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Spiders don’t have
wings.

We hold this truth to be self-evident.
Yet, as I stared upward at the ceiling in my cubicle, admiring the
swarm, fascinated by the way their glass bodies broke the light and
showered the walls in rainbow colors, I was forced to believe
otherwise.

Then, as they smiled at me and faded,
I knew I had just awakened from a dream. I had fallen asleep in my
office, sitting in the chair at my desk, legs crossed upon its
cluttered top.

I had been awakened by the newsbriefs
blaring from my vidsheet and by a beam of malignant sunlight that
was striking me full in the face, intent on burning off my
flesh.

I spoke a command to the cubicle’s
computer. The sunlight faded as the wall became opaque, closing off
my view of the city. Then, a few minutes later and a little more
awake, I decided to keep the skyline and asked for a clear, amber
tint. The cube had a great view; I’d give it that. I lived in one
of the city’s tallest buildings and I never got tired of looking
across the rooftops a good two hundred meters below me.

The buildings were all patterned after
the greatly respected and admired architecture of the Old Days and
appeared to be made of emerald-colored brick and glass and
concrete. They were actually made of a substance I couldn’t even
pronounce much less explain its composition. Everyone hated the
color, but the World Government wouldn’t let the city be built
unless there was a way to compensate for the loss of oxygen from
all the trees they hacked down.

Whatever the buildings were made of
breathed like plants and took care of that. I stood and stretched.
My clothes were cold and clung to my skin.

The sweats, again. I asked the
computer to state the cube’s temperature. It was a perfect
seventy-two degrees.

The flying spiders weren’t a dream
after all. I had been hallucinating while I was asleep. Not
uncommon for a former dack junkie. The doctors told me not to worry
unless it started happening more than three times a week. You don’t
experience REM when you’re having dack hallucinations; the brain
doesn’t heal itself like it does when you’re dreaming. And dack
whackers, even former ones, are crazy enough as it is.

Actually, I shouldn’t say ‘former’.
Once you’re married to a drug like dack, you’re married forever.
Prolonged usage will do funny, permanent things to the chemical
balance in your brain. Dack wants to live in every cell in your
body, and it makes every cell want it there. On the street they say
standing next to someone who’s married to it can addict you. They
say that before you’re dead and buried, you’d better arrange to
have someone feed it to you through an IV, otherwise you’ll climb
out of the grave and go hopping for it.

I was in control, though. I had
responded well to the recent breakthroughs in treatment. Most of
the craving for dack had been driven out of my system. And since my
will was a lot stronger than most of the skitches hopping around
this city, I considered myself clean.

I removed my clothes and went to the
shower. I hated the cube’s shower. Its ceiling was only three
inches above my head and there wasn’t enough room to fully extend
my arms. I was feeling particularly claustrophobic for some
reason—perhaps being indoors for a month straight was giving me
cabin fever.

I activated the system—nearly screamed
when the hot cleansing foam hit my back. I didn’t need a mirror to
see what was wrong. The blisters had come up again. It was the one
trace of my addiction that would never fade, the scar that would
always return. Wasn’t as bad this time, though. I’d have to cover
it with gauze for a few days at the most. I finished bathing as
best I could and turned off the foam.

I stepped out of the stall and asked
for a weather report. The computer reported that it was one hundred
degrees, humid, and not a cloud in the sky. Death weather. Brazil
City was going to be a madhouse on the day I was going outside.
Then again, B-City was a madhouse every day.

As I dressed, I noticed the vidsheet
was still blaring, now louder than before. The picture was getting
fuzzy also. Time to replace it. As I prepared to take it down,
however, an image caught my attention. Frozen in place, I listened
to the news-jockey give a brief on a man named Roberto
Diaz.

The jockey said that, once again,
someone in B-City was imitating the famed serial killer. Diaz had
been one of the few people who was a carrier of the virus called
LNX. It was transmitted sexually and the victim died in extreme
agony within an hour after being infected.

Diaz, a D-whacker and a criminal with
a long record, had become a serial killer. He attacked and raped
women, men, children, dogs—anyone and anything he could get his
hands on. He was believed to be responsible for more than a hundred
deaths in a two-year period. Two years that B-City lived in a
nightmare.

The jockey reminded us that every
summer for the past five years, a killer worshipping Diaz had
appeared to carry on his great work. But Diaz himself had never
been caught, and was assumed to be dead of complications due to
carrying the LNX virus for so long. The imitators had started a
year to the day after he vanished. All but one had used a hypo on
his victims. The fifth had actually injected himself with the
virus. He died screaming during the middle of his first
rape.

Diaz. He was the one scar on my career
as a cop. The one criminal I had gone after that my squad hadn’t
caught. The one I had been so close to catching the day the
government of the United States of the Americas terminated my
contract.

They’d found out that a group of drug
snappers—dope dealers, if you prefer the outdated tag still used by
the World Government—had managed to take revenge on my interference
in their operation by capturing me, tying me immobile, and slapping
a sheet of dack on my back the size of a mustard plaster. Most dack
sheets are one square inch, and that’s enough to keep you whacked
for two days. We had a hard time catching snappers when dack first
hit the streets; they were coating band-aids with it.

I should have died, almost did in
fact, but I’d like to think that hatred and desire for revenge kept
me from giving in to the permanent way out. My record as a police
officer was flawless, but the government couldn’t have a P-Boy who
was married to dack walking around the streets. I wasn’t fired,
technically. My contract just wasn’t renewed. However you choose to
say it, it meant that I was raggedy. And after five years I was
still raggedy. Jobless. A bum.

They suggested I head down to South
America, purchased by the old U.S. of the A.’s during the last
years of the twenty-third century, and scout around there for work.
They, too, had given up a standard police force in favor of
independently contracted anticrime agents. But, of course, they
wouldn’t hire me either. Especially after they’d found out the
things I’d done to break my addiction to dack before the newer
treatments became available. Some of them were illegal. Violating
that rule killed any chance I’d had of getting another contract,
and I had no one to blame but myself. And I shouldn’t have
bothered. Everyone knows you can’t truly get a divorce from
dack.

I hadn’t thought about Diaz in months.
Then, as I gazed at the computer-generated pic of his hairless,
dack-scarred face, I found what my life had been lacking. Purpose.
And I somehow knew beyond a doubt that this time it was the real
Diaz who had come out of hiding. My cop’s gut was still honed to
razor sharpness.

I didn’t have any illusions that
Diaz’s capture would open the doors for a new contract, of course.
I just wanted my record clean for my own sanity.

When the newsbrief was done I spoke
the command for the vidsheet to turn off and soften. A gentle pull
detached it from the ceiling and I rolled it up, inserted it into
its disposal tube, and headed out the door. The elevator rocketed
five hundred stories downward in the time it took to think about
it. After a moment’s pause to recover from the trip, I dropped the
vidsheet into a corner trash recycler and started my
work.

***

B-City was, as usual, alive and
steamy. My destination lay in one of the seedier parts of town, one
I avoid as much as possible.

