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Introduction
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Ocean to ocean is the World-Of-Grass, from the icy World-Of-Frigid-Water far to the north, to the storm-tossed Three Oceans which surround all. 

Swept by endless monsoons, unbroken but for the forbidding World-Of-Stone, it is a world with no horizons: the very concept is foreign to the H'rran-te.

The rain.  The endless, eternal rain—now a fine mist, now a torrent—sweeps across the World-Of-Grass, engulfing all in its cool, gray embrace.  Rain squalls a good day's journey distant can be seen drifting across the grass in a succession of broad waves.  The eyes get lost in those gray mists.  The vastness terrifies lesser mortals, save only the brave souls of the trader families.

Only in the Dry Time, when the clouds thin and the rain lessens—but never completely ends—can the H'rran-te walk the vast World-Of-Grass, if they dare.  Only in the Dry Time do the H'rran-te leave their guarded Heights to harvest the fruits and fibers of the tall grass, cautiously, for there are enemies out there, enemies who enjoy the taste, who hunt them.

But for four parts of every year, the monsoons turn the vast grasslands into an impassable bog, and all settle in for a time of waiting and preparing for the next harvest.  For four parts of every year, the families, the independent traders, cross the World-Of-Grass on their Great Shells, by which alone are trade and transport even possible, to maintain a tenuous link between the isolated Heights.

Bringer-Of-Life from which all living flourishes; Washer-Away-Of-Souls which carries the spirits to their eternal peace; the rain is the way of the World-Of-Grass, and of the H'rran-te.
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"Disturbing News"
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"For the life of me, I can't imagine why you stare out that doorway so much."  KoRail-Tem was in rare form, indulging his favorite pastime laying snug by the fire in the local Waycross, lapping a bowl of brew, scratching his belly fur, and haranguing the customers.  "Swift Slider will get here when they get here.  Your worrying won't make them go any faster, so there is no reason to fret, is there now?"

"I don't like it," TranYii-Ki grumbled, not that he paid much attention to the local Factor's jibes.  "Why would they turn back?"

"Well, I don't suppose it's for this brew."  KoRail-Tem considered his bowl in mock distaste, then took another sip.

Like all such, Nmiscus Height was built on a low hill, an outrider of the World-Of-Stone, which raised the village above the rain-swept World-Of-Grass.  In time-honored tradition, the Waycross was situated on a high spot overlooking the standing ring, where they could look out over the endless bog.  

Normally a busy place, it was largely uninhabited now at the end of the Lesser Wet season, when trade diminished before the coming Dry Time.  Aside from the Waykeeper, there were only the two of them at this hour, waiting for Swift Slider to arrive.

"You must learn patience, my ragged vagabond," KoRail-Tem said.  "Everything happens in its own good time."

TranYii-Ki didn't answer.

§

Despite its size, Swift Slider was effectively invisible in the dark mists, but for the faint twinkling glow of many lamps hung about its superstructure.  That was disquieting in itself: RinBi-Mei, Swift Slider's Harness Giver, was penurious to a fault.  He would never waste that much lamp oil unless he desperately wanted attention.

"All that mud," KoRail-Tem mused over his bowl.  "Cold, wet, and Runners, too.  What you see in it is beyond me."

The Factor of Nmiscus Height was known for his fur ruffling, especially when he was in the brew.  He was a jolly sort, belly gone to fat and muzzle fur to grey, with the glib tongue of one who loves to barter, but he sometimes pulled a tail until it threatened to come off.  One had to be in a certain mood to appreciate his wit, and TranYii-Ki wasn't in the spirit just then.  While he was honestly concerned by this mystery, KoRail-Tem didn't let it show.  He was content to lay by the fire, lapping his brew, letting tomorrow take care of itself.

Like most buildings of the H'rran-te, the Waycross was a single large room under an overhanging tile roof, with lamps of copper and crude glass hanging from the beams.  A stone fire pit in the center provided cooking, light, and heat, and was surrounded by the low, padded benches they favored.  The walls were little more than dividers for broad doorways hung with curtains to impede the cool breeze.  The crests of the Great Shells which called there were hung between the doorways, and the stone floor was covered with woven grass mats.

