanted-when he deserved!-only love, and had given only love.


But . . . that was Akmaro’s personal tragedy, his personal burden, to have lost the love of his son. In time that would get better, or it would not get better; as long as Akmaro did his best, it was out of his hands. Most important was the work he was doing in the cause of the Keeper. He had thought, when he first fled from the knives of Nuak’s assassins, that the Keeper had a great work in mind for him. That Binaro’s words had been entrusted to him, and he must teach them far and wide. Teach that the Keeper of Earth meant for the people of sky, earth, and all between to live as sisters and brothers, family and friends, with no one master over another, with no rich or poor, but all equal partakers of the land the Keeper had given them, with all people keeping the covenants they made with each other, raising their families in safety and peace, and neither hunger or pride to shame the happiness of anyone. Oh, yes, Akmaro had visions of whole kingdoms awakening to the simplicity of the message the Keeper had given to Binaro, and through him to Akmaro, and through him to all the world.


Instead, his message had been given to these nearly five hundred souls, humans every one of them. And the four sons of Pabulog.


But it was enough, wasn’t it? They had proven their courage, these five hundred. They had proven their loyalty and strength. They had borne all things, and they would yet be able to bear many things. That was a good thing that they had created together-this community was a good thing. And when it came to a battle with their most evil enemy, Pabulog, a man even richer in hatred than he was in money and power, Pabulog had won the part with swords and whips, but Akmaro-no, Akmaro’s community-no, the Keeper’s people-had won the battle of hearts and minds, and won the friendship of Pabulog’s sons.


They were good boys, once they learned, once they were taught. They would have the courage to remain good men, despite their father. If I have lost one son-I don’t know how-then at least I have gained these four ur-sons, who should have been the inheritance of another man if he hadn’t lost them by trying to use them for evil ends.


Perhaps this is the pricel pay for winning the Pabulogi: I take away Pabulog’s boys, and in return I must give up my own.


A voice of anguish inside him cried out: No, it isn’t worth the price, I would trade all the Pabulogi, all the boys in the world, for one more day in which Akmadis looks in my face with the pride and love that he once had for me!


But he didn’t mean that. It wasn’t a plea, he didn’t want the Keeper to think he was ungrateful. Yes, Keeper, I want my son back. But not at the price of anyone else’s goodness. Better to lose my son than for you to lose this people.


If only he could believe that he meant that with his whole heart.


“Akmaro.”


Akmaro turned and saw Didul standing there. “I didn’t hear you come up.”


“I ran, but in the breeze perhaps you didn’t hear my footfalls.”


“What can I do for you?”


Didul looked upset. “It was a dream I had last night.”


“What was the dream?” asked Akmaro.


“It was . . . perhaps nothing. That’s why I said nothing until now. But ... I couldn’t get it off my mind. It kept coming back and back and back and so I came to tell you.”


“Tell me.”


“I saw Father arrive. With five hundred Elemaki warriors, some middle people, most of them earth people. He meant to ... he meant to come upon you at dawn, to take you in your sleep, slaughter you all. Now that the fields are ready to harvest. He had a season of labor from you, and then he was going to slaughter your people before your eyes, and then your wife in front of your children, and then your children in front of you, and you last of all.”


“And you waited to tell me this until now?”


“Because even though I saw that this was his plan, even though I saw the scene as he imagined it, when he arrived here he found the place empty. All the potatoes still in the ground, and all of you gone. Not a trace. The guards were asleep, and he couldn’t waken them, so he killed them in their sleep and then raced off trying to find you in the forest but you were gone.”


Akmaro thought about this for a moment. “And where were you?”


“Me? What do you mean?”


“In your dream. Where were you and your brothers?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t see us.”


“Then . . . don’t you think that makes it obvious where you were?”


Didul looked away. “I’m not ashamed to face Father after what we’ve done here. This was the right way to use the authority he gave us.”


“Why didn’t he find you here in your dream?”


“Does a son betray his father?” asked Didul.


“If a father commands a son to commit a crime so terrible that the son can’t do it and live with himself, then is it betrayal for the son to disobey the father?”


“You always do that,” said Didul. “Make all the questions harder.”


“I make them truer,” said Akmaro.


“Is it a true dream?” asked Didul.


“I think so,” said Akmaro.


“How will you get away? The guards are still loyal to Father. They obey us, but they won’t let you escape.”


“You saw it in the dream. The Keeper did it once before. When the Nafari escaped from the Elemaki, back at the beginning of our time on Earth, the Keeper caused a deep sleep to come upon all the enemies of the Nafari. They slept until the Nafari were safely away.”


“You can’t be sure that will happen, not from my dream.”


“Why not?” asked Akmaro. “We can learn from the dream that your father is coming, but we can’t learn from it how the Keeper means to save us?”


Didul laughed nervously. “What if it isn’t a true dream?”


“Then the guards will catch us as we leave,” said Akmaro. “How will that be worse than waiting for your father to arrive?”


Didul grimaced. “I’m not Binaro. I’m not you. I’m not Chebeya. People don’t risk their lives because of a dream of mine.”


“Don’t worry. They’ll be risking their lives because they believe in the Keeper.”


Didul shook his head. “It’s too much. Too much to decide just on the basis of my dream.”


Akmaro laughed. “If your dream came out of nowhere, Didul, then no one would care what you dreamed.” He touched Didul’s shoulder. “Go tell your brothers that I tell them to think about the fact that in your dream, your father doesn’t find you here. It’s your choice. But I tell you this. If the Keeper thinks you are the enemy of my people, then in the dark hours of morning you’ll be asleep when we leave. So if you awaken as we’re leaving, the Keeper is inviting you to come. The Keeper is telling you that you are trusted and you belong with us.”


“Or else I have a full bladder and have to get up early to relieve myself.”


Akmaro laughed again, then turned away from him. The boy would tell his brothers. They would decide. It was between them and the Keeper.


Almost at once, Akmaro saw his son Akma standing in the field, sweaty from harvesting the potatoes. The boy was looking at him. Looking at Didul as he walked away. What did it look like in Akma’s eyes? My touching Didul’s shoulder. My laughter. What did that look like? And when I tell the people tonight of Didul’s dream, tell them to prepare because the voice of the Keeper has come to us, telling us that tomorrow we will be delivered out of bondage-when I tell them that, the others will rejoice because the Keeper has not forsaken us. But my son will rage in his heart because the dream came to Didul, and not to him.


The afternoon passed; the sun, long since hidden behind the mountains, now at last withdrew its light from the sky. Akmaro gathered the people and told them to prepare, for in the hours before dawn they would depart. He told them of the dream. He told them who dreamed it. And no one raised a doubt or a question. No one said, “Is it a trap? Is it a trick?” Because they all knew the Pabulogi, knew how they had changed.


In the early morning, Akmaro and Chebeya awoke their children. Then Akmaro went out to make sure all the others were awake and preparing to go. They would send no one to spy on the guards. They knew they were either asleep-or not. There was no reason to check, nothing they could do if they had interpreted the dream wrongly.


Inside the hut, as Akma helped fill their traveling bags with the food they would need to carry and the spare clothing and tools and ropes they’d need, Mother spoke to him. “It wasn’t Didul, you know. He didn’t choose to have the dream, and your father didn’t choose to hear it from him. It was the Keeper.”


“I know,” said Akma.


“It’s the Keeper trying to teach you to accept her gifts no matter whom she chooses to give them through. It’s the Keeper who wants you to forgive. They’re not the same boys they were when they tormented you. They’ve asked for your forgiveness.”


Akma paused in his work and looked her in the eye. Without rancor-without any kind of readable expression-he said, “They’ve asked, but I refuse.”


“I think it’s beneath you now, Akma. I could understand it at first. The hurt was still fresh.”


“You don’t understand,” said Akma.


“I know I don’t. That’s why I’m begging you to explain it to me.”


“I didn’t forgive them. There was nothing to forgive.”


“What do you mean?”


“They were doing as their father taught them. I was doing as my father taught me. That’s all. Children are nothing but tools of their parents.”


“That’s a terrible thing to say.”


“It’s a terrible thing. But the day will come when I’m no longer a child, Mother. And on that day I’ll be no man’s tool.”


“Akma, it poisons you to hold all this hatred in your heart. Your father teaches people to forgive and to abandon hate and-”


“Hate kept me going when love failed me,” said Akma. “Do you think I’m going to give it up now?”


“I think you’d better,” said Chebeya. “Before it destroys you.”


“Is that a threat? Will the Keeper strike me down?”


“I didn’t say before it kills you. You can be ruined as a person long before your body is ready to be put into the ground.”


“You and Father can think of me however you like,” said Akma. “Ruined, destroyed, whatever. I don’t care.”


“I don’t think you’re ruined,” said Chebeya.


Luet piped up. “He’s not bad, Mother. You and Father shouldn’t talk about him as if he’s bad.”


Chebeya was shocked. “We’ve never said he was bad, Luet! Why would you say such a thing?”


Akma laughed lightly. “Luet doesn’t have to hear you use the word to know the truth. Don’t you understand her gifts yet? Or hasn’t the Keeper given you a dream about it?”


“Akma, don’t you realize it isn’t your father or me that you’re fighting? It’s the Keeper!”


“I don’t care if it’s the whole world and everything in it, on it, and above it. I ... will . . . not . . . bend.” And, obviously aware that it was a very dramatic thing to say-and faintly ridiculous coming from one so young-Akma shouldered his burden and left the hut.


There was no light but moonlight as they left the land that, for this short time they had made bountiful with good harvests. No one looked back. There was no sound of alarm behind them. Their flocks of turkeys and goats were not quiet; they talked sometimes among themselves; but no one heard.


And when they crested the last hill before being truly out of the land they knew, there, waiting for them in the shadow of the pine forest, stood the Pabulogi. Akmaro embraced them; they laughed and cried and embraced others, men and women. Then Akmaro hurried them and they all moved out together.


They camped in a side valley, and there they laughed and sang songs together and rejoiced because the Keeper had delivered them from bondage. But in the midst of their celebration, Akmaro made them break camp and flee again, up the valley into unknown paths, because Pabulog had arrived and found the guards asleep, and now an army was chasing them.


Following uncharted paths was dangerous, especially this time of year. Who knew which valleys would be deep in snow, and which dry? The thousands of valleys all had different weathers and climates, it seemed, depending on the flow of winds moist and dry, cold and hot. But this path was warm enough, considering the elevation, and dry enough, but with water for their herds. And eleven days later they came down out of the mountains from a small valley that was not even guarded, because no Elemaki raiders ever came that way. The next afternoon they stood across the river, and despite the instructions of the priests Akmaro would not let his people enter the water.


“They have already been made new men and women,” said Akmaro.


“But not by the authority of the king,” said the priests who argued with him.


“I know that,” said Akmaro. “It was by the authority of the Keeper of Earth, who is greater than any king.”


“Then it will be an act of war if you cross this water,” said the priest.


“Then we will never cross it, because we mean no harm to anyone.”


Finally Motiak himself came out and crossed the bridge to speak to Akmaro. They stood face to face for a moment, and people on both sides of the water watched to see how the king would put this upstart stranger in his place. To their surprise, Motiak embraced Akmaro, and embraced his wife, and took his son and daughter by the hand, and led the children first, the adults following, across the bridge. None of them touched the water of the Tsidorek that day, and Motiak proclaimed that these were true citizens of Darakemba, for they had already been made new men and women by the Keeper of Earth.


The sun had not yet set on that day when Ilihi came to greet Akmaro, it was a joyful reunion, and they told each other stories of their lives since parting until into the night. In later days many of the people of the land of Khideo made the journey to Darakemba to greet old friends and, sometimes, kinfolk who had left Zinom to follow Akmaro into the wilderness.


Nor was this the last of the reconciliations. Motiak sent out a proclamation for the people of Darakemba to gather in the great open place beside the river. There he caused that his clerks read out to the people the story of the Zenifi, and then the story of the Akmari, and all the people were amazed at how the Keeper had intervened to preserve them. Then the sons of Pabulog came forth and asked for Akmaro to take them down into the water. This time when they emerged they explicitly rejected their old identities. “We are no longer Pabulogi,” said Pabul, and his brothers echoed him. “We are Nafari now, and our only father is the Keeper of Earth. We will look to Akmaro and Motiak to be our ur-fathers; but we ask for no inheritance beyond that of the simplest citizen of Darakemba.”


Now, when the people of Darakemba had gathered, they assembled themselves as they always had, the descendants of the original Darakembi on the king’s left, and the descendants of the original Nafari on the king’s right. And within those groups, they subdivided further, for the Nafari still remembered which of them, reckoning by the father’s line, were Issibi, and which Oykibi, and which Yasoi, and which Zdorabi. And in both groups, sky people and middle people gathered separately in their clans; and at the back, the few diggers who were free citizens.


When the reading of the histories was finished, Motiak arose and said, “No one can doubt that the hand of the Keeper has been manifest in the things we have seen and heard. For the last few days I have spent every waking hour in the company of Akmaro and Chebeya, two great teachers that the Keeper has sent to us to help us learn how to be worthy guardians of the land the Keeper has given us. Now he will speak to you, with greater authority than any king.”


The people whispered to each other because the king had said such an astonishing thing. Then they listened as Akmaro spoke, moving from group to group among them; and other men and women from the Akmari went from group to group, each one teaching a part of the message that the Keeper had sent through Binaro so many years before, the message Binaro had died for. Not all believed in everything they were told, and some of the ideas were shocking, for Akmaro spoke of diggers and angels and humans being brothers and sisters. But no one dared speak in opposition to him, for he had the friendship of the king-and many of the people, perhaps most of them, especially among the poor, believed in what he said with their whole hearts.


That day many went into the water, to become new under the hands of Akmaro and his followers. And as the day drew to a close, Motiak caused another proclamation to be read:


“From now on, priests will no longer be servants of the king, appointed by the king, and staying with the king to perform the great public rituals. From now on, Akmaro will be the high priest, and he will have the power to appoint lesser priests in every city and town and village that is now under my rule. These priests of the Keeper will not be paid out of the public treasury, but will instead work with their hands like any other men and women; no labor is too humble for them, and no burden too great. As for the priests who have served me so faithfully up to now, they will not be forgotten. I will release them from their duties and grant them from my private treasury enough wealth to set them up in respectable businesses; those who want to teach may become teachers; and some few will have place with me as clerks and librarians. None are to think that I make this change because there has been any dishonor among them. But never again will a king be able to use his priests as Nuab used Pabulog and his other priests-as instruments of oppression and deception and cruelty. From now on the priests will have no political power, and in return no king or ruler will have authority to appoint or discharge a priest.


“Furthermore,” said the proclamation, “when the people gather you will no longer divide yourselves into Nafari and Darakembi, or into different tribes or clans, nor shall there be separation between people of earth, of sky, and of the middle. When you obey me as your king, you are all Nafari, you are all Darakembi. And when you gather with the priest to learn the teachings of the Keeper of Earth, then you are the Kept, and this is a matter between you and the Keeper of Earth-no mortal power, of king or governor, of soldier or teacher, may interfere in that. No person of any race may be kept beyond ten years in bondage, and all who have already served that time are now employees who must be paid a fair wage and may not be discharged, though they may freely leave. All children born in my lands are free from the moment of conception, even if the mother is a bondservant. It is a new order in my lands, and it is my plea that my people will obey.”


The last sentence was the standard formulation-all the king’s edicts were listed as pleas rather than commands, for that was the way Nafai had established things back when Heroes ruled. This time, though, there were many who heard his words with quiet rage. How dare he say that there should be no difference between me and a digger, between me and a woman, between me and an angel, between me and a human, between me and a man, between me and the poor, between me and the ignorant, between me and my enemies. Whatever their treasured prejudice might be, they gave an outward show of accepting Akmaro’s teachings and Motiak’s edict, but in their hearts, in their homes, and, bit by bit over the coming years, in quiet conversations with friends and neighbors, they rejected the madness that Akmaro and Motiak had brought upon them.


But at the time it seemed to most to be the dawning of a golden age, those glorious days when Akmaro was establishing Houses of the Kept, to be tended by priests in every city, town, and village; when Motiak celebrated the new equality of men and women, diggers, angels, and humans, and the promise of freedom for all slaves. It was a mark of their naivete, to think that such a revolution could be accomplished so easily. But in their ignorance, they were happy, and it was recorded in the Annals of the Kings of the Nafari as the most harmonious time in all of human history on Earth. The exceptions were not deemed worthy of mention in the book.
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Twice each year, Akmaro went to visit each of the seven Houses of the Keeper. When he came, all the priests and teachers in that region of the empire of Darakemba would come to the House and there he would teach them, listen to their problems, and help them make their decisions. He was very careful not to allow the priests to treat him as priests of another kind had once treated kings. There was no bowing, no special notice; they touched each other’s forearms or wings in equal greeting. And when they sat, it was in a circle, and Akmaro would call upon any of them at random to lead the meeting and call on others to speak.


He came, as always, to the House of the Keeper in Bodika, the most recent addition to the empire of Darakemba. The land was at peace, having no further will to resist the rule of Motiak. But the teaching of Akmaro-that was another matter. “You must make it plain to them that it isn’t my teaching,” Akmaro said. “I learned all that I know from Binaro, or from dreams the Keeper sent-to me sometimes, but more often to others.”


“That’s the problem, Father Akmaro,” said Didul. The former sons of Pabulog had all become priests or teachers, devoting their lives to serving the Keeper that had freed them from the lies and hatred of their father. “Or part of the problem. We have quite a few people who claim to have true dreams telling them that in Bodika, at least, the Keeper doesn’t want any mixing of earth people, sky people, and middle people.”


“Those are false dreams,” said Akmaro.


“They say that yours are the false ones,” said Didul. “So what it comes down to is that we must ask them to believe, not in the Keeper, but in your words about the Keeper.”


“There are laws about fraud,” said one of the other priests. “People can’t go about attacking the teachings of the Houses of the Kept!”


“Didul won’t let us take them to the underking of Bodika,” said another.


Akmaro looked at Didul.


“I have my suspicion that the underking is in private sympathy with those who teach that the earth people are slaves by nature, even if they’ve been freed by law.”


“It’s better not to take these things to trial, anyway,” said Akmaro.


“How can the kingdom be united, if anyone can set up in business and claim to speak for the Keeper?” demanded another teacher, this one a woman of the sky people. “There has to be some limit on these things.”


“It’s not for us to tell the Keeper whom he can or cannot speak to.”


“Well when are you going to put a stop to the women speaking of the Keeper as a ‘she’?” asked an old man.


“When the Keeper lets us know whether his body has a womb or not, we will tell one group or the other to change their conception of him. Have you seen him?” asked Akmaro.


The old man protested that of course he had not.


“Then don’t be too anxious to control other people’s ideas,” said Akmaro. “It might turn out to be you who would have to learn to say ‘she.’ “


Didul laughed, as did many others-mostly the young ones, like him. But then, sobering, Didul added, “In the thirteen years since you have been high priest of Darakemba, Father Akmaro, there are still many who reject all the changes. Here in this gathering there are those women who hate having to teach congregations that include men, and men who hate teaching women. There are angels who dislike teaching humans, and humans who dislike teaching angels. Is it like this everywhere, or only here in Bodika where even the priests and teachers fail to have hearts that are at one with the Keeper?”


“Do they still teach those mixed congregations?” asked Akmaro.


“Yes,” said Didul. “But some have left their positions because they couldn’t bear it.”


“Did you appoint others to take their place?”


“Yes,” said Didul.


“Then it’s no different here from elsewhere. The mixing of men and women, of earth people, middle people, and sky people into one people, the Kept of the Keeper-that is not to be achieved in a single year or even thirteen years.”


“The quarreling among us can be bitter at times,” said Didul.


“And you always take the other side against us!” cried out one young angel.


“I take the Keeper’s side!” Didul insisted.


Akmaro rose to his feet. “What I wish you would all think about, my friends, is that there is a great deal more to what the Keeper asks of us than simply to associate with each other as equals.”


“So let’s concentrate on those things and forget the mixing up of species!” cried a woman angel.


“But if we who are priests and teachers can’t be one people,” said Akmaro, “how can we possibly expect them to believe anything we say? Look at you-how you have sorted yourselves out, dividing all the female humans from the female angels, and over there, the male humans, and here, the male angels, and where are the diggers? Are you still sitting in the back? In the farthest place?”


A digger man stood up, looking nervous. “We don’t like to push ourselves forward, Akmaro.”


“You shouldn’t have to push,” said Akmaro. “How many of you here even know this man’s name?” Didul started to answer, but Akmaro held up his hand. “Of course you know, Didul. But is there anyone else?”


“How would we?” replied an angel. “He spends all his time holding little meetings out in the caves and tunnels of the diggers.”


“Is he the only one? Don’t humans and angels also teach diggers?”


Didul spoke up. “That is hard, Father Akmaro. There’s a lot of resentment of humans and angels among the former slaves. They don’t feel safe. The Kept among the earth people wouldn’t hurt a fly, but there are others.”


“And do the diggers here feel safe among the humans and angels?” asked Akmaro.


The diggers looked back and forth with embarrassment. “Here we do, sir,” said one of them, finally.


Akmaro laughed bitterly. “No wonder those who lie about what the Keeper wants have such an easy time converting people to their way of thought. What kind of example do they see among the Kept?”


They went on to other business then, bringing many matters of judgment before Akmaro, but the undertone of unease lasted through the whole meeting, and while some made an effort to cross the boundaries between the groups as the day wore on, others withdrew even further into knots of their own kind.


Finally it was evening, and as the evening song of angels and humans filled the air of the city of Bodika, Akmaro went to the home where Didul lived.


“Still not married?” Akmaro said. “And after all my advice.”


“Twenty is still young,” said Didul.


Akmaro looked him in the eye. “There’s something you’re not saying.”


Didul smiled sadly. “There are many things that men and women do not say, because to say them would only bring unhappiness.”


Akmaro patted his shoulder. “That’s true enough. But sometimes people torment themselves needlessly, fearing that if they speak the truth other people would suffer, when in fact the truth would set them free.”


“I might tell you,” said Didul. “I dream of telling you.”


“Well, then.”


“Not true dreams, Father Akmaro. Just. . . dreams.” He looked very uncomfortable.


“What’s for supper?” said Akmaro. “I’m famished. Talking wears me out and leaves me empty.”


“I have flatcakes. Or rather we can fry some up. Let me get the fire going by the cookstone.”


“Didul, the rule is for priests to work for their living, not for them to live in dire poverty. A cookstone!”


“It’s all I need,” said Didul. “And besides, I do my labor . . . well, I don’t own land. I gave it to the diggers who had once been slaves on it. I didn’t want to live from rents.”


“Gave it to them! Couldn’t you at least have sold it to them, letting them pay a little each year and-”


“It was a gift to me,” said Didul. “I didn’t earn it, and they were the ones who had labored on it for all their lives, some of them.”


“Well, how do you earn your miserable little flatcakes?” asked Akmaro.


“I have beans, too, and good spices, and fresh vegetables and fruit all year.”


“And how does this happen? Please don’t tell me that you’re accepting gifts from the people you teach. That’s forbidden, no matter how sincerely willing the people are to give them.”


“No, no!” Didul protested. “I would never-no! I hire myself out. I do day labor for the people who would have been my tenants. And others, now. My reach is longer than any digger or angel. I’m good with a scythe, and I plow a straight furrow, and no one chops down a tree and dresses the wood more skillfully than I do. Even the ones who refuse to accept my teachings hire me when they need a tree felled.”


“A day laborer,” said Akmaro. “Day laborers are the poorest of the poor.”


“Is there anything wrong with that?” said Didul.


“Not at all,” said Akmaro. “You make me ashamed of my rents.”


“What I choose for myself isn’t a law for anyone else,” said Didul. He got out the fine-ground maizemeal and began to mix it with water and a pinch of salt.


“But when you speak, diggers and angels listen to you, I’ll wager,” said Akma. He helped Didul form the balls of dough and flatten them.


Didul shrugged. “Some do. Most do.”


“Is it as bad as the meeting today made it look?” asked Akmaro.


“Worse.”


“I don’t want to use the force of law to compel compliance,” said Akmaro.


“It wouldn’t work anyway,” said Didul. “Law can change how people behave when others are watching-that’s all. As you taught me back in the land of Chelem, the power of the whip is worthless against the stubborn heart.”


“Yes well, there you are,” said Akmaro. “But what can I tell Mo-tiak? We have to go back to the old ways, because the people won’t respect a priesthood that isn’t headed by the king?”


“No, not that,” said Didul.


“Or worse, tell him that we should give up trying to teach the Keeper’s way! But I reread those old dreams of the Heroes as Nafai and Oykib wrote them in the ancient books, and the only meaning I can take from them is that the Keeper wants us to be one people, the three species of us, the two sexes of us, the rich and poor of us. How can I back away from that?”


“You can’t,” said Didul, slapping a flattened disc of dough on the sizzling cookstone.


“But if we force everyone to live together-”


“It would be absurd. Angels can’t live in digger holes, and diggers can’t sleep upside down on perches.”


“And humans are terrified of closed-in spaces and heights, both,” said Akmaro.


“So we just keep on trying to persuade them,” said Didul.


“Then there’s no hope,” said Akmaro. He flipped over another flatcake. “I can’t even persuade you to take a wife, or to tell me why you won’t.”


“Can’t you see why I won’t?” asked Didul. “See the poverty I live in.”


“Then marry a woman who is willing to work hard and cares as little for wealth as you do.”


“How many women are like that?” asked Didul.


“I know lots of them. My wife is like that. My daughter is like that.”


Didul blushed, and suddenly Akmaro understood.


“My daughter,” he said. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it! You come four times a year to Darakemba to meet with me-and you’ve fallen in love with Luet!”


Didul shook his head, trying to deny.


“Well, you foolish boy, haven’t you spoken to her about it? She’s not a fool, she must have noticed that you’re clever and kind and, or so I’m told by the women around me, probably the most handsome young man in Darakemba.”


“How can I speak to her?” said Didul.


“I would suggest using a column of air arising from your lungs, shaped by the lips and tongue and teeth into vowels and consonants,” said Akmaro.


“When we were young, I tormented her,” said Didul. “I humiliated her and Akma in front of everyone.”


“She’s forgotten that.”


“No she hasn’t, I haven’t, either. There’s not a day goes by that I don’t remember what I was and what I did.”


“All right, I’m sure she does remember. What I meant was that she forgave you long ago.”


“Forgave me,” said Didul. “But it’s a long stride from there to the love a wife should have for a husband.” He shook his head. “Do you want bean paste? It’s quite spicy, but the earth lady who made it for me is the finest cook I’ve ever known.”


Akmaro held out his flatcake, and Didul smeared the paste on with a wooden spoon. Then Akmaro rolled it up, folded the bottom end, and began eating from the top. “As good as you promised,” he said. “Luet would like it too. Can’t make it spicy enough for her.”


Didul laughed. “Father Akmaro, don’t you know your own family? Suppose I did speak to Luet. About this, I mean. About marriage. We talk all the time when I’m there, about other things-history and science, politics and religion, all of it, except personal things. She’s- brilliant. Too fine for me, but even if I dared to speak to her, and even if she somehow loved me, and even if you gave consent, it would still be impossible.”


Akmaro raised an eyebrow. “What, is there some consanguinity I’m not aware of? I had no brother, and neither did my wife, so you can’t be some secret nephew in the first degree.”


“Akma,” said Didul. “Akma has never forgiven me. And if Luet loved me he would take it as a slap in the face. And if you then gave consent to such a marriage, there would be no forgiveness. He’d go mad. He’d-I don’t know what he’d do.”


“Maybe he’d wake up and get over this childish vindictiveness of his,” said Akmaro. “I know he’s never been the same since those days, but-”


“But nothing,” said Didul. “I did it to him. Don’t you understand? Akma’s hatred, all of it arises from the humiliation I heaped upon him that first day and so many days afterward-”


“You were a child then.”


“My father wasn’t cracking a whip over my head, Akmaro. I enjoyed it! Don’t you understand? When I see these people who tease digger children because of their poverty, because they live in holes and get dirty, because-I understand them. The tormentors. I was one. I know how it feels to have driven all compassion out of my heart and laugh at the pain of someone else.”


“You’re not the same person now.”


“I have rejected that part of myself,” said Didul. “But I’m the same person, all right.”


“When you pass through the water-”


“Yes, a new man, I become a new man. I’m a man who does not do those things, yes. But I’m still and always the man who once did them.”


“Not in my eyes, Didul. And I daresay not in Luet’s.”


“In Akma’s eyes, Father Akmaro, I am the same one who destroyed him before his sister, his mother, his father, his friends, his people. And if it ever happened that Luet and I became married-no, if he even heard that I wanted to, or that Luet was willing, or that you approved-it would set him off. I don’t know what he’d do, but he’d do it.”


“He’s not a violent man,” said Akmaro. “He’s gentle even if he does harbor ancient grudges.”


“I’m not fearing for my life,” said Didul. “I just know that someone as smart as Akma, as talented, as clever, as attractive-he’ll find a way to make us all regret that we ever dared affront him in such a way.”


“So what you’re telling me is that you refuse even to offer my daughter the possibility of marrying one of the finest young men I know in this whole empire, solely because her brother can’t grow out of his childish rage?”


“We have no way of knowing what it was that happened inside Akma, Father Akmaro. He may have been a child, but that doesn’t make the things he felt then childish.”


Akmaro took the last bite of his flatcake. The bean paste having been used up, it tasted dry and salty. “I need a drink of water,” he said.


“The Milirek has no pure source,” said Didul, “and it flows from low mountains, some of which lose their snow for much of the year.”


“I drink the water that the Keeper gives me in every land,” said Akmaro.


Didul laughed. “Then I hope you won’t go down out of the gor-naya! The slow-flowing waters of the flatlands aren’t safe. They’re muddy and foul and things live in them. I know a man who drank it once without boiling it, and he said his bowels didn’t stop running until he had lost a third of his body weight and his wife was ready to bury him, if only to save the trouble of digging yet another latrine.”


Akmaro grimaced. “I hear those stories, too. But somehow we have to learn to live in the flatlands. We’ve had peace for so long that people from all over are coming here. Former Elemaki, people from hidden mountain valleys, coming to Darakemba because under the rule of Motiak there’s peace and plenty. Well, the peace will last, I hope. But the plenty ... we have to find a way to use the flatlands.”


“The diggers can’t tunnel there, it all floods,” said Didul. “The angels can’t perch there because the trees are so thick-limbed and close together that the jaguars can reach them everywhere.”


“Then we should think of some way to build houses on rafts or something,” said Akmaro. “We need more land. And maybe if we opened up new lands, my young friend, where diggers and angels and humans had to live in the same kind of house, we might be able to create the kind of harmony that is so hard to bring to pass here in the gornaya.”


“I’ll think about it,” said Didul. “But I hope you also give this problem to cleverer men and women than me.”


“Believe me, I have and I will again,” said Akmaro. “And to cleverer ones than me, too. I learned that from Motiak. Don’t waste your time asking advice from people stupider than you.”


“That’s comforting advice,” said Didul.


“How so?”


“I can ask anybody,” he said, laughing.


“False modesty is still false, no matter how charming it might seem.”


“All right, I’m smarter than some people,” Didul admitted. “Like that one teacher who says that angels are afraid to go down into digger holes.”


“Aren’t they?”


“I know three angel physicians who do it all the time, and they’ve never been harmed.”


“Maybe,” said Akmaro, “our teachers would be less afraid if they believed their teaching was as valuable a service as the herbs of the physician.”


“Well, there we are,” said Didul. “If the believers weren’t so torn by doubt, they might do a better job of persuading the unbelievers.”


“Oh, I don’t even mind their doubt,” said Akmaro. “If they could just act as if they believed, they’d be more persuasive.”


“If I didn’t know you better,” said Didul, “I’d think you were praising hypocrisy.”


“I would rather live among people who behave correctly than among people with correct opinions,” said Akmaro. “I’ve noticed no higher incidence of hypocrisy among the former than among the latter, and at least the ones who behave well don’t take up so much of your time with arguing.”


 


Bego puffed along behind Akma and Mon, complaining the whole time. “I don’t see why we couldn’t have this discussion, whatever it’s about, in my study. I’m too old for this, and you may have noticed that my legs are less than half the length of yours!” To which Akma heartlessly replied, “So fly then.” From behind, Mon gave Akma a shove in the shoulder, sending him stumbling into some brush beside the path. Akma turned, ready to be angry, ready to laugh, depending on the intention he read in Mon’s eyes.


“Have respect for a friend of mine,” said Mon softly, “if not for his age and office.”


Akma smiled at once, his most winning and charming smile, and it worked as it always worked, suggesting as it did a sort of self-effacing humility, a believable protest of innocence, and a promise of friendship-whatever good thing the other person wished to read into it. Mon always wondered at that smile even as it triumphed over his own anger or envy. Where could such power over others come from?


“Ah, Bego, you knew I was teasing, I hope,” said Akma. “Forgive me, old friend?”


“I forgive you everything, every time,” said Bego wearily. “Everyone does, so why do you bother to ask anymore?”


“And do I offend so often that forgiving me should be a habit?” asked Akma, with more than a little pain in his smile this time. It made Mon want to clap an arm around his shoulders, grip him hard, assure him that no one took offense. How does he do that!


“You offend no more often than any other brilliant and undisciplined and leisured and lazy young man of twenty years,” said Bego. “Now, here, in the middle of this grassy field. If you look not to be overheard, here we are.”


“Ah,” said Mon, pointing overhead. “Have you- overlooked the prying eyes from above?”


“The fixed star,” said Bego. “Yes, yes, well, they say the Oversoul sees through roofs and leaves and solid earth, so what does it matter.”


Akma threw himself to the ground and landed immediately in the grass in an elegant sprawl that would have looked practiced in anyone less lithe and natural. “Who knows how many hundreds of digger tunnels intersect under this meadow?” he asked.


“It’s not a meadow,” said Mon. “It’s my father’s park, and no one is allowed to dig under it.”


“Oh, then we know that even the earthworms shy away from the boundaries,” said Akma.


Mon laughed in spite of himself. “So, Father’s authority isn’t universal.”


“Why are we here?” asked Bego. “Sitting isn’t my most comfortable perch.”


“But Bego,” said Akma, “humans and angels and diggers are all alike now, didn’t you know? The Keeper has spoken.”


“Well, the Keeper had better give me a new bottom if he wants me to set it on chairs or other miserably uncomfortable places,” said Bego.


“Mon and I have been thinking,” said Akma.


“The two of you together?” asked Bego. “Then perhaps you have woven a thought, if you’ve done it long and often enough.”


“We’ve been studying the histories of the Heroes. And the history that the Zenifi found thirteen years ago.”


“The Rasulum,” said Bego.


“And we wanted to try out an idea on you,” said Mon.


“Which you couldn’t do in my study? Perhaps immediately after I gave school to the youngest of the king’s boys?”


“Our question is possibly treasonable,” said Akma.


Bego immediately fell silent.


“We know that you have respect for scientific inquiry, and would never report us. But who knows what might get said by someone else, overhearing us? Perhaps exaggerating what was said?”


“What possible treason can there be in the ancient records?” asked Bego.


“If we’re right,” said Akma, “then we think you’ve been trying to hint about this for about ten years.”


“I don’t hint,” said Bego. “And if you want to know whether you’re right, it’s Mon who has the gift of certitude.”


“Well, that’s the problem,” said Mon. “If we’re right, then there’s no reason to trust in that supposed gift of mine. And if we’re wrong, well, we get the same answer-no certainty from me.”


“So we ask you,” said Akma.


“You think that your own gift from the Keeper might be imaginary?” asked Bego, incredulous.


“I think that many things can come to someone’s mind out of hysteria,” said Mon.


“Or even some keen natural insight,” said Akma. “For instance, that famous, unforgettable time when Mon helped you translate the Rasulum leaves. Who’s to say that he didn’t reach his certainties of right and wrong by unconsciously interpreting your own gestures, movements, vocal intonation, facial expressions.”


“What good would that do him?” said Bego. “I didn’t know.”


“Perhaps you knew, but didn’t know that you knew,” said Akma.


Bego riffled his wings in a shrug.


“What we’ve been doing, Akma and I, is trying to see if there’s anything in the ancient records that constitutes actual proof that there even is a Keeper of Earth.”


“No one doubts that there’s a Keeper,” said Bego. “Look at the histories,” said Akma. “All the records from the early Heroes say that all human life had been dispersed from Earth-that until the Keeper brought the Heroes here from the place called Harmony or Basilica-the record is ambiguous-”


“Basilica is the name of the fixed star,” said Bego, “and Harmony is the name of the planet orbiting that star.”


“Say the scholars,” said Akma. “Who know nothing more than we do, since they reach all their conclusions from the same records. And I say the record of the Heroes is obviously wrong. There were people here, the Rasulum.”


Bego shrugged. “That has caused a little consternation among the scholars.”


“Come on,” said Mon. “That’s the very fact you keep throwing in our faces every time we discuss history. You want us to discover something from it so don’t play innocent now.”


Akma went on. “What if humans never left this world at all? What if humans were simply forced to stay away from the gornaya during the era when it was being lifted up by volcanos and earthquakes? The Heroes talk of how there was once a time when the land masses were getting folded into each other and raised high, the tallest mountains in the world. So what if that was what gave rise to the legend of the dispersal? No humans in the gornaya, therefore no humans in the world-but actually humans to the north, in the prairie lands. Then there’s a terrible war, and as many humans as can, flee from the Rasulum. Some of them brave the old tabus and come into the gornaya. Perhaps they even come by boat, but they’re afraid the gods they worship-the Oversoul and the Keeper of Earth-will be angry at them for doing it, so they talk of having come from the stars instead of from Opustoshen.”


“Then why is the language of the leaves so different from our language?” asked Bego.


“Because it hasn’t been a mere four hundred or five hundred years since the time of the Heroes. In fact they split off from the Rasulum a thousand years ago, perhaps more. And the languages grew more and more different, until nothing was alike.”


“And what does that have to do with angels and diggers?” asked Bego.


“Nothing at all!” cried Mon. “Don’t you see? The humans came and dominated everybody, and forced their gods on everybody. But didn’t the diggers worship gods that the angels made for them? And didn’t the angels have their own gods to worship? None of this Keeper nonsense. The angels and diggers evolved separately here in the gornaya while the humans stayed away in the land northward.”


“What about the stories of Shedemei discovering some strange organ in all the sky people and all the earth people that forced us to remain together?” asked Bego.


“The story says that she caused you all to get sick and it made those organs disappear from your children,” said Akma. “So now, conveniently enough, there’s not a lick of evidence left that those organs ever existed.”


“All the stories use for evidence things that can’t be checked now,” said Mon. “That’s a standard rhetorical trick-one that any fool can expose in a public debate or trial. The new star in the sky is Basilica- but how do we know that star wasn’t there all along?”


“The records are ambiguous about that,” said Bego. “The only evidence we do have,” said Akma, “is a flat contradiction of the records of the Heroes. They said there were no other humans on Earth when they arrived. But we have the bones of Opustoshen and the leaves of the Rasulum to prove otherwise. Don’t you see? The only evidence denies everything.”


Bego looked at them placidly. “Well, this certainly is treasonous,” he finally said.


“But it doesn’t have to be,” said Akma. “That’s what I’ve been explaining to Mon. His father’s authority comes from being a direct descendant of the first Nafai. That part of the record isn’t being questioned. The kingdom is not challenged.”


“No,” said Bego. “Only your father is challenged.” Akma smiled. “If my father is teaching people to behave in uncomfortable ways, solely because the Keeper says they must, and then it turns out there is no Keeper, then whose will is it that my father is trying to foist onto the people?”


“I think your father is a sincere man,” said Bego. “Sincere but wrong,” said Akma. “And the people hate what he’s teaching.”


“The former slaves love it,” said Bego.


“The people,” said Akma.


“I gather, then, that you don’t consider diggers to be people,” said Bego.


“I consider them to be the natural enemies of humans and angels.


And I also think that there’s no reason why humans should rule over angels.”


“Now we’re definitely back to treason,” said Bego.


“Why not an alliance?” said Mon. “A king of the humans and a king of the angels, both ruling over peoples spread through the same territory?”


“Not possible,” said Bego. “One king for one territory. Otherwise there would be war and hatred between humans and angels. The Ele-maki would seize the opportunity and destroy us all.”


“But we shouldn’t be required to live together, anyway,” said Akma.


Bego looked at Mon. “Is that what you want?” he asked. “You, who as a child dreamed of being-”


“My childish dreams are done with!” Mon cried. “In fact if I hadn’t been living among angels I wouldn’t have had those wishes, would I!”


“I thought they were rather sweet. And perhaps a bit flattering,” said Bego. “Considering how many angels grow up wishing they were human.”


“None!” cried Mon. “Not one!”


“Many.”


“They’re all mad, then,” Mon replied.


“Quite likely,” said Bego. “So let’s see if I understand you. There is no Keeper and there never was. Humans never left Earth, just the gornaya. Diggers and angels never needed each other and there was no tiny organ that Shedemei removed from our bodies with a disease. And therefore there is no reason to change our whole way of life, all our customs, just because Akmaro tells us that it’s the will of the Keeper that the three species become one people, the Keeper’s Children, the People of Earth.”


“Exactly,” said Akma.


“So what?” asked Bego.


Akma and Mon looked at each other. “What do you mean, so what?” asked Mon.


“So why are you telling me?” asked Bego.


“Because maybe you can talk to Father about this,” said Mon. “Get him to stop pushing these laws.”


“Take my father away from his position of authority,” said Akma.


Bego blinked once at Akma’s words. “If I said these things to your father, my dear friends, I would simply be removed immediately from any position of responsibility. That’s the only change that would be made.”


“Does my father completely control the king, then?” asked Akma.


“Careful,” said Mon. “Nobody controls my father.”


“You know what I mean,” Akma said impatiently.


“And I know Motiak,” said Bego. “He’s not going to change his mind, because as far as he’s concerned, you have no evidence at all. For him, the very fact that true dreams led the soldiers of Ilihiak to find the Rasulum leaves is proof that the Keeper wanted them found. Therefore it is the Keeper who corrects the mistakes of the Heroes- more proof that the Keeper lived then, and the Keeper lives now. You aren’t going to dissuade someone who wants so desperately to believe in the Keeper.”


Angrily, Akma pound his fist down into the sod. “My father must be stopped from spreading his lies!”


“His mistakes,” said Bego. “Remember? You would never be so disloyal a son as to accuse your father of lying. Who would believe you then?”


“Just because he believes them doesn’t mean they’re not lies,” said Akma.


“Ah, but they’re not his lies, are they?” said Bego. “So you must call them mistakes, when you say they are your father’s.”


Mon chuckled. “Do you hear him, Akma? He’s with us. This is what he wanted us to realize all along.”


“Why do you think so?” asked Bego.


“Because you’re advising us on strategy,” said Mon.


Akma sat up, grinning. “Yes, you are, aren’t you, Bego!”


Bego shrugged again. “You can’t possibly have any strategy right now. Akmaro is too closely linked to the king’s policy, and vice versa. But perhaps there’ll come a time when the Houses of the Kept are much more clearly separated from the house of the king.”


“What do you mean?” asked Akma.


“I mean only this. There are those who want to tear your father from his throne, they’re so angry about these policies.”


“That’s not what we want!” cried Mon.


“Of course not. No one in their right mind wants that. The only reason we don’t have invasions from the Elemaki every year is because the entire empire of Darakemba is united, with armies and spies constantly patrolling and protecting our borders. It’s only a tiny minority of bigots and madmen who want to throw down the throne. However, that tiny treasonous minority will gain more and more support, the farther your father pushes these reforms of Akmaro’s. It will mean civil war, sooner or later, and no matter who wins, we’ll be weakened. There are people who don’t want that. Who want us to go back to the way we were before.”


“The old priests, you mean,” said Mon scornfully.


“Some of them, yes,” said Bego.


“And you,” said Akma. “You want things to go back the way they were.”


“I don’t have opinions on public policy,” said Bego. “I’m a scholar, and I’m reporting to you in a scholarly way the current condition of the kingdom. There are those who want to fend off civil war, protect the throne, and stop Akmaro from pushing these insane, offensive, impossible laws breaking down all distinctions between men and women, humans and diggers and angels. All this talk of forgiveness and understanding.”


Akma interrupted, full of bitterness. “It’s only a mask for those who want to turn this into a land where diggers strut around with weapons in their hands, tormenting their betters and-”


“You almost make me fear that you are one of those who wants to destroy this kingdom,” said Bego. “If that is the case, Akma, then you’ll be of no use to those who are trying to preserve the throne.”


Akma fell silent, pulling at the grass. A clump came free, spraying his face with dirt. Angrily he brushed it away.


“But what if those who are trying to preserve the throne could assure the people, Just wait. The children of Motiak don’t believe in this nonsense of all the species being equal children of the Keeper. The children of Akma have no intention of pursuing their father’s mad policies. Be patient. When the time comes, things will go back to the old way.”


“I’m not the heir,” said Mon.


“Then perhaps you should work to persuade Aronha,” said Bego.


“Even if I did, Father would only pass the kingdom on to Ominer, skipping us both.”


“Then perhaps you should also persuade Ominer and even Khimin.” At Mon’s sound of disgust Bego laughed. “He’s bright enough. He may be his mother’s son, but he’s your father’s son, too. What can your father do if all his children reject this policy?”


“My father wouldn’t care,” said Akma. “He’d just pick one of his favorites to be high priest after him. I don’t imagine he even considers me for the position.”


“Dee-dool!” cried Mon derisively.


Akma’s face went hot with anger at the sound of Didul’s name.


“It doesn’t matter who your father’s successor would really be,” said Bego. “Don’t you see that if his own son publicly preaches against his policies, he would be hopelessly undermined? Even among his own priests and teachers there’s dissension, a lack of confidence. Some of them will listen to you. Some of them won’t. But the Kept will be weakened.”


“Ho, Akma, I can imagine you preaching,” said Mon scornfully.


“I think I’d be good at it,” said Akma. “If it weren’t so likely that I’d be arrested for treason.”


Bego nodded. “That is the problem, isn’t it?” he said. “That’s why you need to bide your time. Work with your brothers, Mon. Help him, Akma. Don’t push them too hard, just suggest things, raise questions. Eventually you’ll win them over.”


“The way you did with us?” asked Akma.


Bego shrugged again. “I never suggested treason to you. I don’t suggest it now. I want you to discover truth for yourself. I don’t ram it down your throats like some do.”


“But what guarantee do we have that anything will change?”


“I think that by getting rid of priests appointed by the king, Akmaro and Motiak started down a road from which there’s no retreat,” said Bego. “Eventually it will lead them to a point where religion is completely separate from government. And when that day comes, my young friends, the law will no longer stand between you and any preaching that you want to do.”


Mon hooted. “If I still believed in my own gift, I’d say that it was certain that Bego is right! Someday soon it will happen. It has to.”


“And now that you have planned how to save the kingdom from Akmaro’s excessively inclusive beliefs, may I go inside and find a perch where I can dangle myself to stretch out my aching muscles?”


“We can carry you in, if you want,” offered Mon mischievously. “Save me even more trouble by cutting off my head and carrying it inside. The rest of my body isn’t much use to me these days anyway.”


They laughed and got up from the grass. They walked more slowly returning to the king’s house, but there was a dance, a spring in the way the boys walked-no, bounced-along the path through the king’s park. And when they passed Khimin, who was trying to memorize a long poem and having a miserable time of it, they shocked him utterly by actually inviting him to walk along with them. “Why!” Khimin demanded suspiciously.


