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      The man knew he was in trouble as his ship squalled in protest against the physical forces that had battered the shields into oblivion and was now shredding the metal surrounding him. Outside the atmosphere had thickened to a liquid gray-green gelatin. The forces of two conflicting dimensions were pulling and stretching the ship's seamless construction, the stress thinning the hull rapidly. He knew the dangers of a one man flight, but had risked it. When he awoke from his last sleep, the anomaly was there, no longer a subject for hypothetical conjecture in the halls of science: A planet caught between two different space time dimensions existed with life forms.

      He locked himself into the scouting craft, his brain calculating the approximate length of time it could sustain him once the main structure failed. He shrugged mentally. Life was life, no matter how long sustained.

      He switched on the life support systems and sealed the hatch. A bitter smile snaked across the lean face, the scar on the right cheek barely discernable since his last rejuvenation. What a hell of an end: alone with none to mourn his passing. He had been looking for a new land, not too raw, but a promising land with enough technology to insure more than a primitive existence. He wanted a place where he could match his strength and his wits against nature and physical weariness permitted sleep to overtake the loneliness.

      He felt the ship buckle. A quick glance at the instruments showed he had plummeted through the atmosphere into the ocean. With a final, protesting metallic shriek, the outer craft disintegrated, swept away into the roiling, green liquid.

      The smaller craft was undamaged, but the vibrating from the force of the rolling water made the craft yaw and the wind pitched the craft as he broke the surface. He kept adjusting the craft's balance while piloting toward the land mass, hoping that it was more than just rock. Land would offer some measure of safety. The planet circling the sun had shown promise of blue and brown belts. The scanners indicated a safe environment for human life and then the storm had swept in and caught his ship in the changing atmosphere.

      Beads of sweat dripped from his dark, curly hair as he looked down, his grey eyes roved the panel, hoping for some reassurance. There was none. Already the craft's interior lights were dimming and he could hear the metal buckling. The waves caught the ship, first tossing it upward to slam it down into the froth, and then spinning it towards the rocks. The man had fought and knew he had lost.

      With rapid motions he belted a sheathed knife around his waist and tied a rope over it, looping the rest around his shoulder; a rope of twenty feet, no more. God knows, they've saved me before, he thought. Within seconds the small Scout rammed into the rocks and broke, hurling him into the outside.

      Wind and green water tore at his body, knocking him flat and tossing him nearer the rocky shore. One brief glance showed him the high green rocks were being scoured by moving water. Still he struggled in the water and prayed to the God taught to him so long ago. As if in answer, the waves lifted him higher, swept him over the crags, and slammed him headfirst onto the rock covered ledge.

      Gradually the wind died as the green rain continued to pelt the earth. He came to and looked blankly at his hands, moving them in front of his eyes as if they were some disembodied tool of strange complexity. The heavy air rasped at his lungs and irritated his throat. His clothes were wet and reeked with the odor of the sea. He looked down at the grey-green water foaming around his perch. Obviously, he had come from the water. What if the sea rose higher?

      It was, the brain decided, a bad place to be and time to leave. He glanced upward and realized there was no other way and began to climb. Hand pull by hand pull he brought himself to higher ground, his head and body protesting every inch.

      Once at the top, he fell forward, panting, looking at the water pounding at the rocks below, the weaker limestone crumbling while the heavier rock glistened dispassionately, oblivious to the forces beating against it. His breathing slowed and he stood

      His head throbbed and he noticed his hands were caked with blood. Gingerly, he probed at his skull, wincing with nausea. It's been cut, he thought, the whole left side felt swollen. I wonder where I am, or how the hell I got here. Then a larger puzzle hit at his core. Who am I? He looked down and discerned he was male, not female, but trying to think of his identity increased the pain. His knees met the ground. Not good, he thought. Just keep moving to some place safer.

      He looked at the surrounding strange foliage before moving. He saw green scraggly bushes growing out of ground that seemed covered with reeds or grasses. The ground cover blending into higher shrubs and then becoming a forest of brownish green trunks heading towards where? He forced wobbly legs to move and headed into the forest away from the sea. Once there, he leaned against a tree and considered what he knew.

      Nothing, he concluded; nothing but blurred images from a past that wouldn't focus. He knew there had been a storm and a ship. But what kind of a ship? He gulped at the unsatisfying air. It was heavy, irritating, and his lungs seemed filled with phlegm rather than oxygen. Once again he examined his hands, the green light casting a jaundiced color where instinctively he knew pink flesh should be. He shuddered.

      “Water,” he muttered. “First I have to find water.”

      This much he knew. Man can live without food, but lack of water on the prairie would kill. Prairie? This wasn't a prairie, but the principal remained the same. Men and animals cannot live without water. He wondered if animals could exist in this forsaken land. He felt the strength flow back into his body and flexed his arms and hands. He felt himself and discovered a good body. He could survive. Some dim memory of survival said he had survived worse. But where? Can't think about it. The process made his head hurt and his vision blur. He knew survival depended on all senses being alert and he began to listen: listen to what the forest could tell him.

      It was quiet and he was alone. No, not alone. Even on this green, dappled world life fed, propagated, and died. He heard scuttling in the underbrush and spotted an insect, a brown creature with splotches of green and then the forest began to talk to him. Birds flew and chortled in the background, the wind whispered, and the leaves rustled back, the very earth seemed to quiver with the arrival of a new comer.

      The bark on one tree was dislodged and he bent over to examine the ground. There was a narrow path that had been beaten down by hoofs. A game trail like those he knew from somewhere long ago. Animals were food and animals knew where water flowed. He had a knife and a rope: tools that animals did not possess. He began following the trail. The pain made his vision blur and his knees wobble, but he kept going, one dogged step after the other.

      As the trail led downward, he passed vegetation he could not name. There were huge trunks wrapped with corded vines, ferns that belonged in a climate forever damp, and everywhere the shallow green light highlighted darker shades of green. He stooped once to examine the soil and sniff it. It looked like moss, but it was moldy, dank smelling earth. Then he saw the faint imprint of a larger hoof not obliterated by the others, nor washed away by the rain.

      A horse! God, a horse. A horse could be caught and ridden out of this green hell. There had to be a sun somewhere.

      The bleeding from his head and hands had quit, but he desperately needed to find water. Follow the trail, he told himself. It means water. Steady, hold your pace; you know you can go for days once you find it.

      Hours later the pool appeared in a low area; green, rippling water welling up between green, granite like stone. He circled the spring before approaching. It was obvious that animals watered here, although now it was quiet and devoid of animal life. Was it too early for them? There was still light illuminating this world. He lowered his head and drank, then spat. The water tasted bitter, but not brackish. It was more like the air that didn't satisfy and had a sting to it. He forced himself to drink. There were no dead mammal bodies lying here. Then he washed the wounds on his arm and head before retreating to the trees.

      Back in the forest, he selected the moss and ferns that resembled some he must have seen or used sometime somewhere. Sheer instinct guided him now as he applied the mosses to his wounds and used the vines for tying the improvised bandages. Once finished, he used the heavier vines to fashion a small snare and covered it with the fern fronds. It was as though his hands remembered how to do this while his brain could not. He hoped his smell would not be so alien as to drive any creature away. With luck, the strange smell might make them curious. He then used the rope to pull himself up into a tree and lash himself into a crook. Light or no light, he needed sleep.

      He awoke to the light of green-grey moonlight and the feeling of being totally lost and disorientated. Then he remembered the pool and the snare. Something gurgled below and then skittered away as a small animal squealed. He loosened the rope and leaned over. Something was thrashing in the bushes where he hidden the snare. He rappelled to the ground.

      The caught animal was no larger than a rabbit, but its teeth were sharper, the ears shorter, more like a rat's, and it was busy chewing at the vines clutching its forelegs. It probably has green fur, he thought, as he approached. The creature struggled and hissed, baring long teeth. He threw the knife, impaling the animal and ending its struggles.

      He set about skinning his catch, wondering at the two musk glands in the hind quarters. Strange, musk glands aren't part of a rabbit's anatomy. On some level, his mind could still reference past events. Where did I learn to skin an animal so efficiently? Instantly, the throb returned to his head. Quit thinking, he told himself and carried his catch up to his perch.

      In the morning, he woke early and watched the rising sun spilling its green-gold rays to illuminate the darkened world with lighter shades of green. In one direction (he presumed it northeast if the sun rose in the east) he could see golden haze spread out like an arc. That would be his destination. There had to be a safe earth away from this green world and air that clogged his lungs and his head.

      It took considerable effort to light a fire with rock flints and his knife before the dry fern fronds caught flame and his small fire burned bright and clean. Once cooked, the creature tasted like slime. His stomach protested, but the food stayed down. He scaled the tree again and marked the lay of the land by the high rock towers to point as a guide. He clambered down the tree, coiled his rope, and drank from the bitter pool. He began to run at a steady lope toward the northeast. His arm was better, but the head still throbbed.

      He spotted a camp about midday. It was deserted, but man, or man beings, had left their imprint. Their sign was like a letter to him. They had used furs to sleep on. A few scraps of grease and splintered bones were scattered about the fire pit. These were beings not worried about an enemy. They had also ridden horses, or hoofed creatures.

      What kind of man beings lived here, he wondered. If they slept in furs, were they primitives? He examined a long strand of hair from the ground. Was it black or dark green? In the canopied forest he could not determine its color. He straightened and considered. It would be best to keep away from them. They couldn't possibly be like him and certain to be distrustful of any stranger. Hunger and thirst gnawed at him. He sniffed the air. There it was: water on the air. He knew water should be near a camp. Primitives would not befoul the water or scare away game by camping too close.

      He found the spring several yards away. It was green water again, but water. He bent to drink his fill. He would survive.