"Oh, I suppose I might have gone adventuring when I was younger," KoRail-Tem went on.  "But old ShemBar-Ren smacked such kit nonsense out of my head when he made me his apprentice.  Ah, the years."  He paused for another sip and a theatrical sigh.  "I suppose I should take a journey someday, see the World-Of-Grass for myself, feel the rain as it was meant to be felt, eh?"  He glanced at TranYii-Ki with a cunning gleam in his eye.  "Perhaps I should sign on a shell as a navvy?  Yes, that's what I should do.  I'll quit this soft life and go a-faring.  Hard work and squalls for me!"

TranYii-Ki gave him a sardonic look.  "May I live to see that!"  The thought of the indolent Factor wrestling bales and barrels would distract anyone.  "The only rain you feel is when you poke your whiskers outdoors sniffing for new custom."  

"And be thankful for it!"  KoRail-Tem sat up and shook a finger at him, clearly pleased to provoke his friend out of his funk.  "How would you finance your nomadic wanderings without the aid of we humble Factors?"

"I can't say.  I've never met a humble Factor."  TranYii-Ki sniffed the air.  "Is that burning fur I smell?"

"More likely your overworked wit."  KoRail-Tem shifted uneasily on his bench, then clambered to his feet, and waddled over to the doorway.  "So?  How many paces have they come since the last time you looked?"  He peered intently into the vague distance, all business now.  "Ach, my eyes aren't what they once were.  Do you see them, Harness Giver?"

"Yes, they've crossed the river, and are at the second bend."

"Ah, there they are."  KoRail-Tem squinted at the distant sight for a long moment.  "Why would they turn back?"

The massive shell swayed slowly as they watched.  They were shaving the fringe of a rocky outcrop where the World-Of-Grass gave way to the forbidding World-Of-Stone: a risky maneuver for a four-decked shell.  The sight stirred TranYii-Ki's foreboding.  

"Why are they in such a hurry?" KoRail-Tem grumbled.  "They must be doing a fast trot, or better."

"No idea.  But knowing RinBi-Mei, it has to be serious."  

"They'll arrive at lastlight at that pace.  RinBi-Mei must intend to drop salt in the gloom."

"He couldn't be that stupid, could he?"

"He could be that desperate."

§

A faint glow on the horizon drew TranYii-Ki's attention.  Veilfire: harmless clouds of soft luminescence which passed across the World-Of-Grass on their own mysterious journeys.  It was a good omen to the shell folk, though it was just another knot in his frustration right then.  

'I don't belong here,' he thought.  'There's no rain, no runoff.  My fur soon gets dry and matted  I'm no height dweller hiding under a roof.'

The eyes are soon lost in the gray mists.  That vastness strikes lesser mortals with dread: it called to him, taunted him, hypnotic, stirring his restlessness.

'I don't belong here.  This is no place for our kind.'  His world was out there, battling the rain, clinging to the lookout perch, shouting orders down to the winch station, the only life for the shell folk.

'What do you see in it?'  KoRail-Tem had unwittingly touched a nerve.  TranYii-Ki pondered that many times in these quiet moments.  He couldn't name it, couldn't describe it, but it called to him from the mists and the squall lines on the broad grassland.  He wanted to dare that featureless vastness, charting his course by instinct and subtle signs, questing boldly beyond that gray horizon, not hugging these borderlands like a plodding pack animal.  Sometimes his free life seemed like an undefined burden.  Even his beloved Thunderfoot felt like a cage at times.  He paused to take another long look at Swift Slider in the distance.  The mystery evoked a hollow dread in his gut.  The sight evoked a sigh, and he turned away.  "Honestly, I don't know what draws me, or how to explain it anyway.  I just...I need a change of pace."

"Well, may you find it, my friend."

KoRail-Tem toyed idly with the fire, tossed another scoop of fuel on the modest blaze, then lay back on his bench with his third bowl of the afternoon.  The Waykeeper scowled at him from the kitchen—that was the last of the dried peat—but said nothing.

"On second thought, you're right.  Why would I choose to be wet and miserable when I can lay here by the fire with my brew?  I'd likely get sick from all that swaying back and forth.  You probably serve cheap brew, too."  He took another sip and watched the smoke drift up and out through the latticework.  