“Because even though your mother is a certified idiot,” said Mon, “you’re still my brother and I’ve treated you shamefully for too many years. Give me a chance to make it up to you.”


As Khimin slowly and guardedly made his way toward them, Akma whispered to Mon, “You’re committed now, you know.”


“Who knows?” asked Mon. “He may be decent company after all. Edhadeya always says he’s all right, if we only give him a chance.”


“Then Edhadeya will be very happy,” said Akma. Mon winked at him. “If you like, I’ll tell her that including Dudagu Dermo’s spawn was your idea.”


Akma rolled his eyes. “I’m not casting covetous eyes on your sister, Mon. She’s three years older than me.”


“My gift may not come from the Keeper,” said Mon, “but I still know a lie when I hear one.”


With that, Khimin was near enough to overhear them, and the conversation changed to include him. By the time they reached the king’s house, Akma and Mon had both used so much charm on the poor eighteen-year-old that he was utterly besotted with them and would have believed them if they told him his own feet were tree stumps and his nose a turnip.


Bego left them as soon as they were inside, and on his way through the corridors he did use his wings a bit, skittering along the floor and singing snatches of happy songs to himself. Clever boys, he said to himself. They’ll do it, if we give them half a chance. They will do it.


 


Luet loved it when Mother went to call on Dudagu in the king’s house, because after a few moments of being polite to the queen, who was not aging well and spent her days complaining of ill health, she was always excused and allowed to go off in search of Edhadeya. She had begun the custom when she was only five, and Edhadeya was a lofty ten-year-old; she marveled now, thinking back, that the king’s daughter had been so kind to a child half her age who had so recently been a slave to diggers. Or perhaps that was the reason-Edhadeya had taken pity on her, having heard the story of her suffering. Well, however it began, the friendship was in full bloom now, with Edhadeya twenty-three years old and Luet eighteen and a woman.


She found her friend working with the musicians, teaching them some new composition. The drummers seemed not to be able to get the rhythm right. “It isn’t hard,” Edhadeya was saying. “It’s only hard when you put it together. But if you can hear how it goes with the melody. . . .” Whereupon Edhadeya began to sing, a high sweet voice, and now the one drummer, now the other, began to feel how the beat she had been teaching fit with the tune she sang, and without even thinking what she was doing, Luet began to spin and raise her arms and hop in the steps of an impromptu dance.


“You shame my poor tune!” cried Edhadeya.


“Don’t stop, it was beautiful!”


But Edhadeya stopped at once, leaving the musicians to work on the song while she walked with Luet out into the vegetable garden. “Worms everywhere. In the old days we used to have slaves whose whole job was picking them off the leaves. Now we can’t pay anyone enough to do it, so all our greens have holes in them and every now and then a salad moves of its own accord. We all pretend it’s a miracle and go on eating.”


“I have to tell you that Akma is in one of his vile moods lately,” said Luet.


“I don’t care,” said Edhadeya. “He’s too young for me. He’s always been too young for me. It was a form of madness that I ever thought I was in love with him.”


Luet looked up at the sky. “What? All those clouds? I thought you loved my brother whenever it rained.”


“At the moment it’s not raining,” said Edhadeya. “And is today one of the days you’re in love with Mon?”


“Nobody,” said Luet. “I don’t think I’d make a good wife.”


“Why not?” asked Edhadeya.


“I don’t want to stay in a house and order work all day. I want to go out like Father does and teach and talk and-”


“He works.”


“In the fields, I know! But I’d do that! Just don’t make me stay indoors. Maybe it was my childhood labor in the fields. Maybe in my heart I’m always afraid that if I’m not working, some digger twice my height will-”


“Oh, Luet, I get nightmares whenever you talk like that.”


“Found one,” said Luet, holding up a worm.


“How attractive,” said Edhadeya.


Luet crushed the worm between her fingers, balled up the remnants of its body, and dropped it into the soil. “One more salad that will not move,” she said.


“Luet,” said Edhadeya, and in the moment the whole tone of the conversation changed. No longer were they playful girls. Now they were women, and the business was serious. “What has your brother come up with lately? What’s going on between him and my brothers?”


“He’s always over here with Mon,” said Luet. “I think they’re studying something with Bego. Or something.”


“So he doesn’t talk to you?” said Edhadeya. “He talks to them.”


“Them?”


“Not just Mon now. He talks to Aronha and Ominer and Khimin.”


“Well, it’s nice that he’s including Khimin. I don’t really think the boy is as awful as-”


“Oh, he’s awful, all right. But potentially salvageable, and if I thought it was salvage that Akma and Mon had in mind, I’d be glad,” said Edhadeya. “But it’s not.”


“Not?”


“Yesterday someone mentioned true dreams and looked at me. It was nothing, just a chance comment. I can’t even remember-one of the councilors, coming to meet with Father, and he looked at me. But I happened to turn away just at that moment and saw Ominer rolling his eyes in ridicule. So I followed him and once we were alone in the courtyard I threw him up against the wall and demanded to know why he was making fun of me.”


“You’re always so gentle,” murmured Luet.


“Ominer doesn’t hear you unless he’s in physical pain,” said Edhadeya. “And I’m still stronger than he is.” ffi


“Well, what did he say?”


“He denied he was making fun of me. So I said, Whom were you making fun of? And he said, Him.”


“Who?” asked Luet.


“You know, the councilor who looked at me. And I said, you can’t blame people for thinking about my dream of the Zenifi when they see me. Not everybody has true dreams. And then he said-listen, Luet-he said, Nobody does.”


“Nobody?” Luet laughed, then realized that Edhadeya didn’t think it was funny. “Dedaya, I’ve had true dreams, you’ve had true dreams. Mother’s a raveler. Mon has his truthsense. Father dreams true, and- this is absurd.”


“I know that. So I asked him why he said it, and he wouldn’t tell. I pinched him, I tickled him-Luet, Ominer can’t keep a secret from me. I’ve always been able to torture it out of him in five minutes. But this time he pretended he didn’t know what I was talking about.”


“And you think it has something to do with Akma and Mon?”


“I know it does. Luet, the only way Ominer could possibly keep a secret from me is if he was more frightened of someone else. And the only two people he fears more than me in the whole world are-”


“Your father?”


“Don’t be silly, Father’s as sweet as they come when he notices Ominer at all-which isn’t often, he blends in with the walls. No, it’s Mon and Aronha. I think it’s both of them. I watched this morning, and all four of my brothers ended up with your brother and whatever they’re talking about or planning or doing-”


“It has to do with the idea that there are no true dreams.” Edhadeya nodded. “I can’t go to Father with this, they’d just deny it.”


“Lie to your father?”


“Something’s different. It made me feel dark and unpleasant and I think they’re plotting something.”


“Don’t say that,” said Luet. “It’s our families we’re talking about.”


“They’re not just boys anymore. Because we’re still studying, we sometimes forget that we’re not really in school, none of us but Khimin, when you come down to it. We’re men and women. If Akma weren’t your father’s son, he’d be earning his own living. Aronha plays at soldier, but he has too much leisure, and so do my other brothers- they make priests work, but not the sons of the king.”


Luet nodded. “Father tried to make Akma start earning his way when he was only fifteen. The age when laborers’ children-”


“I know the age,” said Edhadeya.


“Akma just said, ‘What, are you going to stand over me with a whip if I don’t?’ It was really vicious.”


“Your father wasn’t his taskmaster in those terrible days,” said Edhadeya.


“But Father forgave the taskmasters. The Pabulogi. Akma hasn’t, and he is still angry.”


“Thirteen years!” cried Edhadeya.


“Akma feeds on it the way an unborn chick feeds on the yolk of its egg. Even when he’s thinking about something else, even when he doesn’t realize it, he’s seething inside. He was my teacher for a while. We became very close. I loved him for a while more than I loved anybody. But if I came too close, if I touched his affection in just the wrong way, he lashed out. Sometimes it shocked me the way Elemak and Mebbekew must have felt when Nafai knocked them down with lightning from his finger.”


“Melancholy. I thought he was just a moody sort of person,” said Edhadeya.


“Oh, I’m sure that’s it,” said Luet, “it’s just that when he gets into that mood, it’s my father that he rages at.”


“And the Pabulogi.”


“They don’t come around often. When the priests come in for their meetings with Father, Akma makes sure he’s somewhere else. I don’t think he’s seen any of them for years.”


“But you’ve seen them.”


Luet smiled wanly. “As little as possible.”


“Even from her deathbed, as she calls it, Mother gets all the gossip, and she says that Didul looks at you like . . . like. ...”


“Like my worst nightmare.”


“You can’t mean that,” said Edhadeya.


“Not him personally. But what if he did decide he loved me? What if I loved him? It would be quicker and kinder if I just slit Akma’s throat in his sleep.”


“You mean this childish melancholy of Akma’s would keep you from the man you love?”


“I don’t love Didul. It was just a hypothetical situation.”


“Lutya, my friend, isn’t life complicated here in the king’s house?”


“It’s probably just as complicated for the poorest peasants. Down in their holes in the ground the most powerless ex-slaves probably have exactly the same problems. Grudges, loves, anger, fear, hate-”


“But when they quarrel in their tunnels, the whole kingdom doesn’t quake,” said Edhadeya.


“Well, that’s your family. Not mine.”


Edhadeya picked another worm off another leaf. “There are people eating holes in the kingdom, Lutya. What if our brothers turn out to be among the worms?”


“That’s what you’re afraid of, isn’t it? Deny the Keeper. Then we don’t have to associate with diggers and angels and-”


“Mon loves the angels. It would kill him not to be with them.”


“But does he love the sky people more than Akma hates the earth people?”


“When it comes down to it, Mon won’t give up his love for the angels.”


“Still. It would be a terrible thing if they started-”


“Don’t even think about it,” said Edhadeya. “Our brothers would not commit treason.”


“Then you’re not afraid,” said Luet.


Edhadeya sat on a bench and sighed. “I am afraid.”


A new voice came from behind them. “Of what?”


They turned. It was Chebeya, Luet’s mother. “Done already?” Luet asked.


“Poor Dudagu is exhausted,” said Chebeya.


Edhadeya snorted.


“Don’t make that sound in the woods,” said Chebeya, “or a jaguar will find you.”


“I don’t see why you think it’s so unnatural for me to despise my stepmother,” said Edhadeya.


“Your father loves her,” said Chebeya.


“A sign of his infinite capacity for love,” said Edhadeya.


“What were you talking about when I came out here?” asked Chebeya. “And don’t deny it was important, I could see how you were bound together.”


Luet and Edhadeya looked at each other.


“Trying to decide how much to tell me?” asked Chebeya. “Let me make it easy for you. Start with everything.”


So they told her.


“Let me watch them a little,” said Chebeya, when they were done. “If I see them together, I can learn a lot.”


“How can Mon not believe in true dreams?” asked Edhadeya. “He knows when things are true-he knew my dream about your family was a true one.”


“Don’t underestimate my son’s powers of persuasion,” said Chebeya.


“Mon isn’t any man’s puppet,” said Edhadeya. “I know him.”


“No, not a puppet,” said Chebeya. “But I know Akma’s gift.”


“He has one?” asked Luet.


“The little sister is the last to see,” said Edhadeya.


“He has the same gift as me,” said Chebeya.


“He’s never said so!” cried Luet.


“No, because he doesn’t realize it. It’s different with men, I think. Men don’t form communities as easily as women do. Human men, I’m speaking of-angels aren’t like this. Or maybe they are, it’s not as if I’ve had much experience. I just know that when a man has the raveling gift, he doesn’t see the connections between people the same way. What he does is he starts unconsciously finding ways to gather up all those scattered threads in his own hands.”


“So he can’t see the web of people,” said Luet. “He just becomes the spider?”


Chebeya shuddered. “I haven’t explained to him what it is he does. I’m afraid that if he ever becomes conscious of it, it’ll be much worse. He’ll become more powerful and. . . .”


“Dangerous,” said Edhadeya.


Chebeya turned away from her. “He gathers people up and they want to please him.”


“Enough that Mon would give up his love for the sky people?” asked Edhadeya.


“I’ll have to see them together, with that in mind. But if Akma really cared about something and needed Mon’s help, then I think Mon would help him.”


“But that’s horrible,” said Edhadeya. “Does that mean that the times I thought I loved him-”


“I don’t know,” said Chebeya. “Or I mean-I do know-as much as he is capable of love, he has loved you, from time to time.”


“Not now.”


“Not lately.”


Tears rolled out of Edhadeya’s eyes. “This is so stupid,” said Edhadeya. “I’m not even pining for him, I go whole days without thinking of him-but it’s just this gift of his, isn’t it?”


Chebeya shook her head. “When he ravels people up, it only lasts for a little while. A day or two. Unless he stays with you, it fades. You haven’t seen him in a week.”


“I see him every day,” said Edhadeya.


“You haven’t been close to him, though,” said Luet helpfully.


“He has to be talking to you, looking at you, interacting with you,” said Chebeya. “You can trust your feelings with him. They’re real enough.”


“More’s the pity,” murmured Edhadeya.


“Mother,” said Luet, “I think something very dangerous is happening. I think Akma and the sons of Motiak are plotting something.”


“As I said, I’ll look and see if it seems that way.”


“And if it does?”


“I’ll talk to your father about it,” said Chebeya. “And perhaps then we’ll talk to the king. And he may want to talk to you.”


“And when everyone has talked to everybody,” said Edhadeya, “there still won’t be a thing we can do.”


Chebeya smiled. “Ever hopeful, aren’t you? Dedaya, have some trust. Your father and my husband and I may be old, but we still have some power within our reach. We can change things.”


“I notice you didn’t include my stepmother in that group,” said Edhadeya nastily.


Chebeya smiled with benign innocence. “Poor Dudagu. She’s too frail to be mentioned in the same breath with power.”


Edhadeya laughed.


“Come home with me now, Luet. There’s work to do.”


Edhadeya hugged them both and watched them leave the courtyard. Then she lay back on the bench and looked up at the sky. She thought, when the angle of the sun was right, that she could see the star Basilica even in bright sunlight. Today, though, the clouds were blocking everything. It was going to rain.


“One-Who-Was-Never-Buried,” murmured Edhadeya. “Are you going to do anything about this?”


 


Shedemei loaded her supplies into the ship’s launch as the Oversoul murmured one more time inside her mind: <Are you sure this is wise?>


“Do you think you can’t protect me?” asked Shedemei.


<I can keep you from being killed.>


“That’s all I ask.”


<I still don’t see what you can discover that I can’t find out faster and more accurately.>


“I want to know these people, that’s all,” said Shedemei. “I want to know them for myself.”


<You can’t possibly know them as well from just conversing with them as I know them from looking inside their thoughts.>


“Do I have to say it? Can’t you look inside my mind and see the truth?”


<The question really is: Can you?>


“I can. I’m going down there because I’m lonely. There, is that what you wanted to hear?”


<Yes.>


“Well, now you’ve heard it. I want to hear another organic voice. No insult to you, but I actually would like to feel like some other people know me.”


<I’m not offended. I’ve been hoping you’d do something like this. I just wish you had chosen a more benign time. There is little you can do by way of intervention at this time.>


“I know,” said Shedemei. “And I don’t claim to have any great and noble purpose. I’m just ready to come out of this metal shell and bump up against some people again.” Then she thought of something. “How old am I? People will ask.”


<You mean physically? The cloak keeps you very healthy. You could pass for forty. You haven’t reached menopause. You never will, actually, until you tell me to let you do it.>


“Are you suggesting that I should have another child?”


<I’m just telling you to be careful how you go about curing your loneliness. >


Shedemei curled her lip in disgust. “This is a society with a strong tabu against sex outside of marriage. I’m not going down there to ruin some poor lonely man’s life.”


<Just a thought.>


“Are you sure all these warnings aren’t because you’re just the tiniest bit jealous?”


<Not programmed into me.>


“I can walk on the face of this planet, and other living creatures will know me as one of them. Have you ever wished. . . .”


<I don’t wish.>


“That’s a shame, too.”


<It’s sweet of you to anthropomorphize me so compassionately. But if I really had these feelings you project onto me, wouldn’t the last few things you’ve said be, in a technical sense, gloating?>


“That is programmed into me” said Shedemei.


The hatches were sealed. The launch was flipped away from the starship Basilica and hurtled down into the atmosphere.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282851]SEVEN - RASARO’S SCHOOL


Light streamed through the tall, wide windows of the winter room, reflecting from the bare lime-washed plaster walls until it was hard for Mon to imagine that it could possibly be brighter outside. The reason he and his brothers could gather here to be brow beaten by-no, to have a discussion with-Akma was because no one used the winter room in the summer. It was too hot. It was too bright. It was all Mon could do to keep his eyes open. If it weren’t for the buzzing flies that persisted in trying to drink the sweat dribbling out of his body, he would have dozed off long ago.


Not that Mon wasn’t committed to Akma’s ideas. It’s just that the two of them had discussed all this before ever bringing Aronha and Ominer and Khimin into it. So it was going over old ground for him. And it was natural for Akma to conduct these sessions, since Mon didn’t have his patience in dealing with Khimin’s questions, which were always off the subject, or Aronha’s stubborn refusal to agree with points that were already proven and more than proven. Only Ominer seemed to grasp at once what Akma was talking about, and even he made the sessions longer and more tedious than they had to be, because when he did understand a point he would then repeat it back to Akma in different words. Between Khimin’s obtuseness, Aronha’s stolidity, and Ominer’s enthusiasm, every tiny advance in the discussion took hours, or so it seemed to Mon. Akma could endure it. Akma could act as though the questions and comments weren’t unbearably stupid.


A tiny thought crept into Mon’s consciousness: Did Akma deal with me the same way? Are the ideas we worked out “together” really Akma’s alone? How skillful is he, really, at winning people to his point of view?”


Immediately Mon discarded the idea, not because it wasn’t true, but because it would imply that Mon was not Akma’s intellectual equal, and he certainly was. Bego had always made it clear that Mon was the best student he had ever had.


“Humans and angels can live together,” said Akma, “because the natural habitat of both species is open air and sunlight. Humans cannot fly, it is true, but our bipedal body structure lifts us above the other animals. We conceive ourselves as seeing from above, which makes us in spirit compatible to the sky people. The diggers, however, are creatures of darkness, of caves; their natural posture is with their bellies dragging along the moist underground dirt. What creatures of intelligent and refinement abhor, the diggers love; what the diggers love, creatures of higher sensibility view with disgust.”


Mon closed his eyes against the white unbearable light of the room. In the back of his mind there throbbed an intense feeling, a certainty that in his childhood he had learned to trust, and in recent years he had learned-a much harder task-to ignore. The feeling was beneath and behind the place in his mind that words came from. But, in the way that the mind supplies words for unexplainable tunes, his mind had also learned the words that went along with this feeling: Wrong. This is wrong. This is wrong. Throb, throb, throb. Closing his eyes didn’t make it go away.


This doesn’t mean anything, thought Mon. This feeling is just a holdover from my childhood. It’s just the Keeper of Earth trying to get me to disbelieve what Akma is saying.


What am I thinking? I don’t even believe in the Keeper of Earth, and here I am blaming him for this throbbing meaningless stupid insane chant running over and over through my mind. I can’t get rid of my superstitions even when I’m trying to get rid of my superstitions. He laughed at himself.


Laughed aloud, or perhaps just breathed as if laughing-it didn’t take much for Akma to pick up on it.


“But perhaps I’m wrong,” said Akma. “Mon is the one who really understands this. Why were you laughing, Mon?”


“I wasn’t,” said Mon.


Wrong, this is wrong, this is wrong.


“I mean my first thought, Mon, you’ll remember this, my first thought was that all three species should separate, but you’re the one who insisted that humans and angels could live together because of all these affinities between us.”


“You mean this comes from Mon?” asked Aronha. “Mon, who jumped off a high wall when he was three because he wanted to fly like an angel?”


“I was just thinking,” said Mon, “that all those things you say about the diggers, the angels could also say about us. Low, belly-crawling creatures. We can’t even hang cleanly from a tree limb. Filthy, squatting in dirt-”


“But not hairy!” said Khimin.


“Nobody’s going to listen to us,” said Ominer, “if we start saying that angels are better than humans. And the kingdom would fall apart if we start saying humans and angels should be separate. If we’re going to make this work, we have to exclude diggers and only the diggers.” Mon looked at him in surprise. So did Akma. “If what’s going to work?” asked Akma. “This. This whole thing we’re preparing for,” said Ominer. Mon and Akma looked at each other.


Ominer realized that he had said something wrong. “What?” No one answered.


Then Aronha, in his measured way, said, “I didn’t know that we had any plan to take these discussions public.”


“What, we’re going to wait around until you’re the king?” asked Ominer scornfully. “All this urgency, all this secrecy, I just assumed Akma was preparing us to start speaking against Akmaro’s so-called religion. His attempt to control and destroy our society and turn the whole kingdom over to the Elemaki, is more like it. I thought we were going to speak out against it now, before he’s succeeded in getting diggers accepted as true men and women throughout Darakemba. I mean, if we’re not, why are we wasting our time? Let’s go out and make some digger friends so at least we won’t be thrust aside when they take over.”


Akma chuckled a little. To others, it sounded like easy confidence- but Mon had been with Akma long enough to know that he laughed like that when he was a little bit afraid. “I suppose that has been the goal in the back of our minds,” said Akma, “but I don’t think it had graduated to the status of a plan.”


Ominer laughed derisively. “You tell us there’s no Keeper, and I think your evidence is conclusive. You tell us that humans never left Earth, that we’re not older than the sky people or the earth people, we just evolved in different places, and that’s fine. You tell us that because of this, all the things your father is teaching are wrong, and in fact the only thing that matters is, what culture will survive and rule? And the way to answer that is to keep diggers out of Darakemba and preserve this civilization that has been jointly created by humans and angels, the civilization of the Nafari. Keep the Elemaki with their filthy alliance between humans and dirt-crawling fat rats confined to the gornaya while we find ways to tame the great floodplains of the Severless, the Vostoiless, the Yugless and multiply our population to such an extent that we can overwhelm the Elemaki-all of these mar-velous plans, and you never thought of going out and talking about them in public? Come on, Akma, Mon, we’re not stupid.”


The look on Khimin’s and Aronha’s faces made it clear that it was the first time they had ever thought of these ideas, but of course, given Ominer’s exasperated tone, they weren’t about to admit their shameful stupidity.


“Yes,” said Akma. “Eventually we would have started to speak to others.”


“Masses of others,” said Ominer. “It’s not as if you’re going to change Father’s mind-Akmaro keeps Father’s brain in his traveling bag. And none of the councilors is going to join us in opposing Father’s will. And if we talk about this stuff quietly and secretly, it’ll look like conspiracy and when it gets exposed it will look as though we’re shameful traitors. So the only possible way to stop Akmaro’s destruction of Darakemba is to oppose him openly and publicly. Am I right?”


Wrong. This is wrong. This is wrong.


By reflex, Mon almost answered with the message throbbing through his mind. But he knew that this message was a holdover from his childhood faith in the Keeper, that he had to overcome this superstition and reject it in order to have any hope of deserving Akma’s respect. Or Bego’s, or his brothers’, whatever, whoever. Akma’s respect.


So instead of saying what was in his heart, he answered with his mind alone: “Yes, you’re right, Ominer. And it’s true that Akma and I never discussed this. Akma probably thought about it, but I know I didn’t. Now that you say it, though, I know you’re right.”


Aronha turned soberly to Mon. “You know he’s right?”


Mon knew what Aronha was asking. Aronha wanted to have the assurance that Mon’s old gift of discernment was committed to this struggle. But Mon refused to consider those feelings as “knowledge” anymore. Instead knowledge was what reason discovered, what logic defended, what the physical evidence demanded. So even though Aronha was asking one question, Mon could answer honestly using the only meaning of the word know that he believed in anymore. “Yes, Aronha. I know he’s right, and I know Akma’s right, and I know I’m right.”


Aronha nodded soberly. “We’re the king’s sons. We have no authority except as he gives it to us, but we do have enormous prestige. It would be a crippling blow to Akmaro’s reforms if we came out publicly against them. And if it’s not just the Motiaki but also Akmaro’s own son. ...”


“People might take notice,” said Akma.


“Knock them back on their buttocks, that’s what it’ll do,” said Ominer.


“But that’s treason,” said Khimin.


“Not a thing we’re saying denies the authority of the king,” said Ominer. “Haven’t you been listening? We affirm the ancient alliance of humans and angels. We affirm our ancestors’ decisions that the descendants of Nafai should be kings over the Nafari. What we reject is this superstitious nonsense about the Keeper loving the diggers as much as he loves the sky people and the middle people.”


“You know,” said Khimin, “if you think about it, the angels are the sky people, and we humans are the earth people, and the diggers aren’t people at all!”


“We won’t win much support,” said Akma dryly, “if we start calling human beings ‘earth people.’ “


Khimin laughed nervously. “No. I guess not.”


“Ominer is right,” said Akma, “but I’m also right when I say that we’re not ready. We have to be able to speak on this subject, any one of us, at any time.”


“Me!” cried Aronha. “I’m not like you and Mon, I can’t just open my mouth and have speech pour out of it for hours.”


“That’s Akma’s gift,” said Mon.


Ominer hooted derisively. “Come on, Mon. We always used to joke, Is Mon awake? I don’t know, is he talking? Then he’s awake.”


The words stung, even though Ominer clearly didn’t mean them to be hurtful. Mon clamped his mouth shut, determined to say nothing else until they begged him to speak.


“My point,” said Akma, “is that we have to act with perfect solidarity. If all the sons of Motiak and the son of Akmaro are united in opposing this new policy, then it will be clear to everyone that no matter what the present king decides, the next king will have a kingdom in which diggers are not citizens. This will encourage the newly freed diggers to leave and return to Elemaki territory where they belong. And nobody can say we are against freedom, because our plan is to free all the slaves at once-but free them at the border, so we won’t be creating any new free diggers who will want to be made citizens of a nation they don’t belong in. It’s a kind policy, really, to recognize the insurmountable differences between our species and bid a gentle but firm farewell to all those diggers who imagine themselves to be civilized.”


The others agreed. It was a good program. They were united in support of it.


“But if one-even one-of the sons of Motiak is perceived as disagreeing with any part of this program, if even one of the sons of Motiak shows that he still believes in that nonsense about the Keeper that Akmaro is trying to get people to believe. ...”


That our people have always believed in since the days of the Heroes, thought Mon silently.


“... then everyone will assume that Motiak will simply make that son his heir and disinherit the others. The result? A lot of powerful people will oppose us simply for political reasons, in order to be on the obvious winning side. But if they know that there is no possible heir except those of us who repudiate Akmaro’s entire digger-loving conspiracy, then they’ll remember the fact that kings don’t live forever, and they’ll at least keep silent, not wanting to antagonize the future king.”


“Don’t be modest,” said Mon. “Everyone expects that the high priest’s job will be yours when your father, uh, sheds his spirit like an old cloak.” The others chuckled at the old-fashioned euphemism.


Aronha, however, seemed to have caught some glint of an idea in Khimin’s face, and so at the end of his chuckle had directed a pointed comment at his father’s youngest son. “And in case someone here thinks of breaking ranks with us in order to become the heir, let me assure you that the army won’t respect any heir but me, as long as I’m alive and want the throne after my father is through with it. If your prime motive is a hope of power, the only way you’ll get it in the long run is by staying with me.”


Mon was shocked. It was the first time he had ever heard Aronha threaten anyone with his future power, or speak so nakedly of what might or might not happen after Father’s death. Mon also didn’t like the way Aronha said “my father” instead of “our father” or even, simply, “Father.”


Akma suddenly wailed, “No! No, no,” and bent over on his chair, burying his face in his arms.


“What’s wrong?” They all rushed to him or at least leaned toward him as if they thought he was having some sort of physical crisis.


Akma sat upright, then rose from his chair. “I’ve done this. I’ve driven a wedge between you. I’ve made Aronha speak unspeakable things. None of this is worth that! If I had never made friends with Mon, if we had never come back to Darakemba, if we had had the dignity to die there under the whips of the diggers and their toady human rulers in Chelem, then Aronha would never have said such a thing.”


“I’m sorry,” said Aronha, looking truly ashamed of himself.


“No, I’m sorry,” said Akma. “I came to you as a friend, hoping to win you to the cause of truth to save this people from my father’s insane theories. But instead I’ve turned brother against brother and I can’t bear that.” He fled the room so quickly that he knocked over his chair.


The four of them sat or stood in silence for a long moment, and then Khimin and Aronha burst into speech at the same time.


“Aronha, I never would have turned against you! It never even crossed my mind!” cried Khimin, at exactly the same time that Aronha cried out, “Khimin, forgive me for even imagining that you would think of such a thing, I never meant for you to-you’re my brother no matter what you do, and I-”


Good old inarticulate Aronha. Sweet little lying hypocritical Khimin. Mon almost laughed out loud.


Ominer did laugh. “Listen to you. ‘I didn’t think a single bad thought about you!’ ‘I Aid think bad thoughts but I’m really really sorry.’ Come on, all Akma asks is that we stick together before we do anything public. So let’s work on it, all right? It’s not hard. We just keep our mouths shut about stuff one of us does that bothers the others. We do it all the time in front of Father-that’s why he doesn’t know how much we all hate the queen.” Khimin blanched, then blushed. “I don’t.”


“See?” said Ominer. “It’s fine if you don’t agree with us, Khimin. All Aronha was saying was, Keep your mouth shut about it and we can still accomplish everything we need to accomplish.”


“I agree with you about everything except. . . Mother,” said Khimin.


“Yes yes,” said Ominer impatiently, “we’re all so dreadfully sorry for her, the poor thing, dying as she is of the world’s slowest plague.”


“Enough,” said Aronha. “You preach to us of keeping peace, Ominer, and then you fall back into teasing Khimin as if the two of you were still toddlers.”


“We were never both toddlers,” said Ominer acidly. “I stopped being a toddler long before he was born.”


“Please,” said Mon quietly, inserting the word into a momentary silence so that all would hear it. His very softness won their attention. “To hear us, you’d think there really was a Keeper, and that he was making us all stupid so we couldn’t unite and oppose his will.”


Aronha, as usual, took his words too seriously. “Is there a Keeper?” he asked.


“No, there’s not a Keeper,” said Mon. “How many times do we have to prove it to you before you stop asking?”


“I don’t know,” said Aronha. He looked Mon in the eye. “Perhaps until I forget that whenever you told me something was right and true, ever since you were little, it turned out to be right and true.”


“Was I really right all those times?” asked Mon. “Or were you simply’as eager as I was to believe that children our age could actually know something?”


Wrong. This is wrong. This is wrong.


Mon kept his face expressionless-he hoped.


Aronha smiled half-heartedly. “Go get Akma,” he said to Mon. “If I know him at all, he’s not far off. Waiting for one of us to go and get him. You do it, Mon. Bring him back. We’ll be united with him. For the good of the kingdom.”


 


Khideo greeted Ilihiak with an embrace. No, not Ilihiak. Ilihi. A man who was once a king, now insisting that there was nothing extraordinary about him, that he had not been touched by the hand of the Keeper. It seemed so odd, so much like a kind of failure. But not Ilihi’s failure, really. More as if the universe itself had failed.


“And how is the-how is your wife?” asked Khideo.


The normal meaningless greetings took only a few moments; they were made all the more brief because Khideo’s wife had died many years before, in trying to give birth to their first child. It would have been a boy. The midwife said that the child was so big, like his father, that the head tore her apart passing through the channel of life. Khideo knew then that he had killed his wife, because any child of his would be too large for a woman to bear. The Keeper meant him to be childless; but at least Khideo didn’t have to kill any more women trying to defy the Keeper’s will. So Ilihi, who knew all this, made no inquiries about family.


“The weight of government rests lightly on you, Khideo.”


Khideo laughed. Or meant to laugh. It came out as a dry sound in his throat. He coughed. “I feel my muscles slackening. The soldier I once was is becoming soft and old. I’m drying out from the inside. At least I won’t be one of those fat old men. Instead I’ll be frail.”


“I won’t live to see it!”


“I’m older than you, Ilihi; you’ll see me dead, I can assure you. A wind will come from the east, a terrible hurricane, and it will blow me up over the mountains and out into the ocean but I’ll be so dry that I’ll just float there on the surface like a leaf until the sun dries me to powder and I finally dissolve.”


Ilihi looked at him with such a strange expression that Khideo had to shove him gently in the shoulder, the way he had done when Ilihi was Nuak’s third and least favored son and Khideo took pity on him and taught him what it meant to be a man and a soldier. They had been together the day that Khideo finally had enough. The day he took his vow to kill the king. He had shoved him gently, just like this, and had seen tears come to Ilihi’s eyes. Khideo asked him then what was wrong, and Ilihi broke down and wept and told him what Pabulog had been doing to him since he was a little child. “It’s been years since he did it last,” said Ilihi. “I’m married now. I have a daughter. I thought it was over. But he took me out of my father’s presence at breakfast and did it to me again. Two of his guards held me while he did it.” Khideo went numb when he heard this. “Your father doesn’t know what use Pabulog made of you, does he?” And Ilihi told him, “Of course he knows. I told him. He said that it only happened to me because I was weak. The Keeper intended me to be born a girl.” Khideo knew of many terrible things that had gone wrong in the kingdom of Nuak. He had seethed watching how Nuak mistreated the people around him, how he tolerated unspeakable vices among his closest associates, how only a few decent men were left among the leaders of the kingdom-but still there were those few, and Nuak was the king. But this was more than Khideo could bear. King or no king, no man could let such a thing happen to his son and not strike down the man who did it. In Khideo’s eyes, it was not his own place to kill Pabulog-that was for Nuak to do, or failing that for Ilihi to do when he finally found his tortured way to manhood. But Khideo was a soldier, sworn to protect the throne and the people from all enemies. He knew who the enemy was now. It was Nuak. Strike him down, and all these others would fall, too. So he made his vow that the king would die by his hands. He had him under his hands at the top of the tower, ready to eviscerate him with his short sword as one kills a cowardly enemy, when Nuak looked around and saw, in the borders of the land, a huge army of Elemaki coming to attack. “You have to let me live, so I can lead the defense of our people!” Nuak demanded, and Khideo, who had only been acting for the people’s good, saw that Nuak was right.


Then Nuak had led the full retreat of the whole army, leaving only a handful of brave men to defend all the women and children. Off in the wilderness, it was the men he had led in cowardly retreat who tortured him to death. And in the city, Khideo had had to bear the humiliation of letting Ilihi’s wife lead the young girls forward to plead for the lives of the people, because there weren’t swords enough to hold the Elemaki back for even a moment.


All of this was in the back of Khideo’s mind whenever he was with Ilihi. He had seen this boy at his weakest. He had seen him turn into a man and lead a kingdom. But the damage had been done. Ilihi was still broken. Why else would he have set aside the throne?


Yet, having heard Khideo’s playful thanatopsis-he meant it to be playful-Ilihi looked at him with strange concern. “You sound as if you long for death, but I know it’s not true,” said Ilihi.


“I long for death, Ilihi,” said Khideo. “Just not mine.”


Then the two of them burst into laughter.


“Ah, Lihida, my old friend, I should have been your father.”


“Khideo, believe me, except in the biological sense, you were. You are.”


“So have you come to me for fatherly counsel?” asked Khideo.


“My wife has heard rumors,” said Ilihi.


Khideo rolled his eyes.


“Yes, well, she knows you wouldn’t want to hear it from her, but as soon as I told you what we heard, you’d know it came from her. No man would tell this to me.”


It was well known that Ilihi had rejected the Zenifi’s absolute refusal to live with the sky people. It was well known that in his own home, angels visited often and were his friends. That was why no man of the land of Khideo would have spoken of secret things to Ilihi. He could not be trusted.


With the women it was different. Men couldn’t control their wives, it was that simple. They would talk. And they didn’t have sense to know who could be trusted and who could not. Ilihi and his wife were good, decent people. But when it came to protecting the Zenifi way of life-the human way of life-Ilihi simply should not be taken into confidence. Except that Khideo would never lie to Ilihi. If Ilihi wanted to hear whether the rumors were true, he knew he could come to the governor of the land of Khideo.


“The rumors?”


“She hears that some highly placed men of the land of Khideo are boasting that the son of Akmaro and the sons of the king have become Zenifi in their hearts.”


“Not true,” said Khideo. “I can assure you that not even the most optimistic among us has any hope of that group of young men declaring that they think angels and humans should not live together.”


Ilihi took that in silence and ruminated on it for a while.


“So tell me what that group of young men will declare?” asked Ilihi.


“Maybe nothing,” said Khideo. “How should I know?”


“Don’t lie to me, Khideo. Don’t start lying to me now.”


“I’m not lying. I should knock you down for accusing me of it.”


“What, the man who thinks he’s dry as a dead leaf, knock me down?”


“There are stories,” said Khideo.


“Meaning that you have a single reliable source that you trust implicitly.”


“Why can’t it just be stories and rumors?”


“Because, Khideo, I know the way you gather intelligence. You would never consent to be governor of this place if you didn’t have a highly placed friend in Motiak’s council.”


“How would I get such a friend, Ilihi? All those surrounding the king have been with him forever-since long before we got here. In fact, you’re the only man I know who’s a friend of Motiak.”


Ilihi looked at him narrowly, and thought about that for a while, too. Then he smiled. Then he laughed. “You sly old spy,” he said.


“Me?”


“You pure-hearted Zenifi, you rigid upholder of the law of separation, no man in the king’s council is talking to you. Now, that could mean your informant is a woman, but I think not, mostly because during your brief time in the capital you managed to offend every highly-placed woman who might have helped you. So that means your informant must be an angel.”


Khideo shook his head, saying nothing. People underestimated Ilihi. They always had. And even though Khideo knew better, he still managed to be surprised when Ilihi took only the slightest evidence and ran with it straight to the right conclusion.


“So you have struck an alliance with an angel,” said Ilihi.


“Not an alliance.”


“You find each other useful.”


Khideo nodded. “Possibly.”


“Akma and the sons of Motiak, they are plotting something.”


“Not treason,” said Khideo. “They would never act to weaken the power of the throne. Nor would Motiak’s sons ever do anything to harm him.”


“But you don’t want to see Motiak brought down, anyway,” said Ilihi. “Not you, not any of the Zenifi. No, you’re content with this arrangement, living here in these boggy lands-”


“Content? Every bit of soil we farm has to be dug up from the muck and carried here to raise the land above the flood. We have to wall it with logs and stones-which we have to float down from higher lands-”


“You’re still in the gornaya.”


“Flat, that’s what this land is. Flat and boggy.”


“You’re content,” said Ilihi, “because you have the protection of Motiak’s armies keeping the Elemaki from you, while Motiak allows you to live without angels in your sky.”


“They’re in our sky all the time. But they don’t live among us. We don’t hurt them, they don’t bother us.”


“Akmaro is your problem, isn’t he. Teaching the things Binaro taught.”


“Binadi,” said Khideo.


“Binaro, who said that the great evil of the Zenifi was to reject not just the angels, but the diggers as well. That the Keeper would not be happy with us until in every village in all the world, human, digger, and angel lived together in harmony. Then in that day the Keeper would come to Earth in the shape of a human, a digger, and an angel, and-”


“No!” Khideo cried out in rage, lashing out with his hand. If the blow had landed on Ilihi it would have knocked him down, for the truth was that Khideo had lost very little of his great strength. But Khideo slapped at nothing, at air, at an invisible inaudible mosquito. “Don’t remind me of the things he said.”


“Your anger is still a fearsome thing, Khideo.”


“Binaro should have been killed before he converted Akmaro. Nuak waited too long, that’s what I think.”


“We’ll never agree on this, Khideo. Let’s not argue.”


“No, let’s not.”


“Just tell me this, Khideo. Is there a plan to raise a hand of violence against Akmaro?”


Khideo shook his head. “There was talk of it. I let it be known that any man who raised a hand against Akmaro would find me tearing his heart out through his throat.”


“You and he were friends, weren’t you?”


Khideo nodded.


“Now every word he says is poison to you, but you’re still loyal?”


“Friends are more important than ideas,” said Khideo.


“If I liked your ideas better, Khideo, I might not be so glad that you put friendship ahead of them. But that doesn’t matter. You say that Akma and the Motiaki are not planning violence, not against their fathers, not against anybody.”


“That’s right.”


“But they’re planning something.”


“Think about it,” said Khideo. “What Akmaro weaves can be unwoven.”


Ilihi nodded. “Motiak won’t dare to prosecute his own sons for treason.”


“I don’t think he could even if he dared,” said Khideo.


“For defying the king’s own appointed high priest?”


“I don’t think we have a high priest,” said Khideo.


“Just because Akmaro disdains the title og. . . .”


“Motiak abolished all priests appointed by the king. Akmaro came from outside, supposedly appointed by the Keeper of Earth himself. His authority didn’t derive from the king. So defiance of his teachings isn’t treason.”


Ilihi laughed. “Do you think that Motiak will be fooled by legal technicalities?”


“No,” said Khideo. “Which is why you haven’t heard the voices of those fine young men with royal blood raised in defiance against Akmaro’s vile mixing of the species and his upending of the rule of men over women.”


“But something is coming.”


“Let’s say that there will be a test case. I don’t know what it is- it’s not my business-but a test case that will be a very hard knot for Akmaro and Motiak to untie. Any solution they reach, however, will . . . clarify things for us.”


“You just told me more than you needed to.”


“Because even if you go straight to Motiak and tell him all that I’ve said, it will do no good. He has already planted the seeds. Akmaro will lose his status as ruler of the religion of Darakemba.”


“If you think Motiak will ever break his word and remove Akmaro from office-”


“Think about what I said, Ilihi.” Khideo smiled. “The test will come, and at the end of it, Akmaro will no longer be ruler of the religion of Darakemba. It will happen, and no warnings can prevent it, because the seeds of it have already been planted by the king himself.”


“You’re too clever for me, Khideo, I can’t figure you out.”


“I always was, and you never could,” said Khideo.


“All fathers imagine that,” said Ilihi. “And all sons refuse to believe it.”


“Which is true?” asked Khideo. “The confidence of the fathers? Or the refusal of the sons?”


“I think that the fathers are all too clever,” said Ilihi. “So clever that when the day comes when they want to tell everything to their sons, their sons won’t believe them, because they’re still looking for the trick.”


“When I want to tell you all my wisdom,” said Khideo, “you’ll know it, and you’ll believe it.”


“I have a secret for you, Khideo,” said Ilihi. “You already taught me your wisdom, and I’ve already seen what you’ve got planned for poor Akmaro.”


“Did you think you could trick me into telling you by pretending that you already know?” said Khideo. “Give up on that, won’t you? It didn’t work when you were fifteen and it doesn’t work now.”


“Let me tell you something that you may not know,” said Ilihi. “Even though Akmaro was your friend-”


“Is my friend-”


“He is stronger than you. He is stronger than me. He is stronger than Motiak. He is stronger than anyone.”


Khideo laughed. “Akmaro? He’s all talk.”


“He’s stronger than all of us, because, my friend, he really is doing the will of the Keeper of Earth, and the Keeper of Earth will have his way-he will have his way with us, or he will sweep us aside and make way for yet another group of his children. This time perhaps descended from jaguars and condors, or perhaps he’ll dip into the sea and choose the sons and daughters of the squids or the sharks. But the Keeper of Earth will prevail.”


“If the Keeper is so powerful, Ilihi, why doesn’t he just change us all into peaceful, happy, contented little diggers and angels and humans living together in a perverse menagerie?”


“Maybe because he doesn’t want us to be a menagerie. Maybe because he wants us to understand his plan and to love it for its own sake, and follow it because we believe that it’s good.”


“What kind of feather-brained religion is that? How long would Motiak last as king if he waited for people to obey him until they loved the law and wanted to obey.”


“But in fact that’s why they do obey, Khideo.”


“They obey because of all those men with swords, Ilihi.”


“But why do the men with swords obey?” asked Ilihi. “They don’t have to, you know. At any point, one of them could become so outraged that he-”


“Don’t throw this in my face just for a jest,” said Khideo. “Not after all these years.”


“Not for a jest,” said Ilihi. “I’m just pointing out that a good king like Motiak is obeyed, ultimately, because the best and strongest people know that his continuing rule is good for them. His kingdom brings them peace. Even if they don’t like all his rules, they can find some way to be happy in the empire of Darakemba. That’s why you obey him, isn’t it?” Khideo nodded.


“I’ve thought about this a long time. Why didn’t the Keeper of Earth just stop Father from doing the things he did? Why didn’t the Keeper just lead us to freedom instead of making us serve so many years in bondage before Monush came? Why why why, what was the plan? It troubled me until one day I realized-”


“I’m relieved. I thought you were going to tell me that your wife gave you the answer.”


Ilihi gave him a pained look and went on. “I realized that it wouldn’t do the Keeper any good to have a bunch of puppets just doing his will. What he wants is companions. Do you see? He wants us to become like him, to want the same things he wants, to work toward the same goals, freely and willingly, because we want to. That’s when the words of Binaro will be fulfilled, and the Keeper will come and dwell among the people of Earth.”


Khideo shuddered. “If that is true, Ilihi, then I’m the enemy of the Keeper of Earth.”


“No, my friend. Only your ideas are his enemy. Fortunately, you are more loyal to your friends than to your ideas-that’s part of what the Keeper wants from us. In fact, I daresay that in some future time, despite all your loathing of the mixture of the species, you’ll be remembered as one of the great defenders of the Keeper’s friends.”


“Ha.”


“Look at you, Khideo. All these people who have the same ideas as you, but who are your friends? Who are the people you love? Me. Akmaro.”


“I love a lot of people, not just you.”


“Me, Akmaro, my wife-”


“I detest your wife!”


“You’d die for her.”


Khideo had no answer.


“And now even this angel informant of yours. You’d die for him, too, wouldn’t you?”


“With all these people you think I’d die for, it’s amazing I’m still alive,” said Khideo.


“Don’t you hate it when somebody knows you better than you know yourself?”


“Yes,” said Khideo.


“I know you hate it,” said Ilihi. “But there was once a man who knew me better than I knew myself. Who saw strength in me that I didn’t know was there. And do you know what?”


“You hated it.”


“I thanked the Keeper for that man. And I still beg the Keeper to keep him safe. I still tell the Keeper, He’s not your enemy. He thinks he is but he’s not. Keep him safe, I say.”


“You talk to the Keeper?”


“All the time, these days.”


“And does he answer?”


“No,” said Ilihi. “But then, I haven’t asked him any questions. So the only answer that I need from him is this: I look around, and I still see his hand guiding the world around me.”


Khideo turned away from him, hiding his face. He didn’t even know why he was hiding; it wasn’t that he felt any strong emotion. He just couldn’t bear to look Ilihi in the eye at this moment. “Go to Motiak,” he whispered. “Tell him what you need to tell him. We won’t be stopped.”


“Maybe not,” said Ilihi. “But if you aren’t stopped, it will be because, without realizing it, you were serving the Keeper’s purpose all along.”


Ilihi kissed him-on the shoulder, because his head was averted- and left the garden of the governor of the land of Khideo. The governor remained in that garden for another hour, till the evening rain. He came inside the house soaking wet. He had no servant to remonstrate with him. Ever since he learned that Akmaro and his wife really did all their own cooking and washing, Khideo had done the same. Khideo would match Akmaro virtue for virtue, pretension for pretension, sacrifice for sacrifice. No one would ever be able to say that Khideo may have been right, but Akmaro was still the better man. No, they would have to say, Khideo was every bit as good a man, and he was right.


