


::Large Mass Abead...That s A Planet. ::

The readings came in before the imagery.

::Some other masses, very small.:: Sill signed. ::Closer.::

The screen changed, and a shape appeared—three parallel
tubes joined by spars, a solar sail extending from the middle one
partly unfurled, curling outwards ina rumplcd spiral.

That ship passed, and another came into range, this one a
conglomeration of spherical bubbles. Behind it, one shaped like
an arrow, another like a nest of needles.

A graveyard of lost ships,:: said Jennifer, not knowing the
sign for graveyard in a language spoken by people whose dead
rotted very, very slowly and were kept on platforms in trees. She
made up the word using the sign for burial, most often used on
Sill's and Glider’s planct when a certain fermenting vegetable
was left to its own devices in a jar, and the signs for death and
field,

::We are not lost,:: said Sill. ::We have the Waterman ship.
And there is no such thing as a death-burial-field. We hopc.::
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PROLOGUE

WATERMEN COME, AND WATERMEN GO. THEY MAY HAVE DONE SO
for centuries, pcrhaps eons, visiting from their own piacc, or time, or both.
Their arrival is always heralded by sightings of the Milk, as it is known on Earth.

On other planets, in other galaxies, universes and/or temporal pockets
(theoretical piaces that are the imaginary constructs of physicists, yet to be
proved by experiment or visit), the Milk is known variousiy as the Squid, the Nest,
the Flumes, the Hydra, the Gorgon (or a similar mythological figure in which the
hair is suppiantcd by wriggiing worms or snakes). Its many—tendriicd, opaque,
creamy or off-white ghostiy presence in the night sky might suggest both a mon-
strous living being and a gateway.

Perhaps it was once both—a gateway and a giant spacc—brcathing organ-
ism now dead or dying. This might explain its languid movements, its slow
gyrations at which all come out to stare and wonder and, in the case of those
on plancts prcviousiy tormented by Watermen, quakc in fear, scared the ap-
parition portends another visit.

For those who have never been visited, and know nothing of the Water-
men, the Milk is a celestial phcnomenon ofmystcry and bcauty. Others unvis-
ited by Watermen see the Milk as the home of their Creator, a benign omni-
science housed in a symbolic representation of mother’s milk, the primal sus-
tenance of human life, source of all things true, good and beautiful.

For more reason-oriented folks, on these pianets and others, it’s a “spatiai
anomaly” to be studied and understood, possibly an eruption of sub-space
into the normal space-time continuum posited by astrophysics and similar
narratives, both experimentai and fictional.
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On some planets, the Milk icself is thought ofasa deity by believers in the
supernatural, a godd who sends demons to punish them for their many and
various sins (which they nevertheless persistin committing).

People who know shudder when they see a Waterman ship floating over-
head and cannot help hoping its crew will land somewhere clse, torment
someone clse. For when they come they bring havoc and death: and they will
search out children. They will sequester them, take small samples of cheir
flesh, terrorize them, record their distress for future enjoyment. Usually, the
samples are the only things taken away, but Watermen have been known to
abduct humans.

And then they will go, leaving behind Gifts, perhaps intentionally, per-
haps not—energy devices powerful enough to light and heat whole cities and
cover them with protective domes.

This is the story of some of the abducted.

Watermen love moisture, cannot live without it, leading some to think
their evolution has grown along a different fork in the branch to that of hu-
mans. Brute force is their weapon, and their undoing. They are not clear
thinkers, the Watermen, and are probably slaves of a higher intelligence.
Clever humans can defeat them if given the chance. Once, some did. They
killed a raiding party and stole a Waterman ship.

This is their story, too.



1.

SEVERAL OF THE OTTERS DROPPED THE FISH THEY WERE EATING.
Others stopped their play. In unison, they turned their heads towards the
shore. The whole tribe became serious, attentive, thoughtful. A dozen pairs of
black eyes stared at the horizon.

The booming bounced across the glassy surface in a rcgular rhythm.
When nothing clse happcncd, the otters lost interest. Thcy resumed their cating
and playing, some diving in search of fresh fish, others teasing sihlings and
cousins into helter-skelter watery chases.

Far heyond the otters, a village of tall thin dark people, the Potters, stopped
caulking boats, making supper, tying nets, shaping clay, and turned togcther
towards the sound.

The Zymat heard the music and paid no attention, even though they were
the closest of all, just across the inlet. Thcy pullcd hoods close around their
faces and kept their heads down, as usual.

Hari Owen beat his biggest drum, pausing several seconds between cach
thump of the heavy stick. On his right stood Ivor Tread, and on his left, Tom
Davies and Hayman. On the other side of Ivor Tread, Sorrel watched from her
wheelchair.

The coracle carrying David X was well off-shore, towed there carlier by
Hayman and Tom Davies in their boat halfway to where the otters watched.
The otters heads were just visible as round hobbing dark spots, like ﬂoating
balls. A faint wisp of smoke rose straight up from the boat. Hari kept drum-
ming, banging the hide ina stcady rhythm, raising the stick high between each

3



stroke, holding it there, arm crooked at the elbow, bringing it down again at
just the same interval each time.

The smoke thickened. Hari did not change his pace. Flames appeared, at
first hard to sce against the gray sky then more casily visible against the dark
smoke that poured upwards as the resinous branches mounded under and
over the body caught fire.

The otters sniffed, dived and swam away in search of cleaner air.

The fire soon ragcd. Hari beat the drum until the the flames died down
and the embers were quenched by the tepid waters of the sea.



2.

THE FLOCK SWOOPED OVERHEAD IN PERFECT FORMATION, ALL
scrceching, and ﬂapped down to the copse, where they circled the cedars and
rose again, beginning a mad circuit up to the village and back down to the
trees. Cormorants—or what Ivor Tread had long ago given the name of cormorants,
the closest thing hed known in a place of similitudes and near-misses and
close things and almosts.

Sometimes thcy festooned dead trees, all sicting at the same anglc and
holding their wings out, which was why hed given them the name. They were
black in the distance, slim, like sinuous bottles with heads. But when you got
close thcy shone a dark lustrous green.

Not your grandmother’s cormorants, or your mother’s, hed often
thought, watching them gyre and flow in a fat ribbon. But about as tasty. Hed
tried both, the real ones and these. Like trying to cat wads ofgrcascd string.

The cormorants came back up and circled overhead, having decided to ﬂy
rings around Ivor’s house. They went around three times, making a horrible
noise. Their screeching was neither synchronized nor harmonized, unlike
their ﬂying, which Ivor would have admired if they had not been so loud and
messy, loving to land on roofs, chatter raucously, and leave chalky streaks be-
hind.

Ivor sat on his porch and watched the flock. He wondered if his knees
would unbend if he tried to gee up and throw stones from the pile he kept
near his chair. Lovely round gray stones that reminded him of a beach long
ago and far away, where balls ofbluc—gray granite bubbled in kiltered slabs of

gray mudstone, the ocean’s slow erosion bringing them to light.
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The cormorants spared him this time. They zoomed off to harass someone
clse—perhaps the Zymats, whose houses were just visible across the inlet, white
hemispheres in regular rows. He hoped. The Zymats weren't good neighbors,
never had been, and sang about as well as the cormorants.