TranYii-Ki's pensive mood returned, and he went back to gazing out the doorway.  At the foot of the hill lay the broad stone ring which held a shallow pool of rainwater for the Great Shells to bask in while loading.  TranYii-Ki drew the curtain back and sat on one of the benches, his back against the door frame.  It gave him an excellent view, and the cool breeze showered him with a fine mist from the roof's runoff.  It wasn't riding the winch deck in a squall, but one can't have everything.  The faint veilfire in the distance called to his soul, tormenting him.

"How you Height dwellers endure being cooped up like this, trapped in one place, is beyond me."

"Don't be so dismissive, my soggy friend."  KoRail-Tem paused for another sip, then gestured to the glowing clinkers.  "A warm fire and a comfortable bed have their attractions, if you give them the chance."

"We each have our habits, I guess."

It was good to be Harness Giver and Ur-husband on a successful Great Shell; cruising the vast grasslands in their self-contained community, beholding to none, trading with all.  The Balances, they of infinite Wisdom, had crafted the H'rran-te and their monsoon-soaked world for each other.  Streamlined bodies, broad paddle feet, and thick coats of brown fur made the worst of the High Wet Time no more than a challenge.  Not yet satisfied, They blessed the families with the Great Shells, and created the forests and minerals of the World-Of-Stone which the heighters used to fabricate their trade goods.  The shell folk used these gifts to hold H'rran-te civilization together, sliding between Heights large and small in praise of the Balances and their Wisdom.  

It wouldn't be far from truth to say they worshipped the rain.  Even the youngest kits would scamper around the top deck in one of their elaborate games, and most adults would pause to lean out over the rail during a squall.  Such innocence they enjoyed, splashing in the pools and daring the storm from the open decks.  That innocent sense of wonder faded when one filled one's mind with schedules and loadings and supplies.  When was the last time he lay on his back, and laughed as the raindrops bounced off his belly fur?

"I really need a change," he sighed.

Truth is, he didn't know what he needed.  He was of an age where a bowl of thick, hot broth was more welcome than a bowl of brew.  The mist spattering his face didn't give the old thrill it did when he was younger.

"Well you have only yourself to blame," KoRail-Tem chided him.  "Tramping around in the wet and muck.  A sensible person would a Factor, and make their living from a comfortable spot in the Waycross."  He hoisted his bowl in mock salute.  "You know, your fur won't get so wet if you close the curtain."

TranYii-Ki gave him an annoyed glance.  "I need the ventilation to let out your smoke—and other smells."  

"Ah, yes, the fine aroma of success, my ragged vagabond.  Prosperity, status..."  

"Rancid fur oil..."

"Hmph!  Upstart!  See if I buy you another bowl of brew!"  

"That would be a first, in fact."

§

Thunderfoot's size and stature were a comfort to TranYii-Ki when he was in his pensive, restless moods.  Its broad gastropod nearly filled the height's standing ring.  The vast muscle stirred in restless ripples, stretching forward now and then to test the row of salt pots that kept it from wandering off.  The featureless muscular body arched upward in the rain at the moment—Great Shells need a lot of water to sustain them—so its two fleshy horns reached almost back to the winch station.  Above that was the vast, spiral shell; overlaid in turn by the wooden superstructure.  Six decks high, it was: the largest shell on the Wyndleth River route, and among the giants of their breed.  His vantage point in the Waycross put TranYii-Ki squarely on its flank at about the third deck.  The sight filled him with wonder, and though he knew every line and contour, he never got enough of it.

KoRail-Tem was silent for a while, sipping his brew and staring into the fire.  "I hear talk of you moving onto the busier routes," he said at last.

TranYii-Ki gave him a curious look.  "That's a bit premature, I think."  How did he learn that, when it had only been discussed by a few family leaders?

"I hope not.  I'd miss you."  KoRail-Tem was silent for a time, withdrawn into a somber mood.  "But Thunderfoot is growing too large for the Wyndleth River route." 

"It's a good trade with steady custom."  

"Still, this is a backwater route, and there are plenty of lesser shells well suited for the limited trade we can offer."