      Once sated, he continued in the general direction of the far off golden glow. His movements were slower now, the air sticky, scraping at his lungs. At nightfall, he sought another high tree after setting his snare and eating the last of his cooked meat.

      Morning brought a soft, green light filtering down through trees and rocks and showing an empty snare. His hands seemed overcast with green and he was afraid that if he had a mirror it would show green eyes in a green face. Careful, he told himself, sanity can slip away. He lowered himself to the ground and squatted. Then he sat still, letting the forest and ground talk to him. Something big was stirring, silencing the wild life.

      The morning sound of birds had stilled. When he first looked out from his perch, there had been a large, dark bird swooping in the sky. It had not been a familiar hawk, but the outlines were similar. Now the bird was gone and the forest was quiet, too quiet. Something or someone was hunting and he moved behind a boulder. Wildlife became quiet when man hunted, and instinct told him that he was the hunted.

      Some mechanism, deep within him, enabled him to ignore the throbbing pain in his head. Instead, he concentrated on the clopping hooves bringing the beings nearer. The vibrating earth carried the news that there were two quadrupeds. He slunk closer to the ground, easing the knife into his right hand, waiting until he could smell the stink of rancid grease before moving enough to tense his muscles.

      The two approaching dark, horse-like creatures each carried a biped being clad in furs and buckskins. One leaned over towards the right, watching the ground for changing signs. Indians on mustangs his mind whispered, they're tracking me.

      They stopped when they realized his stride had changed and they caught his alien man-scent. With a scream they rushed forward swinging their clubs of rawhide wrapped sharp stones. Tomahawks registered in his mind and the muscles in his legs bunched and launched upward. His knife flashed and a yell tore from his chest as he leaped to meet them.

      The quadrupeds reared and screamed, his unknown odor frightening the beasts into a frenzied fight to flee. The man jumped and caught the weapon arm of the being on his right, the extra weight causing the horse-like creatures to collide. No longer was he thinking consciously, but patterns of training and past deeds worked his muscles and his hands. He pulled the man down and forced the knife through and across the throat, then flung the man from him, stuck his knife into the sheath, and picked up the tomahawk as the other regained control of his beast and wheeled toward him.

      He flung the tomahawk directly into the male chest. The being toppled from the bolting creature and in a second he was on top, driving his knife down into the heart, or where the heart should be. Realizing that perhaps this being was different, he used his knife to rip the throat and stomach of the man beneath him and rolled to the side. There was no movement from the two prone beings and a darkening teal liquid pooled the ground beside them.

      The reins of one quadruped had caught in the vines and underbrush. The beast was pulling, but the reins remained fast and the creature quieted. Good, he could use it for transportation.

      He turned to look at the slaughter and felt no revulsion. It was as though the scene was a replay of long ago events and he knelt to examine the victims.

      They were small, compact men with muscular builds, dark, green hair and eyes, olive skin, and wide chests. The chests were probably necessary to utilize the air that dragged at his lungs and left him feeling in need of more. He stripped a rawhide vest off one and put it on. He did not bother with the bows or quivers of arrows. He emptied the bundle tied to one waist and sifted its contents.

      The contents of a small, leather pouch smelled like pemmican. He sniffed at the lump and cautiously chewed a bit. It was tough and bitter, but whatever the dried contents were they would sustain life.

      The other man had a twisted rawhide rope wrapped around his shoulder and slung under his arm. The man removed it and then coiled it loosely, fashioning a noose at the end. Slowly, he approached the horse caught in the bushes.

      The horse had caught his smell and was trying to rear, its eyes rolling wildly. The man's head was still throbbing and his arm was bleeding again, but he started twirling the rope over his head, keeping the noose moving in a circular motion. The lasso whirled over the beast's head and settled around the neck. He dashed in and leaped on the beast's back. There was no saddle, but he managed to slash the longer reins free, grasp the mane, and dig his knees inward to send the creature loping along the bank towards the light.

      Bushes and rocks blurred as he urged the creature forward and he fought for control. The golden light crept closer and he knew there were others following. They would want revenge for the olive bodies lying in their dark life-liquid.

      The air seemed to lighten and turn a softer, yellow-green. Something whistled past his head as he guided the beast towards the hazy light. There had to be real life sustaining oxygen in that golden light.

      Half-way across a low, running river he broke through into brilliant sunshine. He was temporarily blinded and almost lost control of the beast as it fought his every move. He had managed to turn the animal towards the opposite side again when something thudded into his back. Another missive hit the animal. The animal rose on its hindquarters and he slid into the stream.

      The cold water revived him and he used his hands and knees to crawl to the sunlit side. He could hear his pursuers screaming at him, but they were not following him. He gulped in the air: real, life giving air. He threw back his head to howl his survival and liquid gushed down his back and his legs buckled. He forced his way up the bank onto beige sand strewn with white and brown-rose boulders.

      He rested. Pain wracked his body and thirst burned his throat. Did he dare go back for water? It was a necessary decision or soon it would not matter. He tried to stand and instead sprawled onto the ground.
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      Brother John stood at the wooden gate watching for the wagons to bring the month's allotment of provisions from the settlement. It was his duty to escort them in, enter the offerings into the records, and see to the storing. As much as he preferred to tend his gardens, the new Teacher had been kind to place such confidence in his abilities, and Brother John would never disappoint the Teacher. The wagons were late, but he could see the dust clouds billowing from the east, proclaiming their arrival would be soon. One wagon approached more rapidly than the others.

      Brother John recognized the driver as the man called Billings and wondered why he was so far ahead of the rest. He smoothed his rough, grey robe which was uncomfortably warm in this climate and tended to rumple easily. It was, he decided, far more suited to the temperate regions of Anoth where the Eastern Star Shift Institute of The Way of Tonath was located. The last Teacher, however, at his final Reading of the Way Book had given the directive to build a new Institute here. The Starshift had ended. The period of mourning for the old Teacher was almost over and The Way Book would be opened again by the new Teacher. It was possible he had already done so as last week's storm had almost ended the Star Shift. The stars had already moved closer to the Way Reading alignment, or so the more enlightened Brothers informed him. Expectations for the new Readings were building excitement among the Way Brothers throughout the compound.

      Brother Calvin was keeping all the lesser brothers away from the Teacher, standing like a shield against all who would intrude. Since Brother John always avoided Brother Calvin, a sharp-tongue and too prudish man, he had not caught even a glimpse of the newly appointed Teacher for the last week.

      Brother John, unlike Brother Calvin, enjoyed his cup of ale in the evening and a harmless joke or two. He felt he had given up enough to join the Brotherhood of The Way: the forswearing of all women and material goods. Not that there had ever been much in the way of material goods in his common, working life and since his wife had reached the worthy age, they had executed the Contract of Dissolution and parted. Brother John knew no younger woman would wish to join his Pathway.

      Billings interrupted his musings, by pulling the team to a halt and hawking out a yellow stream of dust induced mucus towards the ground. His black hat and simple, grey shirt were soaked and dark-splotched with sweat.

      “Better come take a look at what I'm carrying,” he said to Brother John.

      Brother John stepped out of the shade of the wooden walls. He noted that Billings was driving a lighter supply wagon as was his right as the owner of the approaching wagon train. Billings climbed down and walked with Brother John to the back of the wagon. He pointed to the human cargo lying on blankets, front side down, the back of the dark head blood-matted and distorted by swelling, one arm crusted with pus and blood. The man wore a Greenie vest and one Greenie arrow protruded from the back and another lodged in the upper right thigh. Any exposed skin was burned to an angry red.

      “We found him by the Daybay River. The Greenies were still howling like dementeds from the other side. He had dried, green slime on his clothes and when I pulled one eyelid open, the white showed light green. I can't figure out if he was storm lost or one of them Halflings.”

      Brother John shook his head. “There are no Halflings,” he said firmly. “Sheer folk mouthings.”

      “Maybe that's true,” said Billings and straightened his lean frame to shoot another stream through yellowed teeth. “We would have left him there, but he muttered, 'I found the Way' when we asked if he could talk. We figured you and the good Teacher would know what to do with him as he sure won't live long if he doesn't get some kind of care.”

      At these words Brother John went into action. “Take him to the Healing Quarter. I'll bring the Doctor and the Healers.” Then Brother John lifted the grey robe and churned his stout legs faster than they had moved in years.
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      Dr. Crossen was grateful for the time he had been given to watch his patient. It was good to be alone and away from the preying eyes of the ever vigilant Brothers. He especially blessed the time he was away from the reading of The Way Book, prayer chanting, herb dispensing Brother Zack. Crossen wasn't certain whether Teacher had assigned Brother Zack as a Healer or as a spy. It was probably both, thought Crossen. That would placate Brother Calvin. The young man in the bed stirred and Crossen leaned closer. The skin under the dark stubble was clear and pink, the flush of fever ended. Suddenly, grey eyes were staring at him and then the man looked around the room, blinking from the light. Finally, they focused on the doctor again.

      “God, you're not green,” the voice whispered in a language that Crossen could not understand. Crossen blanched to almost grey. He did not want to lose his patient at this point. He was too close to thwarting Teacher and the Brotherhood.

      “Young man, do not ever use those words again!”

      At his words, a puzzled look crept into the grey eyes and Doctor Crossen continued, “Please, never, never use those words again. You are at the Western Star Shift Institute of The Way and the Green language is not allowed.” If Green is the language you used, he thought to himself. “That language, like many other things, is forbidden, punishable by spending the rest of your miserable life here.”

      The grey eyes hardened and understanding and intelligence crept into them, the cloudiness dissipating. The young man attempted to nod and then grimaced.

      “How do you feel? Is the pain bad? I'm Doctor Crossen and assigned to bring you back among the living.”

      The man closed his eyes. Should I tell him that at first his words were gibberish and then, somehow, they rearranged into a language? No, his mind told him. It's best just to answer his questions.