“Something’s spooked them, isnt it said Hari Owen, brown face framed
by long white hair and beard, peering over the porch railing,

“Good, they deserve spooking.”

“Fancy a stroll down to the nets?”

‘Tl ery, said Ivor, standing and willing his knees to flex. “Gort to get these
joints moving anyway, or I'll stick in place for ever”

He staggcrcd, held hcavily onto the railing, and managcd the three steps
down to the path where Hari stood waiting. Hari knew better than to offer a
hand.

Ivor’s knees freed up. He patted a large round mass at the foot of the steps
as he went by, one of his New World scries. A collection of them dotted the
garden, some in small families, some alone, cut from fat trunk sections of a tribe
of dead swamp cedars—not really cedars but close enough, like the cormorants—
shaped into rough oblongs and spheres then hollowed out. Smooth as glass on
top from fifty and more years ofpatting, this one had been the first.

He stoppcd and bentand peered inside.

“Still there, are you?” he asked.

“Talking to figmentary people again, isntit, said Hari.

“Some of my best friends have been figmentary.”

Inside a tribe oftiny humans walked the walls, holding hands.

==

Every time he touched that lictle world, every day of his life in this new and un-
chosen world, Ivor remembered the day when he had finished another firse
one. That had been back home in Cambria, unveiled for Morgan Parvati when they
were young and in love, Morgan standing on the sawdust-thick floor in his carriage
house workshop, Ivor next to the shapeless hump under the tarpaulin a few
feet off.

With an imitated drum-roll and a t2-da, hed very dramatically pulled off
the cover, revealing the oval hollowed-out world filled with people all tangled
up in cach other. Pcoplc holding hands, arms around each other, doing hand-stands,
making love (Oh, they do it like us! shed said), dancing. Parrots (Don't ask me
why! hed said) on shoulders and flying through space on faint wires and
perched on little rods that stuck out from the inner curved surface.

Hed watched Morgan, soft and dark and smart, studious Morgan, draw in
her breath and let it out slow and soft and take a step forward to sce inside
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more clearly, watched the lovely lines of her body as she looked into the lictle
world. Shed reached out to stroke his arm, oohed and aahed quietly.

Shed stared about the carriage house, sniffing at the slightly bitter odor of
the curled shavings that littered the floor and the benches (she always mentioned
that smell), glancing at the tools hanging on the walls, from the rafters. Saws
and chisels and Clamps and drills. All hand tools, of course, in those days.

And still hand tools, wasnt it, in this godd-forsaken corner of the universe.
Not that theyd had a choice.

Hed been suited to that age of hand and mind, and still was, but not to
this place.

Later, on that Cambrian day on Earth, while he was bathing off the day’s
wood-dust, soaking in the tub, shed spent ages down there in the carriage house
looking at it, giving the people and parrots names. And came back happy,
tclling him which was Morgan and Ivor and Sanjay and Bronwen X and Mifanwy,
and Mrs. Sedge.

And theyd ended up, of course, like one of Ivor’s lictle-people couples. Shed
known exactly which couple she wanted after naming the characters of his
world.

Not long after that the dreadful began to happen, when everything changed.

==

Down by the water, Ivor and Hari stood for a minute on the beach, a shoal of
gray and brown round gravel running to mud upstream. The water lapped
very gently onto the stones. A V-formation of staves marking the nets stuck
up clearly. Light glanced off the water in sheets. They stood between two
totem poles in the arc of poles that defined the shore’s sweep.

“Te still reminds me of—" said Hari.

“The Deem estuary, finished Ivor. “If the water wasnt so bloody warm. And
there were proper tides. And a decent river. And the water got deeper sooner
out there. And the fish were right. And the bloody cormorants were, well,
bloody cormorants.”

“There you go.” said Hari. “Nothing what it seems.”

“Story of our lives,” said Ivor. “Isn’t it. And how many more mornings are
we coming down here to moan about things not being what they should? Pre-
dictable old codgers.”

“Speak for yourself, “ said Hari. “Come on, old codger, let’s check the nets.
Maybe therell be something different for supper.”

“Fat chance. Whats that?” Ivor shaded his eyes.

“What?”



“That.” He pointed out over the water.

Where the inlet widened into the sea, a line was just visible, as if someone
had drawn with a thick gray crayon across the surface. The line extended from
side to side, disappearing into mist where cach coastline would be if it could
be seen.

“Can’tbe awave. Can it?” asked Hari, shading eyes, too.

“Not here. Never” Not in all his years since being brought here. No tide,
no real wind, no mad storms out to sca, no carthquakes, no undersea volcanoes—
nothing to make waves. Just the occasional brief rains dappling the surface, a
gentle motion of the waters, the chop from mild breezes, a soft lapping on the
gravclly shores, a Whispcring lasting all his decades here.

“It bloody hell /s a bleeding big wave.” said Hari. “It’s an honest-to-godd
tsunami, that bugger is.”

“Bloody hell is right said Ivor. “Its big, dai, if we can sce it that far out.
Bloody enormous, isntit.”

“Id say warning the others might be just the thing,” said Hari.

“Lets go.” Ivor turned, and his knees almost gave out, and Hari caught
him, and then he and Hari were slogging up the beach to the houses.

“Can you manage Sorrel?” asked Hari as they got close to Ivor’s cottage.

“You tell the others,” Ivor shouted.

He went inside, and Hari went hallooing and yelling at the sleepy-headed
Tom Davies and Hayman, each in his own cottage, to get out and run for high
ground.

Sorrel was sleeping, Ivor knew from long experience how hard it could be
to wake her, so he didn't bother, just leaned down and scooped her up and
hetted the light body over his shoulder and walked straight out the back door.
She woke as he came down the steps and headed to the path leading up to the
other houses.

“What...?” she said then looked over his shoulder at the approaching wave.
“What's that, love? Get a move on, then. Unless you want to swim with me on
your back, dai.”

Sorrel lifted her head, straining her neck. The wave was tall now, taller
than the man carrying her. Her lower legs bounced as he held her thighs tight
against his chest. Ivor felt her flesh against his cheek, warm through the nightdress.

Hari shouted as he ran ahead. Ivor made it fifty feet, and then Hari was

back.
“Tll take her, he said.

“In a bit,” said Ivor. “Shadow me. Watch the wave.”
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He walked steadily up the casy slope. Two old men appeared from their
cottages. Thcy looked down towards the water and then at Ivor carrying Sorrel,
and at Hari, who yelled at them not to worry but to goon farther.

Halfway up, Hari took her, and Ivor did not turn around until theyd reached
the top of the slopc, no more than the wave's hcight above the water’s level.
The wave hit the shore below Ivor’s cottage and all the way across the inlet to
the Zymat sectlement. He wondered if the Zymats had paid attention, had got
out and up behind their huts before it hit. It was hard to care.

Then he saw them, hooded as ever, lined up on the low ridgc opposite.

The wave rode casily over the gravel and smashed into two totem poles
mcmoriaiizing life on Earth—plants on one, animals on the other, framing the
view from the cottage porch. The polcs had been set deep into the gravcl and
underlying mud. They bentand shivered as the weight of the water struck, and
leaned but did not break loose from the ground. As the wave passcd, their
tops anglcd out of the water.