"Well, since you know all our family secrets, we have talked about moving onto the Gronwa River.  But we haven't decided anything."

"Being large and luxurious enough to compete on that route is the dream of every Harness Giver," KoRail-Tem mused.  "But it won't be cheap, or easy."  He paused to sip his brew, and contemplate the fire.  "Still," he said at last, "it wouldn't surprise me if you used this Dry Time to add a seventh deck, and rebuild the rest to draw a better clientele."

"Thunderfoot has been out of debt for two years now, and I'm not eager to slide that trail again."

As satisfying as their life was, it did get monotonous at times.  From Venbrana Height—trade center and hub of several slider routes—north and east along the edge of the World-Of-Stone, touching at a score of small heights, to Banren Height on the coast, and back.  They made eight round trips a year, and TranYii-Ki could navigate it in his sleep.

"Thunderfoot can't stay on the Wyndleth River forever," KoRail-Tem said.  "But if you are on the Gronwa River, we could still trade with each other."  That route followed the Wyndleth River for a short way before turning north.

"I suppose, eventually.  I'd enjoy the change of pace.  New faces, new adventures."

"Hmph!  Adventure?  If I know you, you'll soon be annoying everyone in the Waycrosses with how you long to get back to your true friends and peaceful routine on the Wyndleth, I'll wager."

TranYii-Ki grinned in spite of himself.  "No wager here."  His friend knew him all too well.

A squall swept over the height, disrupting his daydreams.  The pounding rain reminded him of the frigid storms of the High Wet Time.  The rain was warmer and lighter now then it was a couple trips back, although still substantial.  

Down in the standing circle, the dull, cloud-shrouded latelight was pierced here and there by deck lamps, and the occasional cabin whose occupants had not gone aground for what shopping or amusement this small Height could offer.  A pool of light along side revealed a work party hoisting bales of expensive verrma vine—source of a prized scented fur oil—up to the bottom cargo deck.  When that last freight was secured, the Waycross would fill with family enjoying a last warm fire and a last brew before lifting salt in the firstlight.  For now, the place was empty but for the two of them and the Waykeeper.

KoRail-Tem tired of his banter, and turned more to business.  "Perhaps you could use a bit more custom?  This is the last trip of the season."

He was an important figure in this little mining settlement; arranging freight and passage on the Great Shells, assuring payment on consignments, and acting as the families' agent when they purchased supplies.  Despite his haranguing—or perhaps because of it—he was well known and liked among the families.  He provided good custom.

The merchants were busy these days moving the last trade goods before the monsoons faded into the fogs and scattered showers of the Dry Time.  Once the great shells retired to the southern swamps, the heights were isolated, unless one dared the dangerous trip on foot, which was all but impossible even for them.  Most of the cabins and every bit of deck space on board was booked, and their cargo filled the lower decks to overflowing.

TranYii-Ki pondered a bit.  "We have some space left, although we are already over our weight limit.  We could take some small goods.  Some more of that jewelry, perhaps?"

Any Harness Giver's whiskers tingled for profit, not that there could be much left locally at this late date.  They had a generous consignment of copper and jade jewelry, for which Nmiscus crafters were renowned, in their vault, plus a generous allotment of bronze goods.  Such compact, high value cargo was always welcome.

"Hmmm," KoRail-Tem bristled thoughtfully.  "If you could wait another day, they'd have a few more items to offer.  Some loose jade.  Perhaps some more bronze spearheads, too."  He sat up eagerly.  "I can send word out.  I don't doubt they'd work through and deliver a fair amount by second firstlight."  

"Perhaps," TranYii-Ki grunted.

The added cost would hardly be justified by that small a custom, but the delay was still attractive.  No more hot brew for several days.  The conversation lapsed and he went back to gazing at the deck lamps shimmering in the dim twilight.  

Thunderfoot was all but the last to call there this year.  There was only one more, northbound along the Gronwa route, due in the next several days.  After that, Nmiscus Height was on its own until the monsoons came again.