Down there in The Pit, Strumps were on
nearly every sweaty street corner trying to find an hour’s work.
All were stark naked, grinning broadly, large green diodes flashing
on their wrists to prove they were free of any STD. They were
having a hard time competing with the Synths, though—the real thing
didn’t come close what modern technology could do for
you.

As usual I avoided looking in their
faces, many of which were identical, for they deeply disturbed
me.

I found him after a few short minutes,
sitting on a corner with his box of miracle liquid to clean peoples
shoes. I knew that more than a few of them were really filled with
blo-jack.

“Hola, shent,” I said. He looked up
and smiled, his eyes faking surprise as they displayed his Japanese
heritage.

“Well, if it ain’t Raggedy Jack. Where
you been hiding, P-Boy? Ain’t seen you around in weeks. Thought you
went back up to the real United States.” He was trying to strike a
nerve, and his aim was uncanny.

“I doubt that. And don’t call me a
P-Boy. I’m not the police. Not anymore. You know that.”

“Don’t call me a shent, then. I ain’t
never been checked into no hospital. I snap blo-jack, P-Boy, I
don’t spark party. Speaking of which, is that why you here? Think I
got something you need?”

He studied my face, and was
disappointed to find no change in my expression. “Well, I ain’t got
no more dack,” he continued. “It’s real hard to get now, and the
demand’s dropped. It scars up your skin too much, and permanently
slaps your brain. Ain’t like the old days, P-Boy. Whackers are
dumb, but they ain’t stupid.”

“I never bought dack off the street,
Tashiro,” I said evenly. “You know that.”

“Yeah, I know, P-Boy,” he said,
grinning. “Jus’ trying to piss you off. So tell me, what can I do
for you? You into blo-jack these days?” He picked up what appeared
to be a bottle of polish. “Ain’t too good a sub for dack,” he said,
voice dropping to a whisper, “but it’ll make you forget that it
ain’t!”

I looked around to make sure we were
not being observed. “I want you to do me a favor,” I said. Tashiro
laughed. Then, after a moment, he stopped and his eyes
narrowed.

“Hey, P-Boy, are you tryin’ to set me
up? Are you still bein’ monitored?”

I jabbed a finger at him. My hand was
shaking. He struck those nerves well. “I’m still raggedy, shent.
You’re only monitored if you’re under contract. Why should Big
Daddy care what you say and do and think twenty-four hours a day if
you’re not working for him? Why make sure you’re honestly enforcing
the law? My monitor is shut down. Permanent. This is personal, got
it?”

“Hey, hey, P-Boy, take it easy,” he
said nervously. “Jus’ looking out for myself, you know? What kinda
deal you talkin’?”

I looked around again.

“I want you to help me find Roberto
Diaz.”

Tashiro’s eyes stretched wide. “Are
you crazy? He’s dead!”

“No, he isn’t. The recent killings.
It’s him.”

“That’s shite if I ever heard it.
Ain’t no way.”

“It’s him, I’m telling
you.”

Tashiro shook his head. “It’s a
copycat. Some kinda worshipper. Somebody who ain’t a carrier. You
and your squad ‘neutralized’ all them guys, right?”

I didn’t answer. But we had. All
except Diaz.

He appeared to consider it for a
moment, then shook his head. “It ain’t Diaz,” he insisted. “The
moke is injecting the LNX with a hypo after the rape, the way I
figger it.”

“I don’t think so. I can feel it. It’s
really him.”

Tashiro shrugged. “So what do you want
me to do?”

I leaned close, smiled. “It’s common
knowledge that Diaz is married to dack.”

“It oughta be,” Tashiro chuckled. “He
used to wear the patches on his face! Ugly sumbitch, wasn’t
he?”

I took a step closer, locked eyes with
Tashiro to let him know I was serious. “I want you to put out the
word that you’ve got an ounce of high-grade dack and you’re making
patches. Diaz will come to you, you call me, and I make the collar
like I could have done five years ago.”

“Jus’ like that, huh? I don’t know,
P-Boy. If it’s really Diaz, he ain’t gonna fall for that. I
think—”

Tashiro grunted under the force of the
blow and crumpled over, holding his gut. I grabbed him by his
shoulders and yanked him up. Blood dribbled from his mouth—he’d
busted it when he fell—and his eyes were glassy. I threw him
backward into the garbage. I strode over to hit him again. He threw
up his arms in defense. When he did, his sleeves dropped to his
elbows.

And that’s when I saw it.

There was a slot in his right ulna,
about three centimeters long by two millimeters wide. The sunlight
reflected off its metal rim. The bastard was plugged! Panic shot
through me. I grabbed him by the collar and pulled his face
close.

“You lousy, stinking shent! Who have I
been talking to? Who are you?”

“Me! It’s me! Tashiro!” I slapped him
three times. Hard. He went limp, dropped to his knees. I pulled him
back up, waited for the light to come back into his
eyes.

“Who have I been talking to?” I
repeated.

“There’s no tile in there, P-Boy,” he
whimpered with genuine fear. “I ain’t running a program, I swear!
Look!”

I grasped his arm and looked into the
slot. He was telling the truth. It was empty.

I knew I shouldn’t have reacted that
way, but people on the street aren’t supposed to be plugged—they’re
illegal. If someone has a plug, they can get their hands on a
bootleg tile and program themselves to be someone else. You would,
for all intents and purposes, be that person. Hell, you even
sounded like them. They were originally designed and marketed
because people wanted to feel the way celebrities and historical
figures felt.

Why get cosmetic surgery and gain
weight just to pretend you were Elvis Presley? Or merely pretend
you were Adolf Hitler? Marilyn Monroe? Genghis Khan? With a tile,
you would become that person and actually feel the way they felt
(or, more accurately, the way the tile programmer thought the
celebrity or historical figure felt) until the program completed
and the tile automatically erased itself.

That’s why I got so scared. I could
have been making a pact with Satan at that moment. And that’s why
they were declared illegal. Who needs someone running around doing
what Hitler would do if Hitler were actually alive?

“I need your help, Tashiro,” I said as
calmly as I could. I pointed my finger at him like it was a gun,
dropped my thumb. Tashiro got the message.

“I’m listening, P-Boy.
Talk.”

“I’ve talked. Put the word out. You’ve
got dack to snap.”

Tashiro was shaking. “Man, you don’t
know what you askin’. Don’t know what you getting me into. When
people start coming by and I can’t deliver, it’ll tip Diaz
off!”

I nearly exploded. I snatched Tashiro
from his feet and locked his arms behind his back. He winced from
the pain. “You’re not as stupid as you pretend. Do what I tell you.
When Diaz shows, give me a call. Immediately.” I threw him to the
ground, turned, and walked away without a look behind
me.

“Adios, P-Boy,” Tashiro
snarled.

In B-City, that was an
agreement.

***

Ivory towers are houses of ill repute,
as they used to be called. Within these walls, they call the Synths
‘maidens’, but a strump is a strump in my book. These houses are
legal, but that doesn’t change what’s in them.