As good a man, and right, but it was Akmaro who had won the free obedience of Ilihi. Akmaro had stolen even that prize, after all these years.


 


Darakemba might be the capital of a great empire, but in some ways it was still a small town. Gossip on some subjects spread quickly to the greatest households. Thus it took only a few weeks for Chebeya to get word of the opening of a new school. “She calls the place ‘Rasaro’s House,’ if you can believe the effrontery.” “I asked who the schoolmaster was, and she actually said it was herself!” “She claims to be teaching exactly as the wife of the Hero Volemak taught, as if anyone could know that.” “None of the children are of what you could call good families, but the appalling thing is that she mixes even those children right in with . . . the children of... former. . . .”


“Slaves,” said Chebeya. It was only by the most heroic effort that she refrained from reminding these friends of hers that her husband and she had spent the last decade teaching that, in the eyes of the Keeper, the children of the earth are no less valued than middle children or children of the sky.


“And they say that she would gladly teach boys right among the girls, if any parents had such a lapse of judgment and decency as to allow it.”


After some consideration, Chebeya wrote a note and had one of the teachers who lived near the new school drop it off for her. It was an invitation for the new teacher to come and call on her.


The next day, she got her note back again. Scrawled in a hurried hand on the bottom was the notation, “Thanks, but school takes up all my days. Come visit me, if you’d like.”


At first Chebeya was startled and, she had to admit, just the tiniest bit offended. She was the wife of the high priest, wasn’t she? And this woman refused her invitation and casually invited her to come calling-and at a school, no less, not even at home.


Chebeya was immediately ashamed of her own offended dignity. Besides, this new teacher was all the more interesting now. She told Luet what she had heard and what had happened to her invitation, and Luet immediately insisted on coming along. By the time they left home to make the visit, Edhadeya had somehow been included. “I want to see what the ancient Rasa was like, as a teacher,” she explained.


“You don’t actually expect her school to be like that legendary one, do you?” asked Chebeya.


“Why shouldn’t it be?” said Edhadeya. “Just having a woman at the head of it-that makes it more like Rasa’s school than any other I’ve heard of.”


“They say that the diggers have always had women’s schools taught by women,” Luet said.


“But this woman is human,” Edhadeya reminded her. “She is, isn’t she?”


“She calls herself Shedemei,” said Chebeya. “The whole ancient name, not Sedma the way we say it now.”


The younger women tried out saying the name.


“They must have held their whole mouths differently in the old days,” said Luet. “Has our language changed that much?”


“It must have, for the angels and diggers to be able to pronounce it,” said Edhadeya. “They say there used to be sounds that the sky people and earth people couldn’t even make, and now there aren’t.”


“Who says the language changed?” said Luet. “Maybe they learned to make new sounds!”


“There’s no way to learn how language sounded in the past,” said Chebeya, “so there’s no point in arguing about it.”


“We weren’t arguing,” said Luet. “We always talk like this.”


“Ah,” said Chebeya. “Mildly contentious, with just a hint of back-talk to your mother.” But then she smiled and the two girls laughed, and after walking a good way into an old neighborhood that had never been fashionable they reached the right avenue. An old angel was out on a perch in the shade of his porch, watching the goings-on in the street. “Old sir,” said Luet, because she was youngest, “can you tell us the way to the new school?”


“School for girls?” asked the old man.


“Are there so many on this street?” asked Luet in her most innocent I’m-not-being-sarcastic voice.


“The whole corner up there, three houses butted up against each other on this side.” He turned his back on them, which for an old man wasn’t quite as rude as it would have been for a young one. Even with his back turned, they heard him mutter, “School for mud rats.”


“Definitely one of the Kept,” said Edhadeya quietly.


“Oh yes,” Luet whispered. “I thought so at once.” ‘ They were all too well-bred to laugh aloud at the old man-or at least too conscious of the image they had to present, given that someone on the street was bound to recognize them as the king’s daughter and the wife and daughter of the high priest.


Only when they were in front of the three houses that held the school did they realize why it was an especially apt location for a school that would mix the three peoples. Just up the cross street was a space of rough country where a stand of shaggy old trees by an old creek bed had never been cut down. There were a few huts where poor humans might live, and there were thatched roofs in the trees where angels with no money made their home. That alone would have identified it as a slum; but they also knew that both banks of the creek were pocked and tunneled to make houses for freed slaves who had quickly squandered their freedom bonus and now lived in desperate poverty, hiring out for day labor if they were in good health, the others begging or starving if they weren’t skilled enough to get piecework. Akmaro had often taught that the existence of such places was proof that the people of Darakemba were unworthy of the great wealth and prosperity that the Keeper had given them. Many of the poor survived only because the Kept contributed food at the House of the Keeper and the priests and teachers brought it to the warrens. Some people actually had the gall to complain that they’d contribute more, but they knew that lazy diggers would probably get most of it. As if these people had not already wasted half their lives or more as unpaid slaves in the houses of the rich!


So this Shedemei had chosen to open her school close to the place where diggers lived; she was serious about including their children in her school. But it was also a place where any breeze from the western mountains would bring her the notorious smell of the creek. Rat Creek, some called it. Akmaro always referred to it as Keeper’s Creek. Polite people never spoke of it at all.


Since the doors of all three houses stood open, and all three porches held young girls quietly reciting or memorizing or simply reading, it was hard to guess which was the main entrance to the school. And as it turned out, it hardly mattered, for Shedemei herself came out to greet them.


Chebeya knew at once that it had to be Shedemei-she exuded an air of being very much in control of things, and invited them in with such a hurried greeting that it seemed barely civil. “The younger children are just getting down for their afternoon naps,” she said. “So please talk quietly in the corridor.”


Inside the school, they found that Shedemei must have rented the houses around the corner and through the block as well, for the young girls were napping in the shade of some old trees in a central courtyard-those that weren’t dangling from the lower branches, of course. Chebeya noticed several adult women moving from girl to girl, helping them settle down, bringing drinks of water to some. Were these women teachers or servants? Or was there such a distinction in this place?


“I can’t believe it,” murmured Edhadeya.


“Just little children, sleeping,” said Chebeya, not understanding Edhadeya’s surprise.


“No, I mean-could that really be old Uss-Uss? I thought she was ancient when she was a servant in my bedchamber, and I haven’t seen her in ... oh, so long, I thought she must be dead by now, but there, walking toward that door. . . .”


“I never met your legendary Uss-Uss,” said Luet, “so I can’t very well help you recognize her now.”


Chebeya finally saw which woman Edhadeya meant, a bent old digger with a slow and shuffling gait.


Shedemei was just returning from the courtyard. Edhadeya asked her at once. “That earth woman, just going into the house across the courtyard-that’s not Uss-Uss, is it?”


“I appreciate your not calling out to her,” said Shedemei. “A shout would have disturbed the children, and it wouldn’t do any good because your old servant is almost completely deaf now. By the way, we call her Voozhum here.”


“Voozhum, of course. So did I, the last few months before she left,” said Edhadeya. “I’ve thought about her so often since then.”


“It’s true,” Luet affirmed.


Edhadeya launched into a reminiscence, her voice soft and sweet with memory. “She left our house as soon as Father freed all the slaves of long service. I wasn’t surprised she went. She told me that she dreamed of having a house of her own. Though I had hoped she’d stay with us as a free employee. She was good to me. She was my friend, really, more than a servant. I wish she hadn’t left me.”


Shedemei’s voice sounded like the cawing of a crow when she answered. “She didn’t leave, Edhadeya. The queen discharged her. Too old. Useless. And a cheapening influence on you.”


“Never!”


“Oh, Voozhum remembered the words. Memorized them on the spot.”


Edhadeya refused to be misconstrued. “I meant she was never a bad influence on me! She taught me. To see beyond myself, to-I don’t know all she taught me. It’s too deep inside my heart.”


Shedemei’s expression softened, and she took Edhadeya’s hand- to Edhadeya’s momentary startlement, since strangers were supposed to ask permission before touching any part of a royal child’s person. “I’m glad you know how to value her,” said Shedemei.


“And I’m glad to see she’s here,” said Edhadeya. Chebeya was relieved that Edhadeya, far from protesting at Shedemei’s liberty, merely clasped her own hand over the teacher’s. “In a good house, at the waning of her life. I hope her duties are light, but still real. She has too much pride not to be earning her own way.”


Shedemei chuckled dryly. “Her duties are light enough, I think. But as real as mine. Since they’re the same as mine.”


Luet gasped, then covered her mouth in astonishment. “I’m sorry,” she murmured.


Chebeya spoke up, to cover her daughter’s embarrassment. “She’s a teacher, then?”


“Among the earth people,” said Shedemei, “she was always accounted wise, a keeper of the ancient tales. She was quite famous among the slaves. They would have her arbitrate their quarrels and bless their babies and pray for the sick. She had a special fondness for the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried.”


Edhadeya nodded. “Yes, the one you were named after.”


Shedemei seemed amused at this. “Yes, that one. I think you generally refer to her as ‘Zdorab’s wife.’ “


“Out of respect,” said Chebeya, “we try to avoid vain repetition of the names of the Original Women.”


“And is it out of respect that the men speak of them this way?” asked Shedemei.


Luet laughed. “No. The men can’t even remember the women’s names.”


“Then it’s unfortunate, isn’t it,” said Shedemei, “that you never mention their names to remind them.”


“We were speaking of Voozhum,” said Edhadeya. “If she teaches your students here half as well as she taught me, then whatever tuition they pay is well rewarded.”


“And do I have your permission to quote the king’s daughter when I advertise the school?” asked Shedemei.


Chebeya wouldn’t stand for this. “None of us have insisted on the traditional respect for our place in society, Shedemei, but your sarcasm would have been insulting to anyone, not just the king’s daughter.”


“Does Edhadeya need you to protect her from a sharp-tongued schoolmaster?” asked Shedemei. “Is that why you came here, to make sure that I had good manners?”


“I’m sorry,” said Edhadeya. “I must have said something that gave you offense. Please forgive me.”


Shedemei looked at her and smiled. “Well, there you are. Apologizing even though you have no idea what you did that caused my temper to flare. That’s what Voozhum teaches. Some say it’s the slave mentality, but she says that the Keeper taught her to speak to all people as if they were her master, and to serve all people as if she were their servant. That way her master could not demand from her anything that she didn’t already give freely to everyone.”


“It sounds to me,” said Chebeya to Edhadeya, “as if your former servant is wise indeed.”


“It is often said, not just in my school but among all the earth people,” said Shedemei, “that the daughter of Motiak was very lucky to have spent her childhood in the company of Voozhum. What most people don’t suppose is that you were wise enough to value her. I’m glad to learn that their assumption about you is wrong.”


Edhadeya smiled and bowed her head at what was obviously this harsh woman’s best effort at peacemaking. “Does she remember me?” asked Edhadeya.


“I don’t know,” said Shedemei. “She doesn’t speak much of her days in captivity, and no one here would be rude enough to ask.”


So much for peacemaking. The words struck Edhadeya like a slap. Chebeya was about to suggest that they had taken enough of Shed-emei’s precious time when the schoolmaster said, “Come on, then. Do you want to see the school or not?”


Curiosity won out over offended feelings, especially since Edhadeya seemed none the worse for wear. They followed Shedemei as she pointed out the different classrooms, the library-with an astonishing number of books for a new school-the kitchen, the sleeping quarters for the girls who boarded there. “Of course, all of Rasa’s girl students were in residence,” said Shedemei. “They were so close they were like family. They called her Aunt Rasa, and she called them her nieces. Her own daughters were treated no differently from the others.’


“Forgive my asking,” said Chebeya, “but where is this sort of detail about Rasa’s house written down?”


Shedemei said nothing, simply led them on to a cell-like bedroom. “Some of my teachers think this is rather an ascetic room; to others, it is the most luxurious place they’ve ever slept. It doesn’t matter-if they work for me and board with me, this is the kind of room they sleep in.”


“Which teacher sleeps in this one?” asked Luet.


“Me,” said Shedemei.


“I must say,” said Chebeya, “that this school could not be more perfectly modeled on my husband’s teachings if he had drawn up the constitutions himself.”


Shedemei smiled coldly. “But he never has drawn up constitutions for a girls’ school, has he?”


“No,” said Chebeya, feeling as though she were confessing some horrible crime.


By now they had wound their way through the connected houses until they were on the opposite side of the courtyard, near the place where Voozhum had gone inside. Not surprisingly, they found her teaching in a room on the ground floor.


“Would you like to go in and listen for a little while?” whispered Shedemei.


“Not if it would disturb her,” said Edhadeya.


“She won’t hear you, and her vision’s none too good, either,” said Shedemei. “I doubt she’ll recognize you from the opposite end of the room.”


“Then yes, please.” Edhadeya turned to the others. “You don’t mind, do you?”


They didn’t, and so Shedemei led them in and offered them stools that were no different from the ones the students sat on. Only Voozhum herself had a chair with a back and arms, which no one could begrudge her, feeble as she was.


She was teaching a group of older girls, though they could hardly be advanced students, since the school itself was so new.


“So Emeezem asked Oykib, ‘What virtue does the Keeper of Earth value most? Is it the tallness of Ancient Ones?’-for that was what they called the middle people when they first returned to Earth-’or is it the wings of the skymeat?’-for that was the terrible name for the sky people that Emeezem had not yet learned she must not use- ‘or is it the devoted worship we give to the gods?’ Well, what do you think Oykib told her?”


Chebeya listened to several of the girls reject all virtues that only one of the sentient species would possess, and thought, This is no more than mere indoctrination. But then the proposals became more universal and, occasionally, more subtle. Hopefulness. Intelligence.


Comprehension of truth. Nobility. Each proposal led to a consideration of the particular virtue, and whether it might be used against the laws of the Keeper. Much of the discussion showed that today was something of an examination; they had discussed these virtues before, had thought about them and argued about them. A criminal might hope to evade punishment. Intelligence can be used to undermine and destroy a virtuous man. Just because someone comprehends the truth doesn’t mean he values it or will uphold it; liars have to comprehend the truth in order to defend their lie. A noble woman might sacrifice all she has in an unworthy cause, if nobility is not accompanied by wisdom.


“Wisdom, then,” said a girl. “For isn’t that the virtue of knowing what the Keeper’s will would be?”


“Is it?” answered Voozhum mildly.


Of course, all this conversation was very loud, partly because Voozh-um’s deafness no doubt required it, and partly because the girls had the normal exuberance of youth. Chebeya, though, had never seen such exuberance used inside a classroom. And while she had seen teachers try to get their students to discuss issues, it had never worked until now. She tried to think why, and then realized-it’s because the girls know that Voozhum does not expect them to guess the answer in her mind, but rather to defend and attack the ideas they themselves bring out. And because she treats their answers with respect. No, she treats them with respect, as if their ideas were worthy of consideration.


And they were worthy of consideration. More than once Chebeya wanted to speak up and join in, and she could feel Luet and Edhadeya grow restless on either side of her-no doubt for the same reason.


Finally Edhadeya did speak up. “Isn’t that the very point that Spo-koyro rejected in his dialogue with the Khrugi?”


A deathly silence fell upon the room.


“I’m sorry,” Edhadeya said. “I know I had no right to speak.”


Chebeya looked for Shedemei to say something to ease the awful tension in the room, but the schoolmaster seemed completely content with the situation.


It was Voozhum who spoke up. “It’s not you, child. It’s what you said.”


One of the girls-an earth person, it happened-explained more. “We were waiting for you to tell us the story of. . . of Spokoyro and the Khrugi. We’ve never heard it. They must have been humans. And not ancient ones. And men.”


“Is that forbidden here?” asked Chebeya.


“Not forbidden,” said the girl, looking confused. “It’s just-the school was only started a little while ago, and this is a class in the moral philosophers of the earth people, so. . . .”


“I’m sorry,” said Edhadeya. “I spoke in ignorance. My example was irrelevant.”


Voozhum spoke up again, her old voice cracking often, but loud in the way deaf people’s voices often are. “These girls haven’t had a classical education,” she said. “But you have. You are most fortunate, my child. These girls must make do with such poor offerings as I can give them.”


Edhadeya laughed scornfully, then immediately thought better of it; but it was too late.


“I know that laugh,” said Voozhum.


“I laughed because I knew you were making fun of me,” said Edhadeya. “And besides, I also ‘made do’ with your ‘poor offerings.’ “


“I understand that my teaching cheapened you,” said Voozhum.


“You never heard that from me. And I never heard it myself until today.”


“I’ve never spoken to you as a free woman,” said Voozhum.


“And I’ve never spoken to you except as an impertinent child.”


Finally the girls in the classroom understood who it was who was visiting with them that day, for they all had heard that Voozhum once was the personal chamberservant to the daughter of the king. “Edhadeya,” they whispered.


“My young mistress,” said Voozhum, “now a lady. You were often rude, but never impertinent. Tell us now, please. What is the virtue that the Keeper most values?”


“I don’t know what Oykib said, because this story isn’t known among the humans,” said Edhadeya.


“Good,” said Voozhum. “Then you won’t be remembering or guessing, you’ll be thinking.”


“I think the virtue that the Keeper most admires is to love as the Keeper loves.”


“And how is this? How does the Keeper love?”


“The love of the Keeper,” said Edhadeya, obviously searching, obviously thinking of ideas that she had never considered all that seriously before. “The love of the Keeper is the love of the mother who punishes her child for naughtiness, but then embraces the same child to comfort her tears.”


Edhadeya waited for the onslaught of contrary opinions that had greeted earlier suggestions, but she was met only by silence. “Please,” she said, “just because I’m the daughter of the king doesn’t mean you can’t disagree with me the way you disagreed with each other a moment ago.”


Still, not a word, though there was no shuffling or embarrassed looking away, either.


“Perhaps they do not disagree,” said Voozhum. “Perhaps they hope you will teach them more of this-idea.”


Edhadeya immediately rose to the challenge. “I think the Keeper wants us to see the world as she sees it. To pretend that we are the Keeper, and then to try to create wherever we can a small island where all the other virtues can be shared among good people.”


There was a murmur among the girls. “Words of a true dreamer,” one of them whispered.


“And I think,” said Edhadeya, “that if that really is the virtue most favored by the Keeper, then you have created a virtuous classroom here, Voozhum.”


“Long ago,” said Voozhum, “when I lived in chains, sometimes chains of iron, but always chains of stone on my heart, there was a room where I could go and someone knew my virtues and listened to my thoughts as if I were truly alive and a creature of light instead of a worm of mud and darkness.”


Edhadeya burst into tears. “I was never that good to you, Uss-Uss.”


“You always were. Does my little girl still remember how I held her when she cried?”


Edhadeya ran to her and embraced her. The girls watched in awe as both Edhadeya and Voozhum wept, each in her fashion.


Chebeya leaned across Edhadeya’s empty stool to whisper to Shedemei, “This is what you hoped for, isn’t it?”


Shedemei whispered back, “I think it’s a good lesson, don’t you?”


And indeed it was, to see the daughter of the king embracing an old digger woman, both of them crying for joy, crying for remembrance of lost times, of ancient love.


“And what did Oykib say?” whispered Chebeya to Shedemei.


“He didn’t really answer,” said Shedemei. “He said, ‘To answer that, I would have to be the Keeper.’ “


Chebeya thought for a few moments. Then she said, “But that is an answer. The same answer Edhadeya gave.”


Shedemei smiled. “Oykib always was a trickster. He had a way with words.”


It was disturbing, this tendency of Shedemei’s to speak of the Heroes as if she knew all their secrets.


 


They spent the rest of the day in the school and sat at Shedemei’s table at supper. The food was plain-many a rich woman would have turned up her nose at it, and Luet could see that Edhadeya didn’t even know what some of it was. But in Akmaro’s house, Luet and her mother had eaten the simple fare of the common people all their lives, and they ate with relish. It was plain to Luet that everything that happened in Shedemei’s school-no, ‘Rasaro’s House’-was a lesson. The food, the mealtime conversation, the way the cooking and cleaning up were done, the way people walked quietly but briskly in the halls-everything had a point to it, everything expressed a way of life, a way of thought, a way of treating people.


At supper, Edhadeya seemed giddy, which Luet understood, though it worried her a little. It was as if Edhadeya had lost her sense of decorum, her gentle carefulness. She kept goading Shedemei into saying something, but Luet had no way of guessing what the older girl had in mind.


“We heard that you were dangerous, teaching the diggers to rebel,” said Edhadeya.


“What an interesting thought,” said Shedemei. “After years of slavery, the thought of rebelling doesn’t occur to the diggers until a middle-aged human suggests it? Rebellion against what, now that they’re free? I think your friends are consumed with guilt, to fear rebellion now that the reason for it has finally been removed.”


“That’s what I thought, too,” said Edhadeya.


“Tell the truth now. No one actually said these things to you.”


Edhadeya glanced at Chebeya. “To Luet’s mother, of course.”


“And why not to you? Is it because you’re the king’s daughter, and your father was the one who freed the slaves? Do you think they’ll ever forgive your father for that blunder?”


Edhadeya suppressed her laughter. “You really mustn’t talk that way to the daughter of the king. I’m not supposed to listen when people say my father blundered.”


“But in the king’s council, isn’t he criticized freely? That’s what I heard.”


“Well, yes, but those are his men.”


“And what are you, his pet fish?”


“A woman doesn’t pass judgment on the actions of a king!” Again Edhadeya suppressed laughter, as if this were hysterically funny.


Shedemei answered dryly, “Around here, I gather that a woman doesn’t squat to pee unless some man tells her that her bladder’s full.”


This was too much for Edhadeya. She burst into loud laughter and fell off her stool.


Luet helped her up. “What’s got into you?” Luet demanded.


“I don’t know,” said Edhadeya. “I just feel so. . . .”


“So free,” said Shedemei helpfully.


“At home,” said Edhadeya at almost the same time.


“But you don’t act like that at home!” protested Luet.


“No, I don’t,” said Edhadeya, and suddenly her eyes filled with tears. She turned to Shedemei. “Was it really like this in Rasa’s house?”


“There were no earth people or sky people there,” said Shedemei. “It was another planet, and the only sentient species was human.”


“I want to stay here,” said Edhadeya.


“You’re too young to teach,” said Shedemei.


“I’ve had a very good education.”


“You mean that you have excelled at your schooling,” said Shedemei. “But you haven’t yet lived a life. Therefore you’re of no use to me.”


“Then let me stay as a student,” said Edhadeya.


“Haven’t you listened to me? You’ve already completed your schooling.”


“Then let me stay as a servant in this place,” said Edhadeya. “You can’t make me go back.”


At this, Chebeya had to interrupt. “You make it sound as though you were monstrously mistreated in your father’s house.”


“I’m ignored there, don’t you see? I really am Father’s pet fish. His pet something. Better to be a cook in this place. . . .”


“But you see that we all take our turn at the cooking,” said Shedemei. “There’s no place for you here, not yet, Edhadeya. Or perhaps I should say, there is a place for you, but you’re not yet ready to fill it.”


“How long must I wait?”


“If you wait,” said Shedemei, “you’ll never be ready.”


Edhadeya fell silent then, and ate thoughtfully, wiping sauce from her bowl with the last of her bread.


It was Luet’s turn, finally, to say the thing that had been bothering her most of the afternoon. “You refused Mother’s invitation because you were too busy,” said Luet. “But this school fairly runs itself. You could have come.”


Mother was annoyed with her. “Luet, haven’t I taught you better manners than to-”


“That’s all right, Chebeya,” said Shedemei. “I refused your invitation because I’ve seen the houses of rich men and kings. Whereas you have never seen such a school as this.”


Mother stiffened. “We’re not rich.”


“Yet you have the leisure to come calling during working hours? You may live modestly, Chebeya, but I see no streaks of dirt and sweat on your face.”


Luet could see that Mother was hurt by this, and so she plunged in to turn the conversation back to something less difficult. “I’ve never heard of a woman schoolmaster,” she said.


“Which only proves how dishonest the men who taught you have been. Not only was Rasa a schoolmaster, she was also the teacher of Nafai and Issib, Elemak and Mebbekew, and many, many other boys.”


“But that was in ancient times,” said Luet.


Shedemei gave one bark of laughter and said, “Doesn’t feel that long ago to me.”


After supper was over, they walked slowly through the courtyard as the children sang together, in their rooms, in the bathhouse, or reading in the waning light of day. There was something strange about the song, and it took a while to realize what it was. Luet stopped suddenly and blurted it out. “I never knew that diggers sing!”


Shedemei put an arm around her. Luet was surprised-she had never thought this cold woman would be capable of such an affectionate gesture. Nor did she do it the way men sometimes did, putting an arm around a lesser man to show affection but also power, superiority, ownership. It was . . . yes, it was sisterly. “No, you never knew they could sing. Nor had I ever heard their voices raised in song until I started this school.” Shedemei walked in silence beside her for a moment. “Do you know, Luet, for all I know the diggers never did sing during all those years that they lived in such close proximity to the angels. Because they were always at war. Perhaps because singing was a thing that ‘skymeat’ did, and therefore was beneath their dignity. But here in slavery they lost their dignity and learned music. I think there might be a lesson in that, don’t you?”


Luet assumed that Shedemei had been planning to tell her this all along, and that the lesson must therefore be aimed particularly at her, though later she would realize that Shedemei really was simply making an observation and meant nothing by it. “I think I understand,” Luet said. “I was in slavery once, you know. Do you think all the songs of my life come from that? Is captivity a stage we should all pass through?”


To her surprise, there were tears in Shedemei’s eyes. “No. No one should go through captivity. Some people find music in it, like you, like so many of the earth people here, but only because the music was already in them, waiting for a chance to get out. But your brother didn’t find much music in his captivity, did he?”


“How do you know my brother?” asked Luet.


“Did he?” insisted Shedemei, refusing to be diverted.


“I don’t know,” said Luet.


“Why not?”


“Because I don’t think his captivity has ended yet.”


Another silence. Then Shedemei answered softly, “No. No, I think you’re right. I think that when his captivity finally ends, he,’too, might find a song in his heart.”


“I’ve heard him sing,” said Luet. “It isn’t much.”


“No, you haven’t,” said Shedemei. “And when he does sing, if he does, it will be a song such as you have never heard.”


“Whatever it is, if Akma sings it, it won’t be on key.”


Shedemei laughed and hugged her close.


They were near the front door of the house, and one of the teachers was already opening it. For a moment Luet thought that she had opened it in order to let them out, but it wasn’t so. There were three men on the porch, and two of them were humans of the king’s guard. The third was an angel, and after a moment Luet realized that it was old Husu, who had once been head of the spies and now was retired to the supposedly less demanding position of an officer in the civil guard. What could he possibly be doing here?


“I have a book of charges for the woman called Shedemei.” It was hard for him to get his mouth around her name.


Before Shedemei could speak, Mother pushed forward. “What is this about?” she asked.


Husu was immediately flustered. “Lady Chebeya,” he said. Then, noticing Edhadeya, he took a step backward. “No one said . . . I’ve been misled, I think!”


“No you haven’t,” said Shedemei. She touched Chebeya lightly on the shoulder. “You may be a raveler, but you’re not Hushidh, I’m not Rasa, and this good man is definitely not Rashgallivak.”


In vain Luet searched her memory for details of the story Shedemei was alluding to. Something about Hushidh the raveler destroying the army of Rashgallivak. But Husu had no army, not anymore. She didn’t understand and wasn’t going to.


“Husu, you have a book of charges?”


“Shall I read them to you?”


“No, I’ll simply tell them to you,” said Shedemei. “I assume that I’m charged by a group of men from this neighborhood with creating a public nuisance because of the number of poor people who call at my school, with incitement to riot because I’m teaching the children of former slaves right along with other girls, with confusion of sexes for having appended the male honorific ro to the end of the name of the Hero Rasa in the name of my school. And, let me see-oh, yes, I’m sure there’s a charge of blasphemy because I call the wives of the Heroes Heroes in their own right-or is that merely a charge of improper doctrinal innovation?”


“Yes,” stammered Husu, “improper doctrinal . . . yes.”


“And, oh yes, mustn’t forget-treason. There’s a charge of treason, isn’t there.”


“This is absurd,” said Chebeya. “You must know it is, Husu.”


“If I were still in the king’s council,” said Husu, “then yes, I’d say so. But I’m in the civil guard now, and when I’m given a book of charges to deliver, then I deliver them.” He handed the polished bark to Shedemei. “It’s to be tried in Pabul’s court in twenty-four days. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble finding lawyers who’ll want to speak for you.”


“Don’t be silly, Husu,” said Shedemei. “I’ll speak for myself.”


“That’s not done by ladies,” said Chebeya-and then laughed at her own words, realizing whom she was talking to. “I suppose that won’t make any difference to you, Shedemei.”


“See? Everyone has learned something today,” said Shedemei, also laughing.


Husu was astonished at the lightness of their tone. “These are serious charges.”


“Come now, Husu,” said Shedemei. “You know as well as I do that these charges are deliberately stupid. Every single crime I’m charged with consists of something that Akmaro the high priest has been teaching people to do for thirteen years. Mixing poor with rich, mixing diggers with humans and angels, mixing former slaves with freeborn citizens, applying the honors of men to women, and denying the authority of the king’s priests over doctrine-that is the substance of the treason charge, isn’t it?”


“Yes.”


“There you are. These charges have been placed against me specifically because if I am put on trial, Akmaro’s teachings will be on trial.”


“But Pabul is not going to convict you of a crime because you’re following the teachings of my husband,” said Chebeya.


“Of course he’s not. It doesn’t matter what he does. The enemies of the Keeper don’t care how the trial turns out. I don’t matter to them. It may be the very fact that you came to visit me today that led them to decide to lay these charges. They probably expect me to call you as witnesses on my behalf. And if I don’t, they’ll call you as witnesses against me.”


“I won’t say a word against you,” insisted Luet.


Shedemei touched her arm. “The act of calling you is what matters.


It ties Akmaro’s family with the case. The more you defend Shedemei, the more credit the enemies of the Keeper will gain with the public. Or at least that part of the public that doesn’t want to stop hating the diggers.”


Husu was livid. “What is your source of information? How did you already know what the charges against you were?”


“I didn’t know,” said Shedemei. “But since I deliberately broke every one of those laws and made it clear to anyone who asked that I knew I was breaking them, I’m not at all surprised to find them on the book of charges.”


“Did you want to be put on trial for your life?” asked Husu.


Shedemei smiled. “I assure you, Husu, no matter how things turn out, the one certainty is that I will not be dead.”


Still confused, still angry, Husu and the two human guards left the house. “You do know the custom that you may not leave the city,” Chebeya said.


“Oh, yes,” said Shedemei. “I’ve already been advised of that.”


“We’ve got to go home, Mother,” Luet said. “We have to tell Father what’s happened.”


Mother turned to Shedemei. “This morning I didn’t know you. Tonight I’m bound to you by cords of love as if I’d been your friend for years.”


“We are bound together,” said Shedemei, “because we both serve the Keeper.”


Mother looked at her with a wry smile. “I would have thought so until the moment you said that, Shedemei. Because there was something about what you said that is ... not a lie ... but. . . .”


“Let’s just say that my service to the Keeper hasn’t always been voluntary,” said Shedemei. “But it is now, and that’s the truth.”


Mother grinned. “You seem to know more than I do about what a raveler can see.”


“Let’s just say that you’re not the first I’ve known.” Then Shedemei laughed. “Not even the first named Chveya.”


“Nobody can pronounce her name the old way like that,” said Luet. “How do you do that?”


• “Humans can say it,” said Shedemei. “Chvuh. Chveya. It’s only angels that can’t, and that’s why the name was changed.”


“It’s silly, isn’t it,” said Luet. “The person I’m named for and the person Mother is named for were also mother and daughter, except the other way around.”


“It’s not a coincidence,” said Mother. “After all, I’m the one who named you.”


“I know that,” said Luet.


“I thought the names were appropriate myself,” said Shedemei. “As I said, I once had dear friends with those names. I knew them long ago and far away, and they’re dead now.”


“Where are you from?” Chebeya demanded. “Why have you come here?”


“I’m from a city that was destroyed,” said Shedemei, “and I came here in search of the Keeper. I want to know who she is. And the closer I stay to you and your family, Chebeya, the better my chances of finding out.”


“We don’t know any more than you do,” said Luet.


“Then perhaps we’ll find out together,” said Shedemei. “Now go home before the sky gets too dark. The evening rains are about to begin and you’ll be soaked.”


“Will you be all right?” asked Mother.


“You must believe me when I say that I am the only one who is perfectly safe.” With that, Shedemei hustled them out the door. Impulsively Luet stopped at the last moment and kissed the schoolmaster on the cheek. Shedemei embraced her then and held her for a moment. “I lied,” she whispered. “I didn’t just come here for the Keeper. I also came here because I wanted a friend.”


“I am your friend,” said Luet. Later she would think of how passionately she said those words and wail to Edhadeya that she must have sounded like a schoolgirl. But at the time, looking into Shede-mei’s eyes, they seemed the most natural words she could have said.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282852]EIGHT - TRIALS


As soon as Didul reached the court, Pabul ushered him into his private chamber. “Did you see how many guards were stationed around the court?”


“I assume you’ve been getting death threats.”


“I’m flattered by them-not a single bribe. They know I can’t be bought. They’re going to find out I can’t be terrified.”


“I can.”


“You know what I mean,” said Pabul. “I’m afraid, yes, of course, but my fear won’t make me judge any differently than I would have.”


“This trial is famous already,” said Didul. “And it doesn’t even begin till tomorrow.”


Pabul sighed. “Everyone knows what’s at stake. All the laws protecting the old order are being used to block the new. I have no idea what kind of defense Shedemei is planning, but I can’t imagine what she’ll say that can overbalance the plain truth that she’s guilty.”


“Guilty,” said Didul. “Guilty of being a remarkable woman. Among the Kept in Bodika, she’s already being touted as a martyr.”


“I keep hoping that Motiak will take the matter out of my hands by simply announcing that the old laws are repealed.”


“He won’t,” said Didul. “He’s trying to stay above the whole thing.”


“He knows he can’t, Didul.” Pabul fumbled through some of the barks lying on his table. “No matter what I decide, the loser will appeal.”


“Even if you give Shedemei no penalty at all?”


“Have you met her?” asked Pabul sharply.


Didul laughed. “This morning, before coming here.”


“Then you know she’ll appeal even if I pay a fine to her. I think she’s enjoying this.”


“Poor Pabul.”


Pabul grimaced. “We’ve dedicated our lives to being the opposite of Father. And now I have to sit in judgment on a follower of Binaro, just as Father sat in judgment on Binaro himself.”


“Nobody will be burned to death this time.”


“No-the treason charge is the one I can dismiss easily enough. But I still have to convict her of all the others.”


“Isn’t there some law about bringing false charges maliciously?” asked Didul.


“The operative word there is false. These charges are true.”


“Malicious mischief. Trying to disrupt the public order of the kingdom. And as you said, the treason charge is there only to make it a capital crime.”


“What are you suggesting? That I bring charges against the people who are charging Shedemei?”


Didul shrugged. “It might induce them to drop their petition against her.”


“I don’t know how likely that is,” said Pabul. “But if I could find a way to complicate things further, so that there’s no possibility of a clearcut victory or defeat for anybody. . . .”


Didul waited for a while, watching Pabul read bark after bark. Finally he patted his older brother’s shoulder and made his way to Ak-maro’s house. He came to the back, as he usually did, and waited in silence in the shade of a tree until someone inside the house noticed him. It was Luet who finally came out and greeted him. “Didul, why don’t you just come to the front of the house and clap your hands like anyone else?”


“And what if it’s Akma who answers the door?”


“He’s never here. And so what if it is?”


“I don’t want a quarrel. I don’t want a fight.”


“I don’t think Akma does, either,” said Luet. “He still hates you, of course-”


“Of course,” said Didul dryly.


“But it’s not. . . he’s concentrating on other things.”


“What I want to know is, does he have anything to do with these charges against Shedemei?”


“Isn’t she wonderful?” asked Luet. “Have you met her?”


“This morning. It was rather grueling, actually. She practically held me to the fire before she’d finally believe that I wasn’t a jaguar dressed as a turkey.”


“She knew about your past?”


“As if she’d watched over my shoulder. Everything. It was terrifying, Luet. She asked me. . . .”


“What?”


Didul shuddered. “Asked me if I especially enjoyed it when I knocked you around.”


Luet laid a hand on his shoulder. “That was unkind of her. I’ve forgiven you-what business is it of hers?”


“She said she was trying to determine whether it was really possible for a person to change. She was trying to find out if I was really vile before, and became a truly virtuous man now, or if I was vile and now merely pretended to be good, or if I was good all along, and merely misguided.”


“What good would it do her to find that out?”


“Oh, I can think of several uses. Anyway, she’s a moral philosopher. That’s one of the great questions, whether human beings are really capable of change, or if all seeming changes are really a matter of framing the existing character in a different moral situation . . . you know. Philosophy stuff. I’ve just never had anybody actually try to test their ideas against the real world like that. At least, I’ve never been the real world they were testing against.”


“She isn’t much for good manners, is she?”


“Better than you,” said Didul. “She invited me to eat with her at noon.”


“You know perfectly well that you’re already invited to have supper with us,” said Luet, gently shoving him.


He caught her hand, laughing, then immediately let go of her and stood up, trying to hide his embarrassment.


“Didul,” she said, “you are strange sometimes.” Then, as she led the way into the house, she commented over her shoulder, “You don’t mind that Edhadeya will be here tonight, do you?”


“Not unless I’ll be in the way.”


Luet only laughed.


In the kitchen, Didul and Luet talked with Chebeya as they helped her prepare supper. Akmaro came home with three young diggers who were trying to get him to take them on as students. “There aren’t enough hours in the day,” he said-obviously not for the first time- as they followed him into the house.


“We don’t want you to stop what you’re doing. Just let us follow you.”


“Like shadows,” said another.


“We’ll be quiet,” said the third.


“Maybe a question now and then.”


Akmaro interrupted them and introduced his wife and daughter. Before he could mention Didul, one of them backed slightly away and said, “You must be Akma.”


“No, I’m not,” said Didul.


The digger, a young woman, immediately relaxed and came closer. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just assumed-”


“And there you see why I can’t have you following me around,” said Akmaro. “Akma is my son. If you believe the nasty rumors you’ve heard about him, I can hardly have you camping in my home.”


“I’m sorry,” she said.


“Don’t be. It happens that at least some of the rumors are true. But you must allow me to have privacy and unless you’re planning to stay for dinner. . . .”


The boy seemed perfectly content to accept the implied invitation, but the two girls hustled him away.


“Study with the teachers,” said Akmaro as they left. “We’ll see each other often enough if you do that.”


“We will,” said one of the girls-grimly, as if she were threatening some kind of vengeance. “We’ll study so hard that we’ll know everything.”


“Good. Then I’ll come and learn from you, because I hardly know anything.” With a smile, Akmaro closed the door behind them.


“Now I do feel guilty,” said Didul. “It seems I routinely get what they’re begging for. And if having diggers around would cause problems with Akma, think of how he’d react if you tried to let me tag along.”


“Oh, you’re completely different,” said Akmaro. “For one thing, you know as much as I do.”


“Hardly.”


“So we can discuss things as equals. That would never be possible with them-they’re too young. They haven’t lived.”


“There’s a lot I haven’t done yet,” said Didul.


“Like marry-there’s a thought.”


Didul blushed and immediately started carrying the cool clay mugs into the front room of the house. He could hear Luet behind him, quietly remonstrating with her father. “Do you have to embarrass him like that?” she whispered.


“He likes it,” Akmaro answered-and not in a whisper.


“He does not” Luet insisted.


But he did like it.


Edhadeya arrived just before the appointed time. Didul had met her a couple of times before, and always under the same circumstances- dining with Akmaro’s family. Didul liked the fact that she and Luet were such good friends. It pleased him to see that Luet wasn’t just a tagalong, that in fact she wasn’t at all worshipful or deferent, beyond the normal courtesy of friendship. Clearly Luet knew Edhadeya as a person and hardly thought of her as the king’s daughter. And Edhadeya, for her part, was completely natural in Akmaro’s house, with not a hint of affectation or authority or condescension. Her experience had always been different from other people’s lives, but she seemed to be endlessly fascinated with other people’s thoughts and observations, not regarding her own as superior in any way.


The conversation turned quite early to the trial, and Akmaro just as quickly begged them to talk of other things. So they spent a lot of the dinner talking about Shedemei. Didul listened in fascination to their impression of the school, and Edhadeya had so much to say that finally he realized that, unlike the others, she wasn’t just remembering a single visit. “How often have you been there?” he asked.


Edhadeya looked flustered. “Me?”


“Not that it matters,” said Didul. “You just seem to speak as one who is ... involved.”


“Well, I’ve been back several times.”


“Without me!” Luet cried.


“It wasn’t a social visit,” said Edhadeya. “I went there to work.”


“I thought she said you couldn’t,” said Chebeya.


“She also told me not to wait.”


“So did she let you help?” asked Luet. “If she did I’ll never forgive you for not taking me.”


“She has never let me do anything,” said Edhadeya.


“But you still go,” said Didul.


“I sneak in,” said Edhadeya. “It isn’t hard. It’s not as if the school is guarded or anything. I go into the courtyard if Shedemei isn’t there, and I help the younger girls with their reading. Sometimes I’ve had nothing better to do than take a mop and jar of water and wash down the floors in a corridor while everyone else was eating. A few times I’ve been in and out without Shedemei seeing me, but usually I get caught.”


“I should think that the children or the other teachers would report you the moment you’re seen,” said Akmaro.


“Not at all,” said Edhadeya. “The girls appreciate my help. And so, I think, do the teachers.”


“What does Shedemei say when she throws you out?” asked Didul.


“It’s quite colorful,” said Edhadeya. “She keeps explaining to me that when she said I wasn’t supposed to wait, she meant that I shouldn’t just wait. That I should be actively involved in life, getting some experience to help me put my book learning into perspective.”


“So why don’t you do as she asks?” said Akmaro.


“Because I think that sneaking into her school and teaching without her spotting me is an excellent experience.”


They all laughed at that. The subject eventually turned from Shedemei to speculations on what Rasa’s House must have been like, back on the planet Harmony, and from there the conversation drifted to talking about people who had seen true dreams from the Keeper. “We keep talking about true dreamers as if they were all ancient or far away,” said Luet, “but it’s worth remembering that every single one of us has had at least one true dream. I haven’t had any since I was little-but then, I haven’t needed anything as much as I did then. Have you dreamed since those old days, Didul?”


Didul shook his head, not really wanting to talk about “those old days.”


“I don’t really dream,”said Chebeya. “That’s not a raveler’s gift.”


“But the Keeper still shows you things,” said Luet. “That’s the thing we have to remember-the Keeper isn’t just something that our ancestors believed in. She isn’t just a myth.” To everyone’s surprise, tears suddenly came to her eyes. “Akma keeps saying that we’re fooling ourselves, but we’re not. I remember how it felt, and it was different from any other dream. It was real. Wasn’t it, Edhadeya?”


“It was,” said Edhadeya. “Pay no attention to your brother, Luet. He doesn’t know anything.”


“But he does,” said Luet. “He’s the most intelligent person I’ve ever known. And so vigorous in everything he says and does-he was my teacher when I was little, and he’s still my teacher now, except for this one thing-”


“This one little thing,” murmured Akmaro.


“Can’t you make him see, Father?” said Luet.


“You can’t make people believe things,” said Chebeya.


“The Keeper can! Why doesn’t the Keeper just. . . just send him a true dream?”


“Maybe the Keeper does,” said Didul.


They all looked at him in surprise.


“I mean, didn’t the Keeper send dreams to Nafai’s older brothers?”


“If it makes any difference,” said Edhadeya, “it was the Oversoul.”


“I thought Elemak had at least one true dream from the Keeper,” said Didul. “Anyway, there was also Moozh. The one that Nafai wrote about-Luet’s and Hushidh’s father. The one who fought the Over-soul all the way, but he was really doing the Oversoul’s will the whole time.”


“You can’t imagine that Akma is somehow doing the Keeper’s will!” said Edhadeya. “Hating the poor earth people and wanting to get them excluded from the kingdom!”


“No, I don’t mean that, I just mean-that you can resist the Keeper if you want to. How do we know Akma isn’t having true dreams every night, and then getting up in the morning and denying that the dreams meant anything at all? The Keeper can’t make us do anything. Not if we’re determined to fight him.”


“That’s true,” said Akmaro. “But I don’t think Akma is dreaming.”


“Maybe he dreams true so much that he doesn’t realize that other people don’t,” said Didul. “Maybe his intelligence is partly a gift from the Keeper, unfolding truth to him in his mind. Maybe he’s the greatest servant the Keeper has ever had, except that he refuses to serve.”


“That’s a big exception,” said Chebeya.


“All I’m trying to say is that it wouldn’t necessarily change Akma’s mind to have a true dream. That’s all I’m saying.” Didul went back to the sugared fruit Edhadeya had brought for dessert.


“Well, it’s a sure thing persuasion hasn’t done anything,” said Akmaro.


Chebeya made a little high-pitched sound in her throat.


“What was that?” said Akmaro.


“That was me,” said Chebeya. “Giving the tiniest possible laugh.”


“What for?”


“Akmaro, Didul has made me see things in a new way. I wonder if we really ever have tried to persuade Akma.”


“I know I have,” said Akmaro.


“No, you’ve tried to teach him. That’s another matter entirely.”


“All teaching is persuasion,” said Akmaro. “And all persuasion is teaching.”


“Then why did we bother to invent two different words for it?” asked Chebeya teasingly. “I’m not accusing you of anything, Akmaro.”


“You’re accusing me of not even trying to persuade my son, when you know I’ve tried till my heart has broken.” Akmaro was trying to keep his tone light, but Didul could hear the emotion behind his smile.


“Please don’t be hurt,” said Chebeya. “We all know you’ve done your best. But we’ve also left it up to you, haven’t we? I’ve been content to be the loving mother who tries to keep the connection with Akma strong. I’ve left all the arguing up to you.”


“Not all,” said Luet grimly.


“Akma is here so little, I’ve been afraid to argue with him for fear of losing him entirely,” said Chebeya. “But because of that, perhaps he thinks that it’s only a matter between him and his father. That Luet and I are neutral.”


“He knows I’m not,” said Luet.


Akmaro shook his head. “Chebeya, there’s no need. Akma will grow out of this.”


Tears started slipping down Chebeya’s cheeks. “No he won’t,” she said. “Not now. This whole business with Shedemei-”


“Akma doesn’t have anything to do with that, does he?” asked Didul.


“The people who brought charges against her,” said Chebeya, “they won’t give up. It can’t be a secret from them how the son of the high priest feels about things. They’ll find a way to use him. If nothing else, they’ll flatter him, agree with him. Akma is hungry to be loved and respected-”


“We all are,” said Edhadeya softly.


“Akma more than most, in part because he feels that perhaps he has never had the love and respect he wanted at home.” Chebeya reached out a hand toward her husband, as if to soothe him. “Not your fault. It’s just the way things looked to him, from the beginning, from those awful days back in Chelem.”


Didul looked at the ruins of his meal in front of him, his face burning as he remembered how he had treated Akma. The picture came so easily to his mind, more vivid perhaps now than it had been at the time. Little Akma crying and sputtering in fury as Didul and his brothers laughed and laughed. Then Akma crying in pain, a very different sound, a terrible sound . . . and still they laughed. Still I laughed, Didul thought. Does Akma hear that sound even now? If it’s even half as clear in his mind as it is in mine. . . .