Thunderfoot was loaded to capacity, an enormous custom even for the huge six-deck shell.  There were bolts of cloth from Banrin Height, fine wood from the forests of Engeria Height, a hundred ingots of tin, another hundred of copper, boxes of paper, barrels of lamp oil, bags of spices, and they were loading the last bales of vrrama vine.  They had a near full load of passengers too, both cabin and deck.  This was a prosperous final trip of the season, which promised ample funding to upgrade Thunderfoot during the coming Dry Time.  Still, it didn't fill TranYii-Ki with the pleasure it should.

§

A curtain parted, admitting a gust of wet air and lone figure.  It was Harn, one of the family.

"Smooth sliding to you, Harness Giver," she offered in that all too familiar provocative tone.  "Oh, and to you, too, Factor."

"And to you, too, harness hand," KoRail-Tem grumbled, giving her a wary eye.

Right then Harn was one person TranYii-Ki didn't want to put up with.  She was a head taller than either of them, and could be remarkably sensual—and aggressive—when she'd had a few bowls of brew.

"How go the preparations?" he demanded.

The family were attending to last minute tasks before lifting salt, and he was not inclined to accept dereliction of duty from her.  She was their lead Winchhand: with a prestigious post on the winch station tending the huge cable reels which steered Thunderfoot by twisting its horns this way or that.  She was good at it, too, with the robust physique to match.  

"The winch station is ready in all respects, so I thought I would see about a bit of...relaxation...before we left."

No doubt she figured on finding him here alone, and her intentions were obvious.  He yielded to temptation once, and limped through the next day.  Since then, she made no secret of her interest in a rematch, so he went to pains to keep it at a professional level.  He suspected his leading Ur-wife knew, though she showed no sign of it.

"And the rest?"  He refused to be drawn to her bait.  "What of the preparations?"

She pouted at his plain rejection.  "Oh, the supplies are aboard, they're stowing the last of that weed, Thunderfoot appears fully hydrated, and everyone is alive and well."

"So you thought you would leave the others to finish up and help yourself to all the brew?"

"Of course.  We won't be leaving before firstlight, so I am not needed on the winch station.  Naturally, I need to stock up on hot food for the trip ahead, to build my strength."  That was a little white lie.  She was large for a female, and strength was not a problem for her.

"Not to interrupt," KoRail-Tem interjected.  "But Swift Slider will be here soon.  You need to make preparations."

TranYii-Ki was displeased, but held his peace.  "Very well."  He turned to Harn.  "There's work to do."

§

Swift Slider was no insignificant shell, and their harness hands were hard at work on the winches to guide the vast creature into the space next to Thunderfoot.  TranYii-Ki stood on the coarse gravel of the standing ring, ignored the small waves lapping around his knees, and watched the maneuver anxiously.  His stomach was tight with a mix of professional interest and nerve-wracking worry as the newcomer towered overhead.  This standing ring was not really large enough for two shells of such size; and shells, especially shells this large, are not very agile.  Their Harness Giver must be desperate—or mad, TranYii-Ki decided—to try this stunt.  

The stygian gloom made this maneuver all the more difficult.  Thunderfoot was liberally decked out with every lamp they had, but their towering six-story superstructure was still an indistinct mass, its top deck shrouded by low-lying mist.  The family were alert as well, and lined the decks to watch the spectacle and to try to contain any damage. 

"Magnificent!" KoRail-Tem muttered as they watched.  "Honestly, sometimes I do envy you."

He tilted his head back and gazed up at the complex structures looming above them with a clear sense of awe.  He obviously didn't realize how delicate this maneuver was, or the consequences of error.

It was a magnificent sight, in fact.  Thunderfoot stretched nearly the length of the broad stone ring.  Its massive gastropod rose like a long hill beside them, its lower edge flexing and rippling in response to the new arrival.  The six decks rose one above the next until they blended into shadow against the dark sky.  Swift Slider was scarcely smaller.  It flowed smoothly over the stone edge of the ring, pushing a low bow wave ahead of it which rolled around their legs.  Its forebody and stumpy horns weaved toward Thunderfoot.  Behind them, Thunderfoot slowly turned its massive forebody in reply.  Somehow, the two mindless creatures were aware of each other.