The spheres and oblongs, and the little people of Ivors carved Worlds,
tared not so well. As the wave rushed madly up the beach, thcy were lifted and
carried forward spinning, tumbiing, scrubbing the gravcl, bouncing on the
mash of water and debris inside the wave. Dead fish and nets and staves and
sculpturcs, all mixed togcthcr.

Thcy huddled on the rise. The wave hit Ivor’s house, smashing into the
porch. Thcy heard posts cracking and joints snapping apart.

“Oh. said Ivor, thinking of building that porch—the thick heavy timbers,
the fat tenons and capacious mortiscs and sturdy whittled pegs, the carcfully
sliced shingles on the roof. Timber from a tree hed had to learn afresh, tough
as nails to work with, a wood for this damp climate, like the cedars of home
but iron-hard.

Hed added the porch almost as long ago as hed carved his first sculprure,
so he could sit with Sorrel of an evening and watch his scuipturc gardcn grow
and think of the pcoplc hed left behind when thcy’d been brought to this
godd-forsaken place.

“Oh. he said, wondering if he could rebuild. His arms still remembered
the heft of those timbers, the hard work at the saw pit with young Hari cutting
logs lengthwise, splitting the shingles out. Hed had iron-hard limbs himself
then, from a young life ofhand]ing hcavy wood, ma]lcting chisels, driving SCrews
and bits. He flexed his arms and tried to imagine doing all that again.

They watched the water drive into the inlet, the wave curling up onto the
banks like the wings ofa giant skate, then ﬂapping down. As the wave drove
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up onto the banks, it lost some of its force and bcgan boring along the narrow
inlet separating the Cambrians’ island from the Zymats, cumbling fish, scouring
the water into a boiling froth of black mud.

They watched as the bore rose higher and higher and reached farther and
farther. A minute later, the mad rush slowed, and slowed some more, and more,
and the surface became calm, glassy, filled with the cool even ligbt of the Milk’s
sky.

The waters turned and ran back the other way, down to the sea from
whence they’d come, carrying dead fish and debris. The local tribe of otters
was already on its way, round heads bobbing between waves, sensing casy pickings.
Beached flotsam covered the shore. The flood was over.

==

Ivor’s and Sorrel's main house was intact. The porch had been wrenched sideways
and separated on one end where it hung skewed.

“Notas bad as I thought, from the sounds.” he said.

A spherical sculpture had smashed through the doorway and lay on the
parlor floor. The waterfront shutters had been open—theyd never made glass
here, nor needed it. Water had poured in and run out, leaving the parlor drenched.
Their room and the kitchen had been sparcd because the door in the back wall
of the parlor had been closed.

“Good door, that,” said Ivor as he opened it to look behind. It was made of
narrow planks two inches thick. The wall itself was framed of thick timbers
from hard-to-find large trees sheathed on both sides with laths—like the rest
of the cottage much stronger than it needed to be, until chis day.

“Strong enough.” said Ivor. “Strong enough. I could have left you there,
love, and youd have been safe as houses, isn'tit.”

Hari had carried Sorrel down, and now she was put into her rocker, brought
out and placed on the wet ground. The chair squelched on muddy grass but
kepther feet out of it. She flexed her legs, which moved alcthough not well.

The other men stood around. There were only four Cambrians now, from
an original sixty—ﬁ'vc men and one woman whod left Earth in the Waterman
sbip, abducted suddenly, probably by mistake, in panic. Some had died when
the ship was damaged on landing, another stupid Waterman mistake. The older
survivors of that mess were either dead, after fifty Or $O years in Earth time,
hard to measure here, or presumed dead, having traveled away in search of
companionship or adventure in years past, to set up life elsewhere on the planet,
with no firm news of them rcccntly.

Hari was the only one whod left and come back with a lover—Seel.
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Sorrel and Ivor were the oldest—Ivor at probably about cighty, Sorrel a few
years more. Hari had been twelve when taken, the youngest along with Eddie
Griffith, one of those whod left. Faint rumor had it that Eddie might be still
alive, living in the Domes.

Now it looked as if Hari would live out his life lonely, on this side of the
estuary, grilling tish for himself while the Zymats across the water sang their
annoying songs.

“You could go to the Domes, make the trek, blend in there,” Sorrel had
said over one dinner as they sat on the porch. It was a topic theyd hashed over
many times over the years, in one form or another. ‘At least youd have company.”

“No, thanks.” said Hari. “Id rather just be by myself in the end, if it comes
to that. Or maybe it won't, anyway. There’s no telling wholl be last. Hayman or
Tom Davies might outlive me yet. You never know. If we learned one thing, its
not to predict what happens next.”

“Because of the Domes, or the company?” asked Sorrel. “I mean, staying
here”

‘I could get on with the company—there’s plenty would take me in. But
not in the Domes. Too much like a city.”

“And notinavillage, cither, I suppose?”

“Even harder, isn'tit. There’s the Potters, theyd have me. I could visit.”

He thought of settling in the Potter village, a stranger in a village of
sameness.

“There’s always the Zymats.” chimed in Ivor, waving his cup towards them.

“Har har de har har said Hari. “My point exactly.”

As if on cue, the Zymats began singing, odd harmonies bouncing across
still waters in fragmcnts. It was how thcy sang their songs—unmclodiously, in
chunks of chords, without narrative.

“Still grating after all these years.” said Sorrel.

“We could have moved,” said Ivor. “I suppose.”

But the Zymats, sixty-six of them, the only tribe to settle near them on the
Milk, had moved in after the group from Earth was well-established, houses
buile, fishing traps sct, meager crops plantcd and understood. All the Cambri-
ans had to putup with was the music.

The Zymats were ncither friend nor foe. They were simply, in Sorrel’s
phrasc, pig-ignorant, shunning all fricndly overtures from the humans, dis-
missing their efforts with turned backs. After a few tries, the humans had giv-
en up, and the two communities had gone their own ways, the rounded white
huts on one side, the squared timber-framed cottages on the other.
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The humans were dying out. Fewer and fewer cottages remained as they
pulled down the empty ones and stacked the wood, not wanting ruins or waste.
The Zymat Village staycd the same, white domes in rows.

“How long do they live, then, do you suppose?” theyd asked each other
time and again.

There was no way of knowing, but apparently none had died yet, and they
would die all together, or nearly. Their race might be long-lived, or the Fats
might begin the next day and theyd be gone soon.

The Cambrians surveyed the damage from the flood and began to clean
up, starting inside Ivor's and Sorrel's house, sweeping out the water, wiping down
the surfaces, setting the smaller sculptures back on their stands and shelves.
Ivor opened the rear shutters and swung out the back door. A slight flow of air
began, enough to begin drying out the floor.

“So, what caused all this?” asked Hari later, when they were sitting outside
on chairs, the reconstruction of the porch left for another day...or two. “After
all these years? I hope its not going to be a trend. Well have to move a bit
higher.”

“Higher” was never much on this flat planet of a few gentle rises and sandy
berms and what looked like old meteorite crater rims. No hills to speak of, let
alone mountains. No chasms or Vallcys or even gullics worth mentioning,

Ivor considered his house, the work gone into its making, sawing and plan—
ing and hammering and fitting and carving, at first with makeshift tools bartered
for food, later with tools theyd made themselves with scrap metal collected
several islands away, in a ruined settlement that had died out long before.
Theyd never found the source of the ore, but thered been enough scrap from
simplc hand—powcrcd agricultural devices to reclaim and beat into shapc in
the forge theyd built.