And if the government could find a way
to track and tax the human-to-human action on the street corners,
that would be legal, too. Escapism has always been big business,
and Brazil City had it down to a science. Ivory towers were popular
because men, women, couples, families, whatever, could rent an
apartment and get the fantasy of their choice.

Back up in the real United States, I
once arrested a guy who did nothing but beat Synths to ‘death’ with
a baseball bat until he literally collapsed from exhaustion. It
didn’t become a problem until he ran out of money and began doing
it to real women. The towers create as many pervs as they take off
the streets.

I visit an ivory tower every three
months or so and usually take the duplex; I need to get away from
the cube once in a while. But I don’t crack back with any strumps.
I just want someone to talk to, who will listen and understand me,
and it doesn’t matter that I know she’s programmed to do that. I
don’t have any friends, so what other choice do I have? The
‘maidens’ have sophisticated memory systems, and can actually get
to know you.

Taylor’s eyes were the most beautiful
blue I had ever seen. She sat on the bed, pretending to scan her
fingernails for a defect. She wore a skintight, coffee colored body
stocking. Her amber hair cascaded down around her
shoulders.

“So you really think this will work?”
she asked. I stood near the wall, looking out over the city. “I
don’t know. I can’t think of anything else to do.”

“Have you really tried?” she asked.
“Or did you take the first idea that popped into your
head?”

“Actually, I did. It’s what my
instincts told me to do. I just have a strong feeling it will draw
him out.”

“Is that really what you
want?”

I turned to her. “Of course it’s what
I want.”

“Why?”

I was momentarily speechless. It was
unlike her to ask so many questions.

“The man is a murderer,” I said. “He’s
got to be brought in.”

She stood and approached me. “Are you
a ‘law’ person or a ‘justice’ person?”

I thought a moment. “You’ll have to
explain how you personally define those terms so I can accurately
answer you.”

She laughed. “You know what I mean,
I’m sure. Will you break the law to do something you feel is right?
Or will you blindly enforce the law even though you think it’s
wrong?”

I looked back out across the rooftops.
“I’m a law person.”

“And are you an exception to
law?”

“I’ve made a personal exception only
once. I tried some unregistered drugs to break my marriage to dack.
I’ll never break the law again, though. I’m still carrying the
guilt. I’m a law person.”

She took a step closer. I could feel
her body heat.

“Then why won’t you go to bed with me?
It’s legal here.”

It took a supreme effort of will to
resist looking at her. “Is that what all these questions have been
building up to?”

“No,” she said bluntly. “You’ve made
it clear you don’t want to do that. I’m just interested in knowing
why.” She chewed on her thumbnail. “Actually, I wonder if you
yourself know why. You say you just want someone to talk to, but we
can talk before and after. What’s the real reason?”

My gaze dropped to the streets below,
searching for flashes of green light on the corners. The answer was
down there with the strumps—within their surgically altered,
identical faces. And in those beautiful countenances I would see a
version of my own face, for they were patterned after my
mother’s.

She was the last of the real-life
human porn stars, a legend that spanned fifty decades, the only one
brave enough to do it for real and not use health protection. She
had the admiration and respect of both continents before she
committed suicide one night in our living room.

I’ve always felt a little guilty about
that; I think our last conversation was what finally pushed her
over the edge. When I was eleven years old I asked her who my
father was. She laughed as she walked over to a fishbowl filled
with vid-chips. These were the originals, the ones that were the
size of your thumbnail. There were hundreds of her chips in that
bowl.

She handed it to me, instructing me to
shake it, take out a handful, play them until I found two guys who
looked the most like me, then flip a coin. She then walked out of
the room. As I stood there crying, I heard water running into a
glass. After a moment, I heard her body hit the floor. I didn’t go
into the room. I had wanted to remember her as she was.

Remembering her now was no problem,
since her face was replicated all over the city. Come to think of
it, that was probably why I stayed indoors so much.

Taylor cleared her throat, bringing me
back. I smiled.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?”

“For making me think.”

“I guess that means you’re not going
to answer my question.”

“You weren’t the one who needed the
answer.”

She took my arm and led me to the bed.
She began to unbutton my shirt.

I sighed. “Are you doing what I think
you’re doing?”

She smiled. “Trying to seduce
you?”

“Yes.”

“Wrong again. I think you need to
relax. Am I allowed to give you a massage?”

My face probably flushed with
embarrassment. I removed my shirt and assumed a prone position on
the bed. Taylor spoke a command to turn off the lights. She then
leaned over me and began her wonderful work.

Time seemed to melt away, and I
drifted ever closer to slumber. When I spoke, it was of my desire
to get Diaz, and Taylor listened.

When I was thoroughly relaxed, she
rose and headed toward the bathroom. She paused at the
doorway.

“May I ask one question tonight and
have it answered?”

“Ask,” I murmured, wanting to
doze.

“Have you considered that Diaz may be
looking for you?”

A physical blow could not have hit me
harder. And, just as my mind became fully alert, I heard a footstep
in the room—one too heavy to belong to Taylor. But I was already in
motion, rolling from the bed onto my feet, my adrenaline surge
fueled by the sound of an assault rifle raining death across the
mattress and floor. I was out the door in a flash, and shouted a
command for it to close and lock.

The moment I felt confident the tactic
would slow my assailant, I realized I’d left my gun in the
room.

I was defenseless, so my only option
was to get out. I raced down the hallway in darkness—ran too
quickly! The sound of the bedroom door splintering in a hail of
gunfire drowned out my scream and the roar of shattering glass. I
fell to the floor, rolling in the shards, cursing, for I knew my
right thigh had been pierced by the edge of a table. I hopped along
the wall, praying for my leg to begin working; in vain—the bone was
probably broken.

My assailant came after me as if
strapped to an engine. I felt panic rising within me. And then,
suddenly, there was no wall to support me. I tumbled down the
staircase, unable to slow my descent, and impacted with the
landing. My mind screamed for escape, but my body would not
respond.

I looked up. I could see the dim
outline of my assailant as he approached. He seemed to be wearing
military garb—heavy boots, guerrilla-type clothing. There was a
short-barreled, high-power pistol in his hand—the assault weapon
had been discarded. When he reached me, he wasted no time. He
turned me onto my stomach, positioned himself on top of me, cupped
my chin in his hand and raised my head.

He then placed his right ear flush
with my left; put the pistol to my other ear. The barrel was cold
and hard and hungry.

“Vaya con dios,” he rasped, and my
suspicions were confirmed. Tashiro had sold me out to
Diaz.

“Do it, skitch,” I snarled.

And he did. The sound of the gun’s
hammer falling was the loudest noise I’d ever heard, but what came
after was eerily silent.

***

I heard the voices again, and this
time I was able to recognize them as such. The man in the white
coat leaned close to my face, and then ordered everyone to clear
the room.

“Can you talk?” he asked. I tried to
focus on him. He was old. Bald. His breath was foul.

“I guess so,” I croaked. “How long
have I been here?”