      “My head feels like it's three times its normal size. Where did you say I am?”

      Doctor Crossen nodded with satisfaction. “I'll give you something in a moment for your head. Right now the time is short and I need to do some explaining. Your head took a horrible blow and you are at The Western Star Shift Institute of The Way under the tender care of the Teacher and the Brethren.”

      “Now listen to me,” he hurried on. “I don't know who you are or where you are from, but I am a doctor and your two hearts are not human. For that physical abnormality, you could be condemned as a Green. If someone like Brother Calvin ever found out that you have two hearts, you would be in great peril. I myself have been condemned to remain confined behind these walls for the rest of my life for committing the heresy of questioning their interpretations of the Way Book Readings and teachings. You are my chance to thumb my nose at them.”

      The young man laid his hand over his chest as if to verify the statement about the two hearts. The movement caused pain to wash over his face again. Doctor Crossen was struck by how old the eyes suddenly looked.

      “Now, are you hungry or thirsty?”

      “Yes, both. Water first, please.”

      Dr. Crossen complied with a glass of water. Then he took up the waiting bowl of broth laced with Brother Zack's heady concoction of herbs. “There's medication in this broth and it may taste a bit bitter,” he warned.

      While he spooned the broth into the man's mouth, Doctor Crossen continued his explanation. “Since you said the words, 'I found the Way,' when you were found wounded on the riverbank, the freighters brought you here. Those words of yours are the reason the Teacher permitted me to heal you. It was obvious that you had emerged from the Green Belt and Belt Lands. The freighters, a superstitious bunch, were afraid you were some sort of Halfling. Since the teachings of the Way Book deny such joining of Greens' and human flesh, Brother Calvin's words were to no avail. You are to be healed and then questioned. It is most important that you be wary of Brother Calvin.”

      The man studied Doctor Crossen and saw a small, compact man with white hair, bright, blue eyes, and a mouth drawn into a tight controlled line. Long, slender fingers were attached to rather wide hands. He then ventured a question.

      “You said you were here because of heresy. Does that mean you are a prisoner? Is that what they intend to do with me?”

      “I'm a prisoner for my unorthodox thinking and written speculations. At this time, you are here merely to be healed and questioned about your arrival and your home area.”

      “Since you are awake, I'll need to call Brother John. He at least is harmless. Before I do, we need to make sure that your name is one that is like ours and not unpronounceable.” He looked at his patient and waited for a response.

      “My name is…” the man stopped. Utter confusion and panic washed over his face. He tried to heave himself upward into a sitting position and fell back moaning with pain. He looked up at the doctor, his grey eyes wild, the face distorted, “I can't remember,” came out in a hoarse whisper. Then his voice rose in timbre.

      “I can't remember who I am. I can't even remember how I got here.” He clutched Doctor Crossen's arm with his left hand and Crossen was amazed at the strength of the grip.

      “Take it easy,” soothed the doctor. “It is not unusual to have a slight memory loss after a bad blow to the head. As I said, the freighters brought you here.”

      “No, no, I mean I don't remember anything except being in a ship that was being torn apart and landing in that green hell.”

      Doctor Crossen's face blanched again. “You must not use words that have no meaning here.” He took a deep breath. “All right, I'll accept the fact that you cannot recall past events. I do not know if the Teacher or Brother Calvin will. You can try to convince them, but in the meantime, I must call Brother John now that you are awake.”

      The man continued to hold Crossen's arm while he protested. “No, you don't understand. I can't remember.” The words came out stony and hard.

      “How long have I been here?”

      “You were brought in almost two weeks ago.”

      The man took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Doctor Crossen took advantage of the silence and the loosened grip, removed his arm, and stepped outside. He could see Brother John over at the next cabin plot, tending the herb and vegetable gardens. Brother John insisted on growing plant matter in this root laden soil to prove that anywhere within the proximity of a Star Shift Institute the ground would provide a bounty of food and herbs. That his own diligence could possibly be responsible for all of his produce Brother John was far too modest to claim. Doctor Crossen could only shake his head at such deep beliefs as he walked over to Brother John.

      “He's awake now and out of the coma. His fever has gone, but could return. The Teacher asked to be informed when this occurred.” Teacher's requests, Crossen knew, were orders.

      Brother John smiled, pleasure flushing his pink, round face. “Wonderful! I'll take the message to him,” he said before hurrying towards the building housing the Teacher.

      Brother John was winded when he arrived with his important information. The black robed clerk waved him through to Teacher's office. He was surprised to find both the Teacher and Brother Calvin. The latter scowled at him for the interruption.

      The Teacher was seated at his desk and smiled warmly at Brother John. “Do you have news about our patient?” It was no idle guess. He knew a man of Brother John's age ran only when necessary.

      Hurriedly, Brother John recited what Dr. Crossen had told him.

      “Excellent, Brother John, thank you for bringing the news so promptly. Please return to the Healing Quarter and stay with our patient. Inform Dr. Crossen no one is to talk with him until I arrive. I'll be there as soon as Brother Calvin and I finish our discussion.

      As Brother John left the office, the Teacher accepted the oil-skin wrapped packet from Brother Calvin and asked, “Is this from our coastal outpost?”

      A tight-lipped Brother Calvin nodded. He disapproved of the new, richly furnished room with the large hanging drapes representing scenes from The Way Book. Teacher's desk was of special dark wood and waxed to mirror perfection by the younger Brethren. To add insult to Brother Calvin's thrifty eyes, Teacher wore a fine black gown covered by a black, satin surplice embroidered with a silver path on both sides. At the bottom of each end there was an embroidered Tree of Life beside the upward spiraling silver path crowned by Stars. Teacher's black satin skull cap sat over straight black hair.

      The Teacher detested the overly warm, ostentatious clothing, but wore them to hide his less than forty years and as important symbols for those that wavered in their faith. The mourning period for the old Teacher was over and he no longer was required to wear somber grey. His brown eyes skimmed over the enclosed papers.

      When he finished, he set the papers on the desk and looked up at the older, Brother Calvin. As usual, Brother Calvin's face was stern, slashed with thin, bloodless lips, pulled tight in constant disapproval.

      “The reports say that the colony sent across the waters by Anoth thirty years ago must have been totally destroyed. The Star Shift has lowered the green veil over the waters and there is no possibility of sailing through or around the green air. No one has entered the coastal ports from there for over three weeks. It looks as if no one heeded our warnings.”

      “Heretics all!” burst from Brother Calvin's lips. “Did they not at least send a reason as to why they would not leave?”

      “If they did, the letters never arrived. We must assume that all have perished with the possible exception of our uninvited guest. As you just heard, Brother John reports that our guest is awake and his fever is gone. Would you like to accompany me while I question him?”

      Brother Calvin opened his eyes in wonder, surprise showing on his face. “You intend to question him yourself? I thought I'd attend to that chore.”

      “You attend to enough chores. Besides, I wish to judge him for myself.” Teacher was aware that Brother Calvin, while a superb record keeper and administrator, was conscious only of the misdirections in man's nature. He would miss any subtle signs or utterances that were necessary to confirm or deny the predictions contained in the Way Book.

      In silence they walked the one-half mile distance from the Teacher's residence and office compound to the Healing Quarter. Brother John answered the door at Brother Calvin's knock. Once inside Brother Calvin frowned at Doctor Crossen. “Teacher will examine the man. There is no need for you to stay.”

      Dr. Crossen relinquished his chair and gave a half-bow that somehow conveyed mockery with deference. The Teacher, however, nodded at the young man lying on the cot, and said, “First I have some questions for you, Doctor Crossen. How is the patient?”

      “Unfortunately, the patient is not yet completely recovered and seems to have amnesia, possibly induced by the head injury or the time spent in the Green Belt. He tires easily and may drift off into a light slumber at inappropriate times.”

      Teacher looked at the doctor. “Can he answer questions?”

      “Of course, he can.”

      “Has the fever completely gone?”

      Crossen considered the question. He was sure that Brother Zack would make his own report.

      “Abated would be a better choice of words,” he answered. “The infections that formed around the arrow wounds, the head injury, and the cut on his arm have mostly disappeared. Brother Zack's herbs are more effective than I presumed they could be. The head wound is not yet healed and the fever will probably return as night falls.”

      “Have you had any conversation with the patient?”

      “There was very little in the way of conversation with him. It was necessary to ask certain questions about his well being since he is my patient. It was also necessary to tell him where he is to prevent him from becoming completely agitated.”

      Teacher considered. “Very well, but my instructions remain the same. No one is to question him until authorized, nor give him any unnecessary information. If it happens again, you will be confined to quarters. Please wait outside until we have finished.”

      He nodded at Doctor Crossen as the man left the room and turned his attention to the young man with the steady grey eyes. The eyes locked on him glinted with intelligence. No apprehension showed on the young, face covered with black stubble. If there was any recognition or awe for his office, none showed.

      “I am the Teacher of the Way,” he introduced himself. “Brother Calvin, my Administrator, is beside me. Freighters found you in the wilderness close to the Daybay River, just outside the Belt Lands and they brought you here. Your wounds were considerable and we decided to heal you. At this time, we need more information to decide your fate. We need your name and your region of origin.”

      The young man gave a bitter half-smile, closed his eyes, and gently moved his head back and forth in a negative motion. “I don't know. I've tried and tried, but I can't remember.”

      Teacher ignored Brother Calvin's skeptical hiss and continued. “What do you remember?”

      The man opened his eyes. “Not much,” he said wearily. “I was in some kind of craft and the storm tore it apart. I tried swimming, but kept getting tossed under. It was the waves that carried me up and over the rocks. When I came to, I was wedged between some boulders on a ledge and the sea had calmed down. It, it was all wrong. Everything was green and the air was heavy and hard to breathe.”