“Something big, somcthing over the sea far out, where it finally gets dcep—
er. What?”

“A storm,” suggested Sorrel.

“Not in all these pretend years,” said Hayman. “No use thinking of real
weather here.”

“And why should it begin now?” asked Tom Davies. “Why now?”

“An explosion” said Sorrel. “Someone’s figured out how to make a giant
bomb and set it off over the sea, an experiment.”

“Never heard of anyone that far ahead, have you? We would know, maybe
not,” said Ivor. “Advanced around here means a bit of metalwork with scrap,
isntit. Thats all”



“The Walking Frogs? What about them?” asked Sorrel. “We have to think
of them.”

No one wanted to think of them.

“You couldn’t call them advanced, could you, said Hayman, shivering.
“More like retarded. Backwards. And besides that, where would they be? Not
close enough, or someone would know.”

They all thought of them anyway—the ugly, tall, monstrous, wet-skinned,
thin-boned, largc—chcstcd, long—fingcrcd, wide-mouthed kidnappcrs who had
brought them here. By mistake, it secemed—they had brought the men from the
village of Garth and one wheelchair-bound woman and dumped them on an
island and left them to fend. The humans from Garth had made a long and ar-
duous journey to get far away from the Walking Frogs, the Watermen. For a
decade, they had worried about being found again.

In the years since, the threat had faded until it was a memory, a dream, a
nightmare ofiong bony fingers grabbing at them, pulling them into the ship,
dragging them here and there, poking, prodding. No one wanted to remem-
ber that. Thcy all did, though, as if it were about to happcn again.

No one knew where the Watermen were, whether they were somewhere
on the thousands of islands that dotted the planets watery surface.

The smell—no one could forget the smell. Ivor would be walking on the
heath behind the cottages, and hed cacch a whiff of something strange—a crushed
leaf, hyrax spoor—and suddenly his nose would fill with the stink of the aliens,
the worst smell in the world, that had pcrmcatcd the air in the ship and made
their eyes water for all the days of the voyage. When theyd arrived, hungry as
they were, theyd taken off their clothes, and scrubbed them and themselves in
the planet’s waters even before they searched for food.

No one wanted to remember, but they all did.

“Ye godds, imagine them with the intelligence to make bombs.” said Ivor.

“Anyway.” said Sorrel, “the fag-end of a doomed race, that lot. T hope.”

“What about the Chine?” asked Tom Davies. “We haven't considered them.
Perhaps the Chine are back”

“Now youre in the realm of myth again, Tom Davies,” said Hari. “Too much
time in the Domes you spent, dai, listening to fables and rumors and tall sto-
ries.”

“Someone set up those things in the sea” Tom protested. “And it’s true we
wouldn't have made up the Chine ourselves, but people in the Domes believe.
Still, maybe it’s a case of if they don't exist, theyd have to be invented, and so
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“There you go! said Sorrel, looking out to sea. “Come to think of it, there’s a
sca-thing in that direction, if you go far enough, isnt it. Maybe it exploded.”
They imagined one of the towers ﬂying apart, a circular tsunami spread-
ing across the sca. What would that mean, besides terror and death for fish,
destruction to the land-life close to shore?
“Far enough is right said Hari. “Far enough is right.”
0= =0

He remembered very ViVidly paddling over the sea in a coracle with lovely dark
Seel, sailing far across the glassy waters, the little vessel packed with supplies
for a long adventure. Long it had certainly been—days and days without any way to
measure distances, a homemade map their only guidc, nets trawling daily for
breakfast and lunch and dinner. Just the two of them and a few stretched hyrax
skins between them and the water. A second honeymoon, hed said, explaining
the idea to lovely dark Seel.

Long days and nights together, learning cach other again on the flat same-
ness of the waters, rocking the boat in glcc when the mood took them. Seel on
her back. Seel on her knees. Seel and Hari every which way, like a calendar of
pictures. Seel sitting, smiling down into his grinning face, both happy.

“Far enough is right” he murmured.

His bones still ached for Seel, lovely Seel, lovely, dark, and quict Seel.
One of the speechless ones, like almost all on the Milk but, thank the absent
godds, not sexless, like some. Hari's fingers twitched as he signed secretly and
imagined her signing back in the quick and private way theyd learned, hardly
lifting hands from sides.

They had come to the sea tower after ten days ofrowing and sailing in the
light breeze. It showed on the horizon as a silver arch steadily reflecting the
diffuse light of the sky. As they approached, it became massive, solid, filled-in
geometry, shiny and silver and stationary, seceming to rest on the surface of the
water. In fact, thcy saw as thcy got close, its bottom lay underwater, sides slid-
ing through the surface ina perfectly mathematical parahola.

This one, at sea—the omnipresent sea, nameless despite their long years
marooned here—was one of six identical that stood cquidistant on the planct’s
surface at what might have been poles, if the planet had rotated, and four
points on the equator, unmoving since the beginning ofhistory, or the begin—
ning ofhistory measured hy anyonc who could measure. Predating the carliest
people, or those who had claimed to be so, the ones who found themselves

lleC HI‘SI, now lOﬂg gonce OftllC Fats or OlCl age. ThC stuffiof‘lcgcnd.
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The abducted Cambrians thought the sea towers were beacons sending sig-
nals to guide spaceships down from the opaque milky heavens. The Watermen
were not smart enough to do it themselves.

Seel wanted to swim underwater to explore it, and Hari didn't want her to,
and she did anyway, slipping into the water before he could protest, his dread
rising. She ﬂipped her way deep under, on her back, looking up, and appeared
on the other side before he got there in the boat to drag her in and hug her
tight, cyes closed, hair draped. She brushed off his worry and said she could
not see the bottom of the tower.

No pictures, as some myth—makers claimed, no faces looking out, just shiny
silver reﬂecting underwater light and rooted on the seabed below. They threw
some of the day—before’s tish, which fizzed and bounced away as they struck
the surface. They got closer and felt a pale warmth they did not like, and with-
drew.

Ifanyone had built it, it must have been the Chine, those beings ofmyth,
or their real counterparts. Whoever they were. Until anyone knew, they were
simply the Chine ofjokes (I'll do it when the Chine come back.) and ironies
(Ask the Chine.) and philosophical writings by those of that bent (7he Chine
as the Eternally Shifting Object of Desire); that was an idea Hari had brought
back from an castern family, if there was such a tliing as eastona planet with-
out a sun and only cternal gray mist to reflect an cternal soft light onto the
beings below.

The Chine, the absent and mythical masters of the Walking Frogs, the Wa-
termen who were too dim to do it all themselves.

“Too far to go and sce if it’s still there” he said, meaning really he would
have done it again tor the pleasure of Seel’s company, but he would not do it
now, alone or with another man, just to see it gone or broken or still there—
and then what? “Let’s just think of moving you two to higher ground.”

“Because we'll be dead soon, no reason to worry about solving mysteries,”
said Ivor. “Just be safe.”