“Two days,” he said. He had a Spanish
accent, so ‘days’ sounded more like ‘dace’. He looked to his right,
and I realized there was another person in the room I couldn’t
see.

“What do you remember?” the doctor
asked.

“Pain,” I said. Then, after more came
to me, I said, “Someone tried to kill me.”

The old man nodded. “Put a gun to your
heads and tried to shoot both of you simultaneously. If it weren’t
for that government police monitor in your head, your brain would
be missing. It directed the bullet away.”

I wanted to touch my head but my arms
were strapped down.

“Damage?” I asked. “I can hear you.
How?”

“We replaced the right side of your
head. It was mostly the monitor anyway, as I’m sure you know. Your
attacker wasn’t similarly equipped, of course. When the bullet
exited your skull it caught him in the neck. He’s dead—basically
shot himself twice.”

“And speaking of your attacker,” the
other figure interrupted, “I have some questions. I’m Agent
Ramirez.” He stepped into view. Police, of course.

“Go ahead and ask,” I said.

“Why would a man named Tashiro Ikegami
try to kill you?”

My mind reeled like it had been
slapped. “What? Are you sure it was him?”

“We have a positive ID. He was
equipped with an illegal plug. When we ran a check on the tile, we
found he was running a Roberto Diaz program. Answer my
question.”

“We had an altercation a few days
earlier. Old habits die hard, I suppose. He tried to sell me
blo-jack and I assaulted him.”

“We know. There were witnesses. Did
you know your monitor was still operational?”

“No,” I lied.

“So you weren’t using the hardware?
It’s against policy, you know. You were supposed to have it
removed. It’s government property.”

“I know.”

“Did you modify it in any
way?”

“No,” I lied again. I don’t think he
cared enough to disbelieve me. He was just going through the
motions.

“Anything else I should
know?”

“I don’t think so.”

Ramirez nodded to me, to the doctor,
then left the room.

“Did I bore him?” I asked no one in
particular.

The doctor smiled down at me. “Rest
now. I’ll check on you again in the morning. And we both know you
aren’t traveling nowhere, right?” I grunted in agreement and he
left.

I closed my eyes, but sleep would not
come. Memories, however, surfaced in abundance.

Roberto Diaz was dead. I knew that.
I’d always known it. I myself had found his LNX-destroyed corpse
four years ago in an alley in Peru, and buried it where it would
never be discovered. But I knew I’d never accept his demise.
Because I couldn’t accept that my record would never be
clean.

The modifications I’d made to my
monitor were difficult and expensive, but they were worth it. They
made it possible to erase the memories of certain acts from my
mind. And without memories, there can be no guilt.

I did it to give my life meaning, to
feel like a cop, to feel that I was worth something. Every year I
have brought Roberto Diaz back to life by finding someone who was
plugged and slipping them a tile—just as I’d slipped one into
Tashiro’s arm when I’d assaulted him. The program immediately
deleted the record of the act from its database—I was totally
unaware of what I had done just seconds before. I was, of course,
unaware of the program itself.

But apparently the damage to the
monitor changed that. Now I had the guilt to carry. I was a
criminal—a murderer no better than Diaz. And there was a strong
possibility the police would know that when they came to tap my
monitor. The program deleted the data from my surface memory, but
no doubt stored it deep in a sub-file.

A life sentence in jail was
inevitable, but there was no punishment that could compare to my
guilt. If I could split myself in two, the cop half would not rest
until the criminal half was taken down.

I began to laugh at that
thought.

It was not amusing.

But somehow I knew I’d never stop
laughing...
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The time had
come. He turned the last of the soil, led
the horse back to the barn, and unhitched it from the plow. Hired
hands would toil in the fertile fields for the family now, he
mused—fields his mother had worked in her entire life, and she had
died in them. He took his personal horse by the reins and began to
walk. Soon, his home—the house he helped to build and expand when
he was a boy—would be left behind.

 


He would not allow the change to bring
him sadness or doubt. Everything changed at some point in its
existence. Indeed, change was the only true constant in
life.

 


Does a man create his goals or do the
goals create the man?

 


He did not know. But, as he took his
first steps upon the path of his new life, he knew he would find
the answer.

 


It was a perfect morning for the
change. Robust beams of sunlight were just beginning to burn away
the pearlescent mists that had enshrouded Highland Forest during
the night. The air was fresh and clean—October clean, as his
grandfather would say. And it was Autumn beautiful—gold and
orange-maroon flecks had appeared throughout the rich green, giving
the lands a natural loveliness more striking than any man could
simply imagine. Countless shades of emerald and amber mixed over
trees and cliffs sparkling with morning dew. Cuthlan loved
it.

 


Ah, yes. Change. He had chosen the
perfect time of day to set out. A new beginning to herald a new
beginning. And as Cuthlan Allaine took step after step, as each
footfall took him away from the only home he had ever known, his
heart sang an ever-increasing song. He was doing the right thing.
It happens with all men—or, rather, with boys who wish to truly
become men. When you reached an impasse with your family over the
direction of your life a decision had to be made. And you had to
make it. Moreover, you had to feel positive about it. That was a
part of coming of age that never seemed to get enough
acknowledgment.

 


Cuthlan knew he was right in what he
was doing. His love for Sabrialha was stronger, far stronger, than
his family’s opinions about her race.

 


Race. Cuthlan saw beyond that—in fact,
it was nonexistent to him. He grew up believing prejudice was
wrong. It was Sabrialha’s heart that was important. But she was
simply Th’Nyla to everyone else. That meant that she was too
different, too foreign, and too strange to be trusted. The blood
that flowed through her veins was too thick, her pupils were too
large, her hair was too much like moss, and no matter where she
went her footfalls were as soundless as shadow.

 


His relatives had
warned him his entire life to beware The Th’Nyla. Over a year ago,
when Cuthlan first announced his intentions to wed Sabrialha, his
old Uncle Xhulthek had traveled from the Lower Lands—a journey that
took him a month—just to try to talk him out of the engagement. Or,
more accurately, to yell
him out of it since apparently the man did not
know how else to speak. Cuthlan could not recall even half the foul
words his Uncle had unleashed upon him that day. His mother’s
brother was an angry, bitter war veteran, and The Th’Nyla, he
claimed, had kept quite a few pieces of him.

 


Uncle Xhulthek had felt the weapons of
The Th’Nyla firsthand—swords that were supposedly living, bony
things that healed you after they cut you. Soldiers claimed that
The Th’Nyla severed their limbs and ran away with them; parts of
men’s bodies that would continue to live and move even after they
were separated from them.

 


Cuthlan shook his head, sighed. Such
stories, they were. Soldiers always had great imaginations when it
came to retelling their experiences.

 


Cuthlan knew the true source of his
Uncle’s hatred of The Th’Nyla. It wasn’t because they had maimed
him with weapons that pride prevented them from admitting were
probably normal steel and had taken the lives of many of his
friends. It was because they had won a war they didn’t start and
didn’t care enough about their attempted conquerors to claim their
lands. It was an insult. Whoever heard of such a thing? It was
further proof The Th’Nyla didn’t even think like humans, everyone
said. And there were horrors within their people, he said, that he
could not bring himself to utter.