      Teacher noted the slight slurring of words. Was it a provincial speech or an impediment? He would need to question Dr. Crossen later. “What do you remember before that? Surely you recall your mother or your father.”

      The face whitened. “I've tried.” The voice was almost desperate. “All I can remember is a woman with white hair and grey eyes and a man: a very big man. I can't even remember the color of his eyes, but they must, they have to be my parents.”

      “Why?”

      Once again the grey eyes looked at him and locked on. “Because of the way they are looking at me. Whatever I'm doing, they approve. Whenever I try to remember more my head starts pounding and I want more of that broth or tea.”

      “What else do you remember?” asked the Teacher.

      “That green world.” The man spat the words out as if describing something totally evil.

      “Very well, tell us what happened there.”

      He told of the forest in halting phrases; the overwhelming green vegetation, of finding the fetid water, the animal trapping and its slimy taste, and the continued journey towards the golden glow. At the last he told of murder done and the wild ride to escape.

      “I prayed,” he finished. “I don't know if I've ever prayed so hard in my life.” He laid back, weariness contorting the youthful features into an eerie caricature of old age.

      “You killed two Greens in the Belt Lands?” Brother Calvin's skepticism at such drivel burst out of his mouth. It was believed that Greens rarely ventured out of the Green Belt into the Belt Lands.

      The grey eyes snapped open. “If I didn't, they have more than one life.”

      Teacher shot a warning glance at Brother Calvin to be silent and turned to the young man. “You were fortunate. The closer you moved towards the Daybay River, the Star Shift was displacing their foul air with decent air. They were probably having as much difficulty breathing as you.” The young man's eyes clouded in puzzlement again.

      “Difficult as it may be, try to remember something about your life before entering the Green Belt,” prodded the Teacher. “Perhaps you can recall something from your childhood days.”

      “No, I haven't been able to remember anything but small glimpses of people. I'm not even sure if they are people I know or just dreams.”

      Brother John decided to break the silence that followed. “When he was delirious, he kept calling for someone named Tony.”

      Teacher nodded a thank you to Brother John and returned his attention to the patient. “Do you remember someone named Tony?”

      The man rubbed his jaw, momentarily hiding the cleft in his chin, and sighed. “Yes and no,” he answered. “Tony should be a boy's name and in the dreams Tony is a girl, no a woman.”

      “Please describe her,” came the Teacher's request.

      “Why? Does that help tell you who I am?” There was eagerness in the man's voice.

      Teacher looked at him. “Perhaps not, but if you are from New Anoth it might help to verify that fact.”

      The man considered and then winced as he shrugged. “She has dark, curly hair and blue, very blue eyes. The eyes are so blue they are almost violet. She doesn't even come up to my shoulder. She's beautiful and has a very graceful…,” he stopped speaking. “That's all I remember about her.”

      “Do you remember anything else?”

      “Only the white-haired woman I told you about. She has grey eyes like mine and the same type of cleft in her chin. Then there is the big man I mentioned. He's tall, taller and wider than anyone I've seen here. He can lift me clear off the ground.” The young face began to whiten under the strain. That's all that's clear,” he finished.

      The Teacher considered. “How did you get into the Belt Lands? How did you find your way out?”

      “I've told you what I recollect,” the words came out harsh and grating. “I've tried, but I can't even remember why I was in that ship. I do know that I don't ever want to feel that alone and lost again.” He paused and his face began to flush from the returning fever.

      Teacher persisted. “You claim that you killed two Greens, yet you did not know who or what they were. How do you explain your actions knowing that you were outnumbered?”

      The grey eyes locked with the dark ones of the Teacher. “They were going to kill me.” His voice was flat and toneless.

      “Undoubtedly,” returned the dry tones of the Teacher. Something in the man's voice and demeanor told the Teacher that this one would kill again if his life were threatened. Brother Calvin, he knew, was mentally rehearsing his arguments as to why this man should be confined. ”I would like for you to tell us again how you were able to come directly out of the Belt Lands and how you managed to live in there for almost three days.”

      “I survived. That's not living,” was the same flat response. “When I was on the high rocks and when I climbed up into the trees, I could see a green-gold light. Somehow I knew that had to be sunlight and if there was sunlight, there was a chance I could get out of wherever I was. There was no true sunlight there, so I headed toward hope.” He closed his eyes, weariness overwhelming him.

      The Teacher saw that the young man slept. “We'll talk again,” he said to the patient and to himself.

      The high prairie's long twilight was bringing softness to the day's harsh light and a small breeze sent the heat waves backward into time for another day. As they stepped outside, Teacher asked Doctor Crossen, “Will you answer a few questions? Brother John can tend him if necessary.”

      Doctor Crossen breathed deeply, partly from relief and partly to steady himself for the coming questions and nodded his head. He stood waiting.

      “Just what transpired during your conversations with the patient?” asked Teacher.

      Doctor Crossen answered without a pause. “He kept asking me to tell him who he was, where he came from, where he was, and if I knew who Tony was.”

      “That is all?” asked Teacher.

      “He hasn't been awake long enough to say much else. I suspect that flower concoction from Brother Zack is more potent than most realize. However, the herbs used on the wounds, that potion, and his special willow tea seem to have done more to restore normalcy than all of my doctoring.”

      The Teacher considered. “Very well, I'll accept that for now. You will inform me if his memory returns. I am curious about the condition. Is there a cure and how common is it?”

      “There is no cure except time. Folklore has it that another blow to the head would restore his memory. In his condition, it might kill him. Amnesia is a tricky thing. It is rare, but it does occur,” replied Doctor Crossen.

      “In other words, it could be real, or it is just a pretense to conceal the truth.” Brother Calvin felt that his common sense perspective was needed and could contain himself no longer.

      Doctor Crossen smiled. “I have no reason to doubt the man. If he was in the Belt Lands for over two days, he went a considerable time without sufficient oxygen. That could be more damaging than the injury.”

      “How long until full recovery?” asked the Teacher.

      “Physically, no more than another six to eight weeks. He'd still be a bit weak, but healed. Mentally, the memory could gradually return; then again, it may never return,” replied the Doctor.

      “Will there be any other mental aberrations?”

      Doctor Crossen considered and then answered, “Probably none once the drugs are out of his system and he accepts the fact that his memory is incomplete.”

      “He seems to speak with some strange sort of accent as he tires. Would that be a speech impediment or the colloquial speech of the Colonies?”

      Crossen looked at the Teacher and smiled softly. “That too could be a result of the lack of oxygen. As for it sounding like the speech of one from the Colonies, I suggest you ask one of them.”

      Brother Calvin was appalled by the man's lack of reverence. He knew Crossen hadn't seen the official dispatches, but it was well known that the Colonies were doomed and gone. Had not the old Teacher predicted it?

      The Teacher nodded a curt dismal and walked away. Brother Calvin took time to scowl his displeasure at the doctor and then scurried after the Teacher.

      Bastard, thought Crossen. I'm stuck in this oven and surround by men of gross stupidity and mythical superstitions. Every one of you deserve whatever and whoever I've gulled into your precious Way. He sauntered slowly toward his cabin for a change of clothes while he once again went through the exercise of trying to decide which element of his current situation was worse.

      Was it the inability to practice his profession on a daily basis or never to hold and caress a woman? Then again, perhaps it was being denied the opportunity to write his observations of the social and educational limitations the Way imposed upon mankind. His thoughts, though, were unfettered. Even the Teacher could not prevent his thinking. Who, wondered Crossen, is that man lying in the Healing Cabin? Is he a faithful Wayfarer or an interloper from the Greens? Great Pathways! His thoughts were beginning to sound like a Reading from the Way Book.
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      A slim, dark clad figure hunched over a slender Readings Way Book. A larger book was at his right hand. He was vainly searching for something to guide his words and his decisions in the coming days. The heat of the day had dissipated and he felt the evening breezes might clear his mind and his Pathway. He'd forgotten the number of times he'd read the old Teacher's prophecy for following the true Pathway of the Stars or the false Pathway leading to the one thousand years of burning. After a few minutes, he opened the Waybook with the last Teacher's prophesies:

      

      Final Readings:

      
        	In the passage of time the elder Teacher will be laid to rest. A new Teacher, slim and dark has been chosen. This Teacher is to build a new Star Shift Institute in the West, far away from Anoth which is becoming a sinkhole of heresies. The old Institute will serve as the Eastern Star Shift Academy for the novitiates and young men pursuing more learning after graduating from Day Schooling.

        	The new Western Star Shift Institute will be the home of the new Teacher and Graduate Academy. There all will have night clarity for studying the Stars and preparing for the day of the coming Star Shift. How the new Teacher interprets the Stars and the Readings will determine whether disaster befalls Tonath or dispels the heresies until a new day.

        	If the Teacher misreads the Stars, the Star Shift will favor the Day of Burning and Tonath will be given to the Greens for one thousand years.

        	This day will surely come, but first a milder Shift will spew deadly poison over the New Land and the New Town. Both will disappear into the mists for a time.

        	Hasten, hasten your steps away from life’s evil paths. The new Teacher must study the Stars and the Readings. His understanding and his choice alone will either hasten or delay the day when the green storms spread disorder over the Way followers or allow for yet another time and another Teacher.

        	One Star from the heavens flares, bringing Man, not Man, yet True Man. Friend, not friend, yet True Friend. Not True Foe nor Unmeaning Foe. True Man is lost without the Way. The Way he must find to guide the people who walk the Star Pathways. True Man, not Man must find the Way.

        	Listen to his counsel. Without True Man, the Teacher will fail.

        	Beware of the True Foe. He will dwell unseen among you. If True Foe prevails, Green Dark will rule for one thousand years. Look for the one from the Way Lodge. Years will fade in steady passage, moving toward that closing Day.