He felt a hand close over his. For a moment he thought it might be Luet who touched him, and he wanted to tear his own hand away in shame at his unworthiness. But it was Chebeya. “Please, Didul. You’re so much a part of this family that we forget sometimes that you hear some things with different ears. No one blames you here.” Didul nodded, not bothering to argue. Chebeya turned the conversation to other things, and the rest of the meal passed in peace.


When it was time for Edhadeya to go home, she asked Didul to walk with her. Didul laughed; he meant to seem amused but knew that he only sounded nervous. “Is it that you have something you want to say to me, or that everyone else has things they want to say without me?”


“He’s so sweet, isn’t he?” Edhadeya said. “He couldn’t conceive of the idea that I might enjoy his company.”


Once they were on the dark street, walking home by the light of the torch Didul carried, Edhadeya said, “All right, yes, there’s something I wanted to say to you.”


“Well, then,” said Didul. “Here I am. Or is it so devastating you want to wait till we’re nearer your father’s house, in case I burst into tears, throw down the torch, and run away into the night?”


“You know what I want to talk about.”


“I shouldn’t come to Akmaro’s house anymore, is that it?”


Edhadeya laughed, startled. “What! Why would I say that? They love you-are you so shy you can’t see it?”


“For Akma’s sake. So they can win him back.”


“It’s not you, Didul. No, I wanted to say the opposite. Or really, I wanted to ask you something first, and then say something-Didul, I wish I understood you better.”


“Better than you do right now? Better than other people do? Or better than you understand other people?”


She giggled, very girlishly. Suddenly an image flashed into Didul’s mind, of Edhadeya and Luet sitting on a bench together, laughing just that way. Schoolgirls.


“I’m listening now,” he said. “I’ll be serious.”


“Didul, your life has been very strange,” said Edhadeya. “You were unlucky in your father, but very lucky in your brothers.”


“Pabul’s done well. The rest of us struggle.”


“You improved with age-which is better than most of us do. Most of us start out innocent and deteriorate.”


“As low as my beginning was, Edhadeya, I had nowhere to go but up.”


“I think not,” said Edhadeya. “But please listen. I’m not harping on your past, I’m saying that you are much admired. Many people say it-Father hears reports from Bodika, you know. You are much admired. And not just among the Kept.”


“That’s kind of you to say.”


“Yes, well, I’m repeating what others say. That you’re a man of compassion.”


“Whatever people tell me, I can always say I’ve done worse, the Keeper can still accept you if you change now.”


“Please listen, Didul. I have to know something from your own lips. It seems that you love everybody, that you show compassion to everybody, and wit and a kind of easiness-everyone is comfortable with you.”


“Except you.”


“Because when you’re with me-when you’re with Akmaro- you’re shy, you’re not at ease. You feel-”


“Above myself.”


“Out of place.”


“Yes.”


“So someone might wonder: How do you really feel about Akmaro’s family? Do you love them? Or merely hunger for their constant forgiveness?”


Didul thought about this for a moment. “I love them. Their forgiveness I’ve had for years. The parents. Luet, when she was old enough to understand. She was very young, and children are very forgiving.”


“So again, someone might wonder-if you are confident of their forgiveness, why are you so shy, so guarded when you’re with them?”


“Who is doing all this wondering, Edhadeya?”


“I am, and be quiet. Someone might wonder, Didul, whether some of your shyness might be because you have some kind of special feeling for one of the family and yet you dare not speak of it. . . .”


“Are you asking me if I love Luet?”


“Thank you,” said Edhadeya. “Yes, that’s what I’m asking.”


“Of course I love her. Anyone who knows her has to love her.”


Edhadeya growled in frustration. “Don’t play games with me, Didul!”


Didul held the torch farther up and away, so it wouldn’t light his face as he spoke. “Can you imagine anything worse than the day Akma finds out that I’m marrying Luet?”


“Yes, I can,” said Edhadeya. “The worst thing would be if Luet were to spend day after day, year after year waiting for you, and you never come to her,”


“She’s not waiting for me.”


“You’ve asked her?”


“We haven’t spoken of it.”


“And she never will, because she fears that you don’t have any feelings for her. But she has them for you. I betray a confidence to tell you this. But you must make your choice based on all the information. Yes, it would gall Akma to have you for a brother-in-law. But this same Akma is already the enemy of everything his father stands for. And to spare his feelings, will you break the heart of Luet, who waits for you? Which is the greater wrong? To hurt the unforgiving one, or to hurt the one who has forgiven all?”


Didul walked beside her in silence. They reached the door of the king’s house.


“That was all I had to say,” she said.


“Can I believe you?” he whispered. “That she cares for me? After all I did?”


“Women can be insane sometimes in the men they choose to love.”


“Are you? Insane?”


“Do you want to know how insane I am, Didul? When Luet and I were younger, we fell in love with each other’s brothers. She finally settled on Mon, because he’s always been the one I was closest to. And I of course loved Akma from afar.” Edhadeya smiled mysteriously. “Then Luet grew out of that childish love and found something much finer in her love for you.” Edhadeya laughed lightly. “Good night, Didul.”


“Aren’t you going to finish your story?”


“I did.” She walked to the door; the guard opened it for her. Didul stood in the sputtering torchlight as the door closed. The guard finally spoke to him. “Are you from out of the city, sir? Do you need directions somewhere?”


“No, no ... I know the way.”


“Then you’d better set out-your torch won’t burn forever, unless you plan to let the flame run right down your arm.”


Didul thanked him with a smile and set off for the public house where he was staying. Akmaro and Chebeya invited him for dinner, but never to stay the night. It would not do for him to be there, even sleeping, should Akma choose to come home.


Luet stopped loving Mon, but Edhadeya never grew out of that childish love for Akma. That must be a difficult situation for her. At least the man that Luet loved was loyal to the cause of the Keeper. Edhadeya, a dreamer of true dreams, the daughter of the king, loved a man who disbelieved in the Keeper and despised the Kept.


Maybe I’m not the worst possible husband. Maybe I do have something to offer Luet, besides poverty and the fury of her brother and a memory of my cruelty to her when she was little. Maybe she should be given the choice, at least. Didn’t he owe it to her, to give her the chance to hear him talk of his love for her and ask for her to be his wife, so she could refuse him and cause him a small fraction of the humiliation and pain he had once caused her?


He despised himself at once even for thinking this. Didn’t he know Luet at all, to think she would want to hurt him or anyone else? Edhadeya said she loved him. And he knew that he loved her. Akmaro had made it plain that he would give his approval. So had Chebeya, in a thousand small ways, talking about how much a part of the family he was.


I will speak to her, he decided. I will speak to her tomorrow.


He doused his dying torch in the pail at the door of the public house and went inside to spend a few hours wishing he could sleep instead of rehearsing over and over in his mind the words he would say to Luet, imagining over and over the way she might smile and embrace him, or weep and run from him, or stare at him in horror and whisper, How could you? How could you?


At last he did sleep. And in his dream, he saw himself and Luet standing beneath a tree. It was heavy with a white fruit, but it was just out of reach-neither of them was tall enough to reach it. “Lift me up,” she said. “Lift me up, and I can pick enough for both of us.”


So he lifted her, and she filled her hands, and when he lowered her back to the ground she took a bite and wept at the sharp sweetness of it. “Didul,” she whispered. “I can’t bear it if you don’t have a bite-here, from this place right beside where I bit, so you can taste exactly what I tasted.”


But in his dream he didn’t bite from the fruit at all. Instead he kissed her, and from her own lips tasted exactly what she had tasted, and yes, it was sweet.


 


The trial was so well-known that even before Didul was asleep, people were gathering in the large open court. At dawn, when the guards arrived, they had to herd the early arrivals to the front rows overlooking the court. The judge’s seat was, of course, in shadow, and would be throughout the day. Some thought this was for the judge’s comfort protecting him from the summer heat, but in winter it could be bitterly cold in the shade, with no scrap of sun to warm him. No, the shade was to help keep the judge more or less anonymous. People could see most clearly where the light was; the complainants and the accused were in light continuously, and if either of them had brought a lawyer in to speak for them, he would strut the length and breadth of the sunlit area. No lawyer, however, would step within the judge’s shadow. Some thought this was out of respect for the king’s honor as embodied in his deputy, the judge. But the lawyers all knew that to step out of the light made them appear clumsy, weak, unaware, and would dispose the people against them. Not that the people had any voice in the decision, officially-though there had been notorious trials in the past where it seemed the judge had made his decision based solely on which outcome would be most likely to allow him to leave the court alive. But the lawyers knew that their reputation, their likelihood of being hired for other cases, depended on how the onlookers perceived them.


The sun was halfway to noon when the accusers arrived, along with their lawyer, a loquacious angel named kRo. It was forbidden for an angel to fly in the court, but kRo had a way of opening his wings and sort of gliding as he walked back and forth, building up passion in himself and in the audience. It made him seem at once larger and more graceful than his opponent, and many human lawyers refused to take on cases that might put them head to head with kRo.


With the accusers in place and the gallery completely full, with hundreds more clamoring outside, pleading for imaginary spaces-”I’m not large! There’s room for me!”-Pabul entered, with a guard on either side. In the event of a mob action against the judge, these guards would hardly be much protection, though perhaps they might buy just enough time for the judge to flee into his chamber. Rather they were there to defend against the lone assassin. It had been a hundred years since a judge was murdered in open court, and longer than that since one was mobbed, but the protections remained in place. No one expected that this case would turn to violence, but it was more heated than most, and the controversy made the onlookers view the guards in a different light. Not just a formality, no. They were armed; they were large, strong humans.


No one from the king’s family was present. It had long been a tradition that if a royal person were present, he or she would sit beside the judge and, presumably, tell the judge the will of the king in the case. Thus from a trial attended by a royal person there could be no appeal. To preserve the rights of the accused, therefore, Ba-Jamim, Motiak’s father, had begun the tradition of having no family member present at any lower trials, so that the right of all parties to appeal a decision could be preserved. It also had the happy effect of increasing the independence and therefore the prestige of the judges.


Akma, however, came to watch, and his sister Luet came with him. They had arrived late enough that they secured seats only in the back, behind the accused where they could see no faces. But two close supporters of the accusers, who had seats on the front row where they could see everyone’s face, recognized Akma and insisted that he and his sister come down and take their places. Akma pretended to be surprised and honored, but Luet remembered how he had remained standing at the back until he was noticed, he knew that seats were being held for him. And by supporters of the accusers. Akma had definitely taken sides.


Well, why not? So had Luet.


“Have you met her?” she asked.


“Met whom?” asked Akma.


“Shedemei. The accused.”


“Oh. No. Should I have?”


“A brilliant, remarkable woman,” said Luet.


“Well, I don’t suppose anyone would have noticed her if she was a fool,” he answered mildly.


“You know I was at her school with Mother and Edhadeya when the book of charges was delivered,” said Luet.


“Yes, I’d heard.”


“She already knew the charges. Isn’t that funny? She recited them to Husu before he could read them off.”


“I heard that, too,” said Akma. “I imagine kRo will make something of that. Proof that she was aware of her lawbreaking, that sort of thing.”


“I daresay he will,” said Luet. “Imagine charging her with treason for running a school.”


“Oh, I’m sure that charge was just to make the whole thing more notorious. I don’t think Father’s little puppet judge will even allow that charge to be heard, do you?”


Luet cringed at the malice in Akma’s voice. “Pabul is no one’s puppet, Akma.”


“Oh, really? So what he did to our people back in Chelem, that was of his own free will?”


“He was his father’s puppet then. He was a child. Younger than we are now.”


“But we’ve both passed through that age, haven’t we? He was seventeen. When I was seventeen, I was no man’s puppet.” Akma grinned. “So don’t tell me Pabul wasn’t responsible for his own actions.”


“Very well, then,” said Luet. “He was. But he changed.”


“He sensed the way the wind was blowing, you mean. But let’s not argue.”


“No, let’s do argue,” said Luet. “Which way was the wind blowing back in Chelem? Who had the soldiers there?”


“As I recall, our young judge had the command of a gang of digger thugs that were always ready to whip and claw women and children.”


“Pabul and the others risked their lives to stop the cruelty. And gave up their future in positions of power under their father in order to escape into the wilderness.”


“And come to Darakemba where, to everyone’s surprise, they once again have positions of power.”


“Which they earned.”


“Yes, but by doing what?” Akma grinned. “Don’t try to argue with me, Luet. I was your teacher for too long. I know what you’re going to say before you say it.”


Luet wanted to jab him with something very hard. When they were younger and quarreled, she would pinch together her thumb and first two fingers to form a weapon hard and sharp enough for Akma to notice it when she jabbed him. But there had been playfulness in it, even when she was most furious; today she didn’t touch him, because she was no longer sure she loved him enough to strike at him without wanting to cause real injury.


A sad look came across Akma’s face.


“Why aren’t you happy?” she said tauntingly. “Didn’t I say what you expected me to say?”


“I expected you to jab me the way you used to when you were a brat.”


“So I’ve passed out of brathood.”


“Now you judge me,” said Akma. “Not because I’m wrong, but because I’m not loyal to Father.”


“Aren’t you loyal to him?”


“Was he ever loyal to me?” asked Akma.


“And will you ever grow out of the hurts of your childhood?”


Akma got a distant look on his face. “I’ve grown out of all the hurts that ended.”


“No one’s hurting you now,” said Luet. “You’re the one who hurts Mother and Father.”


“I’m sorry to hurt Mother,” said Akma. “But she made her choice.”


“Didul and Pabul and Udad and Muwu all begged for our forgiveness. I forgave them then, and I still forgive them now. They’ve become decent men, all of them.”


“Yes, you all forgave them.”


“Yes,” said Luet. “You say that as if there were something wrong with it.”


“You had the right to forgive them for what they did to you, Luet. But you didn’t have the right to forgive them for what they did to me.”


Luet remembered seeing Akma alone on a hillside, watching as Father taught the people, with the Pabulogi seated in the front row. “Is that what this is all about? That Father forgave them without waiting for your consent?”


“Father forgave them before they asked him to,” whispered Akma. She could barely hear him above the roaring of the crowd, and then she could only make out his words by watching his lips. “Father loved the ones who tormented me. He loved them more than me. There has never been such a vile, perverted, filthy, unnatural injustice as that.”


“It wasn’t about justice,” said Luet. “It was about teaching. The Pabulogi only knew the moral world their father had created for them. Before they could understand what they were doing, they had to be taught to see things as the Keeper sees them. When they did understand, then they begged forgiveness and changed their ways.”


“But Father already loved them,” whispered Akma. “When they were still beating you, when they were still torturing me, mocking us both, smearing us with digger feces, tripping me and kicking me, stripping me naked and holding me upside down in front of all the people while they ridiculed me-while they were still doing those things, Father already loved them.”


“He saw what they could become.”


“He had no right to love them more than me.”


“His love for them saved all our lives,” said Luet. “Yes, Luet, and look what his love has done for them. They prosper. They’re happy. In his eyes, they are his sons. Better sons than I am.” This was uncomfortably close to Luet’s own judgment of things. “There’s nothing they’ve achieved, nothing in their relationship with Father that wasn’t available to you.”


“As long as I admitted first that there was no difference in value between the tortured and the torturer.”


“That’s stupid, Akma,” said Luet. “They had to change before Father accepted them. They had to become someone else.”


“Well, I haven’t changed,” said Akma. “I haven’t changed.” It was the most personal conversation Luet had had with Akma in years, and she longed for it to continue, but at that moment a roar went up from the crowd because they were bringing in the accused, protected by eight guards. This was another old tradition, introduced after several cases in which the accused was murdered in court before the trial was even completed, or snatched away to have another sort of trial in another place. These guards still served that practical purpose-an in-court murder of an accused person had happened not ten years before, admittedly in the rather wild provincial capital of Trubi, at the high end of the valley of the Tsidorek. Not that anyone expected Shedemei to be in danger. This was a test case, a struggle for power; she herself was not regarded with particular passion by those accusing her.


“Look at the pride in her,” said Akma, shouting right in her ear so he could be heard.


Pride? Yes, but not the cocky sort of defiance that some affected to when haled before the court. She carried herself with simple dignity, looking around her calmly with mild interest, without fear, without shame. Luet had thought that no one could be charged and brought to trial without feeling at least a degree of embarrassment at being made a public spectacle, but Shedemei seemed to be no more emotionally involved than a mildly interested spectator.


And yet this trial did matter to her; hadn’t she deliberately provoked it? She wanted this to happen. Did she know what the outcome would be, the way she knew in advance the charges against her?


“Has Father told you what the puppet is supposed to decide?” Akma shouted in her ear.


She ignored him. The guards were moving slowly through the crowded gallery, forcing people to sit down. It would take a while for them to silence the crowd-these people wanted to make noise.


She wanted to personally slap each one of them, because their noise had stopped Akma from baring his soul to her. That was what he was doing. For some reason, he had chosen this moment to ... to what? To make a last plea for her understanding. That’s what it was. He was on the verge of some action, some public action. He wanted to justify himself to her. To remind her that Father was the one who had first been guilty of monstrous disloyalty. And why? Because Akma himself was preparing his own monstrous disloyalty. A public betrayal.


Akma was going to testify. He was going to be called as a scholar, an expert on religious teachings among the Nafari. He was certainly qualified, as Bego’s star pupil. And even though within the family and the royal house it was well known that Akma no longer believed in the existence of the Keeper, it wouldn’t stop him from testifying about what the ancient beliefs and customs had always been.


She laid her hand on Akma’s arm, dug into his wrist with her fingers.


“Ow!” he cried, pulling away from her.


She leaned in close to him and shouted in his ear. “Don’t do it!”


“Don’t do what?” She could make out his words only by reading his lips.


“You can’t hurt the Keeper!” she shouted. “You’ll only hurt the people who love you!”


He shook his head. He couldn’t hear her. He couldn’t understand her words.


The crowd at last was quieter. Quieter. Till the last murmur finally died. Luet might have spoken to Akma again, but his attention was entirely on the trial. The moment had passed.


“Who speaks for the accusers?” asked Pabul. kRo stepped forward. “kRo,” he said.


“And who are the accusers?”


Each stepped forward in turn, naming himself. Three humans and two angels, all prominent men-one retired from the army, the others men of business or learning. All well known in the city, though none of them held an office that could be stripped from them in retaliation by an angry king.


“Who speaks for the accused?” asked Pabul.


Shedemei answered in a clear, steady voice, “I speak for myself.”


“Who is the accused?” asked Pabul.


“Shedemei.”


“Your family is not known here,” said Pabul.


“I come from a far city that was destroyed many years ago. My parents and my husband and my children are all dead.”


Luet heard this in astonishment. There were no rumors about this in the city; Shedemei must never have spoken of her family before. She had once had a husband and children, and they were dead! Perhaps that explained the quietness that Shedemei seemed to have in the deepest place in her heart. Her real life was already over; she did not fear death, because in a way she was already dead. Her children, gone before her! That was not the way the world should be.


“I wandered for a long time,” Shedemei went on, “until finally I found a land of peace, where I could teach whatever children were willing to learn, whose parents were willing to send them.”


“Digger-lover!” someone cried out from the gallery.


The time of noise had passed; two guards immediately homed in on the heckler and had him out of the gallery in moments. Outside, someone else would be let in to take his place.


“The court is ready to hear the accusations,” said Pabul. kRo launched at once into a listing of Shedemei’s supposed crimes, but not the simple unadorned statements that had been in the book of charges. No, each charge became a story, an essay, a sermon. He built up quite a colorful picture, Luet thought-Shedemei defiling the young human and angel girls of the city by forcing them to associate with the filthy ignorant children of diggers from Rat Creek. Shedemei striking at the ancient teachings of all the priests: “And I will call witnesses who will explain how all her teachings are an offense against the tradition of the Nafari-” that would be Akma, thought Luet.


“She insults the memory of Mother Rasa, wife of the Hero Volemak, the great Wetchik, father of Nafai and Issib. . . .”


Volemak was also the father of Elemak and Mebbekew, Luet wanted to retort-and Rasa had nothing to do with their conception. But of course she held her tongue. That would be a scandal, if the daughter of the high priest were to be hustled out of the court for heckling.


“... by pretending that she needs more honor than her marriage to Volemak already brought her! And to give her this redundant honor, she takes a male honorific, ro, which means ‘great teacher,’ and appends it to a woman’s name! Rasaro’s House, she calls her school! As if Rasa had been a man! What do her students learn just by walking in her door! That there is no difference between men and women!” To Luet’s-and everyone else’s-shock, Shedemei spoke up, interrupting kRo’s peroration. “I’m new in your country,” she said. “Tell me the female honorific that means ‘great teacher’ and I’ll gladly use that one.” kRo waited for Pabul to rebuke her.


“It is not the custom for the accused to interrupt the accuser,” said Pabul mildly.


“Not the custom,” said Shedemei. “But not a law, either. And as recently as fifty years ago, in the reign of Motiab, the king’s late grandfather, it was frequently the case that the accused could ask for a clarification of a confusing statement by the accuser.”


“All my speeches are perfectly clear!” kRo answered testily.


“Shedemei calls upon ancient custom,” said Pabul, clearly delighted with her answer. “She asked you a question, kRo, and custom requires you to clarify.”


“There is no female honorific meaning ‘great teacher,’ “ said kRo.


“So by what title should I honor a woman who was a great teacher?” asked Shedemei. “In order to avoid causing ignorant children to be confused about the differences between men and women.”


She said this with an ever-so-slightly ironic tone, making it clear that no honorific could possibly cause confusion on such an obvious point. Some in the gallery laughed a little. This was annoying to kRo; it was outrageous of her to have interrupted his carefully memorized speech, forcing him to make up answers on the spot.


With a great show of patient condescension, kRo explained to Shed-emei, “Women of greatness can be called ya, which means ‘great compassionate one.’ And since she was the wife of the father of the first king, it is not inappropriate to call her dwa, the mother of the heir.”


Shedemei listened respectfully, then answered, “So a woman may only be honored for her compassion; all the other honorifics have to do with her husband?”


“That is correct,” said kRo.


“Are you saying, then, that a woman cannot be a great teacher? Or that a woman may not be called a great teacher?”


“I am saying that because the only honorific for a great teacher is a male honorific, the title ‘great teacher’ cannot be added to a woman’s name without causing an offense against nature,” said kRo.


“But the honorific ro comes from the word uro which can be equally a male or a female,” said Shedemei.


“But uro is not an honorific,” said kRo.


“In all the ancient records, when the custom of honorifics first began, it was the word uro that was added to the name. It was only about three hundred years ago that the u was dropped and the ro began to be added to the end of the name the way it’s done now. I’m sure you looked all this up.”


“Our scholarly witnesses did,” said kRo.


“I’m simply trying to understand why a word that is demonstrably a neutral one, implying either sex, should now be regarded as a word applying to males only,” said Shedemei.


“Let us simplify things for the sake of the accused,” said kRo. “Let us Hrop the charge of confusion of the sexes. That will spare us the agony of endless argument over the applicability of ancient usages to modern law.”


“So you are saying that you consent to my continuing to call my school ‘Rasaro’s House’?” asked Shedemei. She turned to Pabul. “Is that a binding decision, so I won’t have to fear being brought to trial on this point again?”


“I declare it to be so,” said Pabul.


“Now the situation is clear,” said Shedemei.


The gallery laughed uproariously. Her clarification, of course, had turned into kRo’s humiliating retreat. She had succeeded in deflating him. From now on all his speechifying would be tinged with just the faintest hue of the ridiculous. He was no longer the terrifying object he had once been.


Akma leaned to Luet and whispered in her ear, “Someone’s been teaching her a lot of ancient history.”


“Maybe she learned it on her own,” Luet whispered back.


“Impossible. All the records are in Bego’s library, and she has never been there.” Akma was clearly annoyed.


“Maybe Bego helped her.”


Akma rolled his eyes. Of course it couldn’t have been Bego, he seemed to be saying.


Bego must be of Akma’s party, thought Luet. Or is it the other way around? Could it be that Bego instigated this whole nonsensical business about there being no Keeper at all? kRo went on, climaxing his arguments by pointing out, just as Akma had anticipated, that all of Shedemei’s violations were clearly premeditated and deliberate, since she had been able to name all the charges against her when Husu brought the book of charges to her door.


At last kRo finished-with much applause and cheering from the gallery, of course. But nothing like the kind of adoration he usually received. Shedemei had really done a job on him, and it was obvious kRo was angry and disappointed.


Pabul smiled, lifted a bark from his table, and began to read. “The court has reached a decision and-” kRo leapt to his feet. “Perhaps the court has forgotten that it is the custom to hear the accused!” Graciously he bowed toward Shedemei. “Clearly she has studied a great deal and even though her guilt is obvious, we should do her the courtesy of hearing her speech.”


Icily Pabul answered, “I thank the lawyer for the complainants for his courtesy toward the accused, but I also remind him that other lawyers, at least, are not able to read the minds of judges, and therefore it is customary to listen to the judge before contradicting him.”


“But you were declaring your decision. . . .” said kRo, his voice trailing off into embarrassment.


“This court has reached a decision and because it is based solely upon the statements of the lawyer for the accusers, the court must ask each of the complainants individually if the speech just given by their lawyer represents their words and intentions as surely as if they had spoken for themselves.”


So he was polling the accusers. This was highly unusual, and it invariably meant that the lawyer had made some gross mistake that would destroy the case he was speaking for. kRo folded himself inside his wings and listened in stoic fury as Pabul queried each accuser individually. Though they obviously had misgivings, kRo had in fact given the speech he had rehearsed for them the day before, and they affirmed that it was as if they had spoken the words themselves.


“Very well,” said Pabul. “At eight different points in this speech, the lawyer for the complainants violated the law forbidding the teaching of doctrines contrary to the doctrines taught by the high priest now in office.”


A loud hum arose from the crowd, and kRo unfolded himself from his wings and fairly launched himself toward the judge’s shadow, stopping just short of the line of darkness in the sand of the courtyard. The judge’s guards immediately stepped forward, weapons ready. But kRo now threw himself backward into the sand, his wings open, his belly exposed, in the ancient angel posture of submission. “I have said nothing but to uphold the law!” he cried, not sounding submissive at all.


“There is not a person in this court who doesn’t know exactly what you and the other accusers are doing, kRo,” said Pabul. “This entire charade was designed as an attack on all the teachings of the man that Motiak has appointed high priest. You are trying to use the teachings of former high priests, and customs of long standing but no merit, to destroy Akmaro’s effort to unify all the people of the Keeper as brothers and sisters. This court was not deceived. Your speech exposed your malice.”


“The law and long precedent are on our side!” cried kRo, abandoning his submissive posture and rising again to his feet.


“The law affirming the authority of the high priest over all teachings of doctrine concerning the Keeper was established by the voice of the Hero Nafai, the first king of the Nafari, when he established his brother the Hero Oykib as the first high priest. This law has precedence over all other laws dealing with correct teaching. And when Sherem defied this law and opposed Oykib, and then the Keeper struck Sherem dead as he spoke, the king declared that the penalty for defying the teachings of the high priest would from then on be the same death that the Keeper chose for Sherem.”


Akma leaned to Luct and whispered furiously, “How dare Father use those ancient myths to silence his opponents!”


“Father knows nothing about this,” Luet answered. But she did not get her voice low enough, and several around them heard her. Of course they all knew who Akma and Luet were, and they could read the scornful disbelief on Akma’s face as clearly as they heard Luet’s denial that Akmaro had any part in Pabul’s decision. Akmaro would definitely be part of the rumors that would fly after the trial.


“Because this is an ancient offense,” said Pabul, “I declare it to take precedence over the charges against Shedemei, since if her accusers are guilty of the greater crime, they are forbidden to bring accusation against her for a lesser one. I declare that the charges against Shedemei are nullified and may not be brought again by anyone until and unless her accusers are cleared of the charge against them. And I declare that you, kRo, and all the accusers who affirmed that you spoke their words and intentions are guilty, and I sentence you to death as the law demands.”


“No one has used that law in four hundred years!” cried one of the accusers.


“I don’t want anyone to die,” said Shedemei, clearly dismayed by this turn of events.


“The compassion of the woman Shedemei is commendable but irrelevant,” said Pabul. “I am the accuser of these men, and all these people in the gallery are witnesses. I decree that everyone in the gallery must give his or her name to the guards as you leave, so you can be called as witnesses if, as I expect, there is an appeal to the king. I declare this trial to be over.”


Because they had been sitting at the front, Akma and Luet were among the last to leave. It took nearly an hour, but during that time they studiously did not say a word to each other or to anyone else. They both knew, however, that if Akma had been allowed to testify, the things he said would also have constituted the same offense that now had kRo and his clients under sentence of death.


 


“What has Pabul done to me!” Motiak roared.


Around him in the small room were gathered Akmaro, Chebeya, and Didul, representing the House of the Kept; and Aronha and Ed-hadeya, because Aronha was heir and could not be refused access while Edhadeya was, well, Edhadeya, and couldn’t be refused either. They all understood Motiak’s consternation; none of them had an easy answer.


Aronha thought he did, though, and offered it. “Dismiss the charges against Shedemei’s accusers, Father.”


“And allow them to reinstate their charges against Shedemei?” asked Edhadeya.


“Dismiss all the charges,” said Aronha with a shrug.


“That is foolish counsel,” said Motiak, “and you know better, Aronha. If I did that, it would have the effect of repudiating my own high priest and stripping him of authority.”


Aronha said nothing. Everyone there knew that Aronha, like his brothers, like Akmaro’s own son, thought of that as a happy outcome.


“You can’t put them to death,” said Akmaro. “So perhaps Aronha is right.”


“Do I have to listen to nonsense from you, too, Kmadaro?” demanded Motiak. “I suppose I should take this matter officially before my council.”


“That isn’t the way it’s done,” said Aronha. “This is a trial, not a war or a tax. The council has no authority.”


“But the council has the virtue of spreading the responsibility around a little,” said Motiak dryly. “Remember that, Aronha. I have a feeling you’re going to need to do that when you’re king.”


“I hope never to be king, Father,” said Aronha.


“I’m relieved to know that you hope for my immortality. Or is it simply your own death that you expect?” At once Motiak repented of his sarcasm. “Forgive me, Aronha, I’m out of sorts. Having to decide matters of life and death always puts me out of sorts.”


Chebeya raised her hand from the table and spoke softly. “Perhaps you should do as Pabul did. Study the case of Sherem and Oykib.”


“It wasn’t even a court case, strictly speaking,” said Motiak. “I already read it over, and it was more a matter that Sherem kept showing up wherever Oykib was trying to teach, to argue with him. Which, come to think of it, is what these pollen-brained accusers were doing to you, Akmaro.”


“Using Shedemei as a proxy, of course,” said Akmaro.


“It was really just a public argument between Oykib and Sherem. Until Sherem challenged Oykib to give him a sign, and the Keeper of Earth apparently struck Sherem down on the spot, allowing him to live only long enough to recant. But the king-it was Nafai’s grandson by then, Oykib lived to be very old-the king declared that what the Keeper had done this time, the law would do from then on. Anyone who interfered with the teaching of the high priest would be struck dead as Sherem was. The law was only invoked twice after that, and the last time was four centuries ago.”


“Is that how you intend to govern, Father?” asked Aronha. “Killing those who disagree with your high priest? That sounds rather like what Nuab did to Binaro. Or should I call him Binadi after all, since apparently he also broke this law, interfering with Pabulog’s teachings as Nuak’s high priest.”


The comparison of Motiak to Nuak was unbearable. “Get out,” said Motiak.


Aronha rose to his feet. “I see that this kingdom has changed since I was young. Now I am expelled from the king’s presence for showing him exactly what he is about to do.”


Motiak stared straight forward as Aronha left the room. Then he sighed and buried his face in his hands. “This is very messy, Akmaro,” he said.


“It can’t be helped,” said Akmaro. “I warned you from the start that it would be very hard to take this people from a place where diggers were hated and enslaved, where women were kept silent in public life, and where the poor had no rights against the rich, to a place where all were equal in the eyes of the Keeper and the law. The surprise is that it took them this long to bring their opposition out into the open.”


“And it wouldn’t have happened now, either,” said Motiak, “if my sons and yours hadn’t let it be known that as soon as I’m dead, all these innovations would be swept away.”


“They haven’t said anything publicly,” said Akmaro.


“Ilihi brought me word from a man who is at the heart of this; they would never have taken action like this if they hadn’t had assurances that all my likely heirs were opposed to you, Akmaro. All of them. The only surprise is that they didn’t send an assassin to kill me.”


“And make a martyr of you?” said Akmaro. “No, they love you- that’s why it took them so long. They know that you are the reason Darakemba is at peace, the reason the Elemaki don’t dare to attack except those annoying raids on the border. They’re trying to destroy me without harming you.”


“Well, it’s not working,” said Motiak. “They can’t destroy you without harming me, because I know that what you teach is true. I know that it’s right. And I’m not going to back down.”


Didul raised one hand a little from the table. The others deferred to him. “I know that I’m only a priest from one of the provinces. . . .”


“Skip the formalities, Didul, and get to the point,” said Motiak impatiently. “We know who you are.”


“You are king, sir,” said Didul. “You must decide in such a way that your power to govern, to keep the peace, is not damaged.”


“I hope that you aren’t just pointing out the obvious,” said Motiak. “I hope that you have a specific plan in mind.”


“I do, sir. I have also read the book of Oykib, and the two later cases that were tried under the Sherem law. And both times the king turned the case over to the high priest to be tried. I think it was that very precedent that Nuab used in consulting with his priests during the trial of Binaro.”


Akmaro stiffened. “You can’t be suggesting that I should sit in judgment on these men and pronounce a sentence of death on them!”


Chebeya chuckled grimly. “Didul begged you not to make him come with you, Akmaro, but you insisted that you had dreamed of him sitting with you in council with the king and made him come along.”


“There was a true dream involved with this?” asked Motiak.


“There was a dream!” said Akmaro. “You can’t do this to me!”


“It’s an offense against the religious authority,” said Motiak. “Let it be tried by the religious authority.”


“This solves nothing!” cried Akmaro. “The case is still a miserable knot!”


“But as Didul pointed out,” said Motiak, “it removes it from a place where it can damage the authority of the king and the peace of the kingdom. I’ll have my decision written up on a bark immediately, Akmaro. The case can only be tried by the high priest, and you have full powers of disposition.”


“I won’t put them to death,” said Akmaro. “I won’t do it.”


“I think you had better think about the law before you make rash decisions,” said Motiak. “Think about the consequences of your decision.”


“No one can be one of the Kept if he follows the Keeper out of fear of execution!” cried Akmaro.


“It will all be in your hands,” said Motiak. “Akmaro, forgive me, but whatever happens, the consequences will be less terrible for your having made the decision and not me.” Motiak arose and left the room.


In the ensuing silence, Akmaro’s voice came out as a rasping whisper. “Didul, don’t ask me to forgive you for turning this on me.”


Didul blanched. “I didn’t ask your forgiveness,” he said, “because I was not wrong. I agree with you completely. No one should die for speaking against the doctrine you teach.”


“So in your infinite wisdom, Didul, do you have any suggestions for what I should do?”


“I don’t know what you should do,” said Didul. “But I think I know what you will do.”


“And what is that?”


“Declare them guilty, but change the penalty.”


“To what?” demanded Akmaro. “Dismemberment? Removal of the tongue? Public flogging? Forfeiture of property? Oh, I know-they have to live for a year in a tunnel with the diggers they despise so much!”


“With all your authority from the Keeper,” said Didul, “you can’t give someone back a missing hand or tongue, you can’t heal the wounds from lashes on their back, you can’t make new land or property. All you have the power to give them is by way of teaching them how the Keeper wants all his children to live, and then bringing them through the water to make them new men and women, brothers and sisters in the Keeper’s House. Since that’s all you can give them, then when they refuse those teachings isn’t that all you can rightly take away?”


Akmaro looked at Didul with a steady gaze. “You thought this out before, didn’t you? This was already in your mind before you came here.”


“Yes,” said Didul. “I thought that was how things would work out.”


“But you didn’t bother to say any of it to me until you talked the king into dumping the whole thing into my lap.”


“Until the king gave the case to you for trial, sir, I had no reason to make any suggestions to you about its disposition.”


“I have brought a snake into my house,” said Akmaro.


Didul flinched at the words.


“Oh, don’t take offense, Didul. Snakes are wise. They also shed their skins and become new men from time to time. Something that I’m apparently overdue for. So I make a declaration that the only penalty for preaching against the high priest is that you are turned out of the House of the Keeper. What then, Didul? Do you realize what will happen?”


“Only the believers will remain.”


“You underestimate the cruelty of men and women, Didul. Without the threat of criminal penalties, the worms will come out from under their rocks. The bullies. The tormentors.”


“I know the type,” said Didul softly.


“I urge you to leave for home at once,” said Akmaro. “When this decree is made tomorrow, you’ll want to be in Bodika to help the Kept there deal with what will surely come.”


“You speak as if this were my fault, sir,” said Didul stiffly. “Before I go, I have a right to hear you admit to my face that I have done nothing more than tell you what you would inevitably have decided yourself.”


“Yes!” said Akmaro. “And I’m not angry at you anyway. Yes I would have made exactly this decision because it’s right. But what will happen to the Kept, to the House of the Keeper, I don’t know. I fear it, Didul. That’s why I’m angry.”


“It’s the Keeper’s House,” said Didul. “Not ours. The Keeper will show us a way out of this.”


“Unless the Keeper is testing Darakemba to see if we’re worthy,” said Akmaro. “Remember that the Keeper can also decide to reject us. The way he rejected the Rasulum, when evil triumphed among them. Their bones cover the desert sand for miles.”


“I’ll keep that cheerful thought in mind all the way home,” said Didul.


They arose from the table. Akmaro and Chebeya hurried out; Edhadeya stopped Didul at the door. “Did you decide anything about Luet?” she asked.


It seemed to take Didul a moment to realize what she was talking about. “Oh. Yes. I decided last night that I’d speak to her today. Only . . . only now I have work to do. It’s not a good time for love or marriage, Edhadeya. I have higher responsibilities than that.”


“Higher?” she asked nastily. “Higher than love?”


“If you didn’t think that service to the Keeper is the higher responsibility,” said Didul, “you would long since have joined with Akma out of love for him. But you haven’t. Because you know that love must sometimes take a second place.” He left.


Edhadeya leaned against the doorpost for a long time, thinking about what he had said. I love Akma, and yet it has never once occurred to me to join with him in rejecting the Keeper. But that isn’t because I love the Keeper more, the way Didul does. It’s because I know what I know, and to be with Akma I would have to lie. I won’t give up my honesty for any man. Nothing as noble in that as Didul’s sacrifice. Unless perhaps my honor is also a way to serve the Keeper.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282853]NINE - PERSECUTION


At first Didul thought that their fears might have been exaggerated. There was no falling off of attendance at the House of the Keeper in Bodika. In fact, the way the story first circulated through the province was rather favorable. Shedemei had been tried for teaching the sibling-hood of all people in the eyes of the Keeper, and especially for allowing the children of the poor, the daughters of former slaves, to attend school, to eat, to work alongside the daughters of humans and angels. Therefore when the charges were dismissed against her and even worse charges were brought against her accusers, it was encouraging, wasn’t it?


Only gradually did the realization seep through the community that in refusing to have the heretics who accused Shedemei put to death, Akmaro had changed the law. The only penalty for offense against the official state religion was now to be turned out of the House of the Keeper. But what kind of penalty was that, for those who didn’t believe anyway? Akmaro had been confirmed as the arbiter of doctrine for the state religion; but the law was now protected by such a feeble penalty that it was hardly a crime to disbelieve.


What did that mean, actually? Most people had only known one kind of religion, consisting of the official rituals performed by the king’s priests in every city. Those priests had been put out of work thirteen years ago, and replaced by a ragtag group of priests and teachers who, instead of confining themselves to public rituals, insisted on collecting food to help the poor and teaching strange new doctrines about the equality of all people, which was obviously against nature. As most people were quick to say, it’s fine to free the captured digger slaves after they’ve served ten years, it’s fine to say that the children of slaves are born free, but everybody knows that diggers are loathsome and stupid and unfit for civilized company. Educating them for anything beyond menial labor is a waste of money. So the fact that the state religion now kept insisting on defiance of the way the world obviously worked was simply incomprehensible.


But no one said anything about it, except a few fanatic digger-haters, who spoke in secret. After all, the law was that you didn’t speak against the religion of the king’s priests, right?


Only now the only penalty that would come to you for speaking against these priests was to be turned out of the House of the Keeper. So that meant it was all right, didn’t it?


There might be hidden penalties, though. After all, for foreigners to become full citizens, they had to pass through the water, and who could do that besides priests? So did foreigners have to join the Kept, and then later leave? And what if the king only did business with tradesmen who attended the House of the Keeper or sent their children to school at one of the little Kept Houses scattered through the villages and administered by one or two teachers? No, there was no need to open your mouth and get turned out. See how the wind blows.


That was the majority. It was the fanatics that began to make life problematic for Didul and his priests. It wasn’t enough for them that now their meetings could be open. They had expected that thousands of people would leave the Kept and join them; instead, things were going on pretty much as before. That was intolerable. So they began to do things to help encourage the waverers that it was better for them to stop going to the priests of the Keeper.


At first it was the word “digger hole” written in excrement on the wall of the House of the Keeper in Bodika. The word was a scatological pun: The second word was the coarse term for the anus, while combined with digger it was an exceptionally offensive term for a tunnel in which a community of diggers dwelt. By calling the House of the Keeper by that name, the vandals couldn’t have been more explicit.


That had been easy enough to clean off. But that was only the beginning of the harassment. Groups of digger-haters-they preferred to call themselves the Unkept-would gather at outdoor rituals and chant obscenities to drown out the voice of the priest. When someone was being brought through the water, they threw dead animals or manure into the river, even though that was a crime. Someone broke into the House of the Keeper and broke everything that could be broken. A fire was started during an early morning gathering of priests; they put it out, but the intention was clear.


Attendance began to fall off. Several of the teachers in outlying communities got messages-butchered animals on the doorstep, a sack over the head and a beating-and resigned or requested assignment in the city, where there might be safety in numbers. Didul had no choice but to close many of the outlying schools. People began to walk to and from meetings and classes in groups.


Through it all, Didul went from town to town constantly, protesting to the local authorities. “What can I do?” the commander of the civil guard would say. “The penalty for unbelief is in your hands. Find out who they are and turn them out. That’s the new law.”


“Beating a teacher isn’t unbelief,” Didul would say. “It’s assault.”


“But the teacher’s head was covered and she can’t identify who it was. Besides, it was never a good idea to have a woman doing the teaching. And diggers along with people?”


And Didul would realize that the commander of the civil guard was probably one of the fanatics who hated diggers worst. Most of them were retired soldiers. To them, diggers were all Elemaki-vicious fighters, night-time assassins. Slavery was all they deserved, and now that through some accident they were free, it was abominable to think of these former enemies now having the same rights as citizens.


“They aren’t animals,” he would say.


“Of course not,” the civil guardian would answer. “The law declares them citizens. It’s just not a good idea to try to teach them together with people, that’s all. Train them for the kind of work they’re suited for.”


As the Unkept learned that the local authorities usually did little to protect the Kept, they grew bolder. Gangs of brash young men would accost old earth people, or earth children, or priests and teachers going about their business. There would be pushing, shoving, a few well-placed punches or kicks.


“And you tell us not to defend ourselves?” asked the parents gathered in a meeting in one of the outlying towns with a large digger population. Most of them were not the descendants of slaves, but rather original inhabitants who had been there as long as any angel bloodline-and a good deal longer than any humans. “Why are you teaching us this religion, then? To make us weak? We’ve never been unsafe in this city before. We were known, we were full citizens, but the more you preach that we’re supposed to be equal, the less equally we’re treated!”


Didul eloquently pointed out that it was a symptom of their helplessness that they were now blaming their friends for provoking their enemies. “The ones who do the beating, the shouting, the breaking, those are the enemy. And if you start to arm yourselves you’ll play into their hands. Then they can shout to everyone, Look, the diggers are arming themselves! Elemaki spies in our midst!”


“But we were once full citizens and-”


“You were never full citizens. If you were, where are the digger judges in this town? Where are the digger soldiers in the army? The centuries of war with the Elemaki have robbed you of full citizenship. That’s why Akmaro came back from the land of Nafai with the teachings of Binaro that the Keeper wants no more difference to be made among his children. That’s why you must have courage-the courage to endure the blow. Stay in groups by all means. But don’t arm yourselves-if you do, it will be the army you face soon enough, and not these thugs.”


He persuaded them; or at least wore them down enough to end the argument. But it was getting harder and harder to keep control. He sent letters every week, to Akmaro, to Motiak, to Pabul, to anyone that he thought might be able to help. He even wrote to Khideo once, pleading for him to speak out against this violence. “You have great prestige among those who hate the earth people,” he said in his letter. “If you openly condemn those who beat up defenseless children, perhaps you will shame some of them into stopping. Perhaps some of the civil guard will begin to enforce the law and protect the Kept from their persecutors.” But there was no answer from Khideo. And as for Motiak, his answer was to send messengers to the civil guardians, informing them that it was their responsibility to enforce the laws with perfect equality. The civil guard in every town insisted that they were already doing this. Back came the answers: We’re helpless. There are no witnesses. No one sees anything. Are you sure some of these complaints aren’t trumped up in an attempt to win sympathy?


As for Akmaro, while he offered comfort, he could do little else. The problem was the same everywhere; and in the land of Khideo, he had to withdraw the priests and teachers entirely. He wrote: “I know you blame me for this, Didul, even though you are too courteous to say so. I blame myself. But I also have to remember, and I hope you will remember, that the alternative was to take upon myself, and to give to you and the other chief priests in the Houses of the Keeper, the power to kill in order to stifle dissent. That is the very opposite of what the Keeper wants from us. Fear will never turn people into the Keeper’s children. Only love will do that. And love can only be taught, persuaded, encouraged, earned, won by kindness, by gentleness, even by meekness when enemies harm you. Our enemies may be filled with hate, but there are surely many among them who are sickened when they beat a child, when six of them kick a priest with a bag over her head, when they reduce people to tears in the street. Those will eventually reject these actions and repent of them and when they seek forgiveness, there you will be, no weapons in your hands, no hatred in your heart.” And so on and so on. It was all true, Didul knew it. But he also remembered that he had been a willing persecutor himself for many months, beating and humiliating children without feeling anything but pride and hate and rage and amusement. A lot of harm could be done waiting for mercy to come to the hearts of the enemy. And some were like Didul’s father. He never learned mercy. The very helplessness of his victims filled him with more lust to inflict pain. He liked the screaming.


Luet arrived in Bodika on the day of the worst incident so far. Three boys, two of them angels and one a digger, were attacked on their way to a Kept school on the outskirts of the city. The wings of the angels were savagely, irreparably torn: not just shredded, an injury which in the young could be healed; instead a huge ragged patch had been ripped out of their wings. It would never heal. These children would never fly again. And the digger child was even worse off. Every bone in his legs and arms was broken, and his head had been kicked so often that he had not regained consciousness. All three children were being cared for in the school. The parents were gathered, and many friends-including many who were not among the Kept, but were outraged by the crime. There were prayers, begging the Keeper to heal the children, to keep them from hating their enemies; and to soften the hearts of their enemies and teach them remorse, compassion, mercy.


The Keeper doesn’t work that way, thought Didul. The Keeper doesn’t make people nice. The Keeper only teaches them what goodness and decency are, and then rejoices with those who believe and obey. The husbands who are kind to their wives; the children who respect their parents; the spouses who are true to the covenant of marriage; the Keeper is glad of these, but sends no plague to afflict those who beat their wives, who scoff at their parents, who couple whenever and wherever they choose, regardless of the loyal spouse at home, grieving. That is the thing that I can’t get them to understand-the Keeper will not change the world. He requires us to change it for him. Instead of prayers, you should be out talking, talking, talking to everyone.