 


Oh, how Uncle Xhulthek had shaken with
rage that day. Cuthlan vividly recalled the scrap of flesh that was
his Uncle’s right ear—nearly severed in one battle and nearly
burned off in another—jiggling as he hurled obscenity after
obscenity about The Th’Nyla. His parents, God rest them, had been
too shocked to intervene.

 


But those words—all of their words,
had no effect upon him. As far as he was concerned it all stemmed
from prejudice. He didn’t care about their stupid, illogical
beliefs about race. He was in love. He believed in that love.
Hadn’t his older brothers followed their hearts against the family
wishes? Prall went to sea; Yailt went to study the religion he felt
best answered his questions about the meaning of his existence, not
the religion he was “born into”.

 


And here was Cuthlan, the “sensible
one”, leaving the warmth of his family home and four younger
sisters to begin a new life with a girl everyone said was wrong for
him. No, she was beyond wrong, as some of them had warned him.
Sabrialha was pure Th’Nyla. She was not just a different race, many
claimed, but a totally different kind of being.

 




Cuthlan walked for several hours
before finally climbing on his horse’s bare back. A light tug on
his mane turned them eastward. Cuthlan was not in a rush. He had
given himself plenty of time to enjoy the change.

 


As far as he was concerned, his family
was no more. His parents were a year dead—his father of disease and
his mother from the exertion of working in the fields, his brothers
had their own lives, and his sisters had vanished from his heart
the moment their house had vanished from his sight. Yes, it was
done with a cold heart, Cuthlan knew. But it could be no other
way.

 


Cuthlan stopped for the night when he
reached the halfway mark between his former home and his rendezvous
point with Sabrialha. It was a wondrous area, as one found often
deep within Highland Forest. He would have to mention this to her.
There was an air of enchantment about it.

 


She had expressed her preference for
getting married outdoors. She rarely talked about the traditions,
habits, and customs of her people, but she once mentioned she
couldn’t fathom how men lived indoors.

 


The memory caused Cuthlan to chuckle
as he inspected his blade, watching the fire reflected in its
polished surface. He thought about Sabrialha. She’d had such an
amusing reaction the first time she saw him set a fire, and she
nearly screamed when he began using it to cook a fish. He had to
calm her down, which he did by holding her and kissing her face and
neck.

 


He loved kissing her. He could do it
for hours…and would do it for days if it was practical. There was a
quality to her skin he always struggled to put into words. The
closest he could get was to think of it as tasting a vibration. All
of her flesh was that way—everywhere on her body. He found that out
the first time they made love-bond.

 


He picked up his helmet and began
checking it for blemishes. It was then that he heard the sounds.
They were wholly unfamiliar to him, and several minutes passed
before he realized they were notes. Someone nearby was playing
music with an instrument whose sounds were hauntingly
beautiful.

Cuthlan found himself walking through
the woods, following the sounds to their source. He did this
without being fully aware of his actions. Indeed, he left his
campfire burning, something he never would have done if the odd
music had not enthralled him so. He left his blade behind as
well.

 


He did not have to travel far. He
stepped into a small clearing and there was a young lad dressed in
green, leaning against a tree and plucking a lute. Well, it looked
like a lute, Cuthlan thought. But it certainly didn’t sound like
one.

 


The young lad fixed him with an
unblinking stare and plucked the instrument’s strings. The
resulting sound was more like the notes from a wind instrument than
a lute—and one that sucked in air instead of expelling it. Quite
odd.

 


Cuthlan cleared his throat.

 


“Greetings,” he said in his
friendliest tone. “I am Cuthlan Allaine of Highland Forest. That is
an interesting instrument you have there. May I inquire about
it?”

 


The lad didn’t answer. He still hadn’t
blinked either, Cuthlan noted. But just when Cuthlan was trying to
locate the strength within him to walk away, the lad spoke in a
tone soft and sweet.

 


“The brave traveler is here to
listen,” the young one said. “And thereby he will learn truths. If
he hears with his mind and not his ears, that is.”

 


Cuthlan glanced around. There was no
sign of a camp. There was no horse. Where had the musician come
from? Perhaps the house in the distance?

 


There were so many questions Cuthlan
wanted to ask but he could not. The words he wanted to speak formed
in his head, but could go no further. He was vaguely aware that
something quite unusual was happening to him, but he could not
motivate himself to do anything about it.

 


The young lad plucked a series of
notes. Cuthlan felt himself relax, so much so that he dropped his
helmet. He sat down in front of the musician and surrendered his
full attention.

 


“This is the tale of the Skarrit and
the Houd,” he began. Cuthlan nodded, more to himself than to the
stranger. Skarrits were spider-like creatures usually a hand-width
in size whose bodies resembled a piece of tree bark. They had a
sting so deadly it could kill a grown man in less than three
minutes. A Houd was a furry animal that divided its time between
land and water—they had sleek bodies and were known as good
swimmers.

 


“One day,” the minstrel continued,
“the Skarrit, being a very poor swimmer, was pacing along the bank
of a river, wondering how he could get across. After some time, he
heard a Houd nearby. He asked the Houd if he could carry him across
the river on his back. The Houd laughed at him. ‘No, no my friend,
I do not think I will do that. You will administer your deadly
sting and I will drown even as your poisons cause my heart to slow
until it grows still.’ To this the Skarrit responded, ‘My dear
Houd! If I were to do that, I would drown just as surely as you!
Where is the logic in such an action on my part?’ The Houd thought
and thought, and finally…”

 


The young lad paused to play a few
more notes upon his instrument. He pushed himself away from the
tree and stood before Cuthlan. He seemed very large in that
moment.

 


“Finally he decided he would take the
Skarrit across. He went to the edge of the water and told the
Skarrit to climb upon his back. They began their journey, but
halfway across the Skarrit felt an excruciating pain deep in his
back. He understood what had happened. As they both began to sink,
as deadly venom began to fill his veins, the dying Houd said to the
Skarrit, ‘May I please ask you a question? Why? Why did you do
this? There was no logic in stinging me. Now…we both will die.’ The
Skarrit answered, ‘It was not a matter of logic. I had to be true
to myself. You see, what I have done to you…it is my
nature.’”

 


The young lad’s music faded, and so
did the lad—or so it seemed to Cuthlan. He did not recall the lad’s
departure, but when his mind came suddenly back into focus he was
alone. A quick search of the area yielded nothing. The musician was
utterly vanished, as if he’d never been in Cuthlan’s presence at
all.

 


He retrieved his helm and made his way
back to his camp as quickly as he could. When he arrived there, he
was relieved to see his horse still there and the campfire burning
just as before. He quickly gathered his belongings, put his helmet
on, hopped onto his horse’s back, and rode through the woods as
quickly as its density would allow.

 


He was expected to be at the meeting
point at a certain time. He did not want to keep Sabrialha and
Juhan waiting. He had been ahead of schedule, but now so much time
had been lost.