        	The prophecy of True Man is laid on the New Teacher to prevent the fires and pestilence from burning the followers of the Way. Should the New Teacher not recognize True Man, True Foe will cast out the Teacher and all true followers of The Way. Beware, for on that day, The Way dies.

        	In the heavens two lesser Stars appear. They do not fall, yet they move. One will aid True Man, the other True Foe. True Foe will unleash the storms to build the Paths of our enemies. Fire will burn away all traces of The Way. Life as man knows life will end for hundreds of Star Shifts when man begins anew. Only True Man and his aid stands in their Way.

        	The New Teacher alone has eyes to see, who is True Man and who is True Foe. Therefore, this reading is for the New Teacher alone until His time at the Western Star Shift Institute nears its end.

      

      The other book of Readings was also from the old Teacher. They were mundane and stressed learning, walking the Way, creating buildings of stone, and studying until the next Star Shift. He closed the slim book and leaned back.

      The new Teacher knew in his heart the passages he chose to read would be disappointing to all who had heard the prophecies of the revered Teacher and an acrid taste filled his mouth.

      It was no different in the morning when he gave his pronouncements at the hastily constructed Kirche. He read them verbatim and expounded on the hard work they all faced. There was no stirring prophecy to inspire them or to pull new brethren into the Western Star Shift Institute or its Academy in Tonath. He bowed his head as silence fell over his listeners and he knew his work would increase.

      Later he sat in his dark paneled office in his dark robes and considered his course. The Way Book Readings lay to his side and the letter from the previous Teacher was in front of him. The letter had been very specific about his duties and when to read the True Man prophecies to the populace of Tonath, but there was nothing to tell him how to proceed during the interim. He tightened his lips, folded his slender hands, and closed his eyes. So many decisions, so many lives, and no clear idea of how many years he would have to complete his work.
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      Evanston Donaldson entered the Teacher's office after a somber Brother announced his arrival. The speedy admittance surprised Donaldson as he had expected to wait. Although the Teacher had reason to welcome him since it was his money and expertise that had paid for the new Western Star Shift Institute of The Way and their modern observatory, waiting made others conscious of a superior's authority. Donaldson also knew the man to be overworked; a fact that could delay an immediate audience.

      Donaldson inclined his head and obediently took the chair Teacher pointed to. “It's good of you to see me on such short notice,” he said.

      “You are always welcomed here.”

      Donaldson rarely wasted time on unneeded small talk. “I need your formal permission to bring the railroads into the new settlement. I'll also need laborers and provisions at a reasonable cost once we're close to the area.”

      The Teacher let amusement slip into his voice. “I had forgotten how direct you are.”

      Donaldson's blue eyes flashed. “If I were not, valuable time would be wasted.” He could feel his body heat rising underneath the linen underwear and worsted woolen suit over his stocky frame. The heat was brutal even though summer had wandered into fall. Outside, in the breeze, the heat was bearable. In this shaded, draped, and closed room it was stultifying. He wondered if the Teacher ever exhibited normal human reactions as there was no moisture on his brow.

      “Why do you want a railroad here?” asked Teacher. “Aren't the freighters adequate for our population? Does a dry prairie land grow that rapidly?”

      “The predictions are for a wetter climate since the Shift. If so, more grass will grow here and that will bring people. We've had railroads for over thirty years now and they have proven their worth. They'll help bring in people and new development will follow them. In the East, we've agreed to the same gauge for all lines and the quarrels over who uses them have been resolved. Every line is interconnected now and we can move people and goods rapidly.” He extracted a diagram from his valise. “Here, you can see how all transportation lines are linked.”

      Teacher studied the map, his finely sculptured eyebrows rising. He then laid the map down and looked up.

      Donaldson pressed his argument. “We've been busy with day-to-day rebuilding the economy while you've been understandably preoccupied with the Shift and the new Readings. By bringing the rail lines here, we can speed up the settlement process and be ready for the freight shipments that they will necessitate.”

      The Teacher looked up and smiled. “And, of course, your company and profits will grow even larger.”

      “There is nothing wrong with profits when we benefit the general populace,” Donaldson said stiffly.

      “I cannot order the people to work for nothing, nor will I encourage them to sell to you at a lower rate.”

      Donaldson looked at him. “It is to their advantage. Without my railroad, there won't be much of a market for their wool, leather, or grain.”

      Teacher leaned back in his chair. “You know I'll never agree to that proposal. What is it you really want?”

      Donaldson suppressed a soft smile. “I want the land for the rail lines and the depots for free. Then I'll be able to pay a small, but fair wage for the work. The people will be able to afford the goods brought here as it will be less than that freighted in by wagons. There won't be any ships sailing around the land or the Green Belt. The Belt has shifted southward over the known ocean lanes and going beyond them is too uncertain.”

      “Why do you think I'll agree?”

      “You know as well as I that the Council at Anoth is largely heretical. They keep throwing obstacles in the way of your new settlements. They, like the Universals, claim the latest Star Sift is temporary and everything will be as it was. The only part of the combined railroad's proposals they have accepted is the time zones.”

      The Teacher looked puzzled. “Time zones?” he inquired.

      “Yes, if you will look at the map again, you'll see the zones are marked with North to South lines. Instead of each community relying on a sun dial to adjust their watches, we'll use the central location of Tonath. The zone to the East will increase by one hour. The two zones to the West will decrease by one hour each.”

      “And what is wrong with the use of a sundial for midday?”

      “It's inefficient, particularly when scheduling for railroad passengers or freight,” Donaldson answered. “We have proof that this scientific change will enable all in the different zones to accurately determine when trains arrive and when others can safely leave. The Council, of course, believes that you will never agree to such a radical change.”

      Teacher smiled. “And you are assuming that I will agree. Why have you made this assumption?”

      Donaldson stared at the Teacher for a moment. “Teacher, you are more of a scientist than that bunch of heretics will ever understand.”

      “Are you saying that you are a follower of the Way?”

      Donaldson bowed his graying dark head in assent and spread out his hands. “Teacher, I'm here because I believe in the Readings. This will be a growing market filled with people who will need a railroad.”

      Teacher stood and walked to the window. “Do you know why the Council fights against following the Way?”

      “They don't like change; nor, do they like giving up where they have invested their money against your advice. They also have to contend with that portion of the populace who are agitating for some sort of meeting with the Greenies. Then there are those followers of your precious Doctor Crossen. The latter are mostly ineffectual pedants. Frankly, had you not spared him, they would be silent.”

      “Doctor Crossen did not take a life,” replied the Teacher. “He was guilty only of dissention and disbelief.”

      “No, not murder directly,” agreed Donaldson, clipping his words. “The last of my family died in the Star Shift: my brother, his wife, their sons, and over twenty thousand others. I call that murder.”

      Teacher sagged and sorrow tinged his voice. “They were warned.” He straightened and turned to Donaldson. “Very well, you shall have your land for your railroad. How soon will it be built?”

      “We can do it within two, no more than three years. Perhaps two is the better estimate since there won't be any haggling over the cost of land once we're over the mountains. With your approval, the Council can't stop us. They'll probably invest.”

      “Please accept my condolences on the loss of your family, Mr. Donaldson. I understand you never went overseas to visit them.”

      Donaldson wondered why the Teacher was revealing that he had kept informed about his family matters. Donaldson, like all important men, knew the Institute kept files, but rarely was it admitted.

      “No, I didn't,” he replied. “My brother and I last saw each other when they left over twenty years ago. There wasn't really the time for visits. We did correspond about the shipping business and other matters.”

      “You never saw your nephews?”

      Donaldson shook his head. “I saw one when he was a baby, but the other was born after the move and I never saw my brother and his family again. Why do you ask, Teacher?”

      “We have a young man here, who may have escaped from New Anoth.”

      “Impossible! Is he claiming to be my nephew?”

      The Teacher gave a wry smile. “At the moment, he is not claiming to be anyone. This is just to clear my own mind. Will you answer a few questions?”

      “Of course,” replied Donaldson, slightly mollified.

      “Have you, or anyone you know, heard of any New Anoth survivors?”

      “No.” Donaldson shook his head emphatically. “No one has heard anything. Even the ships that were out on the seas and made it back to shore saw no one.”

      “Tell me,” Teacher continued, “was one of your nephews planning on being married?”

      Donaldson shifted his wide body. “Yes, but Zanzar, my brother and his wife, objected. Their son and the young woman, girl, were too young.”

      “Would you know the young woman's name?”

      “My secretary might. I don't commit unnecessary social contacts to memory.”

      “Was there anything remarkable about either of your nephews?”

      “No, except they were both young scalawags bent on proving that just one of them would become as strong and as daring as their father.”

      “Did they achieve their goal?”

      “No, they did not. I don't believe any man has ever had Zanzar's strength.” Donaldson stood. The loss of his family had been too recent. He had no desire to continue the conversation.

      “If that is all, Teacher, I'll have my agents contact you when the railroad tracks being laid reach two hundred miles from here.”

      Teacher looked up with a straight, forward gaze. “Be patient with me. I'd like you to meet this young man and tell me if there is any family resemblance.”

      “Did you see any?”

      “No.”

      “Then why do you want me to meet an obvious imposter?”

      Teacher's eyes became opaque. “To humor me,” was his answer. “As I said, the young man does not claim to be your nephew.”

      Donaldson considered. He had no desire to antagonize Teacher just after they had struck a business agreement. “Very well, but I warn you, even if this young man is my nephew, I'm not likely to recognize him. Neither of the two boys looked like Zanzar as both were far too slender.”

      The Teacher and Donaldson walked to the Healing Quarter while Teacher explained the circumstances of the young man's arrival. It was three o'clock in the afternoon and the sun was no longer at its zenith. The slight breeze worked as an imperfect cooling system as perspiration began to seep through Donaldson's clothing. As a diversion, he commented on the green and yellow herb beds along the pebbled walk.