A rain squall swept over them, reducing the two shells to vague shadows pinpricked with twinkling lights floating in the gloom.  TranYii-Ki held his breath.  For all that it moved no faster than a walk, there was a lot of mass bearing down on them.  A miscalculation now could be ruinous.

Swift Slider was passing along side now, the two dark superstructures sliding past each other with a narrow band of dirty gray sky between.  KoRail-Tem gazed up at the spectacle directly overhead and made little sniveling sounds of delight.  TranYii-Ki looked up as well, not so much watching the vague moving shadows as catching the rain in his face as it fell through the narrow gap.  The rain was reassuring.  As long as he could still feel the rain...

The two superstructures passed not ten arms apart.  Someone shouted an order, the winches creaked as they wound up to draw the stubby antennas back.  Their deck hands slid down the broad forefoot and waded ahead, rubbing the leading edges of the delicate gastropod with heavy salt pots to slow the huge mollusk.  TranYii-Ki was finally able to breathe again as the vast creature slowed to a halt.

Swift Slider had not quite come to a stop when they heard faint voices above the steady hiss of the rain.  Pulleys squealed.  There were lights moving on their lower deck.  Figures clustered around their gangway.

"Do you have any idea?" KoRail-Tem wondered.

"Whatever it is," TranYii-Ki grumbled, "someone is in a drowning hurry over it."  He ran his hand across his eyes to clear his rain-blurred view and waited impatiently for answers.

Something stirred in the gloom, resolving into two figures wading toward them.  One was wading, anyway: the other staggered along, held up by one arm.

"An injured family member?"  KoRail-Tem was alarmed now.  "A passenger?  We should call the healers."

His lantern revealed Swift Slider's Harness Giver dragging a common Height dweller.  The heighter seemed hurt or exhausted, and was navigating only with help.  The Harness Giver slogged relentlessly ahead, his face set like stone, dragging the poor fellow along by main strength. 

"RinBi-Mei..." 

"Conclave, now," he growled.  "We need your thaumaturge."  

He swept past them without further word, dragging the hapless figure to Thunderfoot's gangway.  In his wake, the two turned to each other in confusion.  RinBi-Mei was curt to the point of rudeness and had little temperament for idle chit-chat, but this was odd behavior even for him.  And no Harness Giver calls conclave without a good reason.

§

Thunderfoot's enormous superstructure was an intricate puzzle of heavy wood beams neatly dovetailed together without spikes or bolts, and floored with planks.  The partitions and rugs were lightweight woven grass mats.  Heron, their third Ur-wife, wove most of the partitions currently in use, and was busy on a new set to install during their refit.  Her artistic skill had done a lot to improve the ambiance aboard the shell.

The third deck forward, the family deck, was an open verandah that served as a dining hall and lounge.  The wives and husbands were hastily summoned, along with a few key family members.  RinBi-Mei was fuming with impatience while they assembled, leaning against the great long table with his arms looped through his safety harness, staring out into the rain.  The heighter he dragged in was flopped on a cushion, head in his arms on the table.  He was scratched, his fur stained with mud and grass, and his limbs shook from fear or exhaustion.

Meren, the first Ur-wife, insisted on formality and protocol in official matters.  As was tradition, she stood poised in the entry and gazed around the room until everyone had quieted under her stern eye.  Only then did she enter, moving with befitting dignity to her proper place at the right-center of the long table.  When she was seated, her two co-wives—smaller in stature but not in dignity—sat in turn to either side.  In their matrilineal society, the three wives represented ownership of this family enterprise.  With the wives seated, TranYii-Ki took his traditional place at the left-center of the table, opposite Meren, with LiSen-Do, his co-husband, beside him.  He and LiSen-Do were family: less than owners, more than employees, though their say in family matters carried more weight than others.  Other family sat at one end of the table, visitors at the other end.

"Harness Giver," Meren opened with proper formality, "Who calls conclave?  Let them be known and speak."

"Ur-wife, I..."

"Zeinrei Height is no more," RinBi-Mei interrupted.  His outburst was met with stunned silence.  He pulled the ragged heighter to his feet.  "Tell them."

"...Runners..." the poor fellow gasped.  He was clearly in shock, suffering from exposure and exhaustion, and there was a look of uncomprehending horror in his eyes.  "...hundreds...they came...in a rain squall..."  He started blubbering uncontrollably and sank in a shaking heap in front of them.