 


Juhan, an old man who lived in
Cuthlan’s village, was probably his best friend—something Cuthlan
was just beginning to realize. When Cuthlan had told him of his
intention to wed Sabrialha, Juhan hadn’t reacted with shock and
disappointment and disgust as everyone else had done. He said he
didn’t think it was a good idea, but if Cuthlan needed help he
would provide it any way he could. He was the only one who had
offered any kind of support.

 


Cuthlan sent for him when he decided
to leave home and start a new life with Sabrialha. He asked Juhan
to escort Sabrialha from a point far from her home in Th’Nyla
territory to their meeting point. Cuthlan had had a feeling the old
man would leap at the opportunity. The former mercenary had a
longing for adventure that life in peaceful and boring Highland
Forest could not provide.

Cuthlan doubted there would be much
excitement, though. There were no thieves to worry about, no
vicious animals. If Sabrialha’s family had discovered her departure
and followed her, Juhan would probably have been sent on his way
without harm. If it had been Cuthlan...oh, there would have been
plenty of adventure then, and all of a sort he preferred to avoid.
Warriors from her Oubl’hek—her village—would have killed him on
sight if he was lucky.

 


Cuthlan signaled his horse to slow
pace. He felt guilty about pushing the mount so hard for such an
extended period, but he wanted to reach the meeting point before
Sabrialha and Juhan, otherwise she would worry.

 


He came to a stop and dismounted. He
waited for perhaps an hour before he heard a familiar tune carried
to him by the winds—Juhan’s famous whistle, loud and strong and
perfect in pitch. He and Sabrialha appeared within moments, and
when she saw Cuthlan she broke away from Juhan and ran to him. She
embraced him briefly before kissing him and plunging her long,
slick tongue into his mouth and pressing her pelvis against
him.

 


Cuthlan slowed his breathing, letting
the sensation of her kiss flow down into his chest like a warm
vibration. She kissed him for a long time, but Cuthlan knew he
could not be the one to stop. She would be deeply offended. She
broke away from him only when she heard Juhan whistle and clear his
throat. She smiled at the old man—an action she performed only with
the corners of her mouth—and stepped away from Cuthlan.

 


Cuthlan stepped over to Juhan and
embraced him.

 


“I can’t thank you enough for bringing
her here,” Cuthlan said, beaming. “I couldn’t have done this
without you. No problems?”

 


Juhan laughed and scratched his bald
pate. “From what you told me boy, it was possible we wouldn’t even
be here if there had been real problems, eh? No, everything went
according to plan. The last few days have been sinfully boring.
Although...”

 


Cuthlan stopped smiling. Juhan glanced
around, and appeared to grow a little nervous.

 


Cuthlan leaned over.
“What?”

 


“Probably nothing. Just a feeling, I
guess. I can’t really trust myself in these matters
anymore...”

 


Cuthlan was instantly impatient. When
the old man really wanted to tell a story he could do so for an
hour without taking a breath. But now that Cuthlan was on edge he
was going to drag everything out. He couldn’t take it.

 


“What matters?” Cuthlan asked, nearly
shouting.

 


“Calm down, boy,”
Juhan said softly. “I’m trying not to scare you, but I guess I’m
doing just that. I can’t trust my instincts, that’s all I’m saying.
When we first started on this trip I was drawing an arrow every
time an acorn hit the ground. Time was, I would have known it was
an acorn before it
hit the ground.”

 


Cuthlan gave him a look. Juhan locked
eyes with him for a long moment. Then the old man
laughed.

 


“Okay, so I wasn’t quite that good.
But warriors have instincts, Cuthlan. They get feelings about
things. And this is no tall tale—I could feel when something wasn’t
right. And I’ve felt that way since we reached the meeting point.
Something’s out and about in these woods. You ever feel like
someone was watching you?”

 


Cuthlan nodded. He had felt that way
only once or twice.

 


“Well,” Juhan continued, “that isn’t
what it felt like.”

 


Then why mention
it, Cuthlan thought. He looked around. He
didn’t see anything unusual. He put his hand on Juhan’s
shoulder.

 


“I brought a blade. Tell me what I’m
looking for. I’m going to make a life with Sabrialha or die trying.
Is it one of her family?”

 


The old man’s face was grim. “I don’t
know. I don’t know much about her people—only things from the
stories folks tell. But I...I think it’s something else. Something
that has form, but doesn’t. Has substance...but doesn’t.” He opened
and closed his mouth several times but couldn’t get anything
out.

 


Cuthlan’s impatience, ignited by
stress, swelled within him—he wanted to shake the older man. “Why
is this so hard for you to put into words, Juhan?”

 


Juhan chuckled, smiled weakly.
“Everybody thinks I’m a crazy old soldier. You’re the only one who
talked to me like I still had all my wits. I guess...I guess I’m
afraid of losing that respect. And finding out they’re right,
that’s part of it, too.”

 


“Just say it, Juhan. Don’t worry about
losing my respect. What do you think is watching us?”

 


The old man bit his bottom lip before
speaking. “A memory,” he whispered.

 


As Juhan set about making camp,
Cuthlan and Sabrialha went for a walk. It was torture for Cuthlan
when he was away from her. He told Juhan not to expect them back
for several hours at least.

 


As always, walking with her was a
strange experience. His footfalls were the only ones he
heard.

 


Sabrialha playfully bumped him with
her hip to get his attention. She asked a question, although that
wasn’t obvious because her vocal inflections did not indicate it.
She said, “Why is it that you carry the protection for your
skull.”

 


Cuthlan reflexively looked down at the
object in his hand.

 


“It’s called a helmet,” he responded.
He hoped she would leave it at that. He didn’t really want to
discuss the matter.

 


“Is not an answer for the knowledge
seeking,” she said. Cuthlan winced mentally. Whenever she said that
it usually meant she was going to ask a lot of
questions.

 


“I just want to make sure I can defend
us if I have to,” he told her.

“I don’t necessarily think I’ll have
to, but I’m being cautious. Cautious means you take steps to make
sure you’ve covered all possible eventualities that may
occur.”

 


Sabrialha squeezed his hand. “You are
not for hearing questions now, correct? Your answer structure gives
me knowledge in that way. Your friend is treating me as you
do.”

 


Cuthlan thought he would never get
used to her abrupt changes in subject. “And how is that?” he
asked.

 


“He acts in the way he expects that I
think he should,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone.

 


It took Cuthlan a few beats to
decipher that. “I act the same way. Until I learn your customs and
what you want me to do, I treat you the way I was taught to treat
women.”

 


“I know these things. I say nothing to
him and way I have with you is same. He is trying to do good thing
as his judgment tells him, I know.”

 


Cuthlan kissed her on her head. Her
hair felt like feathery moss tickling his lips. It had a very
pleasant aroma. He had missed that. He had missed a lot of things
about her.

 


“I love you, Sabrialha,” he
said.