      Teacher smiled. “Brother John's and Brother Zack's efforts have produced an abundance of medicine for us. They hand carry the water to these beds every evening. It is part of Doctor Crossen's duty to help with the watering and the weeding. It keeps him occupied.”

      As they approached the Healing Quarter, Donaldson noted a young man honing knives seated in the shade of one of the cabins. He barely heard Teacher's comment.

      “We assign duties to all who live here. He seems to be adept at whatever task we give him as long as we explain what we want done. Brother Jemmison tells me he did not need to explain honing knives. Perhaps it was something he had done before arriving here.”

      Donaldson was not concerned with abilities. He was trying to assess the young man capable of crossing an ocean during a Star Shift, but could see nothing that remarkable.

      The young man rose in greeting, the knife and stone still in his hands. He was tall, perhaps six foot-three, wide shoulders, flat stomach, and lean flanks. The dark hair wavy, the ends wound in tighter curls. His features verged on perfect, dark eye brows arched over grey eyes, sheltered by long lashes. An almost imperceptible scar ran from the high point of the cheekbone down onto the neck and slid under the collarless shirt.

      “Mr. Donaldson, this is Loren Donald,” the Teacher intoned gravely. “Loren, Mr. Donaldson.”

      The Greenies take him, thought Donaldson. The Teacher knows full well what my nephews were named. Politely, he extended his hand.

      Loren laid the knife and stone on the chair to shake hands. There was no recognition in his eyes, just simple politeness.

      “Well?” asked the Teacher.

      For a moment a flare of hope appeared in Loren's eyes. His handshake was firm, but Donaldson was not interested in having some New Anoth derelict tossed into his life. He addressed his words to Teacher.

      “Why the name if he doesn't remember his own? Is it your choice or his?”

      “It sounded familiar to him, but then Loren was a popular name twenty years ago.” Teacher did not add that Donaldson or Donald were as common as pewter.

      Donaldson felt his teeth clenching. “I can assure you that he is not one of Zanzar's sons.”

      Loren's eyebrows lifted and then straightened. The words were like a melody twinkling in the mind: there and then gone. “No, that wasn't his name,” he said.

      “Whose name?” asked the Teacher softly.

      “My father's,” answered Loren. He turned to Donaldson. “That is who you meant, isn't it?”

      For a moment, Donaldson directed his gaze at the young man. What if he was in error? “Then what was his name?” he asked.

      “I don't remember.” Loren hated those words. He had said them so often in answer to the questions they posed to him. He had given up trying to remember anything when he was asked for details. He could see only shapes that clouded or twisted into strange patterns of unknown architecture. The people he tried to picture would start to take form and then recede into a darkened cloud that obscured everything except their eyes. The effort would trigger the headaches that drained away his physical and mental strength. He knew he needed both for survival.

      He shook his head. “Is that all?” he asked. “The kitchen will be wanting their knives returned.”

      The Teacher nodded. “Very well, thank you both for your patience. Mr. Donaldson, a safe and pleasant journey on your Way.” It was a dismissal for them both. As he turned away, the Teacher considered whether the interview had gone as he had planned. Perhaps it was his own underlying desire that there be a firmer answer to the Readings.

      Then he remembered that he had other instructions for Loren. The young man was just a few feet behind him. Loren was wearing the disreputable hat of some forgotten teamster that Brother John had procured for him. In the open, Loren refused to be without it. Did it represent security? Was it a defense against the brutal western sun? Or was this his way to protect a badly damaged skull?

      “Loren, in the morning you are to report to Brother Calvin for instructions in reading and writing. I wish you well.”

      For a moment Loren was stunned. Then a twisted smile shot across his features and disappeared. Who, he wondered, had told Teacher that he couldn't cipher or read? Probably Brother John was the culprit. Brother John still fussed over him and willingly offered to share his ale and his jokes in the evening time before the Readings and prayers.

      From Brother John, he had learned a bit of history, a few famous names, and a little geography. None of this information made any sense or related to anything that might flit through his mind as a memory. He also suspected that Brother John was less than proficient in those matters. Doctor Crossen was no longer allowed to attend him, or even speak. Loren sorely missed the Doctor's counsel. It had not taken long to realize that no one spoke to or with Doctor Crossen except to give orders. The man was ostracized; a pariah. What had the man written or said to be condemned? There was no one to ask questions about science, politics, or different cultures without being accused of being a Greenie or a heretic. Loren surmised that angering the Teacher could well be his last free act.

      There was so much to learn and any effort to remember even the more intimate moments between his parents or someone who would have taught him brought excruciating pain that left him weak and shaken. The morning sessions with the dour Brother Calvin would probably be unpleasant and guarded. Whenever he was with Brother John, he did not worry too much if his tongue twisted and an odd phrase slipped out. Brother Calvin, he knew, would report him and Loren had no intention of being flogged as one young initiative had been. Just watching the spectacle aroused anger so consuming it shook him. He had been ready to tear the whip from the administrating Brother and use it on the Teacher. It had taken all his will to stand there.
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      The Western Star Shift Institute's Observatory and the Academy were set against the north wall of the complex. The Observatory tower hovered over the other buildings and grounds like some forgotten pyramid transported to a new life. Its hewn limestone sparkled jeweled points back into the sun. Brother John's animated face glowed as he assured Loren that the new telescope superseded any in existence. This Teacher would have all the information needed to protect the Way for another century. Who, Loren wondered paid for all the new buildings and equipment?

      The steps leading into the Academy had been swept clean by some early rising Brother and were now inhabited by a basking, blue lizard. Lizards aren't blue, he thought. They should be grey, black, brown, beige, or green with different colored markings.

      Once he was inside, he noticed the air was still cool from the morning breezes. Soon the chambers would turn into miniature ovens and the Brothers in their black, brown, or grey robes would ignore the inconvenience. He looked around for someone to report to and wondered why he had been sent here to learn. The Academy of the Star Brotherhood and Academy of Arts were in Anoth within the old Eastern Star Shift Institute. Any teaching here was for the more advanced scholar and for those honing their meditation techniques to learn the Readings and their interpretations. There were the advanced mathematicians taking more math classes to be able to calculate star path projections and supply the information to the Teacher for crosschecking. Here resided the repository for six thousand years of Star Charts from the previous Teachers. Brother John had claimed it was really over ten thousand years. Loren doubted the latter figure as Brother John was well into his fifth cup of ale that evening and exaggerating every tale he told.

      A young, grey clad Brother walked towards him. “Good morning. I'm Brother Herman. Welcome to our teaching Institute. You're to take your instructions from me, but first you must meet with Brother Calvin.” The smile in his blue eyes seemed genuine, his voice a pleasant baritone. Brother Herman led the way into a back section, clearly designed for individual offices.

      Brother Calvin answered their knock by saying, “Enter,” but remained seated as they walked in. The office was bare except for the compiling ledger on his desk. He motioned them to sit, sat back, allowed dry eyelids almost devoid of lashes to flit downward, opened his eyes, and regarded them both with a cold stare.

      “Teacher has commanded that you be taught the rudiments of the literate world. Brother Herman will suffice for this task. All reports of your progress and/or any dereliction of study time will be forwarded to me.”

      His pale lips compressed for a moment and then continued moving. “If it is true that you remember nothing, bear in mind that this Institute alone is responsible for the Teaching of The Way. Our Brotherhood was created to carry the Way safely through the generations. The Star Shifts must be recorded and interpreted. If we are wrong, the Day of Burning begins again and man is lost. The evil of Star Shift ignorance will rule and the savage green creatures will spread over the land. To safeguard against this, all heretical teachings must be refuted and ground out. Unfortunately, their numbers increase under a gentle Teacher and economic good times. Perhaps you would find it more comfortable to remain here as a faithful Brother, ignorant of worldly teachings. Should you decide to remain as a Brother of the Way, you may report back to the dwelling section for an assignment. You would be under Brother John.” Brother Calvin twisted his lips into what Loren suspected was meant to be a smile.

      “Your offer, Brother Calvin,” he replied politely, “is very tempting, but even if I do decide to stay as a Brother, don't you think I could serve better if I am able to read and write?”

      Brother Calvin's face hardened. Hell, thought Loren. That was his idea, not Teacher's.

      “Very well, Loren. Brother Herman, you are to use the Library.” He dismissed them both and returned to his records.

      XXXXXXXXXXXXX

      The Teacher heard, but was not listening to the night lark's song of gladness. Cool evening breezes stirred the fumes of tallow wafting from his reading lamp. Oil from whales had ceased to be plentiful with the closing of the ocean roundings. He hoped that Donaldson's promise that the new fuel from ground tar, or black resin as some called it, would soon replace the whale oil. Teacher forced his mind back to Brother Herman's report and the problem at hand.

      Report Evaluation from Brother Herman: It is obvious that Loren had read and ciphered previously. One reading and one number practice session would be sufficient and Loren would be ready for the next level. In six months' time, he has progressed to the university level. Loren has requested to continue his studies at a higher level and/or venture into the world on his own to seek employment to be able to repay the debt he felt he owed to the Western Star Shift Institute.

      Brother Calvin's evaluation was equally terse. He disapproved. Brother Calvin felt the man a fraud and did not believe that Loren had forgotten anything: all of his statements to that effect were lies and continued to be lies. His academic progress proved this thesis.

      Teacher leaned back in his chair and formed a bridge with his slender fingers, the loose sleeves folding and draping back from the arms. He ran the problem in his mind again.

      Fact: The stars had flared and the sky had shifted.

      Fact: There was now a stranger in their midst.