“What are the chances, anyway?” asked Sorrel. ‘Another wave comes, catches
us by surprisc, well probably getout. If not, well, I shan't complain.”

So no one set off right then and there to see what might have caused the
wave. First, they rebuile the porch, old men working together, Sorrel watching
from her chair. Then Sorrel and Ivor got to sit on the porch again and look at
the barely Changing sea. They were well-used to its placid nature, its passivity,
soaking up their thoughts and images and giving little of itself back. The no-

namec sca.



“Not like the beach at Abertryfan, isn'tit, around from the estuary, where
those rocks make the boiling and thrashing with the tides, a good placc to sit.
Too quiet, this is, not saying much,” said Ivor. He thought offast-ﬂowing rivers
and crecks and streams where the mountains and hills made them run. “Puts
the burden on the looker, somehow.”

“Don't mind.” said Sorrel. “Don’t mind, really. Get out what you put in, 1
expect.”

Shed enjoyed many long days of thinking, writing her thoughts, sitting on
the porch, letting the flac waters calm her mind. Drama here was a swell, per-
haps the remnant of turbulence far out made by mythical sca-monsters bat-
tling in the deep.

“Ready to go in, then? Want me to carry you?”

“No, lover, I can manage.” She lifted herself from the chair with a grunt
and walked slowly back into the house, cach step a scrious cffort. “We are a
hopeless lot.” she said. “Isntit. A bunch of old sticks barely able to walk about
the place, let alone solve the mysteries of the universe.”

Ivor thought that he did not want to solve those mysteries, he who had
spent his life both here and there making things, building houses, carving wood,
creating statues—all he had ever wanted to do since hed been small, on Earth
or here.

“Speak for yourself” said Hari. “ can still jog a bit, you know. Now, I am
thinking of something.”

“Good move for a change.” said Hayman, settled into his chair, readying
himself for yet another nap. “Thinking.”

“Har har de har har said Hari. “Let me finish, 447, and I'll tell you what I'm
actually thinking”

“Can’twait,” said Hayman, closing eyes.

“lam thinking. said Hari, “of a journey after all.”

Hayman opcncd his eyes.

“In a coracle?”

‘I left mine with the Potters last time I was there. They can take it on one
of their boats so I don't have to paddlc the first lcg. Do it while I still have the
strength, isnt it, dai. See where that wave came from, maybe. See if anyone
around the shores knows anything”

“Tll come.” said Hayman, his younger self striding along the beach, pack
on back, stick in hand. Hayman high on the rock-faces of Cambria. Hayman
swimming far out into the bay.

“Don't be daft, you old bugger.” said Hari.
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“All right, I won't” said Hayman, remembering the wasteland west of Garth,
crossing the hills, a marsh, a long stretch of desert sand streaked with blue and
red oils, then the beach and a sea where the waves crashed. “T'll just bloody sit
here and remember, isntit. And bloody well nap.”

Hari knew then he would go one more time to scarch the lair of the Wa-
termen, ifonly to keep Seel’s memory alive.

He began to catalogue the treks and the voyages he and Seel had done to-
gcthcr, sidc—by-sidc, her small black figurc ahead of his right clbow, at his side
by night, running ahead, swimming.

And then the inevitable catalogue of positions, all of them too good to be
true.

Seel came back to him a hundred times a day. She would be with him on
this adventure. Seel was always by his side.



3.

HARI WADED THE INLET WHERE IT WAS SHALLOW AND PASSED THE
Zymat village, walking along the shore to stay out of their way. Dozens of
equidistant mud-brick hemispherieal huts, painted white using some min-
cral theyd found and ground—T7hey must have an igloo gene, said Ivor—pro-
truded out of the soil on his right as he trudged along. They’d cleaned up all
signs of the flood.

Out they came, three of them, in their grumpy insular way, just to observe
him passing, to look and turn their backs and hope (he assumed) that hed leave
soon. He got a glimpse of identical hooded faces, a suggestion of dark cyes
and flat noses, nothing more. The usual.

Overtures had been made, of course, when theyd decided the Zymats were
not dangerous, didn’t throw rocks or spears or shoot guns. Not that theyd met
anyone with guns cxcept the Watermen. Thcy’d always turned their backs—
some humans just didn'tlike strangers, and that was that.

But they’d done well, building their place slowly, terracing larger and larg—
er sections of slope and Cultivating the plateau beyond, growing their roots
and leaves. Their small fishing boats were lined up in the harbor theyd dug out
by hand, carrying the mud in wooden buckets and using it on their terraces.

The Cambrians had predicted that when they were gone, the Zymat would
spread onto the other side of the water and take over the space where the cot-
tages stood. But Hari spcculatecl their dislike, or fear, or contempt, of\foreign—
ers would stop them, make them find their limit. Theyd racher stand on each
others shoulders than risk standing near a stranger. They might stick to their
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place for good. And then they would all die close together. Only the humans
brought from Earth were of different ages.

On the right, after the Zymat plantation, the slow siope of the land yieid—
cd nothing but acres of low green vegetation, the wild skunk-cabbage-like
icaf‘y piant that had kcpt them alive when they’d arrived. Just greens at firse,
until they learned which roots could be eaten, and made bows and arrows and
spears and slingshots to snag hyrax, and started fires by the scout method. Af-
ter a few days, thcy’d made Weightcd nets and learned to catch the fish, which
were, like the faux-cabhage, all ofvery similar specices, iiving wherever the seas
spread their calm soupy waters.

On the left, the flat gray waters. The sea, they called that, as they had done
when referring to the distant sea of Cambrian childhood, as in “I've never seen
the sea.” or, “Are you goin’ to the scaside, then, dai?” Just the sea, Hari thought,
trudging aiong the firm, gray, rounded—graveiiy mud of the shore—cabbagc on
the right, sca on the left, the imaginary Seel just before his right clbow, ieading
and keeping company at the same time.

Shed been as happy as could be trckking with him over land, even happier
ifthey did it on the sea. Her presence had changed the iandscape, enlivened it
especially in the setting-off. Later, the views would change, and thered be some-
thing different to catch the eye. But heading out this way had meant a haif—day
ofgreen and gray in solid washes, right and left and ahead.

Seel kept him company still, delicious in memory. Sometimes, hed remem-
ber old Family of Man strictures about the flesh—thered been a few adherents
about when hed been home, a child. His mother Dharmistha and grandmoth-
er Ananda had been two of them, cautioning him often as his body began to
change, as if this were a threat to his Wcii—bcing. There had been some other,
more sensible warnings about friendship and love versus ﬂeeting sensation.

In the story of Scel and Hari, desire had kept them together and made
them eternaiiy iovciy lovers, as they told each other many times. Thcy were as
sentimentaiiy seif—indulgent as could be, knowing they pleased cach other so
much theyd never break the bond. No flecting, empty pleasures, bue lasting
satisfactions.

Love.

Seei—in—memory energized his journcy between the skunk cabbage and
the sea, the green and the gray, skin prickiing all over, hair trying to stand up
on end.