So should I. And here I am dressing wounds and comforting children who by all reasonable standards have no reason to be comforted. Yet still he comforted them, assured them that their suffering would not be in vain, that the sight of their torn wings would cause many outraged people to rally to the defense of the Kept. And instead of telling the people to stop praying, he joined with them, because he knew that it comforted them. Especially the parents of the little earth boy who would probably not live through the night. “At least, being unconscious, his broken bones cause him no pain.” Did I really say that? thought Didul. Did I really mouth such stupidity? The boy was in a coma because his brain was damaged, and I actually said it was merciful because he felt no pain?


That was where Didul was and what he was doing when Luet came through the door of the school, with Shedemei right behind her. His first thought was, What an absurd time for a visit! Then, of course, he realized that they weren’t here on a social call. They came to help.


“Father is distraught because he can’t do anything for you,” said Luet, greeting him with a sisterly embrace. “Shedemei has been teaching Edhadeya and me some medicine she learned in her home country_there’s a lot of washing and herbs and stinking liquids, but the wounds don’t get infected. When I decided to come here and teach it to you and your people, Shedemei insisted on coming with me. You won’t believe it, Didul. She left Edhadeya in charge of her school in her absence. ‘Let them dare to attack Rasaro’s House with the king’s own daughter in charge of it,’ that’s what she said, and then she packed up her medicines and came along with me.”


“It’s a terrible time,” said Didul. “I doubt that there’s any medicine that will help these children.”


Luet’s face grew grim and angry when she saw the ruined wings of the angel boys. “The Keeper will never send her true child into the world when we still do things like this.” She embraced the boys. “We have something that will make the aching go away for a while. And we can wash the wounds so they don’t infect. It will sting very badly for a few seconds. Can you bear it?”


Yes, they could; yes, they did. Didul watched with admiration as she went skillfully about her work. This was something real. Better than empty words of comfort. He started trying to say this to her, and she scoffed at him. “Do you think words are nothing? Medicine won’t stop these terrible things from happening. Words might.”


Didul didn’t bother to argue with her. “In the meantime, teach me. Tell me what you’re doing and why.”


.While they worked on the angels, Shedemei was checking over the earth boy. “Let me have some time alone with him,” she said.


“Go ahead,” said Didul.


“I mean alone. Alone.”


Didul ushered the family, the friends, the neighbors out of the school. Then he came back, only to find Shedemei glaring at him and Luet. “Do words mean nothing to you? What do you think alone means? Two friends? Two injured angel boys?”


“You expect us to take them out?” asked Luet.


Shedemei looked them over. “They can stay. Now get out, both of you.”


They left; Didul was angry but tried not to show it. “What is she doing that we can’t see?”


Luet shook her head. “She did that once before. A little girl who had been hit in the eye. I thought we were going to have to lose it.


She sent me and Edhadeya out of the room, and when we came back, there was a patch over the eye. She never explained what she did, but when the patch came off, the eye was fine. So ... when she says to go out, I go out.”


The others had sorted themselves into knots of conversation. Some were going home. Luet walked to the shade of a tree. “Didul, Father is beside himself. I’ve never seen the king so angry, either. He’s had to be restrained from bringing home the army. Monush came out of retirement to argue with him. What enemy would the army attack? It was an awful scene, both of them yelling. Of course the king knew that Monush was right all along, but . . . they feel so helpless. No one has ever defied the law like this.”


“Was it really the threat of death for heresy that kept public order all these years?”


“No. Father says . . . but he’s written to you, hasn’t he?”


“Oh, yes. The removal of the death penalty freed them to do little things. Ugly things like the shouting and the vile words and all that. But when nothing happened to them, they started pushing farther and harder, doing worse things, daring each other.”


“It makes sense to me, anyway,” she said.


“But what I don’t know is-where does it stop? The law against beating and maiming children, that’s still in force, with dire enough penalties. And yet these beasts did it anyway. The civil guard is out questioning people-no doubt about it, this sickened even them, especially the damage to the angel boys, you can bet they didn’t care much about one less digger, the scum-but the questioning is a joke because they already know who did it, or at least they know who would know, but they don’t dare reveal what they know because that would be the same as confessing that they’ve known all along and could have stopped it at any time and-I’m so angry! I’m supposed to be committed to being a man of peace, Luet, but I want to kill someone, I want to hurt them for what they did to these children, and the most terrible thing is that I know how it feels to hurt people and after all these years I finally want to do it again.” And then words failed him and to his own surprise he burst into tears and a moment later found himself sitting on the grass under the tree, Luet’s arms around him as he cried out his frustration of the past few weeks.


“Of course you feel like that,” she murmured. “There’s nothing wrong in feeling it. You’re still human. The passion for revenge is built into us. The need to protect our young. But look at you, Didul- you’re feeling that desire to protect the little ones, not for members of your own species, but for children of two others. That’s good, isn’t it? To tame your animal impulses in the service of the Keeper?”


Her argument was so deft and yet so inadequate that he had to laugh; and in laughing he realized that her argument had not been inadequate after all, for he was comforted, or at least he could control himself now, not weep anymore.


Now, of course, the anguish momentarily spent, he was flooded with embarrassment at having let her see him like this. “Oh, Luet, you must think-I don’t do this. I’ve really been pretty strong about it, all these other people doing the weeping, and me being the wise one, but now you know the truth about me, don’t you, only we should be used to that, your family has always known the truth about me and-”


She put her fingers over his lips. “Shut up, Didul,” she said. “You have a way of babbling when you should just be quiet.”


“How do I know when times like that have come?” he said.


In reply, she leaned toward him and kissed him lightly, girlishly on the lips. “When you see my love for you, Didul, you can stop babbling because you know that I am not ashamed of you, I’m proud of you. It’s worse here than anywhere, Didul, and you’ve borne it with so little help, really. That’s why I came, because I thought, maybe if I were beside you, it might be bearable.”


“Instead I cover you with my tears,” he said, thinking all the while, She kissed me, she loves me, she’s proud of me, she belongs beside me.


“Why don’t you say what you’re thinking?” she said.


“What makes you think you want to hear it?” he said, laughing in embarrassment.


“Because the way you looked at me, Didul, I knew that what you were thinking was, I love her, I want her beside me forever, I want her to be my wife, and Didul, I tell you honestly, I’m sick and tired of waiting for you to say it out loud.”


“Why should I tell you what you already know?”


“Because I need to hear it.”


So he told her. And when Shedemei called them back into the school, Luet had promised to be his wife, as soon as they could both get back to Darakemba, “Because,” as Luet said, “Mother would kill us and steal all our children to raise herself if you had one of the priests marry us here.” In vain did Didul point out that if Chebeya killed them they wouldn’t have produced any grandchildren for her to steal. The wedding would wait. Still, knowing that she wanted him, that she knew him so well and yet wanted to be with him-that was all the comfort that he wanted. Miserable as this day was, he felt himself filled with light.


Shedemei led them to the comatose child. “He’s sleeping now,” she said. “The bones have been adequately set, except the compound break in the left humerus, which I reset and resplinted. There is no brain damage, though I think he might not remember anything about what happened-which would be nice, not to have those nightmares.”


“No brain damage?” asked Didul, incredulous. “Did you see what they did to him? The skull was open, did you see that?”


“Nevertheless,” said Shedemei.


“What did you do?” asked Luet. “Teach me.”


Grim-faced, Shedemei shook her head. “I did nothing that you could do. I couldn’t teach it to you because I can’t give you the tools you’d need. That has to be enough. Don’t ask me any more.”


“Who are you?” asked Didul. And then an answer occurred to him. “Shedemei, are you the true child of the Keeper that Binaro talked about?”


She blushed. Didul had not thought her capable of such a human reaction. “No,” she said, and then she laughed. “Definitely not! I’m strange, I know, but I’m not that.”


“But you know the Keeper, right?” asked Luet. “You know-you know things that we don’t know.”


“I told you,” said Shedemei. “I came here in search of the Keeper. I came here precisely because you are the ones with the true dreams, and I’m not. Is that clear? Will you believe me? There are things I know, yes, that I can’t teach you because you aren’t ready to understand them. But the things that matter most, you know better than me.”


“Healing that boy’s damaged brain,” said Didul. “You can’t tell me that doesn’t matter.”


“It matters to him. To you, to me. To his family. But in ten million years, Didul, will it matter then?”


“ Nothing will matter then” said Didul, laughing.


“The Keeper will,” said Shedemei. “The Keeper and all her works, she will matter. Ten million years from now, Didul, will the Keeper be alone on Earth again, as she was for so many, many years? Or will the Keeper tend an Earth that is covered with joyful people living in peace, doing the Keeper’s works? Imagine what such a good people could do-diggers, humans, angels all together-and maybe others, too, brought home from other planets of exile-all together, building star-ships and taking the Keeper’s word of peace back out to worlds uncountable. That’s what the people who founded Harmony meant to do. But they tried to force it, tried to make people stop destroying each other. By making people stupid whenever they. . . .” Suddenly she seemed to realize she had said too much. “Never mind,” she said. “What does the ancient planet matter to you?”


Luet and Didul both looked at her wordlessly as, to cover her embarrassment, she busied herself in gathering up the unused medicines and returning them to her sack. Then she rushed out of the school, murmuring about needing air.


“Do you know what I was thinking just then, Luet?” said Didul.


“You were wondering if she might not be Shedemei. The real one. The one Voozhum prays to. Maybe her prayers brought the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried to us.”


Didul looked at her in shock. “Are you serious?”


“Wasn’t that what you were thinking?”


“Do you think I’m crazy? I was thinking-she’s you in twenty years. Strong and wise and capable, teaching everyone, helping everyone, loving everyone, but just a little embarrassed when the depth of her passion shows. I was thinking she was what you might turn out to be, with one difference, just one. You won’t be lonely, Luet. I swear to you that twenty years from now, you will not be lonely the way Shedemei is. That’s what I was thinking.”


And now that they were alone in the school, except for one sleeping boy and two young angels who watched in fascination, Didul kissed her as she should have been kissed long before. There was nothing girlish about her as she kissed him back.


It was too big a jump, from helping out secretly at Rasaro’s House to running it. The month she had spent learning medicine from Shedemei hadn’t helped prepare her for running a school. Edhadeya knew from the start that “running” the school simply meant tending to the details that no one else felt responsible for. Checking that the doors were locked. Buying needed supplies that no one else noticed were running out. She certainly didn’t need to tell any of the other teachers how to do their work.


She taught no students herself. Instead she went from class to class, learning what she could from each teacher, not only about the subjects they taught, but also about their methods. She soon learned that while her tutors had been knowledgeable enough, they had had no understanding about how to teach children. If she had started teaching right away, she would have taught as she had been taught; now, she would begin very differently, and whatever students she might someday have would be far happier because of it.


One duty she kept for herself and no others-she answered the door. Whatever the Unkept might try at this school, it would happen first to the daughter of the king. See then whether the civil guard looks the other way! Several times she answered the door to find unaccountable strangers with the lamest sort of excuse for being there; once there were several others gathered nearby. To her it was obvious that they had been hoping for an opportunity-one of the other teachers, perhaps, or, best of all, a little digger girl they could beat up or humiliate or terrify. They had been warned, though, about Edhadeya, and after a while they seemed to have given up.


Then one day she answered the door to find an older man standing there, one whose face she had once known, but couldn’t place at once. Nor did he know her.


“I’ve come to see the master of the school,” he said.


“I’m the acting master these days. If it’s Shedemei you want, she should be back soon from the provinces.”


He looked disappointed, but still he lingered, not looking at her. “I’ve come a long way.”


“In better times, sir, I would invite you in and offer you water at least, a meal if you would have it. But these are hard times and I don’t allow strangers in this school.”


He nodded, looked down at the ground. As if he was ashamed. Yes. He was ashamed.


“You seem to feel some personal responsibility for the troubles,” she said. “Forgive me if I’m presumptuous.”


When he looked at her there were tears swimming in his old eyes under the fierce, bushy eyebrows. It did not make him look soft; if anything, it made him seem more dangerous. But not to her. No, she knew that now-he was not dangerous to her or anyone here. “Come in,” she said.


“No, you were right to keep me out,” he said. “I came here to see ... the master . . . because I am responsible, partly so, anyway, and I can’t think how to make amends.”


“Let me give you water, and we can talk. I’m not Shedemei-I don’t have her wisdom. But it seems to me that sometimes any interested stranger will do when you need to unburden yourself, as long as you know she’ll not use your words to harm you.”


“Do I know that?” asked the old man.


“Shedemei trusts me with her school,” said Edhadeya. “I have no prouder testimony to my character than that.”


He followed her into the school, then into the small room by the door that served Shedemei as an office. “Don’t you want to know my name?” he asked.


“I want to know how you think you caused these troubles.” He sighed. “Until three days ago I was a high official in one of the provinces. It won’t be hard to guess which province when I tell you that there have been no troubles at all there, since no angels live within its borders, and diggers have never been tolerated.”


“Khideo,” she said, naming the province. He shuddered.


And then she realized that she had also named the man. “Khideo,” she said again, and this time he knew from the tone of her voice that she was naming him, and not just the land that had been named after him.


“What do you know of me? A would-be regicide. A bigot who wanted a society of pure humans. Well, there are no pure humans, that’s what I’m thinking. We talked of a campaign to drive all diggers from Darakemba. But it came to nothing for many years, a way to pass the time, a way to reassure ourselves that we were the noble ones, we pure humans, if only the others, the ones who lived among the animals, if only they could understand. I see the disgust in your face, but it’s the way I was raised, and if you’d seen diggers the way I saw them, murderous, cruel, whips in their hands-”


“The way diggers in Darakemba have been taught to see humans?”


He nodded. “I never saw it that way until these recent troubles. It got out of hand, you see, when word spread-when I helped spread the word-that inside the king’s own house, all four of his possible heirs had rejected the vile species-mixing religion of Akmaro. Not to mention Akmaro’s own son, though we had known he was one of us for a long time. But all the king’s sons-that was like giving these pure humans license to do whatever they wanted. Because they knew they would win in the end. They knew that when Motiak passes into being Motiab and Aronha become Aronak. . . .”


“And they started beating children.”


“They started with vandalism. Shouting. But soon other stories started coming in, and the pure humans that I knew said, What can we do? The young ones are so ardent in their desire for purity. We tell them not to be mean, but who can contain the anger of the young? At first I thought they meant this; I advised them on ways to reign in the ones doing the beatings. But then I realized that... I overheard them when they didn’t know that I could hear, laughing about angels with holes in their wings. How does an angel fly with holes in his wings? Much faster, but only in one direction. They laughed at this. And I realized that they weren’t trying to stop the violence, they loved it. And I had harbored them. I had provided a haven for the Unkept from other provinces to meet together in the days before Akmaro removed all serious penalties for heresy. Now I have no influence over them at all. I couldn’t stop them. All I could do was refuse to pretend I was their leader. I resigned my office as governor and came here to learn. . . .”


“To learn what, Khideo?”


“To learn how to be human. Not pure human. But a man like my old friend Akmaro.”


“Why didn’t you go to him?”


Again tears came to Khideo’s eyes. “Because I’m ashamed. I don’t know Shedemei. I only hear that she is stern and ruthlessly honest. Well, no, I also heard that she favors the mixing of species and all sort of other abominations. That’s how word of her came to my city. My former city. But you see, in these last weeks, it occurred to me that if my friends were loathsome, perhaps I needed to learn from my enemies.”


“Shedemei is not your enemy,” said Edhadeya.


“I have been her enemy, then, until now. I realized that all my loathing for angels had been taught to me from childhood, and I only continued to feel that way because it was the tradition of my people. I actually knew and liked several angels, including one rude old scholar in the king’s house.”


“Bego,” said Edhadeya.


He looked at her in surprise. “But of course he would be better known here in the capital.” Then he studied her face and knitted his brow. “Have we met before?”


“Once, long ago. You didn’t want to listen to me.”


He thought for a moment longer, then looked aghast. “I have been pouring out my heart to the king’s daughter,” he said.


“Except for Akmaro himself, you couldn’t have spoken to anyone gladder to hear these words from you. My father honors you, in spite of his disagreement with you. When you see fit to tell him that those disagreements exist no longer, he will embrace you as a long lost brother. So will Ilihi, and so will Akmaro.”


“I didn’t want to listen to women,” said Khideo. “I didn’t want to live with angels. I didn’t want diggers to be citizens. Now I have come to a school run by women to learn how to live with angels and diggers. I want to change my heart and I don’t know how.”


“Wanting to is the whole lesson; all the rest is practice. I will say nothing to my father or anyone else about who you are.”


“Why didn’t you name yourself to me?”


“Would you have spoken to me then?”


He laughed bitterly. “Of course not.”


“And please remember that you also refrained from naming yourself to me.”


“You guessed soon enough.”


“And so did you.”


“But not soon enough.”


“And I say that no harm has been done.” She rose from her chair. “You may attend any class, but you must do it in silence. Listen. You will learn as many lessons from the students as from the teachers. Even if you think they are hopelessly wrong, be patient, watch, learn. What matters right now is not correctness of opinion, but learning what opinions they might have. Do you understand?”


He nodded. “I’m not used to being deferent.”


“Don’t be deferent,” she said testily-a tone of voice that Shedemei had taught her inadvertently. “Just be silent.”


During the days that followed, Edhadeya watched-from a distance, but carefully. Some of the teachers clearly resented the presence of this man, but Khideo was not insensitive, and soon stayed away from their classes. The girls got used to him quickly, ignoring him in class, and gradually, shyly, including him at meals and in the courtyard. He would be asked to reach something on a high shelf. Some of the little girls even started climbing on him whenever he sat leaning against a tree, using him to get to branches that were otherwise out of reach. Lissinits, they called him-”ladder.” He seemed to like the name.


Edhadeya came to value him for his own sake. Two things about him, though, weighed heavily on her mind. She kept thinking about how even a man like him, a confirmed bigot, could actually harbor a fundamental decency deep within. The outward pattern of his life didn’t necessarily reflect what was inside him. It took terrible events to waken him, to get him to shuck off the man he seemed to be and reveal that inward self. But the decent self was there to be found.


The other thing that preyed upon her mind was what he had said about her brothers. The Unkept had held their meetings for thirteen years and they led to nothing. Then Akma succeeded in persuading all her brothers, all the king’s sons, to reject belief in the Keeper and, more specifically, obedience to the religion of Akmaro. And from that time forward, the most evil men felt free to do their dark business.


That can’t be what Akma intended. If he understood it the way Khideo does, wouldn’t he stop?


I should talk to Mon, not Akma, she told herself-not noticing that she must already have decided to talk to Akma. If I could get him to break ranks with the others . . . but no, she knew that was impossible. None of the brothers would betray the others; that was how they’d see it. No, it had to be Akma. If he changed his mind, they would change theirs. He would persuade them.


She kept hearing Luet’s despairing voice: “There’s nothing left in him, Edhadeya. Nothing there but hate.” If that was true, then talking to Akma would be a waste of time. But Luet couldn’t see into his heart. If Khideo had a spark of decency in him, couldn’t Akma also? He was young, still; he had been damaged in childhood far more than Khideo had. The world had been misshapen for him ever since; if once he saw the truth, couldn’t he choose to be a different man in a very different world?


These were the thoughts that drove her as one night she locked the school, leaving Khideo-no, Lissinits-as caretaker of it. Then, torch in hand, she walked in the brisk autumn air to her father’s house. On the way she thought: What if there were no safety? If I were an earth woman-or man, or child-I wouldn’t dare to make this walk in darkness, for fear of being set upon by cruel men who hate me, not because of anything I’ve done, but because of the shape of my body. For those people these streets are filled with terror, where all my life I’ve walked without fear, day and night. Can they truly be citizens, when they haven’t the freedom to walk the city?


As she expected, Akma was in the king’s house, in the library wing, where he slept most nights now. Not that he was asleep. He was up, reading, studying, jotting down notes to himself in the wax on a bark; one of dozens of barks covered with scribbling. “Writing a book?” she asked.


“I’m not a holy man,” he said. “I don’t write books. I write speeches.” He swept the barks to one side. She liked the way he looked at her, as if he had been hoping she would come. She had his full attention, and his eyes didn’t wander over her body the way most men’s did. He looked into her eyes. She felt as though she ought to say something very clever or very wise, to justify his interest in her.


No, she told herself sternly. That’s just one of his tricks. One of the things he does to win people over. And I’m not here to be won over. I came to teach, not to be taught.


No wonder I once loved him, if he always looked at me like that.


To her surprise, what she blurted out now was nothing like what she had come to say. “I used to love you,” she said.


A sad smile came over his face. “Used to,” he whispered. “Before there was any issue of belief.”


“Is it an issue of belief, Akma?” she asked.


“For two people to love each other, they have to meet, don’t they? And two people who live in utterly different worlds have no chance of meeting.”


She knew what he meant; they had had this conversation before, and he had insisted that while she lived in an imaginary world in which the Keeper of Earth watched over everyone, giving purpose to their lives, he lived in a real world of stone and air and water, where people had to find their own purposes.


“Yet we’re meeting here,” she said.


“That remains to be seen.” His words were cold and distant, but his eyes searched her face. For what? What does he want to see? Some remnant of my love for him? But that is the one thing that I dare not show him because I dare not find it in myself. I can’t love him, because only a monstrous, callous woman could love the man who caused so much pointless suffering.


“Have you been hearing the reports from the provinces?”


“There are many reports,” said Akma. “Which did you have in mind?”


She refused to play along with his pretense of innocence. She waited.


“Yes, I’ve heard the reports,” he said. “A terrible business. I wonder your father hasn’t called in the military.”


“To attack what army?” she asked scornfully. “You’re smarter than that, Akma. An army is useless against thugs who melt away into the city and hide by wearing the clothing of respectable men of business, trade, or labor during the day.”


“I’m a scholar, not a tactician,” said Akma.


“Are you?” she asked. “I’ve thought about this a great deal, Akma, and when I look at you it’s not a scholar that I see.”


“No? What monster have you decided that I am?”


“Not a monster, either. Just a common thug. Your hands have torn holes in the wings of angel children. Diggers hide in terror during the night because they fear seeing your shadow come between them and the moonlight.”


“Are you seriously accusing me of this? I have never raised my hand in violence against anyone.”


“You caused it, Akma. You set them in motion, the whole army of them, the whole nasty, cruel, evil army of child-beaters.”


He shuddered; his face contorted with some deep emotion. “You can’t be saying this to me. You know that it’s a lie.”


“They’re your friends. You’re their hero, Akma. You and my brothers.”


“I don’t control them!” he said. He only barely controlled his voice.


“Oh, you don’t?” she answered. “What, do they control you then?”


He rose from the table, knocking over his stool as he did. “If they did control me, Edhadeya, I’d be out preaching against Father’s pathetic little religion right now. They beg, they plead. Ominer’s all for doing it, Pour the bronze while it still flows, he tells me. But I refuse to lend my name to any of these persecutions. I don’t want anybody hurt-not even diggers, despite what you think of me. And those angels, with holes torn in their wings-do you think I didn’t hear that with the same rage as any decent person? Do you think I don’t want the thugs who did that punished?” His voice trembled with emotion.


“Do you think they would have had the boldness to do it if it weren’t for you?”


“I didn’t invent this! I didn’t create hatred and resentment of the diggers! It was our fathers who did it, when they changed the whole religious structure of the state to include the diggers as if they were people-”


“Thirteen years since they made those changes, and in all those years, nothing happened. Then you announce that you’ve ‘discovered’ that there is no Keeper-in spite of my true dream by which the Keeper saved the Zenifi! In spite of knowing that it was only by the power of the Oversoul that the very records from which you took your ‘proof were translated. You persuade my brothers-even Mon, I don’t know how-even Aronha, who always used to see through silliness-and then, the moment that Father’s heirs are united in their unbelief, the floodgates open.”


“You might as well blame my mother, then. After all, she gave birth to me.”


“Oh, I think there is blame before you. I found out, for instance, that Bego has been part of a longtime conspiracy against Akmaro’s teachings. If you search your memory honestly, I wonder if you won’t find that it was Bego who led you to your ‘discovery’ of the nonexistence of the Keeper.”


“Bego isn’t part of anything. He lives for his books. He lives in the past.”


“And your father was inventing a new future, doing away with the past. Yes, Bego would hate that, wouldn’t he? And he’s never believed in the Keeper, I realize that now-insisting on a natural explanation for everything. No miracles, please-remember him saying that over and over? No miracles. The people of Akmaro escaped because it was in the best interest of the digger guards to let them go. The Keeper didn’t make them sleep. Did anybody see them sleeping? No, Akmaro simply dreamed a dream. Go with the simplest explanation every time, that’s what he taught us.”


“He taught us that because it’s true. It’s intellectually honest.”


“Honest? Akma, the simplest explanation of most of these stories is that the Keeper sends true dreams. The Keeper intervenes sometimes in people’s lives. To avoid believing that you have to come up with the most convoluted, twisted, insulting speculations. You dare to tell me that my dream was only significant because it reminded people of the Zenifi, not because I was actually able to tell the difference between a true dream and a normal one. In order to disbelieve in the Keeper, you had to believe that I was and continue to be a self-deceptive fool.”


“Not a fool,” he said, with real pain in his expression.-”You were a child. It seemed real to you then. So of course you remember it as being real.”


“You see? What you call intellectual honesty I call self-deception. You won’t believe me, when I stand before you in flesh and blood and declare to you what I saw-”


“What you hallucinated among the dreams of the night.”


“Nor will you even believe the simple truth of what the ancient records say-that the Rasulum, just like the Nafari, were brought back to Earth after millions of years of exile on another world. No, you can’t stick with the simple explanation that the people who wrote these things actually knew what they were talking about. You have to decide that the books were created by later writers who simply wrote down old legends that accounted for the divinity of the Heroes by claiming that they came from the heavens. Nothing can be read straight. Everything has to be twisted to fit your one, basic article of faith that there is no Keeper. You can’t know it! You have no proof of it! And yet faith in that one premise-against which you have a thousand written witnesses and at least a dozen living ones, including me-faith in that one premise leads you to set in motion the chain of events that leads to children being mutilated in the streets of the cities and villages of Darakemba.”


“Is this why you came?” asked Akma. “To tell me that my disbelief in your true dream really hurts your feelings? I’m sorry. I had hoped you would be mature enough to understand that reason has to triumph over superstition.”


She hadn’t touched him. Hadn’t reached that spark of decency hidden deep inside. Because there was no such spark, she knew that now. He rejected the Keeper, not because he was hurt so badly as a child, but because he truly hated the world the Keeper wanted to create. He loved evil; that’s why he no longer loved her.


Without another word, she turned to go.


“Wait,” he said.


She stopped; foolishly, she allowed another spark of hope to brighten.


“It’s not in my power to stop these persecutions, but your father can.”


“You think he hasn’t tried?”


“He’s going about it all wrong,” said Akma. “The civil guard won’t enforce the law. So many of them are actually involved in the Un-kept.”


“Why don’t you name names?” said Edhadeya. “If you truly meant what you said about wanting to stop the cruelty-”


“The men I know are all old and none of them are going out beating up children. Are you going to listen to me?”


“If you have a plan, I’ll take it to Father.”


“It’s simple enough. The reason the Unkept feel such rage is because they only have two choices, either to join in with a state religion that forces them to associate with lower creatures-don’t argue with me, I’m telling you what they think-”


“You think the same-”


“You’ve never listened to me long enough to know what I think, and it doesn’t matter anyway. Listen now. They are rebelling out of a sense of helpless rage. They can’t strike at the king, but they can strike at the priests and the diggers. But what if the king decreed that there no longer was a state religion?”


“Abolish the Houses of the Keeper!”


“Not at all. Let the Kept continue to assemble and share their beliefs and rituals-but on a completely voluntary basis. And let others who believe differently form their own assemblies, and without anyone’s interference have their rituals and teachings. As many assemblies, as many beliefs as people want. And the government will simply look on and interfere with none of them.”


“A nation should be of one heart and mind,” said Edhadeya. “My father destroyed all hope of that thirteen years ago,” said Akma. “Let the king declare religious belief and assembly a private matter, with no public interest at all, and there will be peace.”


“In other words, in order to save the Kept from attack, we should remove the last protections we have?”


“They have no protections, Edhadeya. You know it. The king knows it. He has found the limits of his authority. But once he has abolished all government sponsorship of a religion, he can make a law that no one can be persecuted because of their religious beliefs. That one will have teeth, because it will protect everyone equally. If the Unkept want to form an assembly of fellow believers, they will have protection. It will be in their interest to uphold that law. No more secret meetings. No more hidden societies. Everything out in the open. Suggest it to your father. Even if you don’t think my idea has merit, he will. He’ll see that it’s the only way.”


“He won’t be fooled any more than I am,” said Edhadeya. “This decree you propose is exactly what you’ve wanted all along.”


“I didn’t even think of it till yesterday,” said Akma. “Oh, pardon, I forgot that it took Bego a certain amount of time to get you to think up his ideas as if they were your own.”


“Edhadeya, if my father’s religion can’t hold its own by the sheer power of its truthfulness, without any help from the government except to protect its members from violence, then it doesn’t deserve to survive.”


“I’ll tell Father what you said.”


“Good.”


“But I’ll also wager you right now, any stakes you say, that within a year you yourself will be the direct cause of more persecution of the Kept.”


“You never knew me, if you think that’s even possible.”


“Oh, you’ll have a lot of high-sounding reasons why people’s suffering isn’t your doing, because you’ve already proven your ability to deceive yourself without limit. But within a year, Akma, families will be weeping because of you.”


“My family, probably, since they mourn for me as if I were dead,” said Akma. He laughed, as if this were a joke.


“They aren’t the only ones,” said Edhadeya.


“I’m not dead,” said Akma. “I have compassion, regardless of what you choose to believe about me. I remember my own suffering, I remember the suffering of others. I also remember that I loved you.”


“I wish you’d forget it,” said Edhadeya. “If it was ever true, you spoiled it long ago.”


“I still do,” he said. “I love you as much as I can love anyone. I think of you all the time, of the joy it would bring me if just once I could have you stand by my side the way Mother stands beside Father in all he does.”


“She can do that, because what he does is good.”


Akma nodded. “I know. Just don’t pretend it’s because of my beliefs that we aren’t together. You’re as stubborn as I am.”


“No, Akma,” she said. “I’m not stubborn. I’m just honest. I can’t deny what I know.”


“But you can hide what you know,” said Akma, with a bitter smile.


“What does that mean?”


“In this whole conversation, you never bothered to mention to me that my sister is going to marry the most loathsome human being I ever knew.”


“I assumed that your family had told you.”


“I had to hear about it from Khimin.”


“I’m sorry. That was Luet’s choice. I’m sure. Perhaps she wanted not to cause you pain.”


“She’s dead to me now,” said Akma. “She has given herself to the torturers and rejected me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re doing the same.”


“It’s you that have given yourself to the torturers, Akma, and rejected me. Didul is no torturer. He is the man you should have been. What Luet loves in him is what she used to love in you. But it isn’t there anymore.”


Graciously, he allowed her the last word, staring off into space as she left the room.


A few minutes later, Bego and Mon heard terrible noises of crashing and breaking and rushed into the library, where they found Akma smashing stools against the table, splintering them. He was weeping, wordlessly sobbing, and they watched in horror as he roared like an animal and shattered every stick of small furniture in the room.


Mon noticed, though, that before his tirade began, he had carefully placed on a shelf all the barks he had been working on. Akma might have given himself over to rage, but he hadn’t forgotten himself so completely as to waste the day’s study.


Later, Akma offered a short and surly explanation. His sister was marrying one of the torturers. He wouldn’t utter the name, but Mon knew that Luet had been in Bodika for the past few weeks and it wasn’t hard to guess. Didul meant nothing to Mon. What hit him, hard, was the news that Luet was marrying at all. He had thought . . . he had meant to ... when all this was over. When things were settled. When he wasn’t ashamed to face her anymore. That was it, he realized now. That’s why he was waiting. Because he couldn’t talk to her, couldn’t tell her how he felt, not when he had denied his truthsense. Not when every word he uttered was tainted by lies.


Not lies. They aren’t lies; the things Akma and I believe are true. This reeling I have is an illusion, I know it is. I just couldn’t bring myself to face Luet when I still had this feeling that I was a fraud. I just needed more time, more strength. More courage.


Now it doesn’t matter. Now my conscience can be clear as I attack Akmaro’s religion. When Father decrees that all religions are equal, that all assemblies have the protection of law, then we will go out in the open and everything will be clear. It’s good that I don’t have any bonds of affection to complicate matters. It’s good that I go into this side by side with my brothers, with my friend, not dragged down by a woman who can’t rise above that inner voice she has been trained to think of as the Keeper of Earth. Luet would have been wrong for me. I would have been wrong for her.


I would have been wrong for her. It was when that thought crossed his mind that finally the truthsense within him gave him a sense of calm. He was right, finally, in the eyes of the Keeper.


This was the most devastating realization of all: If the Keeper turned out to exist after all, he had judged Mon and found him unworthy to have the love of the woman he once wanted. But Mon couldn’t escape the nagging doubt that if he hadn’t been caught up in these plans of Akma’s, things might have worked out differently. Would it have been so. terrible to keep believing in the Keeper and to have jAiet as my wife and live on in peace? Why couldn’t Akma just leave me alone?


He drove these disloyal thoughts out of his mind, and said nothing of his feelings to anyone.
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Akma looked for Bego all morning, but couldn’t find him. He needed Bego’s advice; the king had summoned him, and Akma had no idea what he might face. If he were to be charged with a crime, would Motiak call him into his private chamber like this? Akma needed counsel, and the only ones who could give it knew less than he did. Well, Aronha actually knew more about the running of the kingdom- knew more than anybody, since he had been training his whole life for it. But all Aronha could tell him was that he didn’t think Akma was in any danger. “Father isn’t the kind to bring you into chambers to charge you with a crime. He does things like that in the open, using normal process. It’s got to be about the decree you suggested to Edhadeya last night.”


“I didn’t need you to tell me that” said Akma. “I hoped I wouldn’t have to go in cold and deal with something.”


“Oh, just admit it that you’re scared,” said Khimin. “You know you’ve been bad, and the king has got to be angry enough to tear you to bits if he weren’t such a kind benevolent despot.” In recent weeks, Khimin had discovered in the ancient records that the city of Basilica had been governed by an elected council, and now he was constantly suggesting that the monarchy be abolished. No one paid any attention to him.


“Nothing is going to stop us from speaking tonight, is it?” asked Ominer. Since he had been trying to get them to go public for the past several months, during the worst of the persecution when it would have looked truly terrible to come out against the Kept, it was only natural that Ominer would now be worried that once again Akma might be talked into delaying.


“You’ll be able to give your speech,” said Akma. “As it’s written, remember. Nobody is to start making things up on the wing.” Ominer rolled his eyes.


Akma turned to Mon. “You’ve been quiet.”


Mon looked up, startled out of his reverie. “Just thinking. We’ve been a long time waiting. Now we’re going ahead. That’s fine. It’s a relief, don’t you think?”


“What about my interview with your father today?” asked Akma.


“You’ll do fine,” said Mon. “You always do. They’ll try to talk you out of this. You’ll be polite and decline to change your mind. Simple. I’m only disappointed they didn’t invite us along to watch.” He smiled.


Akma heard Mon’s speech. There was nothing obviously wrong with anything he said. But something still bothered him. There was something wrong with Mon himself. Had he become unreliable? What if tonight Mon got up and stated that he was standing with his father? A division among the sons of Motiak would destroy everything- everyone would assume that the loyal son would become the heir and that Akmaro’s reforms would be permanent. That the Kept would always have the inside track in the government. Therefore it would be good business to be one of the Kept, and Akmaro’s religion would remain dominant. Akma had no illusions-the doctrine he was going to be teaching, starting tonight, was not the sort of ideology that would stir souls; no one would die for this religion. It would only attract converts by promising a return to old tradition and by seeming to be the religion of the future-specifically, when Aronha became king. They were sure to become the dominant religion almost immediately, as far as sheer numbers were concerned. More important, the leadership of the new assembly would be the core of the future government. Akma could see to it that once Aronha became king, the only advice he would hear would be to carry war to the Elemaki. No more defensive posture-the Elemaki would be routed out of their hiding places in the high mountains. The land of Nafai would be redeemed in digger blood, and the place where Akma had been in bondage would now be a place where digger slaves toiled under the Nafari lash. Then Akma’s triumph would be complete. His father’s weakness in the face of persecution would be redeemed by Akma’s courage.


It begins today. And Mon will stand with us. He’s a true friend. Maybe he’s so morose because he still harbored some hope of ending up with Luet. Well, that was the one good thing about Luet’s decision to marry. It would free Mon to concentrate on the work at hand. More than any of the others, Mon had the skill to speak with as much fire and charm as Akma. More, really, because Akma knew he sounded like a scholar; Mon had the common touch, a boyish style of speech, a kind of energy that would speak to people at a deeper level than anything Akma could manage. Not that Akma didn’t expect to do well. Despite his weaknesses as a speaker, he knew that people pretty much ended up in his bag by the end of a talk. He would look people in the eye as he was speaking and it felt almost as if a cord tied them together, and he had only to draw it in and he would own the person he spoke to, at least for the hour, for the night.


Almost like the powers of a raveler, as the ancient records described them. Only ravelers were always women, and besides, all that raveler business was superstition. The cords Akma imagined were only a metaphor, an unconscious visualization of his skill at establishing rapport with strangers.


It wouldn’t work on the king, though. Akma knew that from experience. Whatever skill he had at influencing people only worked on those who were at least marginally receptive. Motiak never gave Akma the opportunity to work on him.


“Are you going to sit there moping all morning?” asked Ominer. “Father’s waiting for you now-you’re late.”


“Yes,” said Akma. “I was just thinking. Try it sometime, Ominer. It’s almost as fun as swallowing air so you can belch. Something that I hope you won’t be doing tonight.”


“Give me some credit,” said Ominer disgustedly.


Akma slapped him on the shoulder to show that he was teasing and they were still friends. Then he left, striding boldly through the rooms that separated the library from the king’s private chamber.


He was the last to arrive; he had rather hoped to be. Motiak was there, of course, and, as Akma had expected, so were Father and Mother. Not Edhadeya, gratefully; but . . . Bego? Why was Bego there, with his otherself, bGo, sitting behind him and looking miserable? And this old man? Who was he?


“You know everyone,” Motiak said. “Except perhaps Khideo. He knew you when you were a baby, but I don’t think you’ve seen each other since then. Khideo used to be governor of the land that bears his name.”


Akma saluted him and, at a wave from the king, sat down at the table. He kept his eyes on Motiak, though of course he couldn’t help but wonder why Khideo was there. And Bego. Why were Bego and his brother there? Why had Bego avoided his gaze?


“Akma, you spend most of your time in my house, but I never see you,” said Motiak.


“I’m a scholar,” said Akma. “I’m grateful that you’ve given me such free access to your library.”


“It’s a shame that with all your study, you’ve come out knowing less than you did when you began.” Motiak smiled sadly.


“Yes,” said Akma. “It seems that the more I learn, the less I know. While the ignorant remain absolutely certain of their convictions.”


Motiak’s smile faded. “I thought you’d want to know that I’m issuing the decree that you suggested to Edhadeya. It seems to be a solution to the immediate problem. As you suggested.”


“I’m grateful that I could be of service,” said Akma. “I was . . . very unhappy with the way things were going.”


“I can imagine,” said Motiak. “Sometimes the things we set in motion don’t work out as we planned. Do they, Akma?”


Akma recognized that the king was digging at him again, blaming him for the persecutions. He wasn’t going to sit still for it. “I learned that lesson already, several times over,” said Akma. “For instance, your religious reform of thirteen years ago hasn’t had the effect you planned. Tragic, seeing now where it has led.”


Motiak smiled again, only this time he was showing more of his real feelings: The smile was feral, the eyes dancing with rage. “I want you to know, Akma, that I’m not such a fool as you must think. I know what you’ve been doing, how you’ve been maneuvering around me. I watched as you won over my sons, and I did nothing, because I trusted them to have some sense. You bested me there-I overestimated them.”


“I think not, sir,” said Akma. “I think you underestimated them.”


“I know what you think, Akma. and don’t interrupt and contradict me again. Even though your entire strategy is based on the fact that someday I will die and someone will be king after me, please remember that I’m not dead yet and I am the king.”


Akma nodded. He had to be careful. Let the king play out his little drama. Tonight Akma would have the last word.


“Your father and mother and I talked over the terrible things you went through as a child, and tried to figure out why the experience turned everyone else toward the Keeper of Earth, and turned you away. Your father was very apologetic, of course. He kept expressing his regret that his mistakes as a father should be causing innocent people to suffer.”


Akma wanted to shout back at him that he did not cause the persecution, that if he had his way there would never be cause for any such thing to happen again. He also wanted to scream into his father’s face, to hit him, to hurt him for daring to apologize to the king because his son turned out so badly. But he contained all these feelings, and when Motiak waited for him to respond, he only nodded and said, meekly, “I’m sorry that I’m such a disappointment to you all.”


“What we couldn’t figure out for the longest time was how your achievement in suborning my sons became so widely known, and so quickly. You never seemed to be in contact with anyone among the Unkept. You hardly left the library.”


“I’m a scholar. I’ve talked to no one but your family and my family and a few other scholars.”


“Yes, very carefully done, very clever-or so we thought. How is Akma doing it, we thought. And then we realized, Akma isn’t doing it. This wasn’t Akma’s idea.”


Motiak looked toward Khideo. It was the old soldier’s cue. “When I was here to consult with the king immediately after our rescue, I made contact with someone who shared some of my views. The opinions of the Zenifi-that humans should not live with either of the other toolmaking species. Or I should say, he made contact with me, since he knew my views and I couldn’t have known his until he spoke to me. Since then, he has been my link with the king’s house, and what he told me, I told my fellow Zenifi. Most important, he promised me then, thirteen years ago, that he would deliver all of the king’s sons. As soon as he achieved it, we would spread the word, so that people would know that all of Akmaro’s reforms were temporary, and the old order would be restored when one of you inherited the throne.”


Thirteen years ago? That was impossible. He hadn’t come up with this plan until after he had realized there was no Keeper.


Motiak looked at Bego. Quietly, the old archivist began to speak. “I tried to work directly with Aronha, but he was too much his father’s son. And Mon couldn’t get over his self-loathing. Ominer-too young, and not really bright enough to grasp things. Khimin-definitely too young. For a while I tried to work with Edhadeya, but her delusions about true dreams were too strong.”


Motiak growled, “Not delusions.”


“I have confessed to you, Motiak,” said Bego defiantly. “I have not said that I agree with you.” He turned back to Akma. “You, Akma. You understood, the brightest boy I ever taught. And I saw that you had a way of winning people to your point of view. As long as you’re with them. A talent for it, that’s what you have, a talent for persuasion, and I realized that I didn’t have to persuade Motiak’s boys. I only had to persuade you and you’d do the rest.”


“You didn’t persuade me of anything. I figured it out myself.”


Bego shook his head. “It is the essence of teaching, that the student discovers everything for himself. I made sure that you reached the conclusion that there was no Keeper, and you leapt from there to everything I might have hoped for. And your deep hatred of the diggers, that helped, of course.”


“So you thought I was a puppet?” asked Akma.


“Not at all,” said Bego. “I thought you were the finest student I ever had. I thought you could change the world.”


“What Bego is not telling you,” said Motiak, “is that his actions constitute treason and oath-breaking. Khideo has been studying at Shedemei’s school the past while. A great deal of moral philosophy. He went to bGo, and then together Khideo and bGo persuaded Bego to come join them in confessing to me.”


“I’m sorry that Khideo and bGo and Bego decided to do something so unnecessary and inappropriate,” said Akma. “But as Bego can also tell you, the first time we learned that he had any outside contacts was after the persecutions began, when he kept urging us to speak openly against the Kept. You will notice that we did not do it. We utterly refused to do anything that might be construed as support of the persecutions.”


“I’m quite aware of that,” said Motiak. “That’s why you aren’t under the same charges as Bego and Khideo.”


“If you think you can silence me by threatening the death penalty for Bego, you’re mistaken,” said Akma. “It’s me you’ll have to kill.”


Motiak leapt to his feet, leaned across the table, and slapped the surface right in front of Akma. “I’m not killing anyone, you stupid little boy! I’m not threatening anyone! I’m letting you see the truth about what’s been going on!”


“Very well,” said Akma quietly. “I see that Bego thought he controlled me. I see that Khideo believed it also. Unfortunately, it was never true. Because I formed my plan long before any of you think. I planned it sitting on a hill in a place called Chelem. Watching my father shower love on torturers and tormentors, I took a solemn vow that I would someday come back to that place with an army at my back, to conquer and subdue the Elemaki. The land where I and my people were enslaved and mistreated will fall under the power of the Nafari, and the diggers will be driven out. They and the humans who choose to live with them will have no place in the gornaya. That was the vow I made then. And all that has happened since has merely been a part of accomplishing it. What do I care about religion? I learned from my father that religious stories are just a way to get people to do what you want-the way he did with the Pabulogi. The tragedy of my father is that he believes his own stories.”


Motiak smiled. “Thank you, Akma. You’ve given me what I needed.”


Akma smiled back. “I’ve given you nothing that you can use. Your sons and I have already planned the military strategy that will bring us victory. We’ve studied the reports of the spies. You discard all the useful information because you have no interest in carrying war to the enemy-but we use it, we learn from it. The Elemaki are divided into three weak and quarrelsome kingdoms. We can defeat them one at a time. It’s an excellent plan, and there is nothing treasonable about it.


Whatever role I play will be as the true and loyal servant of the king. That you will not be the king to whom I bring such glory is sad, but that is your choice, sir. By all means, announce to your people that this is my plan-to defeat and destroy our enemies and bring peace to the whole land. See how unpopular it makes me.”


“The people don’t love war,” said Motiak. “You misjudge them if you think they do.”


“You misjudge them, not me,” said Akma. “They hate the constant vigilance. They hate knowing that the Elemaki raiders know they can return beyond our borders and we won’t pursue them and destroy them. Why do you think there was so much loathing against the diggers? Why do you think the civil guard wouldn’t obey you when you commanded them to stop the violence? The difference between us, sir, is that I will channel that rage against the real enemy. Your policies channeled it against children.”


Motiak stood. “There is no law requiring me to appoint one of my sons to succeed me.”


Akma also stood. “And there is no law requiring the people to choose the successor that you name. The people love Aronha. They will love him all the more when they see that he-that we-intend to restore the old order, the old ways.”


“All that you plan, all of it, and the fact you dare to fling it in my face-it all depends on the fact that I’m a gentle king and don’t use my power arbitrarily.”


“Yes,” said Akma. “I count on that. I also count on the fact that you love this kingdom and you won’t needlessly plunge it into civil war or anarchy. You will appoint Aronha as your successor. And by the time that day comes-and we hope it is not soon, sir, no matter what you might imagine-by that time we hope, we believe, that you will have come to realize that our plan is ultimately the best for your people. You will wish us well.”


“No,” said Motiak. “That I will never do.”


“It’s your decision.”


“You think you’ve outmaneuvered me, don’t you?”