 


She put her arm around his waist.
“Wul-wheyhla,” she said softly, a word that meant the equivalent of
love in her Th’Nylan language and far more. In fact, it was a
deeply layered expression. She once explained to him it meant the
totality of that emotion in every form and depth one could
conceive, and he was her only one forever.

 


Cuthlan pulled her close. He started
to kiss her—a custom he’d had to teach her, he fondly recalled—then
stopped himself. He glanced around the woods.

 


He wanted her desperately, but there
was no way he could relax and let himself fall into her. Juhan had
put a thought into his head and there was no getting rid of it. Was
someone or something lurking around? If so, it was unlikely that it
was a member of Sabrialha’s family. He would have been dead
already. So what was it, if anything?

 


He took her hand and began walking.
She fell into step with him. Another human being would have noticed
his nervousness. But Sabrialha seemed incapable of registering his
emotions until he taught her what they meant and how to read
them.

 


He located a spot that seemed
comfortable and sat down, pulling her gently down onto his lap. She
looked deeply into his eyes.

 


“You wish to love-bond here,” she
said.

 


“Yes. I do. But we cannot. Not
yet.”

 


“You have said these words at times
other than this one,” she said. “And then we love-bond anyway. I do
not like this. When you say a thing, say what is real. It is like
changing words. You cannot change words after they have been heard.
Words must be. This is wrong thing!”

 


Cuthlan thought about that. Sabrialha
didn’t understand the concept of changing your mind. He’d done that
many times with her. It was natural for him—like most people he
grew up with that freedom. She didn’t understand the concept of
lying, either.

 


“I’m sorry,” Cuthlan said. He was
about to explain it to her when heard something falling from the
trees above. It bounced on several branches on the way down and
landed near his foot. He bent down and looked at it.

 


It was a crow. It was large, thin,
dead, and appeared to have been so for some time although it wasn’t
decaying. It was like it was preserved as a dry husk.

 


Cuthlan lifted Sabrialha away from him
as he stood. He looked up into the trees, but could see nothing.
Did someone throw a dead bird at them? If so, for what
reason?

 


No. That wasn’t it. As Cuthlan took a
good look at his surroundings he realized there were many dead
birds of many different kinds around them, partially hidden and
entangled by shrubs and grass and trees. And, yes other small
animals as well, mostly rodents. They all had the same
appearance.

 


“I think we’d better leave,” he told
Sabrialha. She nodded and let him run with her back to
camp.

 


***

 


When Cuthlan told Juhan about the
birds his reaction was mild. Cuthlan wasn’t sure he even heard him.
Juhan was busily champing on a fish he’d cooked on the campfire,
which clearly made Sabrialha uncomfortable. He nearly choked on a
bone, spit it out, then grinned up at them.

“We’re together now,” Juhan said. “Let
it come, whatever it is. Although I doubt it’s anything we have to
worry about.”

 


“Then we won’t worry,” Cuthlan said.
He tried to sound like he believed it, but a nervous tremor crept
into his voice.

 


The stranger stepped into their camp
an hour after the sun had fallen away, emerging soundlessly from
the thickened darkness. He seemed too old and frail to be of
potential harm, but Cuthlan saw that Juhan retrieved his bow and
kept it nearby. Cuthlan was intrigued that a man of so many years
was traveling though the land alone and without a horse. Quite
odd.

 


“Where are you from?” Cuthlan asked
him. The old man didn’t answer, and his eyes seemed to focus on
nothing. They reminded Cuthlan of a doll’s eyes, unblinking and
made of glass that sparkled from the flames.

 


“I have a tale to tell,” the old man
said.

 


“So tell it,” Juhan said, shooting a
glance at Cuthlan. “and afterward, we will give you what food and
water we can.”

 


Cuthlan subtly nodded and eased back
into a comfortable position next to Sabrialha. He assumed Juhan
knew what he was doing. That made one of them.

 


“This is the story of The Tolhan
Priest and the Besserit Soldier,” the old man began without
acknowledging Juhan’s offer. “Many years ago there were two
countries, Tolhan and Besserit, which had been bitter enemies for
generations. They hated each other with a passion that defied all
reason. One season, terrible rains fell for many days, and the
river overflowed, and the waters in Tolhan rapidly rose higher and
higher. The people began to evacuate.

 


“As a Tolhan priest left his temple,
he saw a Besserit soldier chained by one arm to a post in the
center of town. He had seen the man captured the day before, and
the Tolhan men who took him had chained him there for all the
people to see, despite the priest’s protests. But the Besserit
soldier was resourceful—he had somehow managed to overpower his
Tolhan guard and kill him. The slain man lay face down in the mud
before his killer. The Besserit had acquired his knife.

 


“This man of God did not have hatred
within him. He moved closer to the man, the waters swirling around
his knees. The soldier of Besserit swung at the priest with the
knife as he approached.

 


“‘You do not need your
weapon,’ the priest said. ‘I do not wish to harm you. I will free
you so you may escape the flood. I have vowed never to leave a man
in need.’

 


“The Besserit spit at him. ‘No! I have
vowed never to accept help from a Tolhan. And I will kill you if
you approach me. In the name of honor I tell you this.’

 


“The priest reached out his hand. The
waters swirled around their waists. ‘I cannot leave you here to
die’, the priest said. ‘It is against everything I believe.’ The
Besserit took a swing at the priest’s hand, nicking his finger with
the blade.

 


“‘We of Besserit never break
our vows,’ he snarled. ‘You are a Tolhan. We have vowed to erase
your people from this land. Approach me and die.’

 


The priest of Tolhan, struggling to
maintain his balance as the waters swirled around their chests, put
his palms together and implored, ‘Please let me free you! I am what
I am! I cannot leave a man, any man, here to drown!’

 


“The Besserit soldier motioned for the
priest to approach him. ‘My time grows short, priest. Let me take
another Tolhan life before I die!’

 


“‘Why? The priest asked. Why
do you not put aside your hate and let me save you?’

 


“’Because I am what I am,
just as you,’ the Besserit said.

 


“And so it went, back and forth, as
the waters rose higher and higher, each man remaining true to
himself, the final outcome inevitable.”

 


A long pause followed. Juhan smiled
politely and leaned forward.

 


“A fascinating tale and well told,” he
said. He was about to offer their guest a drink when the old man
stood up and quietly walked out of the camp, vanishing into the
dark, dancing shadows.

 


Cuthlan stood and looked after him,
but saw nothing. He turned to Juhan and shrugged.

 


“What do you make of it, Juhan?”
Cuthlan asked.

 


Juhan returned his shrug. “I’ve met
many a strange person in my day. And I’ve just met another. Do you
mind if I go to sleep? It’s been an active day for an old man, what
with you two going off to do whatever and leaving a bag of dusty
bones like me to set camp...”

 


Cuthlan nodded slowly, only half aware
of Juhan’s sarcasm—he was focused on his friend’s dismissal of such
an odd event. He shook the thoughts away, and rubbed his
eyes.

 


“I’m ready for a warm blanket myself,”
he said. “Where are they?”