"From what we could get out of him, Zeinrei Height was overwhelmed by a large force of Runners," RinBi-Mei went on.  "We picked him up a round west of there in the grass.  As near as we can tell, he is the only survivor."

"Overwhelmed?" KoRail-Tem gasped.  "This is terrible!  Are you sure?  Did you see it for yourself?"  Only then did they realize the Factor had come to conclave and was sitting quietly in a corner all this time.

"And slide into an ambush?"  RinBi-Mei scowled.  He was annoyed to find an outsider present, though local Factors traditionally had a place in conclave.  "We turned back at once.  Look at him and decide for yourself."

"But...that's unbelievable!  A vast horde of Runners?  There has to be some other explanation!"

"Why else would he take to the grass on foot?  In this season?  He was lucky to get as far as he did."

"Still, if you're not certain..." Meren began.

"There is one way to be certain."  RinBi-Mei pointed an accusing finger at VelMi-Ahn, seated at the end of the table.  "Have your thaumaturge seek the answer."

§

VelMi-Ahn was not comfortable being called to the center of attention, especially at a moment like this.  He was a retiring sort, elderly, smaller than most males.  His fur was graying and his eyes were weak.  His role as the family's true-seeker provided him a steady place in his dotage.  He spent more and more time lately wrapped in a blanket in his cabin to ward off the damp chill.

"Will you give us a Sight?" TranYii-Ki asked.  "This is important."  They all knew how frail the elder was, and how these things drained him.  He was being asked to delve into the darkest recesses of the World-Between-Worlds in search of something which terrified him.  

"I can try," he mumbled.  "I will need fire."

"Very well, then."  Meren was all business, even if deprived of her ceremonial.  She singled out one of the older kits.  "ErmTei, run to the thaumaturge's cabin for his equipages.  Quickly, please."

"Yes, Ur-mother."  He took off at a trot.

Fire proved trickier since flame was strictly limited aboard the flammable wooden superstructure.  Someone finally produced an ornate deck lamp with its wick collar removed.

While that was going on, TranYii-Ki recalled the heighter, who was huddled where he had fallen.  "Harn, help him."  He gestured toward the shivering figure curled up on the deck.  Then, confidentially, "And keep an eye on him."

Harn nodded.  "Yes, Harness Giver."  No flirtation now.  She lifted the trembling heighter bodily and guided him toward the family galley.

§

VelMi-Ahn gazed fixedly at the glowing flame, eyes unseeing, slowly breathing the pungent fumes of riindi melting in a small copper brazer.  He cleared his mind of extraneous thought and sought a way into the World-Between-Worlds.  He was not eager to face this trial.    He was about to confront the Balances on their own ground.  This would demand all his frail flesh could give. 

The scene around him faded as he drifted beyond this existence.  His thoughts were blocked by an unseen strength.  The Balances jealously guarded their immaterial world, grudgingly admitting the few they thought worthy.  He knew better than to try pushing his way through.  Force would be met with force, and no mortal could break their combined will.  He would have to earn their trust if he was to complete this Sight.

And that promised to be difficult.  Something had disturbed the ethereal void.  The Balances were angry, filled with deadly rage which beat on him like fire.  Something was seriously wrong in the World-Between-Worlds.

In his thoughts, he pleaded for their forbearance, and swore only to seek vital lesser knowledge, and promised his allegiance to them once again.  Resistance faded reluctantly, as did the tense faces around him, as he slipped into everywhere-and-nowhere.  He could still feel the Balance's anger, filling the ethereal void.

He hovered for a timeless time, formless and without resolve, as he sought to orient himself.  At the edges of his perception, he could sense the dark Wisdom of the World-Between-Worlds.  The Balances were testing him, tempting him, trying to prove him unworthy.  Their anger was directed at him now, though he knew not why.  He was vulnerable, having left his material existence but not yet resolved around his purpose.  It would be easy to distract him, to tempt him from his mission and leave him so lost and disoriented his spirit would eventually dissolve.  

'Here is a purpose for you,' the echos whispered.  'The Wisdom of the Balances is yours for the taking.'