“Not at all. My only enemy is the nation of diggers and loathsome ratlike humans in the high mountains. I had nothing to do with the trials that led to the legal situation that opened the floodgates of persecution, and you know it. I was never one of the players in that miserable game, and I reject it. But this decree you’re making now, yes-that is a maneuver. But I didn’t notice you coming up with anything better. It seems, however, that my reward for suggesting the solution to your problems is to come to this room to be called a puppet, a traitor, a torturer of children, and every other vile thing you can think of. I will not forget that my mother and father sat and listened to all of this without once, not once, raising their voices in my defense.”


Bego laughed. “You are the man I thought you’d be, Akma!”


A look from Motiak brought silence to the table.


“Akma,” said Father, quietly. “I beg you for mercy.”


No, don’t do this, Akma said silently. Don’t humiliate yourself before me, the way you humiliated yourself before the Pabulogi.


“I have searched my memory and my conscience,” said Father, “trying to imagine how I might have acted differently back in Chelem. I beg you to tell me now-what should I have done? Befriending the sons of Pabulog, teaching them the way of the Keeper, the doctrines of Binaro-that won our freedom. It brought us here. How else could I have done it? What should I have done?”


“I don’t dwell in the past,” said Akma, trying to fend off the embarrassing question.


“So you can’t think of anything better I could have done, either,” said Father. “No, I didn’t think you could. Hatred and anger aren’t rational. Just because you know I had no other choice doesn’t make the anger go away. I understand that. But you’re a man now. You can put away childish things.”


“Is this your idea of an apology?” asked Akma lightly. “To call me childish?”


“Not an apology,” said Akmaro. “A warning.”


“A warning? What, from the man who teaches peace?”


“You claim that you are repelled by what the persecutors have done. But in all your wisdom, in all your planning, you seem not to realize that the course you are embarking on will cause suffering on a scale that will make these persecutions look like a holiday.”


“The Elemaki attacked us. Again and again. No, I won’t shed any tears over their suffering.”


“A schoolboy looks at war and sees maps and flags,” said Akmaro.


“Don’t tell me about war. You’ve seen as little of it as I have, and I’ve read more.”


“Don’t you think Motiak and I have talked about war? If we thought it could be done quickly-the Elemaki defeated and destroyed in a single campaign-do you think we would shrink from it? My love for peace isn’t mindless. I know the Elemaki attack us. Motiak feels every blow to his people as if they fell on his own body. The reason the king has refused to attack the enemy strongholds is because we would lose. Without doubt, without question, we would be destroyed. Not a soldier would live to reach the ancient land of Nafai. The high valleys are a death trap. But you’ll never get that far, Akma. Because the Keeper rejects your plan from the start. This land belongs to all three peoples equally. That is what the Keeper decrees. If we accept that law and live together in peace, then we will prosper here. If we reject it, my son, then our bones will bleach in the sun like the bones of the Rasulum.”


Akma shook his head. “After all these years, do you still think you can frighten me with warnings about the Keeper?”


“No,” said Akmaro. “I don’t think I can frighten you at all. But I have a duty to tell you what I know. Last night I had a true dream.”


Akma groaned inwardly. Oh, Father, don’t embarrass yourself even further. Can’t you handle your defeat like a man?


“The Keeper has chosen you. He recognized you in childhood and prepared you for your role in life. No one has been born before you among the Nafari with such intelligence, such wisdom, such power.”


Akma laughed, trying to deflect such obvious flattery. “Is that why you treat my ideas with such respect?”


“Nor has there been anyone with such sensitivity. When you were little, it was turned to compassion. The blows that fell on Luet hurt you more than those than fell on you. You felt the pain of everyone around you, all the people. But along with the sensitivity came pride. You had to be the one to save the others, didn’t you? That’s the crime that you can’t forgive us for. That it was your mother and not you who faced down Didul that day in the fields. That it was I, not you, who taught them, who won them over. Everything you longed for happened-our people were saved, the torment stopped. The one thing you couldn’t bear, though, was that you felt you had nothing to do with saving them. And that’s what your dream of war is all about. Even though the people have already been saved, you can’t rest until you lead an army to redeem them.”


Mother spoke up now, her voice thick with emotion. “Don’t you know that it was your courage that sustained us all?”


Akma shook his head. It was almost unbearable, the embarrassment of listening to their pathetic attempts at trying to get him to see things their twisted way. Why were they doing this to themselves? To call him intelligent, and then not realize he’s clever enough to see through their stories.


Father went on. “The Keeper is watching you, to see what you’ll do. The moment of choice will come to you. You’ll have all the information you need to make your choice.”


“I’ve made my choices,” said Akma.


“You haven’t even been given the choice yet, Akma. You’ll know when it comes. On the one hand will be the plan of the Keeper-to create a people of peace, who celebrate the differences between people of earth and sky and all that is between. On the other hand will be your pride, and the pride of all humans, the ugliest side of us, the thing that makes grown men tear holes in the wings of young angels. That pride in you makes you reject the Keeper because the Keeper rejected you, so that you pretend not to believe in him. Your pride requires war and death, demands that because a few diggers beat you and your people when you were a child, all diggers must be driven from their homes. If you choose that pride, if you choose destruction, if you reject the Keeper, then the Keeper will regard this experiment as a failure. The way the Rasulum failed before us. And we will end up like the Rasulum. Do you understand me, Akma?”


“I understand you. I believe none of it, but I understand you.”


“Good,” said Father. “Because I also understand you.”


Akma laughed derisively. “Good! Then you can tell me which way I’ll choose and save me the trouble!”


“When you are at the point of despair, my son, when you see destruction as the only desirable choice, then remember this: The Keeper loves us. Loves us all. Values each life, each mind, each heart. All are precious to him. Even yours.”


“How kind of him.”


“His love for you is the one constant, Akma. He knows that you have believed in him all along. He knows that you have rebelled against him because you thought you knew how to shape this world more wisely than he. He knows that you have lied to everyone, over and over again, including yourself, especially yourself-and I tell you again that even knowing all of this, if you will only turn to him, he will bring you back.”


“And if I don’t, then the Keeper will wipe out everybody, is that it?” asked Akma.


“He will withdraw his protection, and we will then be free to destroy ourselves.”


Akma laughed again. “And this is the being that you tell me is filled with love?”


Father nodded. “Yes, Akma. So much love that he will let us choose for ourselves. Even if we choose our own destruction and break his heart.”


“And you saw all this in a dream?” asked Akma.


“I saw you at the bottom of a hole, so deep that no light reached there. I saw you weeping, crying out in agony, begging the Keeper of Earth to blot you out, to destroy you, because it would be better to die than to live with your shame. I thought, Yes, that is how much pride Akma has, that he would rather die than be ashamed. But beside you in that dark hole, Akma, I saw the Keeper of Earth. Or rather heard him, saying, Give me your hand, Akma. I’m holding out my hand to lift you out of this place. Take my hand. But you were wailing so loud that you couldn’t hear him.”


“I have bad dreams, too, Father,” said Akma. “Try eating your supper earlier, so your food can fully digest before you go to bed.”


The silence around the table sounded like triumph to Akma.


Motiak looked at Father, who nodded once. Mother burst into tears. “I love you, Akma,” she said.


“I love you too, Mother,” he answered. And to Motiak he said, “And you, sir, I honor and obey as my king. Command me to be silent and I will say nothing; I only ask that you also command my father to be silent. But if you let him speak, let me speak.”


“That’s what the decree says,” Motiak answered mildly. “No state religion. Complete freedom in matters of belief. Freedom to form assemblies of believers. The leaders of the assemblies chosen however they see fit. No high priest appointed by the king. And a strict ban on persecuting anyone because of their beliefs. So ... your father tells me that we’ve accomplished all that he hoped for here. You can go now.”


Akma felt victory glowing in him like a summer sunrise, warm and sweet. “Thank you, sir.” He turned and started to leave.


As he reached the door, Motiak said, “By the way, you and my sons are banned from my house. As long as you are not among the Kept, none of you will see my face again until you look at my dead body.” His voice was mild and even, but the words sturfg.


“I’m sorry that that’s your decision,” said Akma. Then, as an afterthought, he asked, “What will happen to Bego?”


He saw Bego look to him with mournful eyes.


“That,” said Motiak, “is really none of your business.”


Akma left then, closing the door behind him. He walked briskly back toward the library, where Aronha and Mon, Ominer and Khimin were waiting. Their banishment from the house would sting, of course. But Akma knew he could easily turn their dismay into a fresh resolve. Tonight would be triumphant. The beginning of the end for all this foolishness of using dreams to make decisions for a kingdom. And, more important, the beginning of justice throughout the gor-naya.


There will be peace and freedom, when all is done, thought Akma. And they will remember that I was the one who made them safe. And not just safe while I live to lead them in war, but safe forever because their enemies will be utterly destroyed. What has the mythical Keeper ever done to compare with that?


 


Shedemei arrived back in Darakemba that day, specifically so she could attend Akma’s first assembly that night. She already knew from what others had told her-with the Oversoul filling in gaps in her knowledge-pretty much what Akma and the sons of Motiak would be saying and what it would mean. But she had come to Earth to live for a while in society, hadn’t she? So she had to experience the great events, even if the thought of what they implied about the nature of people made her faintly ill. Therefore she attended, bringing along a few of her students and a couple of faculty members. Voozhum wanted to come, but Shedemei had to counsel her against it. “There’ll be many there who persecuted the Kept,” she said. “They hate earth people, and we can’t be sure we could protect you. I won’t let any diggers come with us tonight.”


“Oh, I misunderstood,” said Voozhum. “I heard it was going to be Edhadeya’s brothers speaking. They were always very good boys, very kind to me.” Shedemei didn’t have the heart to explain to Voozhum how much those boys had changed. Voozhum didn’t have to keep up on current events. Her subject matter was the ancient traditions of the earth people, and she could afford to miss tonight’s speeches.


When the meeting finally began, the order of speakers surprised her. Aronha was the figure of greatest fame and prestige, beloved by the nation since his childhood. Shouldn’t he have been held for last? No. When she heard him speak, Shedemei understood. He was a good speaker of the pep-talk variety, but incapable of making substantial issues clear. Kings didn’t have to be able to teach, only to decide and inspire; Aronha would be a good king. All he said, really, was that he loved his father and respected his father’s religious beliefs, but that he also respected the ancient traditions of the Nafari people and was grateful that now more than one system of beliefs and rituals would be able to coexist. “I will always have great respect for the Assembly of the Kept because of my father’s great love for the teachings of the martyr Binaro. But we are gathered here today to form another assembly, which we will call the Assembly of the Ancient Ways. We are dedicated to preserve the old public rituals that have been part of our lives since the days of the Heroes. And unlike others, we have no desire to make our assembly an exclusive one. We welcome any of the Kept who wish also to honor the old ways. You can believe all the teachings of Binaro and still be welcome in our assembly. All we ask is respect for each other and for the preservation of the patterns of life that made Darakemba great and kept us at peace among ourselves for so many centuries.”


Ah, such cheers! And how the people murmured about Aronha’s wisdom and tolerance. He will be a wise king, a great king. How many of them understand, Shedemei wondered, that by “old ways” he means the re-enslavement or expulsion of the diggers? No true Kept could possibly join with them in that program-but by inviting them anyway, Aronha was able to create the illusion that their assembly could include everyone.


And how many realize, thought Shedemei, that the peace within Darakemba was only three generations old, for until the time of Mo-tiak’s grandfather the nation of the Nafari had existed high in the farthest reaches of the gornaya and only joined with the people of Darakemba less than a century ago? And even at that there has always been discontent among the old aristocracy of Darakemba, who felt displaced and devalued by the imposition of the Nafari ruling elite over them. No, there’ll be no discussion of that. Akma may talk about wanting to be strictly honest about history, but he’ll bend the truth however he needs to build his support.


Mon’s speech was much more specific, talking about the rituals that they would attempt to preserve. “We ask th? old priests to come forward over the next few weeks to take their places in these rituals. Some of the rituals, of course, require the presence of the king; those will not be performed until and unless our beloved Motiak chooses to lead us in them.” Not said, but understood perfectly by everyone there, was the fact that if Motiak never chose to lead those rituals, Aronha would perform them when he became Aronak at some future time. “We will keep the old holidays with feasting rather than fasting,” said Mon, “with joy rather than melancholy.”


That’s right, thought Shedemei. Make sure that people understand they won’t be required to sacrifice anything in order to belong to your assembly. A religion that is all sweetness, but no light; all form, but no substance; all tradition, but no precept.


Ominer spent his time talking about membership in the assembly. “Add your names to the rolls-no need to do it today, you can do it anytime in the next few weeks. Enrollment will take place in the houses of the priests. We ask you to donate what you can to help us pay for land where we can assemble and to help support the schools that we will establish to help raise up our children in the old ways, as we were raised in the king’s house. One thing you can be sure of- once you are admitted to the rolls of the Assembly of the Ancient Ways, you will never be turned out just because you have a difference of opinion with some priest.”


Another jab at the Assembly of the Kept. As for donations, Shedemei almost laughed aloud at the cynicism of it. The Kept were mostly poor, and all of them donated labor and money at great sacrifice to pay for buildings and for the teachers in their schools. But they did it because of the fervency of their belief and the depth of their commitment. The Assembly of the Ancient Ways, however, would never get that level of contribution from its common members. Yet they would not lack for funds, because all the wealthy people of business and property would know that contributions to the Ancient Ways would be noticed and remembered by the future king and his brothers. Oh, there would be no budgetary shortages, and the priests who used to be salaried before Motiak’s reforms would find themselves with tidy incomes once again. None of this nonsense of priests working among the common people! This would be a high-class priesthood.


Khimin, being young, fumbled a little with his speech, but the audience seemed to find his mistakes endearing. He had been relegated merely to affirming his agreement with all that his brothers had said and then announcing that as soon as the Assembly was well organized in Darakemba, Akma and the sons of Motiak would be traveling to every major city in every province to speak to the people there and organize the Ancient Ways wherever they were invited to do so. Unfortunately, they had no money of their own, and it wouldn’t be right to use their fathers’ wealth to sustain a religion that they didn’t approve of, so Khimin and his brothers and their friend Akma would be dependent upon the hospitality of others in those faraway places.


Shedemei wondered whether they would live long enough to stay a night in every house that would be pathetically eager to take them in. Rich families that would never give a flatcake to a beggar would plead for the chance to show generosity to these boys who had never known a day of want in their lives.


<Be generous, Shedemei. Akma has known want.>


And learned nothing from it, Shedemei said silently.


<Akma isn’t a fool, either. They’ll stay in poor men’s houses often enough to make their point, and in the houses of angels as well as humans. They aren’t going to let Akmaro and Motiak hold the high ground on anything, if they can help it.>


Among them, the four sons of Motiak had taken only half an hour. It was plain when Akma rose to speak that the people had no idea of what to expect from him. The sons of the king were celebrities; but Akma was the son of Akmaro, and the rumors about him had been mostly negative. Some disliked him because they resented his father’s religious reforms. Some disliked him because he had repudiated his father’s life’s work-which the sons of Motiak had not done, even reaffirming their absolute loyalty to their father’s kingship. Others disliked him because he was a scholar and reputed to be one of the most brilliant minds that frequented the library in the king’s house-there was a natural suspicion of those with too much book-learning. And others didn’t want to like him because they had heard he didn’t believe in the Keeper of Earth, which was an absurd position for someone to take when he was about to start a new religion.


Akma surprised them. He surprised Shedemei, for that matter, and she had known from the Oversoul exactly what he planned to say. What Shedemei wasn’t prepared for was the vigor in his way of speaking, the excitement in his voice. Yet he used no extravagant gestures, merely looked out into the audience with such piercing intensity that everyone felt, at one time or another, that Akma was looking right at them, talking straight to them, that he knew their heart.


Even Shedemei felt his gaze on her when he said, “Some of you have heard that I don’t believe in the Keeper of Earth. I’m glad to tell you that this is not true. I don’t believe in the Keeper the way some have talked about him-that primitive idea of an entity who sends dreams to certain people but not to others, playing favorites with the men and women of the world. I don’t believe in a being who makes plans for us and gets angry when we don’t carry them out, who rejects some people because they don’t obey him quickly enough or don’t love their enemies better than they love their friends. I don’t believe in some all-knowing being who made humans and angels into lovers of light and air, and then demanded that they live nose-to-tail with tunnel-dwelling creatures of grime and muck-surely this Keeper of Earth could do a better job of planning than that!”


They laughed. They loved it. A little abuse of the diggers-that proved his religion was going to be Just Fine.


“No, the Keeper of Earth that I believe in is the great force of life that dwells in all things. When the rain falls, that is the Keeper of Earth. When the wind blows, when the sun shines, when maize and potatoes grow, when water flows clear over the rocks, when fish leap into the net, when babies cry out their first joyful song of life-that is the Keeper of Earth that I believe in! The natural order of things, the laws of nature-you don’t have to think about them to obey them! You don’t have to have special dreamers who will tell you what the Keeper wants you to do. The Keeper wants you to eat-you know that because you’re hungry! The Keeper wants you to laugh-you know that because you enjoy laughing! The Keeper wants you to have babies-you know that because you not only love these little ones, you even love the way you go about getting them! The messages of the Keeper of Earth come to everyone, and except for the sweet and ancient stories and rituals that bind us together as a people, there is nothing for us to teach you that you don’t learn just as well by simply being alive!”


Shedemei tried desperately to think of retorts for all the things he said, the way she had done with the sons of Motiak, but she found the spell of his voice so compelling that she couldn’t answer. He owned her mind as long as he chose to speak to her. She knew that she didn’t believe him; she just couldn’t remember, for the moment, why.


He went on and on, but his speech didn’t seem long. Every word was fascinating, moving, funny, joyful, wise-you dared not miss any of it. Never mind that Shedemei knew that he was lying, that even he did not believe half of what he said. It was still beautiful; it was still music; the rhapsody of his words swept the people with it like a current in the icy water of Tsidorek, numbing them even as it moved them.


She only won her freedom from the magic of his speech when, near the end, he proposed his ultimate solution to the problem of the diggers. “We have all been sickened by the acts of wanton cruelty over the past months,” said Akma. “Every such action was against the laws that already existed, and we are glad that our wise king has made the laws even stronger by forbidding any persecution of people because of their religious beliefs. Nevertheless, there would have been no persecution if there had been no diggers living unnaturally among the men and women of Darakemba.”


There it was-the moment when Shedemei recoiled from his words and stopped finding his voice beautiful. But the others around her were not so clear minded, and she had to nudge the other teachers from her school and glare at them to make sure they knew that they should not believe what he was saying now.


“Is it the diggers’ fault that they are here? It was .certainly never their intention! Some of them have lived in this area since the ancient days when diggers and angels always lived near each other-so that diggers could steal the children of angels and eat them in their dank warrens. One can hardly list that as a qualification for citizenship! Most diggers that live in Darakemba, however, are here because they or their parents took part in a raiding party on the borders of our land, trying to steal from hardworking men and women the fruits of their labors. Either they were captured in bloody battle or were taken when a retaliatory raid captured a digger village; then they were brought here as slaves. That was a mistake! That was wrong! Not because the diggers are not suited to slavery-by nature they are slaves, and that is how the rulers of the Elemaki treat them all. No, our mistake was that even as slaves, even as trophies of victory, it was wrong to bring diggers into a nation of people, where some would be deceived. Yes, some would think that because the diggers were capable of a kind of speech, they were therefore capable of thinking like, feeling like, acting like people. But we must not be deceived. Our eyes can tell us that these are lies. What human hasn’t rejoiced to see an angel in flight or hear the eveningsong of our brothers and sisters! What angel has not delighted in the learning that the humans brought with them, the powerful tools that can be shaped and wielded by strong human arms! We can live together, help each other-though I am not saying that our brothers in Khideo may not continue to deprive themselves of the good company of the sky people if they so choose.”


Another appreciative laugh from the audience.


“But do you rejoice to see the buttocks of a digger flash in the air as he burrows into the earth? Do you love to hear their whining, grating voices, to see their claws touching food that you are expected to eat? Isn’t it a mockery when you see their spadelike fingers clutching a book? Don’t you long to leave the room if one of them should ever attempt to sing?”


Each line of abuse was greeted with a laugh.


“They didn’t choose to live among us! And now, stricken with the poverty that must always be the lot of those unequal to the mental requirements of real citizenship, they haven’t the means to leave! And why should they? Life in Darakemba, even for a digger, is vastly better than life among the Elemaki! Yet we must have respect for the Keeper of Earth and obey the natural repugnance that is the Keeper’s clear message to us. The diggers must leave! But not by force! Not by violence! We are civilized! We are not Elemaki. I have felt the lash of the Elemaki diggers on my back, and I would rather give my life than see any human or angel treat even the vilest digger in that way! Civilized people are above such cruelty.”


The people cheered and applauded. Aren’t we all noble, thought Shedemei, to repudiate the persecution even as Akma is about to tell us a new way to begin it again, only more effectively.


“Are we helpless, then? What about those diggers who understand the truth and want to leave Darakemba, yet can’t afford the cost of the journey? Let us help them understand that they must go. Let us help them kindly on their way. First, you must realize that the only reason diggers stay here is because we keep paying them to do work that poor and struggling humans and angels would gladly do. Of course you can pay the diggers less, since they only need to dig a hole in the bank of a creek in order to have a house! But you must make the sacrifice-for their sake as well as our own!-and stop hiring them for any work at all. Pay a little more to have a man dig that ditch. Pay a little more to have a woman wash your clothes. It will be worth the cost because you won’t have to pay to have bad work redone!”


Applause. Laughter. Shedemei wanted to weep at the injustice of his lie.


“Don’t buy from digger tradesmen. Don’t even buy from human or angel shopkeepers, if the goods were made using digger labor. Insist that they guarantee that all the work was done by men and women, not by lower creatures. But if a digger wants to sell his land, then yes, buy it-at a fair price, too. Let them all sell their land, till not one patch of earth in Darakemba has a digger’s name attached to it.”


Applause. Cheers.


“Will they go hungry? Yes. Will their poverty grow worse? Yes. But we will not let them starve. I spent years of my childhood with constant hunger because our digger slavedrivers wouldn’t give us enough to eat! We are not like them! We will gather food, we will use funds donated to the Assembly of the Ancient Ways, and we will feed every digger in Darakemba if we have to-but only long enough for them to make the journey to the border! And we will feed them only as long as they are on their way! They can have food from the larders of the Ancient Ways-but only at the edge of the city, and then they must walk, they and all their families, along the road toward the border. At stations along the way, we’ll have a safe place for them to camp, and food for them to eat, and they will be treated with kindness and courtesy-but in the morning they will rise and eat and be on their way, ever closer to the border. And at the end, they will be given enough to walk on for another week, to find a place within the lands of the Elemaki, where they belong. Let them do their labor there! Let them preserve the precious ‘culture’ that certain people prize so much-but not in Darakemba! Not in Darakemba!”


As he no doubt planned, the audience took up the chant; it was only with difficulty that he quieted them again so he could finish. The speech did not go on much longer after that-only long enough for him to rhapsodize again about the beauty of the ancient ways of the Nafari and the Darakembi, about how loving and inclusive tke Assembly of the Ancient Ways would be, and how only among the Ancient, as they would call themselves, could true justice and kindness be found, for diggers as well as angels and humans. They screamed their approval, chanted his name, cried out their love for him.


<Akma knew he would be good at this, but even he is quite surprised by all this adulation.>


He doesn’t have mine, Shedemei answered silently.


<For what it’s worth, most people weren’t with him in the really nasty things he said about diggers. But he does have their support for the relocation program he outlined. For the moment, at least, it sounds like a simple and humane solution to most of those who came.>


And how will it sound to the earth people?


<Like the end of the world.>


Motiak will stop it, won’t he?


<He’ll try, I’m sure. His agents are already reporting to him on what his sons and Akma said. They’ll study the law. But he can’t oppose this plan forever, if the people really want it.>


Doesn’t he see that to take away their livelihood and drive them from their homes so they can survive at all is every bit as cruel, in the long run?


<Don’t argue with me. Argue with him. Maybe if you told people who you are and made a demonstration of the power of the cloak. . . . >


The Keeper doesn’t work like that. He wants people to follow him because they love his way.


<Well, when Nafai gave his oldest brothers a bit of of a shock, he got their cooperation for long enough to get the starship refur-bished.>


And they were back to plotting murder as quickly as they could.


“Let’s go home, Shedemei,” said one of the students.


“He was so wonderful,” said one of the others, shaking her head ruefully. “Too bad that everything he said was pure shit.”


Shedemei immediately reproved her coarse wording, but then laughed and hugged her. The students of her school might have been caught up in the moment, but they had been truly educated and not just schooled-they were able to hear something they had never before, analyze it, and decide for themselves that it was worthless, dangerous, vile. . . .


Maybe her student had used the only possible word for it.


When they got home to the school it was after dark. The girls rushed in to tell the others what had been said at the meeting. Shedemei spent those first few minutes going to the teachers who happened to be earth people. She explained about Akma’s strategy of boycotting diggers to compel them to leave. “Your place here is safe,” she said. “And I will stop charging tuition for all our students, so their parents can spare more to hire diggers and help those they cannot hire. We will’do all we can.”


She didn’t pass into the courtyard until the students who had heard the speech were telling about Akma’s statements about the diggers. They had good recall; some of it they reported word for word. Ed-hadeya was one of those who had not gone; as she told Shedemei, she didn’t know if she would be able to control herself, and besides, she had to prove that one of Motiak’s children, at least, had not lost all decency. Now, though, as she heard Akma’s statements about inferior digger intelligence, about their unfitness for civilized society, she did lose control. “He knew Voozhum! Not as well as my brothers, but he knew her! He knows that everything he’s saying is a lie, he knows it, he knows it!” She was flinging her arms about, ranting, almost screaming. The children were frightened, a little but also admired this display of passion-it was a far cry from the brusque but even temper that Shedemei always showed.


Shedemei went to her and wrapped her in her arms. “It hurts the worst when evil is done by those we love,” she said.


“How can I answer his lies? How can I stop people from believing him?”


“You’re already doing it. You teach. You speak wherever you can. You refuse to tolerate it when others echo these vile things in your presence.”


“I hate him!” Edhadeya said, her voice rough with emotion. “I will never forgive him, Shedemei. The Keeper tells us to forgive our enemies but I won’t. If that makes me evil also, then I’m evil, but I will hate him forever for what he did tonight.”


One of the students, confused, said, “But he didn’t actually do anything, did he? He only talked.”


Shedemei, still holding Edhadeya close to her, said, “If I point to a man walking down the street, and I scream to everyone, ‘There he is, there’s the man who molested my little girl! There’s the man who raped and tortured and killed my daughter, I know him, that’s the man!’-if I say that, and the crowd tears him to pieces, and yet I knew all along that he was not the man, that it was all a lie, was it just talk, or did I do something?”


Letting them think about this lesson, she led Edhadeya into the school to the cubicle, just like all the other cubicles, where she slept. “Don’t be troubled, Edhadeya. Don’t let this tear you apart.”


“I hate him,” she muttered again.


“Now that the others can’t hear, let me insist that you face the truth of your own heart. The reason you’re so angry, the reason you feel so betrayed that you can’t control your emotions, they burst your dignity, they make you almost crazy with grief-the reason for that, my dear friend, my fellow teacher, my daughter, my sister, is that you still love him and that is what you can’t forgive.”


“I don’t love him,” said Edhadeya. “That’s a terrible thing to accuse me of.”


“Cry yourself to sleep, Dedaya. You have classes to teach in the morning. And I’ll need a lot of other help from you as well. Tonight you can grieve and brood and curse and rage until you wear yourself out. But we all need you to be useful after that.”


In the morning, Edhadeya was useful indeed, calm and hardworking, wise and compassionate as always. But Shedemei could see that the turmoil had not subsided in her heart. You were named well, she thought-named for Eiadh, who made the tragic error of loving Ele-mak. But you haven’t made all of Eiadh’s mistakes. You have been constant of heart, where Eiadh kept deciding she loved Nafai more. And you may have chosen more wisely in the first place, because it’s not yet altogether certain whether Akma really is as single-minded in his pride as Elemak was. Elemak had proof after proof of the power of the Oversoul and then of the Keeper of Earth, and still defied them and hated all they were trying to do. But Akma has never knowingly had any experience with the Keeper’s power-that’s an advantage that Akmaro and Chebeya, Edhadeya and Luet, Didul and even I have over him. So it just may be, poor Edhadeya, that you have not bestowed your heart as tragically and foolishly as Eiadh did. Then again, it may turn out that you did even worse.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282855]ELEVEN  - DEFEAT


Dudagu didn’t want her husband to go. “I hate it when you’re gone for so many days.”


“I’m sorry, but no matter how ill you are right now, I’m still the king,” said Motiak.


“That’s right, so you have people to find out things and report to you and you don’t have to go and see for yourself!”


“I’m king of the earth people of Darakemba as surely as I’m king of the sky and middle people. They need to see that I don’t want them to leave.”


“You issued that decree, didn’t you? Forbidding people to organize boycotts of the diggers?”


“Oh, yes. I decreed, and immediately Akma and the royal boys went about declaring that in compliance with the law, they no longer advocated a boycott and urged people not to stop hiring diggers or buying goods made by diggers. Thus I can’t arrest them while their boycott message is still being spread by their pretence of discontinuing it.”


“I still think you should make them come home and stop letting them speak.”


“It wouldn’t change the fact that people know what they believe, what they want. Believe it or not, Dudagu, despite your high opinion of my powers, I’m helpless.”


“Punish them if they boycott the diggers! Confiscate their property! Cut off a ringer!”


“And how would I prove that they’re boycotting? All they have to say is, ‘I was never satisfied with his work and so I hire other people now. It has nothing to do with what species he belongs to-don’t I have the freedom to decide whom to hire?’ Sometimes it might even be true. Should I punish them then?”


Dudagu thought about this for a few moments. “Well, then, if the diggers are leaving, let them go! If they all leave, then the problem is solved.”


Motiak looked at her in silence until she finally realized something was wrong and looked at him and saw the cold rage in his face.


She gasped. “Did I say something wrong?”


“When someone in my kingdom decides that some of my citizens are not welcome, and drives them out against my will, don’t you dare to tell me that once they’re all gone, the problem is solved. Every earth person who leaves Darakemba makes this nation that much more evil and I’m beginning to hate being their king.”


“I don’t like the sound of that,” she said. “You wouldn’t do anything stupid like abdicating, would you?”


“And put Aronha in charge years ahead of schedule? Watch as he re-establishes this Ancient Ways abomination as the official religion of the empire? I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. No, I’ll be king until the last breath is dragged out of my body. I only hope that I have the strength never to hope that all my sons die before me.”


Dudagu fairly flew off the bed, to stand before him in tiny, majestic rage. “Don’t you ever say such a monstrous thing again! Three of them aren’t my sons, I know that, and I know they hate me and think I’m useless but they’re still your sons, and that’s still more sacred than anything else in the world, and no decent man would ever wish his sons to die before him even if he is the king and they are wretched traitorous snots like my Khimin turned out to be.” She burst into tears.


He led her back to her bed. “Come on, I didn’t mean it, I was just angry.”


“So was I, only I was right to be angry.,” she said, “That’s true, you were, and I apologize. I didn’t mean it.”


“Please don’t go.”


“I will go, because it’s the right thing to do. And you will stop pestering me about it, because I shouldn’t have to feel guilty about doing my duty as king.”


“I won’t sleep while you’re gone. You’ll be lucky if I’m not dead of weakness and exhaustion when you return.”


“Three days? Try to stay alive for three days.”


“You don’t take my sickness seriously at all, Tidaka,” she said.


“I take it seriously,” said Motiak, “but I never have and never will let it stop me from doing my duty. It’s one of the tragedies of royal life, Dudagu. If you died while I was away, doing my duty, I would grieve. But if I failed in my duty because you were dying, I would be ashamed. For my kingdom’s sake, I would rather have my people grieve with me than have my people ashamed of me.”


“You have no heart,” she said.


“No, I have a heart,” said Motiak. “I just can’t always do what it tells me to do.”


“I’ll hate you forever. I’ll never forgive you.”


“But I’ll love jyow,” he answered mildly. And then, when the door was closed behind him and she couldn’t hear, he muttered, “I might even forgive you for making my home life so ... unrestful.”


He left his house in the company of two captains-as tradition required, one was an angel, the other a human. Outside, spies and soldiers were ready-only a dozen spies and thirty soldiers, but it was best to be prepared. In these tumultuous times, one never knew when a party of Elemaki might penetrate deeply into Darakemba. And before the journey was done, they would be far upriver, much closer to the border.


On the way out of the city, they were joined by Akmaro, Chebeya, Edhadeya, and Shedemei. Motiak greeted his daughter with an embrace, and met Shedemei with short courtesy; it was easy to assume a level of intimacy as if he had long known her. “Someday you must tell me where you’re from,” he said. “Show me on a map, that is. I have the original maps that Nafai drew, showing the whole gornaya. I won’t have heard of your city, but I can add it to the map.”


“It would do no good,” said Shedemei. “It doesn’t exist now.”


“A grief that can hardly be imagined,” said Motiak.


“It was for a while,” said Shedemei. “But I’m alive, and my work requires all my concentration.”


“Still, I’d like to see where your city was. People often build again on the same site. If there was a reason to build a city there once, another people will think of the same reason again.” Polite conversation; they all knew what was really on Motiak’s mind. But there was no use talking about it all the time; it wasn’t as if they could do much. And it was Motiak’s duty to make sure they were as comfortable as he could make them. That was one of the chief annoyances of being king. No matter where he was, no matter who was with him, he was always host, always responsible for everyone else’s well-being.


Out on the road, their reason for this journey was immediately apparent. The encampment of emigrating diggers wasn’t large, but then it wasn’t meant to be. Quiet humans and angels manned the booth where food and water were distributed; lidded jars with thongs to loop around the neck would serve to help the diggers on their way. They would also mark them as emigrants, so that any who saw them on the road would know they were leaving Darakemba. They had taken the invitation of the Ancients; they had decided to live where they were not hated. But it gave them no joy. Motiak hadn’t spent that much of his life around earth people that he could easily read the expressions on their strange faces. But it took no great experience to see the dejection in the slope of their backs, the way they tended to walk now on two feet, now touching a hand to the ground, as if in being called animals they had begun somehow to discover it was true, so now it took all their remaining strength just to keep from setting down the other hand to make it a foot again, as it had been for an ancient ancestor scurrying through the alleys of a human city, looking for something edible or wet or shiny.


Motiak led his party onto the road; the diggers moved aside. “No,” he said, “the road is wide enough. We can share it.”


They stayed motionless at the verge, watching him.


“I am Motiak,” he said. “Don’t you understand that you are citizens? You don’t have to go. I’ve opened up the public larders in every city. You can wait this out. It will pass.”


Finally one of them spoke. “When we go there, we see the hatred in their eyes, sir. We know you meant well for us, setting us free. We don’t hate you.”


“It’s not the hunger,” said another. “You know it’s not that.”


“Yes it is,” said a woman, holding three small children near her. “And the beatings. You won’t live forever, sir.”


“Whatever else might be true of my sons,” said Motiak, “they will never permit the persecution.”


“Oh, they’ll starve us out, but not let us be hit?” the woman scoffed. “Stand up, you,” she said to her children. “This is the king, here. This is majesty.”


Motiak’s angel captain made a motion as if to punish her for impudence, but Motiak waved him back with a tiny gesture. The irony in her voice could not overmatch the bitterness in his heart. She was right, to jeer at majesty. A king has no more power than the willing obedience of the great mass of the people gives him. A king who is worse than his people is a poisonous snake; a king who is better is last year’s snakeskin, discarded in the grass.


Pabul was at the Ancient Ways booth. He had asked if he might come along, if only because he felt somewhat responsible for the troubles with his decision in Shedemei’s trial the year before. “These so-called Ancients, they’re a loathsome bunch,” he said, “but they’re not breaking any law. They don’t foul the water or poison the food. It’s fresh enough, and the rations they give the earth people are adequate for a day’s journey.” He hesitated, considering whether to say the next thing, then decided and spoke. “You could forbid the diggers to leave.”


Motiak nodded. “Yes-I could require the most helpless and obedient of my citizens to stay and suffer further humiliation and abuse, from which I’m powerless to protect them, I could do that.”


Pabul made no more argument along that line.


They walked all day, briskly because they were all healthy: They made a point of staying fit; Motiak and Pabul because their offices were fundamentally military ones and they might find themselves in the field at any time; Akmaro and Chebeya, Edhadeya and Shedemei because they were of the Kept and labored with their own hands, permitting themselves no excess of food or unproductive leisure. So they overtook group after group of diggers, and to each of them Motiak said the same thing. “Please stay. I wish you would stay. Trust in the Keeper to heal the wound in this land.” And their answer was always the same: For you we would stay, Motiak, we know you wish us well; but there’s no future here for me, for my children.


“It’s misleading,” Akmaro said that afternoon. “We see here the ones that are on the road. Most are staying.”


“So far,” said Motiak.


“Our resources are stretched to the limit, but all the diggers that the Kept can hire are earning wages; their children are still in school; there are even towns and villages where Akma and your sons have no influence and the people treat each other civilly, without boycotts or any sign of hate.”


“How many such towns, Akmaro?” asked Motiak. “One in a hundred?”


“One in fifty,” said Akmaro. “Or one in forty.” Motiak had no need to answer that.


He thought back to the morning’s conversation with his wife. The callousness with which she said to let the diggers go and then the problem would be solved. Is that any more monstrous than my cruel thought that I might wish to see my sons in graves before I die? Yet I would not have shrunk from letting them all take weapons in their hands and go out into battle, if an enemy attacked us. They might have died then, in the violence of war, and when they saw me mourning no man or woman in the kingdom would have said, If he really loved them he wouldn’t have put them in the way of death.


He framed the idea in words and said them aloud, so Akmaro, still walking beside him, could hear. “There are things that parents must value even above their children’s lives.”


Akmaro  needed no explanation to understand where Motiak’s thoughts had turned. “That’s hard,” he said. “All of nature has written into our minds the idea that children matter more than anything.”


“But civilization means rising above even that,” said Motiak. “We feel our self to be the town, the tribe, the city, the nation-”


“The children of the Keeper-”


“Yes, we see that as the self that must be preserved at all costs, so that nearer things are less valuable. Does it mean we’re monsters, that we hate our grown children if we send them off to war to kill and die so they can protect our neighbors’ little ones?”


“ ‘The survival of the family is best enhanced when the family is subsumed in a larger society,’ “ Akmaro recited. “ ‘One family breaks and bleeds, but the larger organism heals. The wound is not fatal.’


Edhadeya has been teaching me the things that are taught in Rasaro’s House.”


“She spends more time in your house than mine,” said Motiak.


“She finds more comfort from Chebeya than from her stepmother,” said Akmaro. “I don’t think that’s surprising. Besides, she spends most of her time with Shedemei.”


“Strange woman,” said Motiak.


“When you know her better,” said Akmaro, “you’ll begin to realize that she’s even stranger than you thought at first.” Then, suddenly, Akmaro’s demeanor changed; in a softer voice he said, “I didn’t realize that your captain of soldiers was so close behind us.”


“Is he?” asked Motiak.


“Were you overheard, do you think? When you said, ‘There are things that parents must value even above their children’s lives’?”


Motiak glanced at Akmaro in alarm. They both understood that inadvertently, Motiak had placed their sons in great danger. “It’s time that we stopped for our noon meal.”


While the soldiers broke out the food that they were carrying, and all but two of the spies settled to the ground to eat, Motiak took Edhadeya aside. “I’m sorry to separate you from the group, but I have an urgent errand for you.”


“And you can’t send a spy?” she said.


“I most certainly cannot,” he said. “I chanced to say something unfortunate just now, and I was overheard; but even if I hadn’t been, the idea is bound to occur to one of my men, seeing how unhappy I am. You must go and find your brothers and warn them that it’s possible, even likely, that some soldier, thinking to do me a great service, will attempt to relieve me of some of my family burdens.”


“Oh, Father, you don’t think they would raise a hand against the royal blood?”


“Kings’ sons have died before,” said Motiak. “My soldiers know that what my boys are doing now is killing me. I fear the loyalty of my most loyal men as much as I fear the disloyalty of my sons. Go to them, tell them my warning.”


“Do you know what they’ll say, Father? That you’re threatening them, that you’re trying to scare them into stopping their public speaking.”


“I’m trying to save their lives. Tell them at least to keep their travel secret. Tell no one where they’re going next, tell no one when they plan to leave. Go suddenly, arrive unexpectedly. They must, or somewhere on the road someone will be lying in wait for them. And not diggers-I’m talking about humans and angels. Will you do this?”


She nodded.


“I’ll send two angels with you for safety, but when you get near, you must order them to stay behind so you can talk to your brothers alone.”


She nodded; she got up to go.


“Edhadeya,” said Motiak. “I know that I’m asking you to do a hard thing, to go and see them. But whom else can I send? Akmaro? Pabul? Akma will allow you to come close and speak to your brothers in privacy.”


“I can bear it,” said Edhadeya. “I can bear it better than watching these weary people leave their homeland.”


As she walked away, Motiak saw that she was heading straight for Shedemei. He called out to her. She came back.


“I don’t think you should talk about this to strangers,” he said.


“I wasn’t going to,” she said, looking peeved. Again she left; again she headed straight for Shedemei, and this time spoke to her. Shedemei nodded, then shook her head no; only then did Edhadeya take her leave of the whole group, with two angels flying reconnaissance for her as she went.


Motiak was furious even though he knew his anger was foolish. Chebeya noticed at once that he was out of sorts and came to him. “What happened with Edhadeya?” she asked.


“I told her not to tell strangers what her errand was, and she went straight to this Shedemei.”


Chebeya laughed ruefully. “Oh, Motiak, you should have been more specific than that. Shedemei isn’t a stranger to anyone here but you.”


“Edhadeya knew what I meant.”


“No she didn’t, Motiak. If she had known, she would have obeyed you. Not all your children are in revolt. Besides, Shedemei isn’t Bego or ... Akma. She’s only going to lead Edhadeya closer to the Keeper and to you.”


“I want to talk to her, this Shedemei. It’s time I got to know her.”


A moment later Shedemei sat beside him in the shade, with Akmaro, Pabul, and Chebeya gathered round, the soldiers well back and out of earshot. “Enough of the evasions,” said Motiak. “It was fine for you to be vague and mysterious until my daughter started confiding my secret errands to you.”


“What secret errands?” said Shedemei.


“The reason I was sending her back to Darakemba.”


“She told me nothing about that,” said Shedemei.


“Are you going to pretend that you don’t know what she’s doing?”


“Not at all,” said Shedemei. “I know exactly what she’s doing. But she didn’t tell me.”


“Enough of the riddles! Who are you!”


“When I can see that it’s any of your business to know, Motiak, I’ll tell you. Until then, all you need to know is that I serve the Keeper as best I can, and so do you, and that makes us friends whether you like it or not.”


No one had ever spoken to him with such impudence before. Only Chebeya’s gentling touch on his elbow restrained him from embarrassing himself with words he would soon regret. “I try to be a decent man and not abuse my power as king, but I have my limits!”


“On the contrary,” said Shedemei. “There is no limit to your decency. It is complete. Akma and your boys wouldn’t have done half so well if that weren’t true.”


Motiak studied her face, still angry, still baffled. “I’m supposed to be the king, and nobody will tell me anything.”


“If it’s any help to you,” said Shedemei, “I don’t know anything that would help you, because it doesn’t help me, either. I’m as eager as you are to put an end to this nonsense. I see as clearly as you do that if Akma succeeds in all that he plans to do, your kingdom will lie in ruins, your people scattered and enslaved, and this great experiment in freedom and harmony will be, not even a memory, but a legend and then a myth and then a fantasy.”


“It’s been a fantasy all along.”


“No, that’s not true,” said Akmaro, leaping in to stop Motiak from wallowing in bitterness, as he so often had in recent weeks and months. “Don’t start to use Akma’s lies to excuse your own lack of understanding. You know that the Keeper of Earth is real. You know that the dreams he sends are true. You know that the future he showed to Binaro was a good one, full of hope and light, and you chose it, not out of fear of the Keeper, but out of love for his plan. Don’t lose sight of that.”


Motiak sighed. “It’s nice at least that I don’t have the burden of carrying a conscience around with me. Akmaro stores a much larger one than I could lift myself, and trots it out whenever it’s needed.” He laughed. So did they. For a moment, and then the laughter died in reflective silence. “My friends, I think we have seen how powerless I am. Even if I were like the late unlamented Nuab among the Zenifi, willing to kill whoever crossed me, he didn’t have to face a determined enemy like Akma.”


“Khideo’s sword almost got him,” Akmaro pointed out.


“Khideo didn’t go around like Akma, telling the people exactly what the worst among them want to hear. Nuab didn’t have his sons in unison against him so that the people would see them as the future and him as the past and ignore him as if he were already dead. Don’t you think it’s ironic, Akmaro, that what you did to that monster Pa-bulog, stealing his sons away from him, should end up happening to me?”


Akmaro laughed one bitter bark of a laugh. “You think I haven’t seen the parallel? My son thinks he hates me, but his actions have been a perverse echo of mine. He even grew up to be the leader of a religious movement, and spends his life preaching and teaching. I should be proud.”


“Yes, we’re all such failures,” said Chebeya nastily. “We can sit around here moaning about our helplessness. Shedemei, who supposedly knows all the secrets of the universe, can’t think of a single useful thing to do. The king whines about how powerless kings are. My husband, the high priest, moans about what a failure he is as a father. While I have to sit here watching the threads that bind this kingdom together unraveling, watch the people forming themselves into tribes that are bound only by hate and fear, and all the while I know that those who have been trusted with all the power that there is in this land are doing nothing but feeling sorry for themselves!”


Her virulence startled them all.


“Yes,” said Motiak, “so we’re a helpless pathetic bunch. What exactly is your point?”


“You’re angry at us because we can’t do anything,” said Akmaro.


“But that’s the cause of our grief-we can’t. You might as well be angry at the riverbank because it can’t stop the water from flowing by.”


“You foolish men of power!” cried Chebeya. “You’re so used to governing with laws and words, soldiers and spies. Now you rage or have your feelings hurt because all your usual tools are useless. They were always useless. Everything always depended on the relationship between each individual person in this kingdom and the Keeper of Earth. Very few of them understand anything about the Keeper’s plan, but they know goodness when they see it, and they know evil-they know what builds and what tears down, what brings happiness and what brings misery. Trust them!”


“Trust them?” said Motiak. “With Akma leading them to deny the most common decency?”


“Who are these people that Akma leads? You see them as crowds that flock to him and feel as though they had all betrayed you. But their reasons for following Akma are as individual as they are. Yes, some of them hate all diggers with an unreasoning passion-but they were always around, weren’t they? I don’t think their numbers have increased, not by one; in fact, after the persecutions I think there were fewer who really hated the diggers, because many people learned to feel compassion for them. Akma knows this-he knows that they don’t want to be like the thugs who tormented children. So he tells them that the problem wasn’t their fault, or even the diggers’ fault, it’s just the natural way of things, it can’t be helped, we’re all victims of the way nature works, it’s all the will of the Keeper, we need to give in and move the diggers humanely out of sight so all this ugliness will go away. Most of the people who follow him are just trying to make the problem go away. If they simply let things happen, they think, peace will come again. But they’re ashamed! I see it, why can’t you? They know it’s wrong. But it’s inevitable, so why fight it? Even the king, even the high priest of the Kept can’t do a thing about it!”


“That’s right,” growled Motiak. “We can’t!”


“That’s what Akma’s saying to them.”