      The Problem: True Man, True Foe, or Unmeaning Foe? Had he, the Teacher, missed the true interpretation of the Reading?

      Was it a coincidence that Brother Heathington had gone to Anoth to gather supplies and medicines and then boarded the ship at Portwein to New Anoth with his purchases to care for the injured from the coming Star Shift? Would Brother Heathington's (a doctor of profound learning) evaluation of Loren been different from Crossen's had he lived and returned here? And why had Brother Heathington not believed that New Anoth would be destroyed? Was the heresy more widespread than the city of Anoth?

      Teacher's eyes narrowed as he remembered Crossen's jubilation at being called to practice his craft. Crossen's gloating demeanor since Loren's recovery was a problem. Was there more to know than the strange clothing and boots Loren had worn or certain information that he had derived from Brother Zack and his teas?

      Under his direction, Brother Zack had administered the truth tea and Loren's babbled answers had no meaning. Some of the words were not recognizable. What were those words? Few knew any of the Greenies language, but Loren's words were not the few known ones. The tea had left Loren weak and fever ridden. At the end, Loren kept repeating, “I found the Way.”

      Teacher wondered if the capitalization of the Way was in his own mind. Did Loren mean something else? If Loren truly meant The Way, he is then True Man and he, when the time of his middling arrives, will return to the Western Star Shift Institute with his tithe, his male portion, and his knowledge.

      If Loren were True Foe, then he, Teacher, would surely recognize it. Unmeaning Foe, however, would be more difficult. Both of the latter possibilities would demand that the person had all their faculties, including memory, to hide behind the pretext of True Man. True Foe would do anything possible to destroy the Western Star Shift Institute while an Unmeaning Foe would not intentionally do so. Since Brother Calvin felt Loren was at least the latter, he recommended keeping Loren here under any pretext. There are years yet, thought Teacher, many years for the Readings and the Stars to coincide. He came to a decision, drew the blank paper towards him, and started to write.
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      The train shuddered to a wheezing hiss and fell silent. The constant pounding of the last three weeks faded from the head, but the body still seemed to jolt involuntarily. Loren and Brother Herman stepped down from the train, both grateful for the unmoving surface beneath their feet.

      Loren used his free hand to wipe the cinders and loose ash from his suit. Brother Herman was busy whacking the ash from his black skull cap. His new status entitled him to the brushed black cap and a prominent black banding running the length of the robe. It also entitled him to a black, cinch belt freeing him from the annoying swing of the novice's long, brown, rope belt tied in a slip knot.

      After blowing the ashes from his wide brim hat, Loren offered his hand to Brother Herman. “Good luck on The Way and may your learning be easy.” The words now had a certain contextual meaning. People swarmed and jostled around them. There were “hellos” to arriving passengers, calls for hacks, men shouting directions, and noises from the platform and train yard made hearing and speaking difficult.

      Brother Herman clasped Loren's hand and smiled, his blue eyes warm with the friendship they had shared over the last few months. Then he pointed to a curving walkway running parallel to the wagon and cart traffic and they walked towards it.

      Once they were out of the crowd of people detraining and boarding the trains, Brother Herman pointed to a road running to the west. “You take this road until it says Minute Lake. Then turn to the right and go about five miles or so. You should be able to make the Donaldson estate well before nightfall. When you return to Anoth, go to the Academy of Arts to enroll. It's over there.”

      Brother Herman paused long enough to point to the east and a white, gleaming building towards the far end of the traffic hub. Even now, during the noon day heat, figures could be seen on a portion of the roof, continuously scouring away the fall of blackened soot, the debris of human making, and bird droppings. “If by some chance, Donaldson does not offer you employment, you are allowed to board at the Academy for free for a week until other arrangements are made.” He extended his right hand.

      “We'll meet again on The Way.” He turned and hurriedly made his way through the crowd.

      A slight smile tugged at the corners of Loren's lips as he hoisted the carpet bag and began the unlikely task of walking. He would need to shanks mare it. Now where had that phrase come from and why should it be incongruous for him to walk? He mentally shook his head. This must stop. No more tries at remembering. He couldn't afford the risk of ill health.

      Brother Herman's tone had been a goodbye. Loren was being sent to deliver a letter to Donaldson from Teacher. It didn't make sense. Why him? Why was it not given to a trusted Brother? Loren knew that eyes were watching him. But who? Was it the Brothers or someone else? Were they watching to see if he read the letter? He knew there were ways to unseal and reseal a letter. Was this a test? If so, a test of what?

      As the crowd thinned, the intensity of the eyes burning into his back lessened. Loren reckoned there were only one or two watchers now. How did he know these things? How could a mind that was unable to remember the past lock onto the intentions of someone he couldn't see? Even his physical body seemed to alert him to danger. Every sense seemed magnified as when he was in the Green Belt and the connecting Beltway of Belt Land as Brother John called it.

      It had taken him a long time to realize that to the beings in the Green Belt, he had been as alien to them as they were to him. This world where he could breathe and walk would be deadly to them. How many times had the stars shifted and the earth wobbled back and forth between zones to create two different worlds of mammals and plants? Had there been a third zone of half light and half air? Could there really be such creatures as Halflings? He had heard the small children snickering and whispering the one time he had accompanied Brother John into the settlement of Beltran. They were afraid of him, but they loved Brother John.

      It took about an hour to reach the Minute Lake signpost, and he turned to the right and increased his speed on the new road. It was less crowded and the going was easier. Whoever had been trailing him had drifted away. Surely, it wasn't the Brothers. They would have stayed with him on the road until his task was completed. He could ask Brother Herman when he returned, but knew it would be futile.

      Brother Herman had his assignment: Obey The Way. Loren wondered if the Brothers saw only the ways of the Way Book and if they were blinded to the ways of the people he had seen in the towns and fields on the train trip. Somehow he sensed the inhabitants were not completely enraptured with the teachings of the Way. Like the Brothers, they were dependent on the Teacher for the Readings that warned of a coming Star Shift.

      Movement far ahead attracted his attention. Someone was crossing onto the road, running at full speed. Why?

      Instinctively, Loren knew it was the man who had trailed him. The man must have known about a short cut not connected to the main road. Whoever the runner was, he must be young as the strides were an easy lope. The man was intent on out distancing him. That meant someone would be waiting to ambush him.

      Who was waiting, wondered Loren. Was it was someone in Donaldson's employment checking his progress or an unknown factor? Loren clenched his free hand and then shifted the carpetbag. Once again he clenched and unclenched his free hand. Since he did not know who waited for him it was best not to tire either arm. Right now he wished he had a weapon: gun or knife. He'd seen holsters on a few men in the far settlements and towns. While crossing the land of cultivated fields, he had observed men carrying rifles in their scabbards. When he queried Brother Herman about the men carrying the rifles and pistols, the response had been enlightening. “Many are the appointed Way Keepers, the law keepers. Some carry the rifles for protection from snakes, and some are ruffians waiting in isolated spots for the unwary traveler. The custom of carrying a firearm is discouraged, but it crops up every time there is a Star Shift.”

      The afternoon skies clouded over and a stiff, moisture-heavy north wind swept over the hills and land forcing Loren to button his suit jacket. It would be a cold walk back to Anoth if Donaldson didn't provide sleeping quarters as it was obvious he would not return to Anoth by daylight. The road itself was mostly vacant with only an occasional rider or wagon. Once a smart, fast moving carriage swept by him as it spewed a coating of dust over everything and anyone on the road. The finely clothed occupants of the carriage disdained to look at him. The road led towards a large stand of trees that looked out of place in a land of gently rolling hills and pastures. Beyond the trees, he could see smoke wisps spiraling upward. A white fence seemed to dance on the distant green carpet covering the fields of spring. He wondered if this was finally Donaldson's estate.

      Instinct, that deeper self, prodded him to alertness. Danger! He felt his muscles tense as he began to flex his free hand again. The shrubbery and trees offered cover to someone. How long had they waited?

      He halted, and studied the sky while wiping his brow with his handkerchief. The huge tree shading the road would offer a waiting assailant the same type of perch he had used against the two Greenies. How many, he wondered. Probably two of them he decided. The running one would be rested by now. Loren bent down and wiped his boots and palmed a flat rock in his right hand and used his left to heft the carpetbag. Deliberately he held to the middle of the road and stopped short of the overhanging branch and looked up.

      A green robed man who was clinging to the branch glared down at him. The distance was too far for a square impact and the man would now be at a disadvantage when he landed.

      “How many are you?” demanded Loren.

      In response, two figures emerged from behind the girth of the tree. One was a tall, bald man in an olive robe with a cowl spilling down the back. His body was heavy with flesh from good eating and the side jowls jiggled. Two black eyes were sunk behind full cheeks. His eyebrows were scant, allowing the ridges of flesh to move upwards towards the head devoid of hair.

      The other figure was smaller, her body swaying in lithe movements. As she neared Loren, she raised her arms to lower the cowl from reddish-brown hair that curled around the soft, green-tinted face. Her dark eyebrows winged over two brown eyes. The nose was perfect, the mouth cranberry. Her eyes never left his face and she smiled slowly. An olive green belt snugged her small waist and a robe of the same color draped to the ground. They stopped a short distance from the branch.

      “We greet you as a brother, Halfling. Word of your presence has reached us from the prairie province.” The man's rich voice rolled towards him and the man lifted his green surplice and swayed it at his chin level as he spoke.

      Loren studied the man. It was a fascinating performance and the man's brilliant eyes tried to lock his own. This, Loren decided, was a dangerous man: clever and ruthless. “Is that why you tried to ambush me?” he asked.

      “That is a harsh surmise. We felt you might have been warned to avoid us at all costs.” He continued to sway the green surplice as he responded. “I am Brother George and this is our Sister Tiffany.”