 


“I thought you brought them,” Juhan
said with a yawn. He curled up and placed his head on a cloth bag
stuffed with clothes.

 


“You said you’d take care of it,”
Cuthlan said, raising his voice. But it was no use. Juhan was
already snoring. Cuthlan smacked himself on the forehead loud
enough to startle Sabrialha. She backed away from him, her eyes
growing wide. Cuthlan tossed her a smile to relax her.

 


She smiled back in her best
imitation. “What is concern.”



Cuthlan buried his hands in his face
in despair. “This is not happening to me,” he murmured.

 


“Then it is to whom that events to
occur,” she said innocently.

 


That did it. Cuthlan’s stress drained
away and he laughed. “I didn’t mean that literally,” he explained.
Sabrialha looked away from him. Perhaps she now thought what
Cuthlan had said was a form of lying.

 


He stepped to her and took her hand;
kissed it gently. “All is well, my love,” he breathed to her. “I’m
going to make sure the fire is under control and then I am going to
sleep.”

 


“I will be with you upon your having
again an attainment of awareness,” she said.

 


Cuthlan hugged her tightly for a
moment before setting about his preparations for bed. He didn’t
really know what Sabrialha did while he was sleeping. He once tried
to explain to her the concept of sleeping, but since he really
didn’t understand it himself he couldn’t explain why it was
necessary to human beings.

 


He fell into slumber quickly despite
the growing chill, and dreamed of a creature composed of dead,
mummified crows that held him in a dry, musty embrace, trying to
cover his face and smother him. He wished he could have awakened
from it, but the dream itself seemed to control him, maintaining
its terrifying grip and gaining its power from his inability to
draw a life-sustaining breath.

 


***

 


The moment Juhan was certain Cuthlan
had fallen into a deep, albeit fitful sleep, he had snatched up his
bow and quiver and set out through the forest. An old warrior
instinct was calling to him and he could not ignore it. And as he
moved soundlessly through the wood, he thought about how foolish he
was being.

 


He knew he could be getting into a
situation that could prove to be dangerous, but how could he bring
his young friend into it? He was set to start a new life. And, if
Juhan’s instincts had misinformed him, he knew he could not stand
the thought of losing the boy’s respect. And so he set out alone,
as he had done earlier when Cuthlan and Sabrialha had taken their
walk and he scouted the area. He had found nothing then—only an
inordinate amount of dead and dry animal remains, just as Cuthlan
did.

 


This time, however—as he moved deeper
into the woods—things began to feel...different. That special sense
he recognized as warriors instinct was giving him information he
couldn’t sort out. He was moving through an environment that was
becoming increasingly unnatural. The bushes and grasses were of a
kind he had never seen in Highland Forest. Each time he leaned
against a tree to catch his breath, the bark was softer and felt
more and more like flesh. The air was becoming sticky like the
mists were composed of tiny particles of glue, and a disturbing
odor—like that of a huge gaping wound—was pervasive. The uneasy
feeling that quavered in Juhan’s stomach increased. Even the
moonlight seemed to have an eerie, changing cast and this alarmed
him.

 


He knew what was happening, if at
least one tale about The Th’Nyla was true. He was in the vicinity
of a Th’Nylan settlement. Their very presence transformed their
environment to suit them. And that was why so many rulers of the
race of man felt they had to be exterminated. The continued growth,
expansion, and migration of The Th’Nyla would eventually spell doom
for humans—they could not survive in the altered
environment.

 


Juhan began to feel out of his depth.
His actions had been fueled more by his fantasy that he was still a
great warrior than by logic. The throbbing ache in his knees and
the fierce pounding in his chest brought the reality screaming back
to him.

Juhan pushed these thoughts out of his
mind and continued to move through the trees, searching for the
spoor of their mysterious visitor.

 


He froze. There. He saw a dark,
misshapen figure atop a horse, moving slowly and listlessly
northward. Juhan pulled an arrow from his quiver and nocked it on
the bowstring. The figure reined its horse to a stop and it began
to feed on patches of grass.

 


“Sabrialha, you can come out,” Juhan
whispered. “Please keep the level of your voice the same as
mine.”

 


Juhan was confident they would be safe
if they kept their voices low. They were standing downwind from the
figure and knew the slight breeze would not carry his
whispers.

 


Sabrialha stepped from behind a tree.
Juhan had neither the time nor the patience to find out why she had
followed him. He motioned for her to crouch down and approach him.
He was mildly surprised to see she both understood and obeyed
him.

 


Juhan eyed her. He looked over her
tunic for a long moment, then looked into her eyes. No, it was not
a trick of the light. Her tunic had changed color from green to a
rusty brown. The sleeves were different also, but the rest appeared
identical—a scratch he had noticed earlier was in the same spot. He
was certain it was the same tunic—in fact, it had to be because
Sabrialha hadn’t brought any clothes with her. Did the very
substance of her Th’Nylan garb change with the lands around them?
The thought made Juhan uneasy, and he had to ask the
question.

 


“Sabrialha, did you change clothes?”
he asked, flicking a glance to the horsed figure to make sure it
hadn’t moved too far away.

 


“No. Why do you have wonder of
this.”

 


Juhan shook his head; pointed a finger
at the rider.

 


“What is that?” he asked.

 


“It is a bluu’hec,” she said
plainly.

 


Juhan had never heard the term. He
felt his anxiety start to rise—brought on in part by the way
Sabrialha said the word “bluu’hec”. She said it without a pause
inserted—rather, there came a “kikt” kind of sound that made Juhan
imagine chitinous membranes clacking together in her throat, or
perhaps a beetle beating wings within folds of flesh. The sound
only made him more conscious that he was in an alien environment
dealing with nonhuman creatures.

 


“What is a bluu’hec?” he asked without
attempting to duplicate the sound.

 


“Of the created children. Those
brought about, not delivered.”

 


Juhan’s brow knotted. He didn’t have
time to analyze what she was saying. “What does it want? It’s been
following us.”

 


Sabrialha shrugged. “I do not know
this thing you are asking.”

 


“Does it wish us harm?”

 


“Yes and no would be answer. It
carries words. To inform.”

 


To inform? No, Juhan thought. It was a
scout for The Th’Nyla. And he had left Cuthlan alone!

 


Juhan saw a large crow flutter past
the periphery of his vision and alight upon a tree branch near the
dark figure. The rider suddenly cocked its head upward, and a
moment later a blackish mist began to flow from the bird directly
into the concealed face of the creature. Juhan counted seven
heartbeats before the wispy stream ceased. The bird then dropped to
the ground in a manner that told Juhan it was instantly and utterly
lifeless.
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cover.jpg
The

A burned-out cop roams.
the streets of futuristic
Brazil City looking for a
serial killer. He ends u
finding

bargained for...

Young Cuthlan Allaine

wanted to build a life

with his love Sabrial'ha.
9

teH  ADOTIIEHL JHL Sjuasaidd uol3dnido

inhuman she really was...

W st e
WSETAT
R
-
T
Fimatieil

Aogsngd/iauwng;