“He’s not saying it,” said Motiak. “He’s showing it.”


“But they don’t want it to be true. Oh, I’m not saying they’re all decent people, or even most of them. There are plenty of them who are looking only for their own advantage. Better invest my time and wealth in making friends with Motiak’s sons. But if they once thought that Akma would fail, they’d be right back with you, pretending to have been among the Kept all along, joking with you about how every family has problems with sons who are coming of age. They don’t care whether the diggers come or go. In fact they miss the lower wages they were able to pay them. The people are not evil, Motiak. A large number of them are decent but they have no hope. Another large portion don’t care that much about decency but they’d be just as happy to have the Kept in charge of things, they don’t much care as long as they can prosper. And you know that the Kept are still a very large core of dedicated believers who love the Keeper’s plan and are striving to save it at great cost to themselves, and with unflinching courage. These three groups, together, are the vast majority of your people. Not perfect, certainly, but good enough to be worth reigning over. Except that Akma’s voice seems to be the only one that’s heard.” It was Shedemei who answered her tirade. “Yes, but that’s not for our lack of trying. The king has pleaded, you and your husband have spoken publicly and constantly, Pabul here has searched the law for ways to help and his court has been firm on the side of decency-I’ve even done all that I could do, that would not be coercive.”


“So it all comes down to Akma and my sons,” said Motiak. “No,” said Chebeya. “It all comes down to Akma. Those boys of yours would never be doing this either, Motiak, if it weren’t for Akma.”


“That was the meaning of the dream the Keeper sent me,” said Akmaro. “It all comes down to Akma, and none of us has the slightest power to reach him. We’ve all tried-well, Pabul couldn’t, because Akma would never let him come close. But the rest of us have tried, and we can’t bend him, and as long as we can’t stop Akma, we can’t waken the decency of the people, so what does it matter?”


“You’re not suggesting,” said Motiak, “that I arrange the assassination of your own son?”


“No!” she cried. “See how you think of power as a matter of weapons, Motiak? And you, Akmaro, it’s words, words, teaching, talking, that’s what power means to you. But this problem is beyond what you can solve with your ordinary tools.”


“What then?” said Shedemei. “What tools should’we use?”


“No tools at all!” cried Chebeya. “They don’t work!”


Shedemei extended her open hands. “There I am,” she said, “unarmed, my hands are empty. Fill them! Show me what to do and I’ll do it! So will any of us!”


“I can’t show you because I don’t know. I can’t give you tools because there are no tools. Don’t you see? What Akma is wrecking- it’s not our plan.”


“If you’re saying we should just leave it up to the Keeper,” said Akmaro, “then what’s the point of anything? Binaro said it-we’re the Keeper’s hands and mouths in this world.”


“Yes, when the Keeper needs action or speech, we’re the ones to do it. But that’s not what’s needed now!”


Akmaro reached out and took his wife’s hands in his. “You’re saying that we shouldn’t just leave things up to the Keeper. You’re saying we should demand that the Keeper either do something or show us what to do.”


“The Keeper knows that,” said Shedemei. “She hardly needs us to tell her what should be obvious.”


“Maybe she needs us to admit that it’s up to her. Maybe she needs us to say that whatever she decides, we will abide by it. Maybe it’s time for Akma’s father to say to the Keeper, Enough. Stop my son.”


“Do you think I haven’t begged the Keeper for answers?” Akmaro said, offended.


“Exactly,” said Chebeya. “I’ve heard you, talking to the Keeper, saying, ‘Show me what to do. How can I save my son? How can I bring him back from these terrible things?’ Doesn’t it occur to you that the only reason the Keeper hasn’t stopped Akma up to now is for your sake?”


“But I want him to stop.”


“That’s right!” cried Chebeya. “You want him to stop. That’s what you plead for, over and over. I’ve seen the connection between you. Even though it’s rage on his part and agonized frustration on yours, the ties of love between you are stronger than I’ve ever seen between any two people in my life. Think what that means-in all your pleas, you are really asking the Keeper to spare your son.”


“Your son too,” said Akmaro softly.


“I’ve shed the same tears as you, Kmadaro,” she said. “I’ve said the same prayers to the Keeper. But it’s time to utter a new prayer. It’s time to say to the Keeper that we value her children more than we value ours. It’s time for you to beg the Keeper of Earth to stop our son. To set the people of Darakemba free from his foul, foul influence.”


Motiak couldn’t see what her point was. “I just sent Edhadeya to try to warn my boys to be careful-are you saying I should have sent soldiers to assassinate Akma?”


“No,” said Akmaro, answering for Chebeya so she wouldn’t have to weep in frustration. “No, her point is that anything we might do at this point would be useless. If someone causes harm to any of these boys, they would be martyrs and you would be blamed forever. It’s not in our power-that’s what Chebeya’s saying.”


“But I thought she was telling you to. . . .”


“Akma has to be stopped, but the only way to stop him, that will actually work, is for everyone to see that he was stopped, not by any power of man or woman, of angel, human, or digger, but by the plain and naked power of the Keeper of Earth. She’s saying that without realizing it, I’ve been begging, demanding that the Keeper find a way to save my son. All that’s left now is for me to stop that prayer. I think . . . perhaps the Keeper has trusted me with his plan for this nation, and so he won’t do anything without my consent. And without realizing it, up to now I’ve refused to let the Keeper do the only thing that would help at all. We’ve tried everything else, but now it’s time for me to ask the Keeper to do now what was done long ago when Sherem threatened to undo all the teachings of Oykib.”


“You want the Keeper to strike your son dead?” asked Pabul, incredulous.


“No I don’t!” cried Akmaro. Chebeya burst into tears. “No I don’t,” Akmaro said softly. “I want my son to live. But more than that, I want the people of this world to live together as children of the Keeper. More than I want to spare the life of my son. It’s time for me to beg the Keeper to do whatever he must do in order to save the people of Darakemba-no matter what it costs.” His eyes, too, spilled over with tears. “It’s happening again, just the way it did before, when I reached out to you, Pabul, you and your brothers, and taught you to love the Keeper and reject your father’s ways. I knew that I had to do that, for the good of my people, for your good, even though I could see that it was tearing my boy apart, making him hate me. I knew I was losing him then. And now I have to consent to it all over again.”


“Me, too?” asked Motiak in a small voice.


“No,” said Shedemei. “Your boys will return to their senses once they’re not with Akma anymore. And the peace of this kingdom depends on an orderly succession. Your boys must not die.”


“But a father praying for the Keeper to strike his son dead. . . .” said Motiak.


“I will never pray for that,” said Akmaro. “I’m not wise enough to tell the Keeper how to do his work. I’m only wise enough to listen to my wife and stop demanding that the Keeper leave my son alive.”


“This is unbearable,” murmured Pabul. “Father Akmaro, I wish I had died back in Chelem rather than bring this day upon you.”


“No one brought this day upon me” said Akmaro. “Akma brought this day upon himself. The only hope of mercy for this people is for the Keeper to give justice to my son. So that’s what I’m going to ask for.” He rose from the ground, sighing deeply, terribly. “That’s what I’m going to ask for with my whole heart. Justice for my son. I hope that he can bear to look the Keeper in the face.”


They watched as Akmaro walked away from the clearing, into the trees lining the banks of the Tsidorek. “I don’t know what to hope for,” Motiak said.


“It’s not our business to hope now,” said Shedemei. “Akmaro and Chebeya finally found the courage to face what they had to face. Now I need to get back to the city and see whether I can do the same in my own small way.”


They all knew better than to ask her what it was that she intended to do.


“I’ll go with you,” said Pabul.


“No,” said Shedemei sharply. “Stay here. Akmaro will need you. Chebeya will need you. I don’t need you.” She was not to be disobeyed. She set off down the road, not even taking a waterjar with her.


“Will she be all right?” asked Motiak. “Should I have some of my spies keep an eye on her?”


“She’ll be fine,” said Chebeya. “I don’t think she wants company. Or observers, either.”


It was dark when the launch flew silently above the water of the Tsi-dorek and stopped to rest in the air a single step away from the riv-erbank. Shedemei took that step and entered the small craft-small compared to the Basilica., that is; huge compared to any other vehicle on Earth. Once she was secure inside, the launch took off without any command from her; the Oversoul knew what was needed, and took her to a garden she maintained in a hidden valley high above the settled land of Darakemba. As she traveled, the Oversoul spoke to her.


<You were the one who urged me to interfere with Monush all those years ago. Now you refuse to let me interfere with Akma.>


“That’s right.”


<I could block him.>


“You couldn’t block Nafai and Issib back on Harmony when you had your full powers. Akma has a powerful will; he would resist you. I think he’d probably enjoy it.”


<Akmaro is tearing himself apart with this. The kingdom is shattered. You have all my power at your disposal and you do nothing.>


“It’s not my plan that matters now,” said Shedemei. “It never was. We were as proud and as stupid as Akma was, back when we tried to provoke the Keeper by interfering with Monush’s rescue. What we didn’t understand is that the Keeper lets us interfere and tries to work around us. We really can’t affect her. She wants this society, this nation of Darakemba to succeed. But if the people choose to ignore her and make something ugly out of their chance at something beautiful, well, so be it. She’ll find somebody else.”


<What about Harmony? What about my mission here?>


“Maybe the Keeper is waiting to see what these children of Harmony decide, right here, right now, before she can give you the instructions you came for.”


<So she doesn’t care about these people, really. She only cares about them if they fit in with her plan.>


“She cares about them, yes. But she sees the whole picture, the sweep of time. To save a dozen or a thousand or a million people now, at the cost of the happiness of billions of lives over millions of years-she won’t do it. She takes the long view.”


<So Akmaro is wasting his time.>


“I don’t know. How can I know? We were wasting our time by trying to thwart her. But if Chebeya’s right-and how can I tell how much truth a raveler knows?-if she’s right, then the Keeper can be influenced, not by rebels but by her most loyal friends. So Akmaro may have been blocking her just as Chebeya said, and the things he’s telling the Keeper now-maybe the logjam will be broken.”


<And then I’ll be told what to do?>


“Either that or not. How can I know?”


<You think something’s going to happen, or you wouldn’t have called for me to send the launch.>


“I think that it’s possible that when it comes time to break the impasse, the Keeper may have use for me.”


<And how will you know?>


“Someone will have a dream. That’s how the Keeper works. You’ll see the dream, you’ll tell me, and we’ll figure out if there’s something in it that the Keeper wants me to do.”


<Maybe the dream will come to you.>


“I haven’t had a true dream since I saw myself as a gardener in the sky. That came true long ago, and I don’t expect to have another dream.”


<You can’t lie to me, Shedemei. I feel your hopes whether you give voice to them or not.>


“Yes, well, I’d like to think the Keeper had something to say to me, of course. I’m as vain as the next person.”


<Then hurry up and sleep, so you can dream. >


“It doesn’t work that way. I’m not tired yet.”


She left the launch and wandered in the cold night air in her garden, routinely noticing the growth of the plants, the relative preponderance of one species over another, the amount of brachiation, the size of the foliage. The Oversoul entered her observations into the ship’s computer as notes. They had long since stopped commenting on the irony that a computer program designed to govern a world was now acting as scribe for a lone biologist.


The Oversoul began to talk to her. <I’ve been searching for the Keeper, for some place that she could be. I’ve been searching for the means she uses to send dreams to the minds of humans, angels, and diggers. Whatever the Keeper does, I can’t find it.>


“Didn’t you notice that about four hundred years ago?”


<Yes, and then I waited.>


“Forty million years you waited on Harmony, and now you’re impatient?”


<I was busy on Harmony. I was needed. >


“You were running things, you mean. If something was planned, it was because you were doing the planning. And then people started having dreams that didn’t come from you. Made you a little uneasy, didn’t it?”


<It was harder to perform my calculations of probabilities.>


“That’s how it is for us all the time.”


<I have compassion algorithms designed into me. I don’t have to to identify with you in order to empathize. That’s a biological thing.>


“Whatever the Keeper does, she does it faster than light, she does it no matter how far away a person is. It suggests such enormous power. Such knowledge, such . . . wisdom. And yet she is so delicate, intervening so little, really. Giving us such freedom. Respecting our choices. Listening to us. Listening to needs and desires we don’t even know we have.”


<I think that whatever she is, she isn’t like me. She’s not a computer.>


“Organic, then? With very powerful tools?”


<Organic? Who knows. Maybe she’s simply unconstructed, how’s that? Like a human, like a digger, like an angel. She grew, she made herself out of her experiences, the way you did and do. So she wasn’t just programmed to design the shape of the history of life, she was charged with it.>


“Or perhaps she found it and loved it and decided she wanted to help. On her own, unassigned, unrequested.”


<It’s a wonder she doesn’t get bored. I speak from experience when I say that human history is astonishingly repetitive. Every individual is unique, but not all the differences are both significant and interesting.>


“Now you’re a critic.”


<Someone has to be an audience for the play you people are always improvising. All of you trying for the center stage. All of you trying to get the audience to notice you, to declare you the star, so that when you die, the curtain will come down and the fehow will end. But it never does. No one was ever the star after all.>


“That’s the difference between life and art, of course. Life has no frames, no curtains, no beginnings and no endings.”


<Which should imply that it has no meaning. >


“I mean my own life. I mean what I do. And the Keeper gives a meaning to the larger scene. That’s enough meaning for me. I don’t need to have somebody make an epic out of my life. I lived. Strange things happened. Now and then I made a little difference in other people’s lives. You know what? It may be that the thing I’m proudest of in all my life is restoring the brain of that damaged little boy in Bodika.”


<Not the way you altered the angels and diggers to allow them to live apart from each other?>


“The Keeper assigned that to me; if I hadn’t done it, she would have found another way, given the task to someone else.”


<How do you know the Keeper didn’t assign you to heal that little earth boy?>


“Maybe she did. But if I hadn’t been there, the Keeper wouldn’t have thought his life was so important that she would have sent someone else. So it was less significant-but because of that, I know that it happened only because I wanted it to happen. That makes it mine. My gift. Oh, I know it was the Keeper who brought me to Earth at all, and the Keeper who chose me to succeed Nafai as the starmaster so I was even alive then, all of that, I know it. But I’m the one who decided to be there at that time and to risk exposing who I really am to save that boy. So maybe that’s what I’ll think of with pride when I die. Or maybe it’ll be the strange marriage I had with Zdorab. Or Rasaro’s House-that school might last, and that would be something fine.”


<Don’t write your eulogy yet. You aren’t dead.>


“But I am tired. I think I can sleep now. Too cold to sleep out here. I really wish the seats reclined farther back in the launch.”


<Too bad the designers have been dead for forty million years.>


“And they deserve to be, too, the thoughtless weasels.” She laughed. “I am tired.”


She finished her count anyway, so that her report would be complete. Then she had the launch turn off its exterior lights and she returned to it by starlight and closed the door and went to sleep.


Went to sleep and dreamed. Many dreams, the normal dreams, the random firings of synapses in the brain, being given fragmentary meaning by the storymaking functions of the mind; dreams that the mind doesn’t even bother to remember upon waking.


And then, suddenly, a different dream. The Oversoul sensed it, the fact that the brain had now assumed a different pattern from the normal dreamsleep. Shedemei herself felt the difference and, even in her sleep, paid attention.


She saw the Earth as it looked from the Basilica, the curve of the planet plainly visible at the horizons. Then, suddenly, she was seeing the seething magma that roiled underneath the crust of the planet. At first it looked chaotic, but then with piercing clarity she understood that there was magnificent order to the flow of the currents. Each eddy, each whorl, each stream had meaning. Much of it was grossly slow, but here and there, on a small scale, the movements were quick indeed.


Then she knew without seeing, knew because she knew, that these currents gave shape to the magnetic field of the Earth, making both large and tiny variations that could be sensed by the animals, that could disturb them or soothe them. The warning before the earthquake. The sudden veering of a school offish. The harmonies between organisms; this was what the ravelers saw.


She saw how mind and memory lived in the currents of flowing stone, in the magnetic flow; saw how vast amounts of information were deposited in crystals on the underside of the crust, changed by fluxes in temperature and magnetism. For a moment she thought: This is the Keeper.


Almost at once the answer came: You have not seen the Keeper of Earth. But you have seen my home, my library, and some of my tools. I can’t show you more than this because your mind has no way to receive what I really am. Is this enough?


Yes, said Shedemei silently.


At once the dream changed. She saw all at once more than forty worlds that had been colonized from Earth, and all of them were being watched by some kind of Oversoul, and all the Oversouls were being watched by the Keeper. In particular she saw Harmony, the millions of people as if for just this moment her mind had the capacity to know them all at once. She felt herself in contact with the other iteration of the Oversoul that still lived there; but no, that was illusion, there was no such connection. Yet she knew that it was time for the Oversoul of Harmony to allow the humans there to recover their lost technologies. That’s how the Oversoul would be rebuilt-by humans who had regained their hands.


It’s time, said the clear voice of the Keeper in the dream. Let them build new starships and come home.


What about the people here? asked Shedemei. Have you given up on them?


The time of clarity has come. The decision will be made, one way or the other. So I can send for the people of Harmony now, because by the time they get here, either the three species will be living in perfect peace, or their pride will have broken them and made them ripe for domination by those who come after.


Like the Rasulum, thought Shedemei.


They also had their moment of choice, the Keeper replied.


The dream changed again, and now she saw Akma and the sons of Motiak walking along a road. She knew at once exactly where the road was, and what time of day it would be when they reached that point.


In the dream she saw the launch drop out of the sky, deliberately raising a cloud of smoke under it when it landed; she saw herself stride out, the cloak of the starmaster dazzlingly bright so that they couldn’t bear to look at her. She began to speak, and at that moment the earth shook under them, driven by the currents of magma, and the young men fell to the ground. Then the quaking of the earth ended, and she spoke again, and at last she understood what it was the Keeper needed her to do.


Will you? asked the Keeper.


Will it help? she asked. Will it save these people?


Yes, the Keeper answered. No matter what he chooses, Motiak will finish his days as king of a peaceful kingdom, because of your intervention here. But what happens in the far future-that is what Akma will decide. You may live to see it if you want.


How, if the Basilica must go back to Harmony?


I’m in no hurry here. Have the ship’s computer send a probe. You can stay, and the Oversoul can stay. Don’t you want to see some part of how it ends?


Yes, I do.


I know you do, said the Keeper. Until you made this visit to Earth, I wasn’t sure if you were truly part of me, because I didn’t know if you loved the people enough to share my work. You’re not the same person you were when I first called you here.


I know, said Shedemei in the dream. I used to live for nothing but my work.


Oh, you still do that, and so do I. It’s just that your work has changed, and now it’s the same as my work: to teach the people of Earth how to live, on and on, generation to generation; and how to make that life joyful and free. You made your choice, and so now, like Akmaro, I can give you what you want, because I know that you desire only the joy of these people, forever.


I’m not so pure-hearted as that!


Don’t be confused by your transient feelings. I know what you do; I know why you do it; I can name you more truly than you can name yourself.


For a moment, Shedemei could see herself reaching up and plucking a white fruit from a tree; she tasted it, and the flavor of it filled her body with light and she could fly, she could sing all songs at once and they were endlessly beautiful inside her. She knew what the fruit was- it was the love of the Keeper for the people of Earth. The white fruit was a taste of the Keeper’s joy. Yet also in the flavor of it was something else, the tang, the sharp pain of the millions, the billions of people who could not understand what the Keeper wanted for them, or who, understanding, hated it and rejected her interference in their lives. Let us be ourselves, they demanded. Let us accomplish our accomplishments. We want none of your gifts, we don’t want to be part of your plan. And so they were swept away in the currents of time, belonging to no part of history because they could not be part of something larger than themselves. Yet they had their free choice; they were not punished except by the natural consequence of their own pride. Thus even in rejecting the Keeper’s plan they became a part of it; in refusing to taste the fruit of the tree, they became part of its exquisite flavor. There was honor even in that. Their hubris mattered, even though in the long flow of burning history it changed nothing. It mattered because the Keeper loved them and remembered them and knew their names and their stories and mourned for them: O my daughter, O my son, you are also part of me, the Keeper cried out to them. You are part of my endless yearning, and I will never forget you-


And the emotions became too much for Shedemei. She had dwelt in the Keeper’s mind for as long as she could bear. She awoke sobbing violently, overwhelmed, overcome. Awoke and uttered a long mournful cry of unspeakable grief-grief for the lost ones, grief for having had to leave the mind of the Keeper, grief because the taste of the white fruit was gone from her lips and it had only been a dream after all. A true dream, but a dream that ends, it ended, and here I am more alone than I ever was before because for the first time in my life I had the experience of being not alone and I never knew, I never knew how beautiful it was to be truly, wholly known and loved. Her cry trailed off; her body was spent by the dream; she slept again, and dreamed no more until morning. By then enough time had passed that she could bear to be awake, though the dream was still powerfully present in her mind.


“Did you watch?” she whispered.


<Nafai never had a true dream as strong as that.>


“He had different work to do,” she said. “Can you get me to the place where I’m supposed to be?”


<With plenty of time to spare.>


She ate as the launch moved, chewing mechanically; the food had no flavor, compared to what she remembered from her dream.


“Your waiting is over at last,” she said between bites. “I assume you saw that.”


<I’m already preparing my message to my original iteration. I’m including my recording of your dream. Unfortunately, much of it seems to have been quite subjective and I don’t think I understood it all. That’s how it always is with these true dreams. I always seem to miss something.>


“So did I. But I got enough, I think, to last me for a while.”


<If the Keeper can speak so clearly, why do you think she’s usually so vague ?>


“I understood why, during the dream,” said Shedemei. “The experience is so overwhelming that if she gave it to most people, they’d be so consumed by it that they wouldn’t own their souls anymore. Their will would be swallowed up in hers. It would kill them, in effect.”


<Why are you immune, then?>


“I’m not. But since I had already chosen to follow the Keeper’s plan, this dream didn’t erase my will, it confirmed who I already was and what I already wanted. I didn’t lose my freedom, and instead of killing me it made me more alive.”


<In other words, it’s another organic thing.>


“Yes, that’s right. It’s an organic thing.” She thought for a moment longer, and added, “She said she couldn’t let me see her face, but now I understand that I don’t need to or want to, because I’ve done something better.”


<Which is?>


“I’ve worn her face. I’ve seen through her eyes.”


<Seems only fair. She’s worn your face a thousand times before now, and used your hands and speech to do her work.>


Shedemei held up her hands and looked at them, damp and crumbed from the meal she was just finishing. “Then I would have to say that the Keeper of Earth looks just like me, don’t you think?” She laughed for a moment; the sound was no doubt as raucous as any laugh, but inside herself it awakened the memory of music, and for a moment she remembered the taste of the fruit, and she was content.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282856]TWELVE - VICTORY


When Edhadeya came to see them after their big public meeting in Jatva, it was Mon who went aside with her to hear what she had to say. “If you’ve come to persuade me to break ranks with my brothers,” he began, but she gave him no chance to finish.


“I know you’re already committed to denying everything that was ever noble and good about you, Mon, so I wouldn’t waste my time. Father sent me with a message.”


Mon felt the tiniest thrill of fear and dread. He often found it hard to believe that Father was letting them get away with all the things they were doing. Oh, he had stopped them from organizing the boycott of digger trade and labor, but of course they got around that by pretending to speak against the boycott-everyone understood the real message. Was Father now taking action against them? And if so, why was there something inside Mon that welcomed it? Was it that victory had come to them too easily, and he wanted some kind of contest?


“Are you listening?” asked Edhadeya.


“Yes,” said Mon.


“Father is worried that some of his soldiers might decide that their duty to the king requires them to remove the source of his recent unhappiness. Some chance remarks of his, overheard by others out of context, have given some soldiers the impression that he would welcome this.”


“Sounds to me as though he gave an order and changed his mind a little too late.” Mon laughed nastily.


“You know that isn’t true.”


He did, of course. His truthsense rebelled against the idea-but he was getting better and better at suppressing it.


“What does he think we’re going to do?” asked Mon. “Go into hiding? Stop speaking publicly? He can forget it. Killing us would only make martyrs of us and make our victory complete. Besides, he didn’t raise cowards.”


“Fools, yes, liars, yes, but not cowards.” Edhadeya smiled grimly. “He knows you won’t back down. All he suggested was that you keep your travel plans secret. Don’t tell people where you’re going next. Don’t tell them when you’re going to leave.”


Mon thought about it for a moment. “All right. I’ll tell the others.”


“Then I’ve done my duty.” She turned to leave.


“Wait,” said Mon. “Is that all? No other messages? Nothing personal from you?”


“Nothing but my loathing, which I freely give to all five of you, but with a special extra dose for you, Mon, since I know that you know that Akma is wrong with every word he says. Akma may be doing most of the talking, but you are the most dishonest one, because you know the truth.”


Mon started to explain again about how his childish truthsense was pure illusion designed to win attention for the second son of the king, but before he was well launched into it, she slapped his face.


“Not to me,” she said. “You can tell that to anyone else and they can believe it if they want, but never say it to me. The insult is unbearable.”


This time when she walked away, melting into the dispersing crowd, he didn’t call her back. The stinging of his cheek had brought tears to his eyes, but he wasn’t sure if it was just the pain that had done it. He thought back to those wonderful days when he was young and Edhadeya was his dearest friend. He remembered how she trusted him to take her true dream to Father, and because of Arnnha’s absolute trust in his truthsense, he had won a hearing and an expedition was launched and the Zenifi were rescued. He had believed in those days that this would be his place in the kingdom, to be Aronha’s most trusted counselor because Aronha would know that Mon could not lie. And the time when Bego used him to help translate the Rasulum leaves. . . .


Funny, now that he thought of it with the sting of Edhadeya’s slap still in his face, how Bego didn’t believe in the Keeper, but he still used Mon to help him with the translation. Wasn’t it Bego, really, who taught them all to disbelieve in the Keeper? But Bego believed. Or at least believed in Mon’s gift.


No, no, Akma already explained that. Bego didn’t think of it as a gift from the Keeper, he thought of it as an innate talent in Mon himself. That’s right, the ability to sense when people really believed what they were saying. It had nothing to do with absolute truth, and everything to do with absolute belief.


But if that’s the case, thought Mon, why don’t I ever get a sense that a single thing that Akma says is true? I haven’t really got the logic of that straight. If my truthsense came from the Keeper, then the Keeper might be trying to turn me against Akma by refusing to confirm anything he says. But then, that would mean there really was a Keeper, so that can’t be the reason. At the same time, if Akma is right and my truthsense is merely my own ability to tell when people are certain that they’re telling the truth, what does that say about my complete lack of confirmation concerning Akma’s words? It means that no matter how convincing he sounds-and don’t I get caught up in his speeches the way the crowd does, swept along and utterly persuaded?-my truthsense still says that he’s lying. He doesn’t believe a word he’s saying. Or if he believes it, it’s like an opinion, not like a certainty. At the core of him, in his heart, in the deepest places in his mind, he isn’t saying these things because he is sure of them.


So what does Akma believe? And why am I denying my truthsense in favor of Akma’s uncertainties?


No, no, I already went through this with Akma, and he explained that a truly educated man never believes anything with certainty because he knows that further learning might challenge any or all of his beliefs; therefore I will only get a strong response from my truthsense about people who are ignorant or fanatical.


Ignorant or fanatical . . . like Edhadeya? Bego?


“Well, what did she want?” asked Aronha.


Mon’s reverie had carried him back to where his brothers and Akma were speaking with the leaders of the local Assembly of the Ancient Ways. This was the part of founding a religion that bothered Mon the most. While they got plenty of donations from rich and educated people, the ones who actually were willing to take the time to govern the assembly weren’t people that Mon much cared for. A lot of them were former priests who had lost their jobs back at the time of the reforms-an arrogant bunch that thought themselves a sort of wronged aristocracy, full of grievance and conceit. Others, though, were the kind of digger-hating bigots that, in Mon’s opinion, were almost certainly the very men who either carried out or ordered the cruel mistreatment of the Kept during the persecutions. It made his skin crawl to have to associate with them. Aronha had privately confessed to Mon that he hated dealing with these people, too. “Whatever else we might say about Akmaro,” Aronha commented then, “he certainly attracts a better grade of priest.” They could never say this in front of Akma, however, since he still became very upset at any reminder of Luet’s marriage to the priest Didul, and to praise the priests of the Kept as a class would surely cause an eruption of Akma’s temper.


“She had a warning from Father,” said Mon.


“Oh, is he starting to threaten us now?” asked Akma. He had his arm across the shoulder of a young thug who might well have been one of those who broke the bones or tore the wings of children.


“Let’s talk about it when we’re alone,” said Mon.


“Why, do we have something to hide from our priests?” asked Akma.


“Yes,” said Mon coldly.


Akma laughed. “He’s joking, of course.” But a few minutes later, Akma had managed to get rid of the young man and he and the Motiaki withdrew to a place near the riverbank. “Don’t ever do that to me again, please,” said Akma. “The day will come when we can use the machinery of state to support our assembly, but for right now we need the help of these people and it doesn’t help when you make them feel excluded.”


“Sorry,” said Mon. “But I didn’t trust him.”


Akma smiled. “Of course you didn’t. He’s a contemptible sneak.


But he’s a vain contemptible sneak and I had to work pretty hard to keep him from going away angry.”


Mon patted Akma’s arm. “As long as you bathe after touching him, I’m sure everything will be fine.” Then he told them what Edhadeya had said.


“He’s obviously trying to hamper us,” said Ominer angrily. “Why should we believe anything he says?”


“Because he’s the king,” said Aronha, “and he wouldn’t lie about something like this.”


“Why not?” demanded Ominer.


“Because it shames him to admit he may not be able to control his soldiers,” said Aronha. “I wish we didn’t have to hurt Father so badly. If only he’d understand that we’re doing this for the sake of the kingdom.”


“We can’t change our whole schedule around,” said Ominer. “People are expecting us.”


“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Mon. “We’ll draw a crowd whenever and wherever we show up. It might add a bit of mystery, for that matter, no one ever knowing where we’ll be speaking next. Add to the excitement.”


“It makes us look like cowards,” said Ominer.


Khimin piped up. “Not if we announce that we have to do this because we’ve got good information that some of the king’s men are out to kill us!”


“No!” Aronha said firmly. “We will never do that. People would take that as an accusation against the king, and it would be dishonorable for us to accuse him when he was the very one who sent us warning to try to protect us.”


Akma clapped Khimin on the back. “There you go, Khimin. When Aronha decides that something is dishonorable, we can’t do it even if it would have been a pretty effective ploy.”


“Don’t make fun of my sense of honor, Akma,” said Aronha.


“I wasn’t,” said Akma. “I admire you for it.”


Mon suddenly had an irresistible impulse to make trouble. “That’s the way that Aronha most resembles Father. The only reason we’ve had any success at all is that Father is so honorable.”


“Then that makes honor a weakness, doesn’t it?” asked Ominer.


Aronha answered him with withering contempt. “In the short run, dishonor gives an advantage; in the long run, a dishonorable king loses the love of his people and ends up the way Nuab did. Dead.”


“They tortured him to death with fire, didn’t they?” asked Khimin.


“Try not to sound so delighted at the thought of it,” said Akma. “It makes other people uneasy.”


But what Mon noticed, what disturbed him in all this, was the fact that Akma seemed to draw closer to Ominer the more he said things that should have made a decent person recoil from him. Ominer said that honor was a weakness; now, though he said not a word about it, Akma had his arm around Ominer’s shoulders and Ominer was all smiles. This is wrong. There’s something seriously wrong. Akma wasn’t like this, not even as recently as last year, before all this began. I remember when he would have been adamant about honor and decency as Aronha was. What is it, are the vile people we associate with now beginning to influence him? Or is it simply a natural consequence of having the adulation of so many thousands of people?


Whatever it was that was happening to Akma, Mon hated it. This couldn’t be the real Akma emerging; it was more as if Akma were beginning to take on this cynical, amoral posture because he thought it was what he had to become in order to have his victory. Or perhaps it was a true part of Akma that never came out until he began to think that he was so important and powerful that he didn’t have to be decent to other people anymore. How much of his bantering with Aronha is really joking these days, Mon wondered, and how much of it is real contempt for Aronha’s kingly bearing?


I mustn’t think these things, Mon reminded himself. It’s the Keeper trying to win me away from my brothers.


No, it’s not the Keeper because there is no Keeper. . . .


Mon excused himself from them because he needed to sleep. The others all took it as a signal. The conversation turned to empty playful chatter as they walked back to the house where they were staying. The place was far too small for five grown men to stay-half the family that lived there had been farmed out to neighbors’ houses-but Akma insisted that they couldn’t always stay in rich men’s houses or the Kept would be able to accuse them of pride. Seeing what the Kept already accused them of, Mon thought the addition of one nib re minor charge would be worth it for a good night’s sleep, but as usual Aronha saw things Akma’s way and so he was crammed into a space where he couldn’t stretch out or roll over without waking somebody up. The poor just don’t build big enough houses, he told himself as a nasty little joke. He could never say it out loud, of course, because Akma would tell him that “people won’t understand it’s just humor.”


The next morning, Aronha decided they’d take Father’s advice and leave at once instead of staying another day, and instead of going to Fetek, they’d head for Papadur. Oh, excellent, thought Mon, twice the walk, and uphill the whole way instead of down. I’ll have to write Father a note thanking him for his suggestion.


On the way, Akma critiqued Khimin’s speech of the night before. Mon had to admire the deft way that he did it, always praising right along with his criticisms so that Khimin never felt diminished. It helped, of course, that Khimin held Akma in absolute awe.


“What you said about how our teachers are well-educated and the Kept teachers are all just as ignorant as their students-that was a deft point, and I’m glad you made it.”


Khimin smiled. “Thanks.”


“There’s just a word-choice thing you’ll want to think of for next time. I know, it’s so frustrating, you have to think of so many things at once, the same thing happens to me, you get one thing right and something else slips. But that’s why not everybody can do this.”


It was so easy for Mon to see Akma’s flattery, how he set Khimin up and won him over. Yet Khimin was oblivious, the poor fool.


Then Mon had the uneasy thought that perhaps Akma adapted his technique to whatever fool he happened to be talking to, and maybe to someone else Mon looked just as oblivious, just as gullible.


“I was thinking, as you talked last night, How can I steal this idea from Khimin and use it in my speech?”


Khimin laughed. So did Ominer, who was listening in-and who definitely could use some help with his speeches, too, since, while he never stammered or fumbled as Khimin did, he was also never for a moment entertaining.


“Here’s how I would have said it,” Akma offered. “ ‘My father, in his compassion, has established a religion in which the ignorant teach the ignorant, and the poor minister to the poor. This is a noble enterprise; let no man interfere with it. But for humans and angels, for people of education and manners, there is no reason to pretend we need the primitive doctrines and coarse company of Akmaro’s so-called Kept.’ “


“What do you mean, ‘Let no man interfere with it’?” asked Khimin. “I thought that’s what we were doing!”


“Of course that’s what we’re doing, and the audience knows it. But you see what the effect of that is? It makes it seem like we’re not anybody’s enemy. We’re not opposing them, we’re meeting the needs of the better sort of people while the Kept meet the needs of the poor and ignorant. Now, how many people in our audiences think of themselves as poor and ignorant?”


“Most of them!” Ominer said snidely.


“Most of them are poor, compared to someone who grew up in the king’s house,” said Akma, with only a hint of sarcasm. “But how do they think of themselves? Everybody thinks he’s one of the more educated, refined people-or if he isn’t, he’s certainly going to do everything he can to make sure other people think he is. So now- which assembly is he going to go to? The one that will make him seem to be one of the educated and refined. You see? Nobody can accuse us of name-calling or abusing the Kept-and yet, the more we praise them, the more we make people want to stay as far away from them as possible.”


Khimin laughed with delight. “It’s like-you take what you want to say, and then you find a way to say the opposite, but so that it will have the effect you want.”


“Not quite the opposite,” said Akma. “But you’re getting it, you’re getting it!”


Mon’s truthsense suddenly erupted inside him, rejecting what he had just heard with such violence that he felt like he might throw up. He stopped walking and, without meaning to, sank to his knees.


“Mon?” asked Aronha.


At that moment there was a loud noise, and all of them looked up to see a huge object, grey as granite, whirling as it plummeted toward them. Smoke poured out of it as if it were on fire, and the roaring sound was deafening. Mon covered his ears with his hands and saw that his brothers were doing the same. At the last moment the huge grey stone veered off and fell toward the ground not a dozen paces from them, the smoke and dust blinding them. ‘At that moment the earth shook, throwing them from their feet like punted dolls. Yet there was no crashing sound, or if there was, it was swallowed up in the roar of the fallen stone and the rumbling of the earth.


As the smoke and dust cleared, they saw someone standing in front of the stone, but what he looked like they couldn’t guess, for he shone so brightly from every part of his body that their eyes could not see anything but the human shape of him. The reason there had been no crashing sound now became clear, for the great grey object hovered in the air perhaps half a meter from the ground. It was impossible. It was irrational.


The man of light spoke, but they couldn’t hear him; his voice was lost in the other noise.


The stone suddenly fell silent. The rumbling of the earthquake faded. Mon raised himself onto his arms and looked at the man of light.


“Akma,” said the man. “Stand up.”


The voice was hardly human; it was like five voices at once, five different pitches that set up painful vibrations in Mon’s head. He was glad that it was Akma’s name that was called, not his; and though he was immediately ashamed of his cowardice, he was still glad.


Akma struggled to his feet.


“Akma, why are you persecuting the people of the Keeper? For the Keeper of Earth has said, These are my people, these are the Kept. I will establish them in this land, and nothing but their own evil choices will be allowed to overthrow them!”


Mon was overwhelmed with shame. All these months of denying his truthsense, and it had been right all along. Akma’s arguments proving that there was no Keeper now seemed so thin and meaningless- how could Mon have believed him for an instant, when he had the truthsense within him telling him otherwise all along? What have I done? What have I done?


“The Keeper has heard the pleas of the Kept, and also the plea of your father, the true servant of the Keeper. He has begged the Keeper for years to bring you to understand the truth, but the Keeper knew that you already understood the truth. Now you father begs the Keeper to stop you from harming the innocent children of earth.”


The earth rumbled under them again; Akma was knocked to his knees, and Mon fell, his face striking the damp soil of the road.


“Can you claim any more that the Keeper has no power? Are you deaf to my voice? Blind to the light that shines from my body? Can’t you feel the earth shake beneath you? Is there no Keeper?”


Mon cried out in fear, “Yes! There is! I knew it all along! Forgive me for my lies!” He could hear his brothers also crying out, pleading for mercy; only Akma remained silent.


“Akma, remember your captivity in the land of Chelem. Remember how the Keeper delivered you from bondage. Now you are the oppressor of the Kept, and the Keeper will deliver them from you. Go your way, Akma, and seek no more to destroy the Assembly of the Kept. Their pleas will be answered, whether you choose to destroy yourself or not.”


With those words, the light coming from the messenger’s body seemed to increase in brightness and intensity-something Mon would have thought impossible, since he was already nearly blinded when he looked at him. Yet he was able to see that the man of light extended his arm and a bolt of lightning crackled in the air between his finger and Akma’s head. Akma seemed to dance in the air for a moment like an ash suspended over a fire; then he fell in a heap. The huge stone roared again, and again dust and smoke arose to blind them all. When it cleared, the stone was gone, the messenger also, and the earth was still.


Khimin was weeping. “Father!” he cried out. “Mother! I don’t want to die!”


Mon might have scoffed, but the same feelings were coursing through his own heart.


“Akma,” said Aronha.


Of course, thought Mon. It’s my older brother who has the decency to remember our friend instead of thinking of himself. Mon was filled with new shame. He got up and staggered to where Akma lay unconscious.


“There is a Keeper,” Ominer was intoning. “I know there’s a Keeper, I know it now, I know it, I know it.”


“Shut up, Ominer,” said Mon. “Help us get Akma into the sunlight, onto the grass.”


They carried him then, his body limp.


“He’s dead,” said Khimin.


“If the man of light meant to kill him,” said Mon, “why would he tell him to stop interfering with the Kept? You don’t have to give instructions to dead men.”


“If he’s alive,” said Aronha, “then why isn’t he breathing? Why can’t I find a pulse or hear a heartbeat?”


“I tell you he is alive,” said Mon.


“How can you know that?” demanded Ominer. “You haven’t even checked him.”


“Because my truthsense affirms it. Yes, he lives.”


“Suddenly your truthsense is back again?” asked Aronha ironically.


“It never left. I denied it, I ignored it, I fought against it, but it never left.” It hurt to say these words. And yet it was also a relief.


“This whole time your truthsense has been telling you that the things we taught were lies?” asked Aronha.


Aronha’s tone was a slap in the face. “Akma told me that my truth-sense was a lie! Self-deception! I was ashamed to talk about it.” He could see contempt on Aronha’s face. “Are you going to blame this on me, Aronha? Is that the kind of man you are? It’s all Mon’s fault that you were doing this? The Keeper sends us a being of light to tell us that we were lying, destroying something that mattered, and you’re going to point the finger at me?”


It was Aronha’s turn to look ashamed. “I made my own choice, I know it. I kept thinking, if Mon says it’s right, it must be right-only I knew it was wrong, and I was using my reliance on you as an excuse. The younger boys, now, they can hardly be held responsible. You and I and Akma put a lot of pressure on them and-”


“I made my own choices too!” Khimin shouted. “The messenger didn’t come to stop you. He came to stop us all.” Mon realized that Khimin was proud that he had been visited by a messenger from the Keeper. That had to be better than a true dream. Examining his own heart, Mon realized that he had such feelings, too.


“The messenger may have come to stop us all,” Ominer said, “but he only spoke to Akma. Because the truth is that we were all following Akma from the beginning.”


“Oh, aren’t you the brave one, blaming it on him,” said Khimin. “It’s all the fault of the one who’s lying there like a dead man.”


“I’m not saying that to excuse us,” said Ominer. “As far as I’m concerned, that should make us even more ashamed. We’re the sons of the king! And we let someone talk us into defying and shaming our father and everything he had taught us.”


“It was my fault,” said Aronha. He managed to hold his voice steady, but he dared not look them in the eye. “I may have half-believed some of Akma’s ideas, but when it came to starting our own religion, restoring the old order of the state-I knew it was wrong. I knew the people we were working with were contemptible opportunists. I knew that the diggers we were driving out of Darakemba were better people than our supposed friends. And I’m the one who was raised to be king. I don’t deserve it. I forbid you to call me Ha-Aron anymore. I’m just Aron.”


Mon couldn’t contain his frustration any longer. “Don’t you see what you’re doing, even now? We followed Akma because he flattered us and fed our pride. We loved it while we were doing it, too. We loved being important and powerful. We loved making Father back down before us, we loved changing the world, we loved thinking we were smarter than everybody else and having people admire us and treat us like we were important. It was pride that kept us going. And now what are we doing? Khimin’s wetting himself because we were so important that the Keeper sent a man of light to stop us-don’t argue with me, Khimin, I was feeling the same thing myself. And Aronha here wants to take all the blame himself, because he’s the one who should have known better and don’t you see? It’s still pride! It’s still the same thing that got us into trouble in the first place!”


“I’m not proud,” said Aronha, and now his voice was trembling. “I can’t stand the thought of facing anybody.”


“But we will,” said Mon. “Because we have to let them see what a miserable bunch we are.”


“Isn’t that a kind of pride, too?” asked Ominer nastily.


“Maybe it is, Ominer! But you want to know the one thing I’m really proud of? The one thing that makes me glad that you’re my brothers, that I’m one of you?”


“What?” said Aronha.


“That not one of you suggested that we go on fighting the Keeper,” said Mon. “That it didn’t cross your minds that maybe we could remain a part of the Assembly of tne Ancient Ways.”


“That doesn’t mean we’re good, or anything,” said Ominer. “It might just mean we’re terrified.”


“We could only rebel when we could fool ourselves into thinking that we believed there was no Keeper. Now we know better. We’ve seen things that we never imagined, things that happened only in the time of the Heroes. But remember those stories? Elemak and Meb-bekew saw things every bit as strong as this! And yet they kept rebelling, right to the end of their lives. Not us! Our rebellion is over.”


Aronha nodded. “I still meant what I said about being Aron now.”


Mon shot back at once, “You’ll stay Aronha until Father tells you otherwise! He didn’t take away the honorific the whole time you were shaming him.”


Aronha nodded again.


“This will kill Mother,” Khimin said, weeping.


Mon put his arm around his youngest brother and held him. “I don’t know if we can decently ask Father to take us back. But we have to go to him, if only so he can have the victory of turning us away.”


“Father will take us back,” said Aronha. “That’s the kind of man he is. The question is whether we can undo any of the harm we’ve caused.”


“No,” said Ominer. “The question is, will Akma live or not? We have to get him back to Darakemba. Do we keep him here and hope that he’ll revive? Or search for help to carry him back?”


“There are four of us,” said Khimin. “We can carry him.”


“I’ve heard that Shedemei the schoolmaster is a healer,” said Mon.


“Now we need help from a woman we referred to as a criminal mixer of species,” said Aronha bitterly. “In our time of need, it doesn’t cross our minds to turn to our own Assembly of the Ancient Ways. We know, we always knew, that the only help we can count on will be found among the Kept.”


Shame tasted foul in their mouths as they made a litter for Akma out of their coats and staves, then lifted the staves to their shoulders to carry him. As they neared more settled country, people ran out to see them, these four men carrying what seemed to be a corpse on their shoulders, as if to take him to be buried.


“Go,” Aronha said to them-said to everyone who came out to meet them. “Go and tell everyone that the Keeper sent a messenger to strike down the Motiaki and stop them from telling their lies. We are the sons of Motiak, and we return in shame to our father. Go and tell everyone that Akma, the son of Akmaro, has been struck down by the messenger of the Keeper, and whether he will live or die no one can say!”


Over and over he said these things, and every time that the words were said to one of the Kept, the response was the same: not rejoicing, not gloating, not condemnation, but tears and embraces and then, inevitably, the most unbearable thing of all: “Can we help you? Can we carry Akma for a little way? Oh, his father and mother will weep to see him like this! We will pray to the Keeper to let them see their son alive again! Let us help you!” They brought water to them, brought them food, and not once did any of the Kept reprove them. Others were not so kind. Men and women who had no doubt cheered for Akma and the sons of Motiak during their speeches now shouted bitter denunciations, calling them liars, frauds, heretics. “Arondi! Mondi! Ominerdi! Khimindi!” How bitter it was that while they really were rebelling against their father, no one dared to put the term for traitor in their names; but now that they had ended their rebellion and confessed their wrongdoing, the epithet was heaped upon them.


“It’s what we deserve,” Mon said, when Ominer began to point out the hypocrisy of their accusers.


And then, gallingly, they had to watch and listen as the Kept took the shouters aside and rebuked them. “Don’t you see that they’re filled with grief? Can’t you see that Akma is nearly dead? They’re doing you no harm now, let them pass, give them peace.”


Thus the Kept became their protectors on their journey. And many of them were diggers. Mon was not content to let Aronha’s speeches be all they heard. To the diggers, Mon added his own message. “Please, go and find the earth people who are on the road, leaving Darakemba. Tell them that we beg them to come home. Tell them that they are better citizens of Darakemba than the sons of Motiak. Don’t let them leave.”


They slept beside Akma that night on the road, and late the next day they reached Darakemba. Word had gone ahead of them, and when they got to Akma’s house, a huge crowd parted to let them through, and Akmaro and Chebeya stood in the doorway to receive the almost-living body of their son. Inside the house the king their father waited, and their sister Edhadeya, and they wept at how lovingly their father and sister embraced them, and wept again as Akmaro and Chebeya knelt over the ruins of their son.