Finally, the land opened up, and the skunk cabbage gave way to the scrag-
giy bushes they called scrub oak for its lobed leaves and tough wood, too twisted
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to use for much except firewood and sometimes sculpture. Ivor had gone
through a phase ofmal(ing assemblages from series of identical curved limbs,
chased into tiny reliefs, but that period of his art had not lasted long. Hed soon
gone back to his carly style, carving solid sections of thick trunk from old
swamp cedars—or rather, their hard-to-find planetary equivalent.

Hari had made a few items of furniture out of scrub oak, too—rustic-look-
ing chairs, a couple of small tables with bandy legs. Theyd been traders for a
while on the spotty global craft market. On a planet without currency, and
not that many people, and not much variety in foodstufts but no shortage of
food, there really wasnta whole lot of trading going on, although in recent times
more people had been setting up shops in the Domes, bringing in wares from
their villages to barter.

This was a durable landscape, large swatches of this and that, always enough
to survive, short on variety, as if only a few score life-forms had managed to
tind their niches and survive and then had not changed since forever. Not ex-
actly the mad scrabble for survival it was supposed to be, what he had learned
as a child about biodiversity and nature red in tooth and claw. The occasional
oddly shaped sport trec or differently colored hyrax was about as much as you
could expect.

As if cued by this thought, a black hyrax hopped through the scrub oaks.
Hari’s mind turned to his dinner and the slingshot and net in his pack. Fish
and greens and hyrax, a few different roots—theyd run the gamut of prepara-
tions in the first few years. Roast the hyrax, boil the roots, steam the greens.
Stuft the hyrax with greens, barbecue it, mash the roots. Wrap the hyrax in greens,
cook on hot stones. Stuft the fish with minced hyrax. Stuft the hyrax with minced
tish and roots, wrap it in greens. Cube the roots and boil them in a stew with
hyrax. And so on and so on. Some would cat the faux-otters and the pseudo-
crows and even the near-cormorants, but the folk from Earth could not stom-
ach those.

Hari was getting hungry. Asa young man, hed made it half as far again in
this many hours of tramping. Now he had no desire for distance, and besides,
this place was special. He set up his kit in a familiar soft depression in the rise
above the shoreline, took his slingshot back into the scrub, and sat to wait, stone
between thumb and finger, ready to let fly, still as could be.

Here, in the unchanging light of not-home, the place theyd refused to name,
there was no dusk or dawn for lying in wait, but it didn't matter. After a time of
sitting still, looking through a maze of twisted branches, a hyrax came by, sniffing
for beetles or worms, and he potted it with a stunning shot to the head, prod—
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uct of a lifetime’s practice. He lifted the warm body by the long back legs and
clipped the back of the neck with a sharp blow. A small one, but he was not so
big, astringy old man easily satisfied.

He built the fire in the same spotasa day many ycars before. Two hours
later, the remains of the roasted carcass buried respectfully some distance away,
stomach full, prayers said, Hari lay down to sleep.

Seel visited, as usual, between waking and sleeping.

Remember this spot, Hari, love? she said, lying by his side, one arm laid
over his, her upper arm inside his elbow.

“Ido, I do, isntit, he said sleepily, and let his mind wander back...

=0

That was lunch, way back then, not dinner, his youthful springy lcgs racing him
along the shore. Hed go off to the Domes for flecting sensations, then back to
the homestead to be with his kind, then off again to find the new thing or per-
son.

But he always came back. In self-deprecating moments, he thought he might
have a Zymat gene, to crave the fellowship of his own kind so much. Hed travel
far and wide, learn all kinds of people, their ways and natures, and still curn up
at the Cambrian Vi]lagc like a bad penny.

But the yearning to keep going was just as strong, and the young Hari could
not rest while there was more to explore. So far, he had not yet found the base
of the Watermen, stuff of myth and legend, rumored to be on one of the myri-
ad islands far from where thcyﬂ made their home in exile. This time he would
tind it, and report back, and they would close the circle for good.

Or steal one of their ships and use it to go home. Real home.

That had been Haris first trip without Eddic. The others were older, and
no one felt like a trip to nowhere. Thcy’d almost all had their cxploring days,
all who wanted, some of them back on Earth, and now they let him go alone.

“There’s ten thousand islands out there, boyo,” said Hayman. “More.”

“Every story you hear is different;” said Tom Davies. “There’s a hundred sto-
ries all telling you where to go and what they've seen, and none of them match.
Its a fool’s errand, I'm thinking, But you might be the one to find it out, the truth,
isntit. 'm not saying that you might not be the one. But the chances, well, think
of the chances.”

“Go on, then, dai. I'm staying here.” said Ivor.

Hari thought Ivord like to go but wouldn'tIeave Sorrel.

It was a brown hyrax hed snagged back then, the kind with the lighter seripes
along its back, a bigger, fatter one, by chance—plenty of meat on the bone for
lunch and a snack later. Fat sizzled and spatin the fire.
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Hed got it off the spit and onto a cloth where it was cooling when he heard
alight splash and looked up, thinking of fish. A coracle, and sitting in it a kind
of human hed not seen before.

She was small and slim and very dark, almost black, wearing a tan one-piece
dress snagged about her waist with a thin rope. Her face was oval and her nose
straight. Her muscles showed clear and strong as she paddled the coracle to-
wards shore. As she approached, he saw three fish on a string in the bottom,
near her feet.

“Ola!” he said, staring. “Hungry?”

It was worth a try. A few people spoke a lictle. She looked straight at him
as if she might be trying to read his lips, and signed with one hand, the other
on the paddle behind her, using it like a rudder to steer the boat.

Gender, but no voice. Interesting. And bloody beautiful as midnighe.

He signed.

::Ola! Hungry?::

::Starving,:: she signed back, and a few seconds later, shed beached the cor-
acle and was Walking up the shore to where he stood next o his fire.

Hari knew as soon as she stood by him, fish dangling from one hand, oth-
er hand signing all her questions—::Where are you from? Why are you alone?::
the same ones he was asking her. He knew then, as his skin tickled from head
to toe and a warm feeling seemed to seep from his skin inside him and wash
through his entire body, that he was in love in a way hed never been before.

Chemistry, he tried to call it later, on reflection, and it may have been, some
special pheromonal effect, two subspecies giving off chemical signals that am-
plified each other. Hari offered his fire, and they grilled the three fish, and they
ate one each, and each chewed a hyrax leg to the bone, all the time sitting close
but not too close.

Eating meant less signing, of course. Hari could not keep his eyes off her
and tried not to be too obvious. She was not at all afraid of him, that was clear,
although he was half—again her size and she came out of the coracle with no
weapons. She kept coming back to the question ::Why are you alone?::

Hari explained about Eddie, who had left, prohably for good, apparently
Choosing life in the Domes in the end for his brand of exploration, citing the
lack of women back at the settlement.

::You are one of the people who came from Earth?:: she asked, incredulous,
cyes wide, one of many looks Hari at that moment began to catalogue and now
revisited in his sleep, in his dreams, whenever he wanted to remember Seel.

::One of those born on Earth I am, I am.::
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Seel gestured at the sky.

::In truth,:: he said, more aware of his desire to touch the arm she stretched
out than the need to cxpiain his origins, Cambria, the Watermen’s abduction.

She held out her arms differentiy, from her sides forward, elbows tucked,
palms open to the sky.

::Who taught you that?:: asked Hari.