To seize Wisdom brought power: power to be the greatest thaumaturge of all time, second only to the Balances themselves.  

'Here is salvation, glory, immortality,' the echos whispered.

All he had to do was turn aside and take the offered path.  But that path lead to doom, he knew.  The Balances' eldritch Wisdom was guarded by countless snares and delusions which only the strongest mortal mind could resist.  And even if he could navigate that path without being led astray to his doom, he would only gain his doom in the mortal world.  Such power is its own punishment.  He firmly turned his thoughts away instead.  Oaths he swore and oaths he would keep.  But the hunger was there, always, waiting.

Thoughts took form, and form became purpose.  Purpose gave him the means to seek and to move.  He moved; turning his consciousness outward, searching for an aura he knew was there.  He found something; a dark presence in the void.  He drew toward it, repelling though it was, and felt gingerly around it to grasp its size and scope.  It was huge; a miasma of raging heat and bitter cold; the fires of final agony and the icy emptiness from beyond.  He had an answer, but it was not the answer he expected.

§

"They are all dead," he told them later, after he regained some of his strength.  "As is Canburna Height, further down river."  He shuddered at the memory, his thin frame shaking with fatigue, and took another sip of brew.  "Their death aura is savage."  No need to complete the gristly picture.  Runners didn't kill their prey: the heighters were eaten alive.

"So the question is, what do we do?"  Meren was not one to panic, though the news about Zeinrei Height left her shaken.  

That was TranYii-Ki's problem.  His role as Ur-husband and Harness Giver was to operate their huge shell.  "Clearly we need to slide for some safe place.  But where?  No one ever heard of an organized army of Runners.  Where is safety, if any?"

"The choice is plain, of course," RinBi-Mei said.  "We can't stay here.  Our course is west, promptly."

"There are more hunter packs than usual west of here," TranYii-Ki cautioned.  "If they join forces, they'll be deadly."

"We have to risk it nonetheless," LiSen-Do insisted.  "If Nmiscus Height is hit by a mass wave of Runners, they'll be overwhelmed in the first rush."  Their co-husband was their steward, an esthetic dandy who fussed over his charges every trip.  He was not courageous by any means, but he never shirked at facing reality.  His voice quivered almost as much as his hands.  "Even if they can resist, this standing ring is certainly no sanctuary.  RinBi-Mei is right.  We must slide west to some major height as fast as possible, and hope we can find a defensible place.  If we have to fight our way through Runner packs, so be it."

"And we should leave now, while the heighters least expect it," RinBi-Mei added.  "That way they can't try to stop us."

"What about our passengers?"  LiSen-Do made an abrupt about face where his charges were concerned.  They had a full twenty-seven cabin and seventy-four deck passengers this trip, and a score or more were absent.  "Many of them are at the Waycross or the market, or perhaps a friendly-house, if there is one in this Height."

"Leave them," RinBi-Mei snapped.  "We can't risk word of this getting to the heighters.  They'll panic."

"They paid their passage.  They have claim on us."

"Our families have prior claim."

TranYii-Ki agonized over the dilemma.  RinBi-Mei was right about leaving quickly, but that would mean defaulting on their contracts, abandoning their passengers to a horrible death: something no family would do if they could avoid it.  There was only so much they could do, but Thunderfoot's honor and reputation on the routes demanded they try.  

"Send your stewards to warn them," he said.  "Tell them to search the Height—including any friendly-houses—and tell them to move promptly.  And above all, be discreet!  We will need time to make preparation, but we won't wait once we're ready to lift salt.  That goes for any missing family, too.  Be here or be eaten."

"How much time will we have?"

"We leave at firstlight."  RinBi-Mei started to object, but TranYii-Ki cut him off.  "We'll need that long to get our cargos secured and make ready.  You have preparations to make as well.  And we've had enough risky maneuvers for one gloom.  You can't see your hand out there now.  Firstlight is best."  

"But not one hiccup later!  And those not on board when we lift salt will be left behind."

"Agreed."

As they broke up, KoRail-Tem passed TranYii-Ki.  "You wanted a change," he muttered.  "Now you have it."

*****
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