 


On the road, the being of light appeared. The earth trembled. Akma should have been surprised but he was not. It was the strangest thing, that it did not feel strange to him. As the messenger spoke, what kept running through Akma’s mind was the thought, What took you so long?


As soon as he noticed his own lack of surprise, he wondered at it. He couldn’t have been expecting anything like this. He didn’t know that any being like this existed. Certainly in his scholarship he had never come up with any such thing. Besides, experience proved nothing. This could be nothing more than a hallucination shared by a group of five men who were in desperate need of some affirmation of their importance to the universe. Instead of proving that there really was a Keeper of Earth, this experience might prove nothing more than the inescapable unconscious power of childhood belief, even over men who thought they had outgrown it.


But as the messenger kept speaking (and how can I hear every word and still have time to think all these thoughts? What extraordinary clarity of mind. I’d like to tell Bego about this phenomenon. What did the king end up doing to Bego, anyway? Look at this-I go off on a tangent, wondering about Bego, and yet I haven’t missed a word of the message) Akma knew that this was not a shared hallucination, or that if it was, it was a hallucination induced by the Keeper of Earth, because this was definitely sent from outside himself. Why did he know that? It was as Edhadeya said, you simply know the difference when it has happened to you. Only it isn’t the being of light that’s doing it. No, that’s just a show, just a spectacle. It isn’t having my eyes dazzled or the earth shaking under my feet or great roaring noises or smoke or a strange-sounding voice that makes me sure. I simply . . . know.


And then he thought: I always knew.


He remembered back to the time when he was in the greatest terror of his life-when the sons of Pabulog first threw him down and began to torture him and humiliate him. He couldn’t have put it into words at the time, but underneath the fear for his life, there was shame at his helplessness; and underneath that there was steely courage that made him try not to beg for mercy, that sustained him through it all and allowed him to walk, naked and smeared with mud and filth and ruined food, back to his people. He knew at the time what that strength was-it was the absolute certainty of the love of his parents (and the memory of it stabbed him; I had their love, I still have their love, it was as firm as I believed even as a little boy, my faith was not misplaced, and look what I’ve done to them), a sense of the unbreakable cords that bound them together, almost as if he had the raveling skill of his mother without ever having noticed it consciously.


And yet underneath that there was something else. A sense that someone was watching everything that happened, watching and saying, What these boys are doing to you is wrong. The love your parents have for you is right. Your weeping, your shame, they are not flaws in you, you can’t help it. Your effort at courage is worthy. It is right for you to go back to your people. A constant judge, assessing the moral value of what he was doing. How could he now remember something that he hadn’t noticed at the time? And yet he knew without doubt that this watcher had been there at the time, and that he had loved this voice inside him, because when he did well it said so.


The messenger was saying, “The Keeper has heard the pleas of the Kept, and also the plea of your father, the true servant of the Keeper.” How long had the speech gone on? Not long at all; it was barely begun, really, he could tell. It was as if he knew every word the messenger would say and how long was allotted to each part of the message, so that his mind could divide its attention between little slices required to hear and understand the words, and great long passages of time between those slices in which he could search out this mystery, this observer that he had had within him all these years and never noticed.


He saw himself sitting on a hillside watching Father teach the Pa-bulogi. He felt the rage inside his boyish heart, heard himself vowing revenge. But on whom? Now he could see what he had not seen then: What he was raging at was not the Pabulogi at all, and not even his father for teaching them. No, the betrayal that stung him to the heart was against all of them and none of them-it was asainst the Keeper of Earth for daring to save the people without using Akma as his instrument.


And what was that secret inner watcher saying then? Nothing. Nothing at all. It had withdrawn. It was silent within him while his heart was filled with rage at not having been chosen.


I drove it away. I was empty then.


But no, not completely empty, for now he could sense it like the softest possible sound, the tiniest possible mark, the dimmest possible star that could still be seen at all. The watcher was still there, and it was quietly saying, It was not your time, it was not your time, be patient, the plan is larger than you, I needed others this time, your time will come. . . .


So the watcher was there, but had no effect on him, because his own rage drowned it out.


And now, looking inside himself, he realized that the watcher was still inside him, still speaking, like a voice behind the voice of his mind, offering perpetual commentary on every conscious thought but always fleeing from consciousness itself whenever he tried to seize the elusive wisdom. Even now he could only remember the comment that had just passed, not hear the one that was happening right now.


Now you know me, the watcher had just said. You knew me all along, but now you know that you know me.


Yes, said Akma silently in reply. You are the Keeper of Earth, and you have been part of me all along. You have been like a spark kept alive inside me no matter how I tried to put that fire out, no matter how often I denied you, there you were.


“Their pleas will be answered,” the messenger was saying, “whether you choose to destroy yourself or not.” And with that the message ended. The bright arm reached out to point to him. The finger crackled and hissed and a terrible pain touched every nerve in his body at once, he was entirely on fire, and in that moment of exquisite agony he could remember what the watcher, what the Keeper, had just . . . finished . . . saying. . . .


Now you know me, Akma. And now I’m gone.


Until that moment, Akma could not have imagined a more terrible pain than the suffering of his body as the messenger’s bolt of power touched all his nerves at once. But now that pain had ended and Akma’s body lay crumpled on the ground, and he understood that the pain of his body was nothing, it hadn’t even touched him, it was almost a pleasure compared to. ...


Compared to perfect solitude.


He was connected to nothing. He had no name because there was no one to know him, no place because he was connected to nothing, no power because there was nothing on which he could act. Yet he knew that once he had had these things and now they were torn from him; he was lost and would never be anything or anyone again; he was lost because no one knew him. Where is the one who watches? Where is the one who knows me? Where is the one who names me? I only just found him inside me, didn’t I? How could he have left me now?


There was no pain compared to this loss. He wouldn’t mind being restored to the agonized body he had been connected to only a few moments ago, because it was better to feel that pain, with the watcher judging him, than to feel this utter lack of pain, with no one watching him. When I felt the pain I was part of something; now I am part of nothing.


Didn’t I want this? To be only myself, responsible to no one, un-commanded, uncontrolled, unexpected, free? I didn’t know what it meant till now, to owe nothing to anyone, to have no duty because I had no power to act. I didn’t realize that utter independence was the most terrible punishment.


All my life the Keeper was inside me, judging me. But now the judging is over. I was not fit to be part of the Keeper’s world.


As he knew this, the reasons for his knowledge began to come into his mind. Images that he had refused to imagine before now came to him with perfect reality. An old digger woman being set upon and beaten by human men, tall and terrifying; and because Akma was inside her, all her memories flooded over him and he knew all the meanings of this moment. When his comprehension of the old woman’s suffering was complete, he suddenly passed into the mind of one of the thugs, and now he was no longer a thug, but a man, sickened by his own action yet still hot-blooded from violence, not daring to voice his own self-contempt because then he would be shamed in front of. ...


And in that moment Akma was inside the man whose admiration the thug had treasured, and saw his sense of pride and power at having set in motion the dark events that terrorized the Kept. He was hungry for power, and loved having it now, for now they would have to think of him when they wanted something done, they would respect him. . . .


And now the “they” in the plotter’s mind took on a shape, several shapes, rich old men who had once been influential in the kingdom but now were only important in Darakemba, for the kingdom had outgrown their petty reach. When Aronha is king, he’ll know that my influence is valuable. I can accomplish the things that are too dark for him to do with his own hands. I will not be despised, when the new king comes.


It took no further explanation for Akma to understand, for wasn’t he the one who captured the hearts and minds of the sons of Motiak, who united them against the policies of his own father and the king? The certainty in his mind was unassailable: This old woman would not have been beaten if I had not deliberately given others cause to think that they would gain some advantage through cruelty to the Kept. The chain of cause was long, but it was not false, and the worst thing was that Akma knew that he had known it all along, that in his hatred and envy of the Keeper’s power he had, in fact, longed for violent and cruel action and, instead of doing it with his own hands, had flung his power out into the world and caused other hands to do what he wanted done.


This is what the Keeper does, to accomplish his good works: casts his influence out into the world and gives people encouragement for their good impulses. The watcher that was present in me is present in every living soul; no one is alone; everyone is touched by those gentle words of affirmation when they do what the Keeper asks: Well done, my good child, my faithful friend, my willing servant. My own power was but a small part of what the Keeper has, a dim shadow of his influence-but instead of using it to make other people a bit more happy, a bit more free, I used it to kindle the avarice and envy in some hearts, who then fanned the flames of violence in others. I was inside their hearts when they struck, and my voice, even though they didn’t know it was my voice, was saying, Break, tear, hurt, destroy. She is not part of the world that we are building; drive her out. Those I used as my hands in this dirty business were also responsible for their own actions, but that does not absolve me. For those who do good, do it with the Keeper inside them, urging them on, praising them for their kindness-yet the Keeper does not make them do it. The good works are their own, and also they are the Keeper’s. So also were the cruelties of these dark-hearted men their own, and yet mine as well. Mine.


No sooner had he understood his own role in the beating of that one old woman than a new cruelty came into his mind, a child who cried out in hunger and had nothing to eat because his father had lost his income in the boycott; Akma saw through the child’s eyes, and then through the father’s, feeling his shame and despair at being unable to give his child relief, and then Akma was the mother in her impotent rage and her complaints against the Keeper and the Kept for having brought this down upon them, and again he followed the chain of suffering and evil-the merchants who once had bought the father’s goods, who now refused to buy, some out of fear of reprisal, some out of a personal bias against diggers that now had become respectable-no, patriotic!-because Akma had stood before a crowd and told them that they must all obey the law and not boycott anybody and the audience had laughed because they understood what Akma wanted. . . .


He wanted the child to weep and the father’s pride to break and the mother’s loyalty to the Kept to burn out in helpless fury. He wanted this because he had to punish the Keeper for not choosing him back when he was a child desperate to save his little sister from the lash.


Over and over, time after time, scene after scene, he saw all the pain he had caused. How long did it last? It could have been a single minute; it could have been a dozen lifetimes. How could he measure it, having no connection to reality, no sense of time? He saw it all, however long it took; and yet each moment of it was also eternal, because his understanding was so complete.


If he could have made a sound, it would have been an endless scream. It was unbearable to be alone; and worst of all was that in his solitude he had to be with himself, with all his loathsome, contemptible actions.


Long before the parade of crimes was over, Akma was finished. He no longer saw himself leading the parade of conquering soldiers sweeping through the Elemaki lands. He could not bear the thought of anyone ever seeing him again, for now he knew what he truly was and could never hide it from himself or anyone else again. The shame was too great. He no longer wished to be restored to all the things that he had lost. Now all he wanted was to be blotted out. Don’t make me face anyone again. Don’t make me face myself. Don’t make me face even you, Keeper. I can’t bear to exist.


Yet each time that he thought he had reached bottom and could suffer no more deeply than at this moment, another image would spring into his mind, another person whose suffering he had caused, and . . . yes ... he could feel more shame and pain than he had felt only a moment ago, when it had already seemed infinite and unbearable.


 


Shedemei made her way through the quiet house, where so many people quietly came and went, carrying out their tasks. She saw four young men and recognized them as the sons of Motiak; they didn’t recognize her, of course, since all they had seen on the road was un-watchable brightness in a human shape. And in a way she didn’t recognize them either, for the strutting, laughing, boastful boys that she had first met were gone; and also gone were the cowering, terrified children who trembled before her and winced at every word she spoke-spoke, of course, into a tiny microphone so that the translation equipment could amplify and distort her voice to make it as painful as possible.


What she saw now were four humans who actually had some hint of manhood about them. It was clear from their ravaged faces that they had shed many tears, but they were making no show of grief and remorse now. Instead, as people came to them-many of them diggers, though most were not-they received them graciously. “All we hope for now is that the Keeper will decide to spare Akma’s life, so that he can join us in going about trying to undo the terrible harm we caused. Yes, I know that you forgive me; you’re more generous than I deserve, but I accept your forgiveness and I vow to you that for the rest of my life I will do all that I can to earn what you’ve given me freely. But for now we wait and watch with Akma’s family. The Keeper struck him down because loyal and obedient Kept like you pleaded for relief. The Keeper hears you. We beg you to plead again with him for the life and forgiveness of our friend.” Their words were not always so clear, but the meaning was the same: We will try to undo the harm we caused; we beg you to plead with the Keeper to save our friend.


Shedemei had no particular wish to speak to them-she knew from the Oversoul that they were sincere, that their true natures had once again emerged, wiser now, with painful memories, but committed to lives of decency. What business did she have with them, then? It was Akma that she came to see.


Chebeya met her at the door to Akma’s bedchamber. The room was small and sparse-Akmaro and Chebeya really did live modestly. “Shedemei,” Chebeya said. “I’m so glad you got word and came. We were a day’s walk from the capital when word reached us that the Keeper had struck down our boy. We got home only a few hours before Motiak’s boys brought him here. We kept expecting to pass you on the road.”


“I went another way,” said Shedemei. “I had some botanical specimens to tend to, among other things.” She knelt beside Akma’s inert body. He certainly did look dead.


<He practically is. Like a hypothermia victim. Like someone in suspended animation during a voyage. All cell activity is low. The surprising thing is that bacterial action is also nil. Whatever the Keeper did to him, it’s not going to kill him.>


Brain activity? asked Shedemei silently.


<There’s something going on. But it’s purely limbic. None of the higher functions. Nothing I can actually read, beyond the most primitive feelings. >


Well, what is the feeling?


<It looks to me as if. . . well, as if he were screaming.>


I’m certainly not going to tell his parents that.


<The Keeper is doing something to him, but I have no idea what.>


No prognosis.


<He isn’t dead yet, and I have no way of predicting whether he’ll recover. I have no idea what’s sustaining him, and I won’t even know when or whether it’s withdrawn.>


It certainly makes me suspect that Sherem didn’t just die of a stroke in the midst of his argument with Oykib. ,


<Well, it was a stroke. It was just a convenient one. For all we know, the Keeper can make people keel over whenever she wants.>


Good thing that people don’t have powers like that. I have enough of a temper that my path would be strewn with corpses all the day long.


<Oh, don’t brag. I doubt you’d kill more than a couple a day.>


Sighing, Shedemei arose from the floor. “He’s completely stable. But it’s impossible to predict when or whether he will awaken.”


“But he’s not dying,” said Chebeya.


“You’re the raveler,” said Shedemei. “Is he still bound to this world?”


Chebeya put her hand to her mouth to stifle a sob. “No. He’s connected to nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there, as if there isn’t anyone at all.” Then she did break down and cry, clinging to Akmaro.


“Well, his body isn’t dead and it isn’t deteriorating, either,” said Shedemei, knowing she sounded brusque but unable to think of any gentler way to say what needed saying. “It’s in the hands of the Keeper now.”


Chebeya nodded.


“Thank you, Shedemei,” said Akmaro. “We didn’t think that it was something that you could heal, but we had to be sure. You . . . rumor has it that you can sometimes do remarkable things.”


“Nothing as remarkable as what the Keeper can do.”


She embraced them both and went her way, back to her students. All the way home, she argued with the Oversoul about what this all meant, what they should have done differently, what might be going on with Akma, if anything.


I wonder, said Shedemei silently, whether the Keeper simply gave him the same dream she gave me-showed him her plan for the world, possessed him with her love, and he was so filled with hate that the experience consumed him.


<Maybe it happened that way, but I never saw him enter the kind of dream state that you were in.>


Don’t you sometimes wish that we were like ordinary people, without any unusual sources of information? We might be hearing about these events as nothing more than gossip about famous people.


<Such useless yearnings weren’t put into me. I have never wished to be anything other than what I am.>


Neither have I, said Shedemei silently, realizing for the first time that she truly was satisfied with her life and glad of the part that the Keeper had given her in the plan of life. With that thought she suddenly laughed out loud, earning her strange looks from a couple of children passing by. She made a face at them; they shrieked and ran away, but soon stopped running and resumed their laughter and chattering. That’s the plan, thought Shedemei. The Keeper only wants us to live with the simplicity and innocence of these little ones. Why is it so hard?


 


At last Akma’s entire life had been unwound before his eyes, every bit of harm that he had caused had been remembered. And the complete memory remained with him, every bit of it, none of it fading into merciful forgetfulness. He understood many things now that he had not understood before, but he could not bear to understand them. He knew that his guilt for the pain suffered by the Kept who were beaten, by the earth people who were driven from their homes, was slight indeed compared to the guilt of having induced so many men and women to do things that drove the Keeper almost completely out of their hearts. To cause a good man pain was a terrible thing; to persuade a man to do evil was far worse.


When the Keeper had first left him, he had longed for his return. Now, though, having seen the terrible consequences of his pride, he couldn’t bear the thought of anyone looking at him again, least of all the Keeper of Earth. The only relief he could hope for was to be extinguished, and that was what he longed for. He could not bear to return to the world that he had befouled so badly; he could not bear to stay as he was, utterly alone. If he could only find some road leading to obliteration, he would run to it, hurl himself into oblivion.


One of his memories was that terrible last meeting with his father and mother and the king-he had, of course, felt the anguish of these good people who, even as they faced the likelihood of his destroying all that they had tried to create, still worried more about him than about themselves. Yet as a part of that memory, there was something. His father had. . . . said something. . . .


And there it was, the words flowing back into his mind as if his father were only just now speaking them. “When you are at the point of despair, my son, when you see destruction as the only desirable choice, then remember this: The Keeper loves us. Loves us all. Values each life, each mind, each heart. All are precious to him. Even yours.”


Impossible. His life had been devoted to undoing the Keeper’s work. How could the Keeper possibly love him?


“His love for you is the one constant, Akma. He knows that you have believed in him all along. He knows that you have rebelled against him because you thought you knew how to shape this world more wisely than he. He knows that you have lied to everyone, over and over again, including yourself, especially yourself-and I tell you again that even knowing all of this, if you will only turn to him, he will bring you back.”


Could it be the truth? That even now, the Keeper might bring him back? Free him of this terrible exile? Accept him once again, and dwell within him, and whisper to him constantly?


But even if it is true, he thought, do I want to? Shamed in front of the world, guilty of innumerable crimes, won’t returning to such a life be more than I can stand?


At once there came to his mind an image of himself, humiliated, smeared by his enemies, returning bravely to his people.


No, that’s a false image. Then I was innocent, made naked and filthy by others. Now I’m far more filthy and my nakedness is far more shameful, and it was done entirely by myself.


Yet the courage to return, that was still the same, even if the shame had a far different cause. I must return, if only so that others can see me, not strutting in my glory, but filthy in my shame. I owe it to all those that I have hurt. I would only injure them again if, like a coward, I hid my shame from them.


Oh, Keeper of Earth, he cried out in his solitude. I beg you to have mercy on me. I have poisoned myself with bitterness, I am bound by chains of death that I forged myself and I can’t find my way out without your help.


In the instant that he made this plea for help, this recognition of his desperate helplessness, he felt the watcher return to him. It was a simple thing, so easy, so minute an action, as if the Keeper had been poised on the very verge of his heart, ready to touch him the moment he asked. And at this touch, the vast omnipresent memory of all his crimes suddenly was gone. He knew that he had committed them, but they no longer stared him in the face wherever he looked. It was the lifting of a terrible burden; he had never felt so light, so free. And now, even though he still had not regained the use of his body, his solitude was over. He was named, he was known, he was part of something larger than himself, and instead of feeling resentful and wanting to break anything that he could not control, he found himself filled with joy, for now his existence had a meaning. He had a future, because he was part of a world that had a future, and instead of wanting to decide for himself and determine that future for everyone else, he knew that he would be glad just to touch some small part of it. To marry and give happiness to his wife. To have a child and give it the same love that his parents had given him. To have a friend and ease his burden now and then. To have a skill or a secret and teach it to a student whose life might be changed a little by what he learned. Why had he dreamed of leading armies, which would accomplish nothing, when he could do these miraculous small things and change the world?


As Akma realized this, there suddenly flooded into him a clear understanding of all the cords of love that bound him. Everyone who cared for him, who wanted his happiness; everyone that he had ever loved or helped in any way. They were now as present and clear in his mind as, only a few moments ago, his crimes had been. Father. Mother. Luet. Edhadeya. Each one, bound to him by a thousand memories. Mon. Bego. Aronha. Ominer. Khimin. Where once his crimes against them had harrowed up his soul, now their love for him and his for them filled him with joy. Didul and Pabul and their brothers, who once had stood before him in pain because he denied them the forgiveness that they craved from him, now dwelt in his mind because of their love for his father and mother and sister, for the kingdom and the Kept and the world of the Keeper, and most particularly they loved him, they longed for his happiness, they yearned to do anything that was in their power to heal him. How could he have turned them away for so long? These were not the boys who hated him. These were sons of the Keeper, his brothers.


And others, and others; many of those whose pain he had caused now caused him joy solely by wanting him to be joyful. And behind them, within them, shining like light out of their eyes, out of their whole bodies, was the Keeper, wearing all their faces, touching him with all their hands. I know you, he said to them all. You were inside my heart from the earliest moment of my childhood. Your love was with me all along.


His mouth was flooded with the taste of a perfect white fruit, and his body was filled with it, shone with it. He, too, was as bright and shining now as all the others. As exquisite and bitter as his pain had been a moment ago, exactly that exquisite and sweet was his present joy. Then, in a moment, the overwhelming awareness of how he was loved slipped away. It was replaced by the almost forgotten feeling of his own body, stiff and painful-but so sweet, the tang of it, the sharpness of his returning senses. There was light against his eyelids. Something moved; a shadow passed across him, and then light again. He was not alone. And he was alive.


 


Chebeya cried out, a soft sharp O of happiness. Those who had been dozing awoke; Akmaro, who had been talking with Didul and Luet, strode at once to Chebeya’s side.


“His eyes moved under the eyelids,” she said.


They both knelt, touched his hand. “Akma,” said Akmaro. “Akma, come home to us, my son.”


His eyes opened then. He blinked against the light. He turned his head, ever so slightly, and looked at them. “Father,” he whispered. “Mother. Forgive me.”


“Already,” said Chebeya.


“Before you asked,” said Akmaro.


“I have so much to do.” Then he closed his eyes again and slept, this time a natural sleep, a healing sleep. His father and mother knelt over him, held his hands, stroked his face, wept for joy. The Keeper had been merciful and brought their son back home to them again.


 


[bookmark: _Toc69282857]THIRTEEN - FORGIVENESS


Shedemei was out of sorts. The merchant who supplied her with fresh food from the countryside had raised his prices again. Of course she could afford it, since she had the Oversoul’s knowledge of the location of mineral deposits throughout the gornaya. It took no great effort to fly to a high peak, put on breathing gear, blast some ice into water, chip away at the exposed rock, take a bushel basket of gold ore from the mountain, have it refined in a remote place far from Darakemba, and come back with enough wealth to sustain the school for another year or two.


The trouble was that her goals had changed. The school was no longer just a ploy to allow her to be close to the center of action in Darakemba. The action was over-or, rather, had gone into hiatus- and yet she was still there and not at all interested in resuming her life sealed in a suspended animation chamber on the Basilica, come out only now and then to tend her plants. Her school had become real and important to her, and she wanted to get it on a sound financial footing so that someone could keep it going after she left. Yet every time she was about to get the income just about to the level of the expenses, somebody would raise a price or some new need would become apparent, and back she would go, dipping into her reserves of gold.


It was hard to remember the woman she had once been. In the city of Basilica, she had shut out the rest of the world, refusing most human contact and keeping what she had on a businesslike level as much as possible. At the time she thought it was because she loved science so much-and she did enjoy her work, so it wasn’t an entire lie. But what really locked her door against the world was fear. Not fear of physical danger, really, but fear of messiness, fear of untidy entanglements perpetually unresolved. The Oversoul-no, ultimately it was the Keeper of Earth-had forced her out of her laboratory and into the chaos of human life. But she and Zdorab had somehow managed to create an island of neatness, in which they pretended to know exactly what was expected of them both and satisfy those expectations perfectly.


Now she was surrounded by perpetual chaos, children coming and going, teachers whose lives began somewhere outside her life so that they could never be wholly known, questions forever unanswered, needs forever inadequately met ... it was the thing she had feared the most, and now that she was living in it, she couldn’t understand why. This was life. This was what the Keeper surrounded herself with. Perpetual irresolution. A picture never framed, a series of chords that never returned to the tonic for more than a fleeting moment. Shedemei could hardly imagine living any other way.


Yet today she was out of sorts, likely to snap at anyone who crossed her path; she knew that the students always passed the word when such a mood was on her. “Thunderstorms,” they would say, as if Shedemei were as unavoidable as the weather. The teachers would get the word as well, and they would wait to bring Shedemei their latest problems and requests. Let the weather clear first. And that was fine with Shedemei. Let the teachers decide whether it was really important enough to be worth braving the lion in her den.


So it rather surprised her-and peeved her, too-when someone knocked on the door of her tiny office. “Come in,” she said.


Whoever it was had trouble with the latch. One of the little girls, then. Surely a teacher could have dealt with her problem without sending her unassisted to the schoolmaster’s office.


Shedemei got up and opened the door. Not one of the little girls at all. It was Voozhum. “Mother Voozhum,” she said, “come in, sit down. You don’t have to come to my office, just send one of the girls for me and I will come to you.”


“That wouldn’t be fitting,” said Voozhum, easing herself onto one of the stools; chairs were no good for earth people, especially the old and inflexible.


“I won’t argue with you,” said Shedemei. “But age has its privileges and you should take advantage of them now and then.”


“I do,” said Voozhum. “With people who are younger than me.”


Shedemei hated it when Voozhum tried to get her to admit that she was the One-Who-Was-Never-Buried. It bothered her to lie to Voozhum, but she also couldn’t trust the old soul to remember that she was supposed to keep it secret.


“I’ve never met anybody older than you,” said Shedemei. “Now, what business brings you here?”


“I had a dream,” said Voozhum. “A real wake-up-with-a-wet-bed humdinger.”


Shedemei didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed with Voozhum’s complacency toward her increasingly frequent incontinence. “There have been several of those recently, as I recall.”


Ignoring her gibe, Voozhum said, “I thought you ought to be warned-Akma is coming here today.”


Shedemei sighed. Just what she needed. “Have you told Edhad-eya?”


“So she can run off and hide? No, it’s time the girl faced her future.”


“It’s Edhadeya’s choice whether Akma has anything to do with her future, don’t you think?”


“No I don’t,” said Voozhum. “She grabs at every scrap of news about the boy. She knows that he’s changed. I’ve seen her pining after him, and then when I mention Akma she gets that prim look on her face and says, I’m glad he’s stopped interfering with things, but excuse me I’ve got work to do. She practically lived at Akmaro’s house during the three days that Akma was getting worked over by the Keeper, but as soon as he wakes up she refuses to leave the school. I think she’s a coward.”


“Akma has changed,” said Shedemei. “It’s natural for her to fear that his feelings toward her might also have changed.”‘


“That’s not what she’s afraid of,” said Voozhum scornfully. “She knows they’re bound together heart to heart. She’s afraid of you.”


“Me?”


“She’s afraid that if she marries Akma, you won’t let her have the school.”


“Have the school! What, am I dying and no one told me? I have the school.”


“She has the foolish idea that she’s younger than you and might outlive you,” said Voozhum nastily. “She doesn’t know what I know.”


“Well, I suppose that eventually I will give up the school.”


“But will you give it to a married woman who has to deal with her husband’s demands?”


“It’s premature to marry them off,” said Shedemei. “And premature to decide whether she’ll have the freedom to take the school, and damnably premature to be thinking about when I’m going to leave, because I can promise you it won’t be soon.”


“Well tell her that! Tell her she’ll have time for half a dozen babies before the schoolmastership comes open. Have some consideration for other people’s uncertainties, why don’t you!”


Shedemei burst into laughter. “You certainly don’t talk to me as if you really believed I was a minor deity.”


“When gods come down to become women, I think they should get the full experience, no holds barred. Besides, what are you going to do, strike me dead? I could keel over any minute. Every time I make it across the courtyard to my bedroom, I think, Well, it didn’t kill me after all.”


“I’ve offered to let you sleep right next to your classroom.”


“Don’t be absurd. I need the exercise. And unlike some people, I’m not interested in living forever. I don’t have to know how things come out.”


“Neither do I, really,” said Shedemei. “Not anymore.”


“All I came here to say, if you’re finally ready to listen, is that this is Akma’s first time coming out. Still a little unsteady on his feet. And I think it’s significant that he chose to come here. Not just for Edhadeya’s sake.”


“What do you mean?”


“In my dream I saw a fine young human man, a beautiful woman right behind him, and in one hand he held the hand of an old angel, and in the other the hand of a positively decrepit digger woman who looked awful enough that I could imagine she was me. A voice said to me, in the ancient language of my people, This is the fulfilment of an ancient dream, and a promise of glorious times to come.”


“I see,” said Shedemei. “The Keeper wants a bit of spectacle.”


“I think it would be wise to have children spread the word as soon as he arrives. I think it needs to be seen and reported widely. I think we need an audience.”


Shedemei rose from her chair. “If that’s what the wise woman of the tunnels says should happen, then it will happen. You stay here near the front door. I’ll fetch the other players in our little drama.”


 


Akma asked his parents to go with him, but they refused. “You don’t need us,” they said. “You’re only going to Shedemei’s school. You don’t need us to speak for you.”


But he did; he was shy about facing the world. Not because he was unwilling to accept the public shame that would come to him-he would almost welcome that, because he knew that it was part of his lifelong labor, to heal Darakemba of the harm that he had done. No, he was simply afraid that he wouldn’t know what to say, that he’d do it wrong, that he’d cause more harm. Remembering how it had been to have all his crimes stand present before him, he was very much afraid of doing anything to add to their already unbearable number. Even though he now searched his heart and found nothing there but the desire to serve the Keeper, he also knew that the pride that had so distorted his life was still waiting somewhere in his heart. Maybe someday he could trust that he had fully overcome it, that the devoted servant of the Keeper was his true self forever; but for now he was afraid of himself, afraid that the moment he was in public life he would begin to gather people to himself as he had done before, and that instead of using this power for their own good, he would again seek adulation the way wine-mad souls lived only for another jar.


He worried about this because he couldn’t see the change in himself. His parents saw, though, as he reluctantly left the house and walked out into the street; they remembered well how he, used to walk as if displaying himself, engaging the eyes of every passerby, insisting, demanding that they look at him with liking “before he would release their gaze. Now he walked, not in shame, but without self-awareness. He looked at others, not to get their love, but to understand them a little, to wonder who they were. Like the Keeper, he kept himself almost invisible on the street, yet saw all. Akmaro and Chebeya watched him out of sight, then embraced in the doorway and went inside.


Too soon Akma reached the corner where Rasaro’s House occupied all the buildings. He had never been to the school before, but had no trouble finding it-the place was famous. He had the odd notion that his visit was looked for, that there were people watching from the windows as he approached. But how could they know he was coming? He had only decided it himself this morning, and told no one but his parents. They would not have spread the word.


At the door he was met by a stern-looking woman twice his age. “Welcome, Akma. I’m Shedemei,” she said. “I know you because I examined you while you were lying there pretending to be dead at your mother’s house.”


“I know,” he said. “I came to thank you. Among other things.”


“Nothing to thank me for,” she said. “I told them what they already knew-that you weren’t dead yet and it would be up to the Keeper whether you survived. I hope you’re going to write down your experience during those three days of. . . whatever it was.”


“I hadn’t thought of it,” he said. “I couldn’t write it anyway. I would have to enumerate all my crimes, and they’re innumerable.” To his surprise he was able to say this in a calm voice, without a hint of either pleading or jauntiness.


“Well, you’ve thanked me,” said Shedemei. “Why else did you come?”


“I don’t really know,” he said. “I hoped to see Edhadeya, but that’s not the only reason that I came. I just woke up this morning knowing that it was time to come outside, and that it was here I had to come. It was only afterward that I remembered Edhadeya would be here. So I don’t know. Perhaps it was the Keeper telling me what was expected of me. Perhaps not. Now that my crisis is over, the voice of the Keeper within me is no more clear than it is for anyone else.”


“I don’t really believe that,” said Shedemei.


“Well it’s true,” said Akma. “The only difference is that now I’m trying to hear his voice, where before I was trying to hide from it.”


“That’s all the difference in the world. And yes, I think you’re right, the Keeper wanted you to come today. We were warned that you were coming, and we made our own plans. A bit of pageantry. A visual image that we think the Keeper wants the world to see.”


Akma felt the dread rise in him until it almost made him sick. “I don’t want to do anything . . . public. Yet.”


“That’s because you remember how much harm you did in front of audiences, and how it harmed you.”


He was stunned that she understood this about him, when he had only figured it out himself this morning.


“What you haven’t realized yet,” she went on, “is that because your harm was public, undoing it will have to be public as well. You have a lot of speeches to give, using all your talents as a polemicist, only this time on the side of truth. It’s harder in some ways, you know- more rules. But easier, too, because you can speak more from the heart and less from the head. You don’t have to calculate the truth the same way you calculate a lie.”


“I suppose you’re right.”


“Being right is my business,” she said. “That’s why I’m such a superb schoolmaster.” Then, to his surprise, she winked at him. “I’m joking, Akma. Hard to believe, but I have a sense of humor. I hope you haven’t lost yours.”


“No,” he said. “No, I was just. . . I’m just . . . easily distracted these days.”


Someone was coming down the corridor. He looked, and knew the man at once, though he was in shadow. “Bego,” he whispered. “Bego,” he said aloud. “Are you here? I didn’t know that you were here.”


Bego sped up and, forgetting dignity, opened his wings and glided a little as he rushed to his former pupil. “Akma,” he said. “You don’t know how I’ve yearned to see you. Will you forgive me?”


“For what, Bego?”


“For using you, for misleading you, for trying to guide your thought without telling you-these were all crimes of the first order, Akma. I know you’re all caught up in what an awful fellow you are, so that mine look like petty faults to you, but you have to know. . . .”


“I know,” said Akma. “All I remember of our time together is what a gift your wisdom and learning were to me, and how much strength I got from your confidence in me.” He held his teacher’s hands, the folds of Bego’s wings covering his fingers. “I was so afraid for you, for the punishment Motiak might give you.”


Bego laughed. “I thought it was the end of the world. Do you know his punishment? He forbade me to read. I was barred from the library. Three spies stayed with me, awake in shifts, to see to it I didn’t so much as scratch my name in the dirt with a stick. No reading, no writing. I thought that I’d go mad. My life was in the books, you see. The only people that I valued were the rare others, like you, who were as much at home with reading as I am. And then to be cut oft” from it-it was madness, I lived as a lunatic, hardly sleeping, longing for death. And then one day it dawned on me. What are books, anyway? The words of men and women who had something to say. Only when you read the book, the only voice you hear in your head is your own. You have the advantage of permanence, of being able to reread the same words again and again; but that’s really a lie, because it gives you the impression that the writer thought and spoke permanently, when in fact the moment the book was written, the writer changed and became someone else, endlessly exciting because he was endlessly reinvented. To read a book is to live among the dead, to dance with stones. Why should I mourn for having lost the company of the dead, when the living were still here, their books yet unwritten, or rather they’re being written in every moment of their lives!”


“So you came here.”


“Came here! Came here and begged Shedemei to take me on, even though I was forbidden to read anything. She let me attend only one class. Voozhum’s class, because the old lady is so blind she can’t assign readings anyway, she just talks and the students listen and then talk back. But she was a digger! Do you have any idea how hard that was for me? How humiliating? I laugh now to think of it-this woman is a treasure! She has written nothing and if I had continued to live in books I would never have heard her voice, but I’ll tell you, Akma, there is no moral philosopher in all the king’s library who is as subtle and . . . humane as she is.”


Akma laughed and embraced the little man. In all the years they had spent as student and master, there had been no such embrace; the books were always between them. But now it felt right to have the brush of the man’s wings against his thighs as the long arms nearly double-wrapped him at the waist. “Bego, how glad I am that we both found our own route to healing.”


Bego nodded, drew away from him. “Healing what can be healed. Undoing what can be undone. I couldn’t have repaired the damage I did to you-I could only hope that you and the Keeper would work it out between you. And my own life-I’ve come too late to the things I’ve learned. I’ve never had a wife, never taken part in the great passage of blossom, seed, and sapling. Now I’m just an old stump and there’s no more bloom in me. But that doesn’t mean I’m sad or sorry for myself, don’t misunderstand me, boy! I’m happier than I’ve ever been.”


“Surely now the king will release you from your punishment.”


“I haven’t asked. I don’t need to. I know everything that the library can teach me anyway. I’m busy discovering that all these children aren’t just a single mass of annoyances, but instead are a whole bunch of individual, unique annoyances which are becoming increasingly interesting to me. Most of the books I read were written by men and to read them you’d think there was no such thing as a sentient female. Listening to the chatter of infantile females is opening a new world to me.”


They laughed together. Only then, in the laughter, did Akma lift his gaze enough to see that they were no longer alone. Edhadeya stood there in the corridor, not five paces off, a look of uncertainty and shyness on her face. The moment she saw that he had noticed her, she looked down at the old digger woman whose hand she held. Then she stepped toward him, slowly, leading the halting old woman. “Akma,” said Edhadeya. “This is Voozhum. She was once my . . . slave. She’s also the greatest teacher in a school of great teachers.”


The old woman looked at him through rheumy eyes; the lack of focus in her gaze told him that she was nearly blind. Withered and bent, she was still a digger, still had the massive haunches and the probing snout. In spite of himself, he saw for a fleeting moment the image of a giant digger, towering over him with a whip in his hand, laying on with the lash because he dared to rest a moment in the hot sunlight. He felt the sting across his back; and then, worse yet, saw the same lash come down on his mother’s bacjc and he was powerless to stop it. Rage flashed through him.


And then was gone. For now he saw that this old woman was not the same as the guard who had beaten him with such obvious pleasure in his cruelty and authority. How could he have ever hated all diggers for the actions of a few? And now he knew that he had been no better than they were: When the path of his life gave him a bit of power and influence, what had he done with it, that differed in any important way from what they did, except that his crimes were on a larger scale and he did a better job of lying to himself about what he was doing? I have been a digger a thousand times over; I have seen their suffering with the knowledge that I caused it. I forgive the digger guards who mistreated us. I value even their miserable lives; the harm they did to us cost us only pain, while it cost them the love of the Keeper-a far more terrible price, even if they didn’t understand the reason for the emptiness and agony in their hearts.


Akma knelt before the old woman, so her bent-over head and his were at the same level. She leaned close to him, her nose almost touching him; was she sniffing at him? No, merely trying to see his face. “This is the one I saw in my dream,” she said. “The Keeper thinks you’re worth a lot of trouble.”


“Voozhum,” he said, “I harmed you and all your people. I told terrible lies about you. I stirred up hatred and fear, and your people hungered and hurt because of me.”


“Oh, that wasn’t you,” said Voozhum. “That boy died. It seems to me that you spent all those years just trying to find a way to kill that boy, and finally you did, and now you’re a new man. Tall for a newborn and more eloquent than most. But the new Akma doesn’t hate me.”


Impulsively he said the thought that had only just occurred to him. “I think I have never seen a woman so beautiful.”


“Well, now, you must be looking over my shoulder at Edhadeya,” Voozhum said.


“Edhadeya and I have years ahead of us to watch her become as beautiful as you,” said Akma. “I think she will, don’t you, Voozhum?”


“Definitely. It’s the hump of my back that I think is especially fetching.” Voozhum cackled with laughter at her own jest.


“Will you teach me how to undo my past life?” asked Akma.


“No,” she said. “Not the whole thing. Only the bad bits.”


“Yes, that’s right, the bad bits.”


“Don’t want you to undo the part where you were brave. Or that clever scholar. Or the boy who had sense enough to fall in love with Edhadeya.” Voozhum took Akma’s hand and carefully, clumsily, put Edhadeya’s fingers on his. “Now Edhadeya, let’s not have any nonsense about pretending not to know what you want, all right?” said Voozhum. “You loved him right through the whole time he was unbelievably stupid, and now he’s found his wits and become his true self, which is what you saw and loved in him all along. So you just tell him that you know the two of you can work everything out. Tell him!”


Akma felt Edhadeya’s fingers close on his. “I know the two of us can work everything out, Akma,” she said. “If you want to.”


He squeezed her hand. “I’ve been alone,” he said, unable to explain more of his experience in solitude than that. “I’m done with that.” There would be time later to speak of the family they would create together, the life they both would share. He knew she would be with him; he knew he would be with her. That was enough for now.


“Give me your hand again,” said Voozhum. “And hold the hand of that miserable bookworm on the other side. There was an ancient dream from the Keeper and I had an echo of it this morning, so let’s follow the script she’s given us and show ourselves to the crowd outside.”


“Crowd?”


“Won’t do any good to put on the show without an audience,” said Voozhum. “The bigots need to see you holding the hands of an angel and a digger. And my people need to see that this old woman, at least, has forgiven you and that I accept you as a new man. All that information, and we can do it just by walking through that door.”


 


Shedemei opened the door for them. The curious crowd had gathered in the streets, filling the intersection, watching for Akma, the son of the high priest who had been struck down by the Keeper and then arose again. Now as the door opened and first Voozhum, then Akma, then Bego emerged, a tumult arose from many throats. They could see that the three of them were holding hands. They watched as Akma knelt, so that his head was of a height with the bent old philosopher and the frail scholar. He took their hands and kissed them. “My brother and my sister have forgiven me,” he said loudly to the crowd.


“I beg the forgiveness of all good men and women. All that I taught was a lie. The Keeper lives, and the Kept will show us all the way to happiness. If there is anyone here who approved of my words and works for the past few years, then I beg you, learn from my mistakes and change your heart.”


Shedemei noticed with relief that there were no rhetorical flourishes. His speech was simple, direct, sincere. Still, she had no illusions. The vile sort of people to whom he had once been a hero would now simply see him as a traitor. Few of them would be won over. The hope, as always, lay in the next generation, to whom Akma’s story would be fresh and powerful.


As for the Assembly of the Ancient Ways, it had already collapsed. Aronha had officially dissolved it before Akma even arose from his coma, and though a few diehard digger-haters had organized a new version of it, there was no popular support. All those who had supported the Ancient Ways because it seemed like the wave of the future had already begun to remember that they always preferred the Kept. Those who had kept the boycott against the diggers out of fear or fashion were already seeking out their old clients and hirelings among the earth people, hiring those who were willing to forgive and return to work, buying up the unsold stockpiles of tradesmen’s work. No one was foolish enough to think that this represented a vast change of heart in the population as a whole-the Kept who were truly committed to serving the Keeper were no more numerous now than they were before Shedemei had appeared to Akma and the Motiaki on the road. But as long as the genial hypocrites were willing to go through the motions and mouth the words, there was hope that more of their children would take the Keeper’s plan into their hearts. And in the meantime, even empty lip service to the idea that all three peoples of the Earth were children of the Keeper would be enough to provide for peace and freedom within the borders of Darakemba. It’s a starting point, Shedemei thought. A beginning, and we can rise from here.


Outside the school, a new tumult arose, and Shedemei stepped with Edhadeya through the door to see what was happening. The crowd parted, and the four sons of Motiak arrived. They had all visited the school often in the past few days, and each had reconciled with Edhadeya-Shedemei could see how relieved they were to be back in the good graces of their sister, not to mention their father. All four of them climbed the steps and embraced first Voozhum, then Bego, then Akma, then Edhadeya. As a pageant of reconciliation it was working very nicely.


<So are you done with them? Are you coming back?>


Miss me? asked Shedemei.


<I finished programming the probe and sent it off a few minutes ago. I would have told you, but you seemed busy.>


Congratulations. You’ve accomplished all that your other iteration sent you here to do.


<Fve now become a supernumerary, like aged animals past the age of reproduction. Irrelevant to the future course of history.>


I doubt that, Shedemei said silently. I think we’ll find ways to keep busy. Aren’t you programmed to be curious?


<I must admit something to you, Shedemei, which I haven’t mentioned because I thought it something of an anomaly in myself. I was disappointed by your discoveries about the Keeper of Earth. I even tried to prove them wrong. To prove that fluctuations in the magnetic field can’t possibly have the effects that the Keeper seems to have. That there cannot possibly be a volitional element in the chaotic flow of magma in the mantle of the Earth.>


What an interesting and useless way to spend your time. What does it matter whether the Keeper actually uses magnetics or that was simply the closest I could come to understanding what she actually does?


<I know it. When I finally realized the futility of what I was doing, I then began to study myself to see what it was in my programming that had caused me to loop on the meaningless effort to deny your vision of the Keeper. >


What did you find?


<Nothing. Or rather, nothing that I can print out as demonstrable code to account for the effect. I can only express it in imprecise, metaphorical, anthropomorphic language.>


My favorite kind. Go ahead.


<I must have hoped, for all these years, that we would find that the Keeper of Earth was like me, inorganic, programmed; and if this had been the case, I might have hoped that with enhancement of my mechanical capacities I too could have the scope of influence that the Keeper has. Instead I remain completely other. A tool made to imitate the Keeper, but incapable of becoming the thing I imitate.>


So far, anyway, said Shedemei silently.


<No, this is a permanent difference. I am not sentient. I merely do such a splendid job of counterfeiting sentience that for a short time I fooled even myself. >


Not really. As long as I wear the cloak of the starmaster, you’re a part of me, whatever else you are, and I’m a part of you. Even if I do as I’m tempted and take a husband here and squeeze another baby out of this old body, we’ll be bound together for a long time to come. My life has enough meaning to share some of it with you, even if you are a supernumerary now.


<A very generous gesture, according to my moral evaluation algorithms. Thank you.>


Mon, laughing, was speaking to the crowd. Someone had asked a question. “Of course the three species are different,” Mon said. “That’s not a mistake. The Keeper looked at humans and said, How inadequate! They can’t see in the dark! They only live on the surface of the earth! They can’t fly! We need something else to make the world perfect. And so we were sent out of the room like bad children while the Keeper brought two more species to a point where they could take their place with humans as brothers and sisters. And the Keeper was right! We humans weren’t complete! Why, I spent my whole childhood wishing I were an angel. And I could spend my whole life trying and never come close to the wisdom and kindness of this old woman. So yes, my friend, the differences between the three peoples of Earth are real and they’re important-but they’re the reason we must live together, and not at all a reason for us to live apart!”


A cheer arose from the crowd, long and loud. Shedemei turned to Edhadeya and the two of them laughed together. “Listen to him,” Edhadeya said. “Now that he’s saying things he really believes in, Mon may turn out to be the best teacher of all.”


Shedemei felt a tug on her clothing. She turned around to find one of the youngest sky girls looking up at her. She bent down to hear.


“Shedemei, I know you’re in a bad mood today, but I have to tell you, mNo just threw up and I can’t find anybody but you.”


Sighing, Shedemei left the great public spectacle and returned to the mundane duties of the school. This one-day nausea had been going around the school and Shedemei was not looking forward to the time when she inevitably caught it herself. In the meantime, there was vomit to clean up and a little sick girl to wash and put to bed until her parents could come for her. Menial, wearying work, and Shedemei was very good at it.
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We’re missing #3 in the Homecoming Saga, so the series will remain incomplete until someone scans it.


 

nav.xhtml

    
  
    		CHARACTERS . 3


  




  
    		Table of Contents


    		Cover


  




cover.jpg
"2 ¥This com i ed
pl@ % situat tted by Card's super ;
ization, offers moreth? noughconflict ah@quqsgn@ -

ep the yarn nmwr/\ The' grand saga humanevolutg

ryof sf and fantasy, butCai