::I was taught by another one of those born on Earth,:: said Seel. ::So he
said.::

::In the Domes?::

::He was tcaching in the Domes when I was there some time ago, study—
ing. I learned to pray, thats all.::

::Has everyone in the Domes got religion, then?:: asked Hari, grinning,

::Yes, everyone has been converted to your Family of Man,:: said Seel, grin-
ning back.

::You're funny,:: said Hari. ::May I hold your hand?::

::1am using it to pray,:: she said, smiling even more widely.

It will not be a sacri]cgc to use it for fricndship,:: said Hari, who wanted
more than anything to find out what it felt like to touch her. His entire body
had come alive, and he could not stand not knowing,

Her left hand was still extended in the atticude ofpraycr while her right was
signing. He put his right hand on her left, palms touching flat. When he re-
membered that scene, he saw sparks crackling becween their palms.

She slid her palm across his and gripped his wrist. They looked into each
other’s faces for signs of anything they should fear.

::Come away from the fire,:: he said, shivering, and they stood, hoiding hands,
and walked back away from the shore to a small clearing between the oaks. As
thcy walked thcy unclaspcd their hands and slippcd them around each other’s
backs.

They stood together, and Hari held her close and kissed her face, and she
let him, and kissed back, which was a great relief—he had been sure but not
quite, having never met anyone like her before. A few seconds later, thcy were
heiping cach other undress, which was simply done, and Hari got his first view
of her beautiful dark, dark brown body, small breasts tipped with hard nipples,
tight skin over clear muscles cvcrywhcrc, tidy bush—the hody of an acrobar,
hed thought (and told her later).

He felt outshone. He was fit and healthy and energetic, but no prize in the
body department, which did not matter, it scemed, for soon they lay side-by-
side. Then he was on top, then she was, then thcy were back to front, and after
that head to toe.
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It began like that, the long history of Seel and Hari’s lovemaking—frame
hy frame, as he put it, like a comic book, or that calendar hed seen (as a boy,
with Eddie, rcading torbidden stuff), each day of the year a ditterent position.
They could not get enough then and never could.

Afterwards, they wrapped the leftover food in cloth and packed it away,
and Seel offered her coracle to continue the journcy, and Hari, of course, ac-
cepted. They paddled away along the shore, Hari staring back at the spot
where they’d met, the images already burned into his memory.

0= =0

He sank from reverie to sleep proper, an old man on the cusp of heing too old for ad-
ventures, bones aching as he shifted on the hard ground. He slept soundly,
dreaming hardly at all. When he woke he ate lefrover hyrax as he tramped his
first paces, seeing signs of the tsunami all along the shore—smelly dead fish thrown
up too far to ﬂip their way back, broken shrubs, mud upturned in wet slabs.

On his third day, he came to the harbor of the Potters. A group came out
to greet him, in rows as ever, one behind the other, three deep, three wide, as if
something in their nature made them adopt the military squad as a natural form
and three as a natural number. A tall, non-gendered people, like Seel, they were
speeehless.

They were almost as numerous, they said, as in the beginning, having lost
only a handful of their sixty-six, the magic number of genesis on this planet,
although there were tribes of difterent numbers—forty—nine more common
for families now dead. The Potters had gathered on the shore of the sea, and
made boats and a harbor, and spent their lives sailing, mostly, and catching
and cating tish, and making pottery, which they traded all about and in the
Domes.

You could see Potterware by almost every hearth on the planet. Once ina
while, one would break, and someone would trek to a market in the Domes,
glad of the doing and a ehange ofpace, carrying something or other speeial in
hope it could be traded for a Potter tureen or saucepan.

Hari sat with a threesome at lunch behind their house, a mud-brick cube,
in their yard, a tidy, walled square. All their building was the same—walls and
floors made of regular light-gray mud cubes air-dried hard as rock, mortared
in vertical and horizontal planes, not a curve in sight, not an angle other than
ninety degrees. This in contrast to their deep-red spherical and ovoid pots,
several of which sat about the courtyard like a geometric display.

They ted him fish grilled on a stick and used a mix of scasonings to make
it taste lemony and spicy.
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::What about the wave?:: he asked when hed finished and his hands were
wiped and free for talking. Hed seen flotsam gathered into tidy piles on alley
corners.

::We have three boats out:: said one, gesturing to the west, over the harbor.

Hari pictured Potters in three of their smart little boats with flexible carved
masts and oversized flaxen sails making the most of the mild breezes. He imag-
ined them scooting across the sea in silence, occasionally holding up a long,
thin arm, fingers signing. He wondered again how that compared to the lives
of their kind back wherever their people came from, if they were a seafaring
people or just a people of all kinds; if they arranged themselves in ranks, fa-
vored right angles in their buildings and curves in their pottery, or if that was
an accident of this place.

::Never had one before, isntit:: he said.

::Never:: they all agreed.

::What do you think?::

::The Chine are back:: said one, getting up and beginning to collect the
plates.

Hari watched the tall, lean frame go about the yard, covered in sca-dark-
ened skin and long red shirt. They did not change as much as he did; their skins
were smooth, the only signs ofage were about the eyes. Of course, the Potters
did not know how long they might live by nature. The ones who had died had
been killed in accidents. Hari fele a touch of envy and rubbed at the age spots
on his forearm.

They all laughed about the Chine.

::Do you believe in the Chine?:: he asked.

cIf they did not exist, we would have to invent them,:: said one, laughing
again.

::There you go, a good old joking riposte to an old philosopher:: said
Hari. ::But would you like to study today?::

They looked at cach other carefully.

::Not today,:: said one. ::We have to work on our boat, the caulking, Lat-
cr, ifyou want to sail.::

::May I help?:: asked Hari.

They chiseled out old caulk from between hull planks and replaced it with
new material from a bucket kept warm over a slow fire. The caulk was a thick
sap sweated from tar-bushes in the same kilns they used for ﬁring their clay, made
into a gummy paste that kepe its flexibility for many voyages before needing
to be replaced.



Hari was glad of the labor and the company. Hed done this work long ago,
when they were still using scrub oak for their vessels. They had invented an in-
genious way ofwcaving short, crooked limbs togcthcr into a hull, soaking the
branches until they were pliable, then letting them shrink tight on cach other.
Some of those old boats were about, most beached, one or two still seaworthy,
recognizable by their knobby texture.

In later years, theyd learned of swamp cedars near the Cambrian colony, a
trade had been set up, and planks were cut. Hari’s first extended encounter with
them after Seel had been as a teacher, bartering his explications of the Teach-
ings as part of a deal involving carving, cedar, pottery and philosophy.

The Potters did not mention Seel, whom they had liked a lot, and Hari did
not mention the missing Potters.

After their hard work on the hull, they rested. Hari, too, in a borrowed ham-
mock slung between the sleeping trees down by the water where the breeze,
never strong, was pleasant on the skin as they snoozed. The hammock bobbed
and swayed. The smell of cooking fish drifted down from the village. He could
hear the regular chuck of a stone adze trimming wood, perhaps for a new boat.

Now, he just wanted to daydream, and nap, and he dreamed of Seel.

=0

The coracle bobbed and weaved on the slight chop raised by the breeze. Seel taught
him how to use the paddle to maneuver so it didn't spin around like the first
time hed tried, making them both dizzy and sending Seel’s laughter across the
water. Now they were so far out there was no shore, and Hari had no idea where they
were. The breeze dropped, the chop flattened, and they were becalmed on the
wide sea.

That first time afloat with Seel was before the days of better mapping. Peo-
ple had a crude idea of how some of the shores lay, but not enough people had
met up through trade and adventure to exchange their ideas on this. There were
lots of rough maps, some of them quite ludicrous, all of them incomplete.

Hari stared about in wonder. Nothing but a slight, almost invisible swell
and the familiar sweet and slightly salty smell of the water, quite drinkable,
although many preferred to distill theirs and jar it, for the taste.

::And every drop to drink,:: he said. ::Where are we going?::

::Anywhere you want.::

And she told her story, how she was alone of her kind.

Hari had imagined a race somewhere of Seels, all dark as her, as beautiful
as her, as seductive of him and his kind, of Seels a—plcnty to visit the Cambri-
ans and bond. His face creased, and he asked why, and thanked the unseen
stars for being found by her first of all the ones she might have liked so much.
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::Dunno,:: she signed. ::Just me. I have looked, and keep looking, and there
are no more.::

::Who had you firse?::

::A tribe that way, far.:: She pursed her lips, pointing, ::Tall and skinny. But
they didn't like me very much because, well, I was the only one. I left. I learned
to live by myself.::

A familiar story, but never alone, thought Hari. Poor Seel.

He imagincd hunger growing, thirst, finding water, cating leaves, Walking
through trees, finding the sca, Cvcntually building aboat.

::You never have to be alone again,:: he said, laying his head in her lap as
she paddled, scared already that she would leave him. He could feel the mus-
cles of her body tense and relax, pushed the oar against the sea, turning the
blade to let it coast, pushing again.

History in this place was made of dribs and drabs of half-remembered im-
ages, traces of legends, ideas cobbled together from bits and picces of what
people said here or there. The absent Chine were the masters of the Watermen.
The Watermen’s lair lay dccp in a junglc, or a desert, or in a basin, on one of
the ten times ten thousand islands. You could never map all the islands—the
one you wanted floated, a big raft, and that was why. The island moved, so it
could not be found, or did not rcally exist, or was shielded by a spcll. The be-
liefs shifted and turned and faded.

Most people didn't bother too much with them, got on with their lives,
such as they were. Lately, there had been a growing sadness among some of the
peoples, as if it was not worth bothering, all would be over before long anyway.
There were no new people.

“Let me finish this, and then I'll worry about it.” said Ivor when Hari had
left, chiscling away at his latest—a cornet of hollowed-out cedar, little naked
people circling the bell inside and out, some on their way from one to the
other, chasing cach other with priapic glee.

Only the Cambrians had given sense to memories and legends, in a way,
as the only people who had lived somewhere clse, knew the Watermen and
described them. Now you could see images of them everywhere—cartooned
with a finger in drying adobe, formed from clay by children, made of wood by
other carvers, fired in glazcs on pottery.

:Well find the Watermen, their place, and then...I don’t know what then.
Maybe it doesnt matter. But I do want to find that place, I do. Come with
me.::
And she did. Thcy cleaved togcthcr like night and day, black and brown,

an odd pair in their coracle bobbing on the endless seas.
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Hari woke slowly and looked about. The hammocks were empty, he was alone;
he heard them shuffling about nearby, the sound of bare feet on deck boards.
He turned sideways in his hammock, not really wanting to wake, wanting to
stay with Seel back then, at the beginning of their voyages.

The Potters were on their boat already, getting the sails ready to hoist, tall,
thin bodies moving slowly, talking with fingers raised in rapid signs he could
just catch. He saw his name, and they all looked his way. He made himself fall
out of the hammock and scumble the ten paces to the dock, still sleepy, trying
to clear his head.
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Hari woke to a jolt and a grinding noise; the boat’s flat bottom was striking
sand. He felt stupid, uscless, for falling asleep again, for getting old.

Theyd caten a big meal of fish stewed in a kettle on deck. Hed sat propped
against the mast afterwards to digest and tried to remember the night stars at
home, back in Garth when he was a lad running wild with Eddic on the river-
banks, in the meadowlands, found himself staring at the same old milky sky,
and nodded off.

One Potter was already on the beach, pulling Hari’s coracle up onto the sand.

He had asked them to drop him on the furthermost island of a scattered
group that stretched fifty miles, give or take. He draggcd his bag from behind
his back and rummaged until he found his map and folded it out.

The map was geography and narrative at once, a record of where hed been
—with Seel, by himself, on his trips since a young man. Hed mapped what he
knew and what hed heard of as best as he could, and recorded cvery trip. He
did know where hed been.

The result was one of the best maps anyone had, copied many times by oth-
ers hed run into, often used as the base for their own—the ones who explored,
anyway.

The Potters did not, not anymore. Theyd copied his map and stored it, and
let him update it when he stoppcd by but didn't bother with traveling much be-
yond their fishing grounds, not since losing a few of their own. The certain
mortality of their race had made them more students of the present and local
than searchers for meaning or origins.

::Keep looking, Hari,:: his Potter friends said. ::And let us know. Or stay
with us to the end. We love you. All will be revealed.::

Hari still wanted answers, after all these years of finding nothing. He liked
music but preferred building adrum.
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::Answer’s here somewhere, lovely Hari,:: the Potters would say. ::Answer’s
here. And in the fish.::

::Har har de har har.:: Hari would reply. ::Fish to you, too.::

The Potters firmly believed they had been a desert people wherever they
came from, and that fish was not their food. But they ate it and, in the short
span of their lives in the Milk, had learned its nature profoundly. Fish ran up
and down the poles holding their porches aloft, and on the masts of their ships.
Almost every house featured a fish weathervane, and, if not, an otter, the neme-
sis of fish. In idle moments, they carved fish so lifelike they looked as if they would
swim away in the air. They spent hours talking about fish behavior—where they
ran best, how they mated, how they tasted cooked this way and that, the colors
of their scales, the anatomy of their fins.

::We are fish philosophers, and fish artists, too. And fish chefs,:: they would
say, grinning. ::And fish biologists. And the funny thing is, we hate fish! But
seriously, everyone needsa hobby.::

Hari shook hands and sat on the beach next to his coracle, watching the
Potters sail slowly away on one of the planet’s mild breezes. He checked the
boat carefully to make sure no scams had broken on its stay in the hold of the
Potter vessel.

[t smelled of fish. Fish scales glittered all over the hundred hyrax pelts that
made its skin, which he had patched and repaired many times over the years
since he had built it following Seel's death and the loss of her coracle. In his bag
Wwas a paper cone of wax, and needle and twine. New skins were easily available.
As if to remind him of this, a fat hyrax hopped onto the beach.

“Good for you I'm full of fish” he told it. “But wait until comorrow lunchtime,
boyo. Youd better not come visiting then.”

The hyrax twitched its nose and hopped away.

Hari decided o finish his sleep before setting off, dragged the coracle up
high on the gray sand, scooped a depression to steady its round bottom, and
climbed in. He curled up, head on his bag, fancied he could smell Seel, and went
back to sleep dreaming of her.
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