      Loren glanced at the smiling woman and she smiled more deeply. He avoided looking at the swaying surplice. The son-of-a-bitch is trying to mesmerize me, he thought. “And who would be the man skulking on the branch?” he asked aloud.

      Brother George dismissed the foiled attacker with a wave of his surplice. “He is of no importance now. Sister Tiffany has delights that far exceed those offered by the Teaching of the Way.”

      Sister Tiffany stepped forward, dropping her belt as she swayed. Her hands pulled open the robe and it fell at her feet. Her skin was an olive bronze. The last part of afternoon light dappled shadows across her lean flanks and she caressed her full breasts, jutting them upwards toward him.

      Loren felt himself hardening. He had long been away from women and this one was offering exotic olive flesh and inviting lips.

      “A new race from your loins and her belly,” Brother George intoned, almost chanting, while the sound of his full voice rose and filled the air.

      Loren heard or sensed the running man behind him as gravel skittered and rolled. He spun full left, smashing his rock filled fist into the man's temple. The man crumpled as Loren turned to the man who dropped from the tree and was lunging towards him, fists upraised. Loren threw the bag upward and towards the man's chin. The man instinctively grabbed for it with both hands.

      As though performing an exercise he had done over and over, Loren moved out and to the right, threw a right into the man's nose and swung up with his left connecting to the chin. He clipped the man behind the ear as the man went down, blood from the broken nose puddling into the dust of the compacted road.

      Suddenly the woman was on him, claws raking at his face. He enfolded her in his arms, pinioned her hands behind her back, and pulled her tight against him, her hair scent and fear mixing in his nose. It was a temptation to grab her hair and bend her head to taste her lips. From somewhere his own mad rage swept up and he spun her away and aimed a kick at Brother George's head to stop him from tearing the remaining contents from the carpet bag.

      Brother George rolled over and came up holding a knife. It was a neat maneuver for one so heavy. “Now the letter, if you please.”

      Loren laughed. “You wait to attack me until I'm practically in sight of Donaldson's holdings and then think a little toothpick like that will get you what you want?”

      Sister Tiffany was back on her feet and looking first at him, then at Brother George. All three ignored the men on the ground.

      “We offer more than the Teacher and the Way will ever offer you. “With us you will find a family, friends, good food, and an easy living,” intoned Brother George.

      “You left out death by ambush and talk filled with lies.” Loren held up his hands to show the faint green stain from Tiffany's body. “Everything you have done is with trickery. Halflings!” he spat out the last word. “Do you actually expect anyone to believe in them?”

      Disappointment showed in Brother George's eyes. “So the dye didn't have time to dry.” He shoved the knife back into the folds of his robe. “Tiffany, my dear, your delights are getting cold. It's best you cover them.” He turned back to Loren.

      “Perhaps, when you become disillusioned with the Way, you'll remember our offer. We can be found at the Green Institute in Anoth. Our group has no secrets. We simply seek a better, more peaceful existence.”

      Brother George and Tiffany helped the two men to their feet and they began to walk back towards Anoth. Loren watched them with a set face and tense body. They probably had hidden horses and a conveyance somewhere near. He did not believe Brother George had hoofed it all the way from Anoth. He re-packed his bag and strode towards the far fencing as day slid into twilight time; the softening light darkened the shadows blending into the green earth.
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      The guard at the gate had accepted his explanation for his arrival and directed him to go to the back of the mansion for admittance to the house. It was a suggestion Loren rejected. Something in his mind told him he was not a servant and he knew that any message from the Teacher somehow bestowed status. He ignored his aching feet and calf muscles and marched with a straight back up the front path and raised the heavy knocker against the ornate, carved door.

      A black-suited, elderly manservant opened the door and cold, grey eyes seemed to glare at him for intruding. “The tradesmen and servants are to use the back entrance,” with those words, the man began to close the door.

      “I am neither as I am delivering a letter to Mr. Donaldson from the Teacher. I have been instructed to hear his response.” Loren forcibly kept the door from closing.

      “And I, sir, must see the letter before admitting you into Mr. Donaldson's presence.”

      Loren complied, but kept the letter firmly in his hand. The man could see the Teacher's Star seal and WSSI stamped across the back of the envelope and grudgingly motioned him in.

      “Wait here, sir, while I tell Mr. Donaldson there is a messenger from the Western Star Shift Institute waiting to deliver a letter.” He sniffed as if in disproval and stalked off. It was difficult to tell if the stiff gait was because of a presumed insult or age inflicted.

      The wait in the vestibule was not overly long and the man reappeared. “This way, sir, Mr. Donaldson will see you now.”

      He was ushered into Donaldson's office. Donaldson remained seated and reading from the sheaf of papers in front of him. Finally he raised his eyes and looked at Loren.

      His greeting was a pronouncement. “I do not believe you are my nephew.”

      Loren felt a slight smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, but kept it under control. “Neither do I. You don't look like I think my uncle should look.”

      “You remember an uncle?”

      “No, I can't remember the face of anyone. It's all blurred or shadows, but it seems like my uncle should be closer to my height and more slender than you. No offense, but you do have a stocky build.”

      Donaldson frowned and Loren handed him the letter and continued to stand while Donaldson broke the seal and read.

      After a couple of minutes, he spoke. “The Teacher says that you have proved to be a brilliant student and they want you to be educated at the Academy in the hopes that you select a career as a novice in the Brotherhood of The Way.” He looked up at Loren. “You have not made that decision, why not?”

      Loren narrowed his eyes as he thought and decided to answer truthfully. “I can't see myself wearing a long robe. It would be in my way when I have a horse again, and I don't believe I'm ready to eschew marriage.”

      It was Donaldson turn to fight a smile. “From the way I hear you handled your attackers, a robe would have been a definite hindrance.”

      Loren nodded, but elected to remain silent. He suspected the guard had a telescope along with a private telegraph line to the house. Why else would the building be set way out there? And he had noticed a line running to the telegraph pole beside the guardhouse and the poles marched straight to this house. Donaldson must be wealthy indeed if he could afford his own telegraph line.

      Donaldson ignored the topic of women and continued in another vein. “The Teacher also asks if I have employment for you in Anoth so that you might be able to pay your way. Have you determined which direction your skills and interests are leading you?” He watched the young man. The body gave the impression of being relaxed, but Donaldson knew men and this one was ready to fight with mind or body. He wondered why there was so much underlying wariness.

      Loren shook his head. “No, I haven't. I've enjoyed learning, but once I'm given material on a subject, it's like I've read it before, digested it, and then I know it again. It's frustrating because I should know these things and, yet, they're wrong while they are right. There's still much I don't know. It's why I requested permission to study at the Academy and agreed to come here, but truthfully, I prefer the land, the horses, and the free air. Perhaps I'll go back west once I've completed the studies Teacher has outlined.”

      “Did you tell Teacher these doubts?”

      “Of course,” Loren permitted a slight smile. “I owe him my life. Why would I lie?”

      Donaldson considered. “How well do you know horses?”

      “Once again, I don't know. I was able to rope one of the horses the Greenies had, and I worked much better with the horses at the Western Star Shift Institute than I did with the small garden patches they put me in charge of. That didn't last long as Brother John couldn't stand plants not responding to my not so gentle touch.”

      It was Donaldson's turn to allow a smile. “The news you've brought from Teacher is most welcomed. In light of that, I can honor his request. It seems his trust in you wasn't misplaced. I have a freight business in Anoth with an adjacent stable. It's also used to keep some of my personal horses when necessary. I can offer you employment there during the weekends when the Academy's school term begins and fulltime when they are not in session. Are you interested?

      Loren considered. “Yes, thank you. I'm grateful and puzzled as to your reason for doing so. You don't need to do this.” When no reason came from Donaldson, Loren continued. “If you don't mind, I'll start back now.”

      “No, Mrs. Albertson will offer you a supper and you may sleep here. Tomorrow, Mrs. Albertson and Schaller will be returning to Anoth to run my house there. You may ride with them.” He turned and pulled the bell rope. When Schaller appeared Donaldson gave his instructions and returned to the papers on his desk.

      The supper was at the kitchen table, and Mrs. Albertson, a comfortable matron of about forty or forty-five fussed over him. “Are you sure you won't be wanting another helping?” she asked after liberally filling his bowl for the second time with the thickened meat stew and shoving the platter of biscuits at him.

      “No, thank you, Mrs. Albertson, I'm overfed now. Once I've finished this, you can point me in the direction of my sleeping quarters, and I'll turn in.”

      “Don't forget breakfast is at five and we leave at six in the morning.” Her words re-rang in his head as he climbed the steep, back stairs to the servant's quarters on the third floor. His legs ached from the unaccustomed walking and his head was pounding from trying to answer questions about his past and future. He was incredibly thankful for the ride back to town. Somehow he was going to find a way to have his own mount again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            THE GREEN INSTITUTE OF ANOTH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, take a gander; it's the boss's fiancée. She's a real looker.”

      Loren glanced up from shoveling the manure into a waiting spreader wagon and looked at the surrey pulling out of the stable yard. Manny, short for Manfred, was right. The woman was beautiful. She was also young, blonde, dressed in fine linen, and bedecked with a flowery hat and jewels. Donaldson was one of the male Tonathians who waited until middle-age to wed, and as befitted a man of his income, he was engaged to one of the town's wealthiest and loveliest young socialites. Somewhere in his core, Loren knew that wealth created this pattern. He wasted no time in bitter reflections against society, but returned to his duties. The sooner it was done, the sooner he was off and a few hours were his.

      He intended to visit the student's bathhouse and then accompany Manny into the section of Anoth called old town. It was spring and the final exams were taken and for once, he would celebrate like the other young men. He would know next Firstday whether he would be offered another year of schooling and the required offer from the Academy to enroll into the Brotherhood of The Way. He assumed he had passed. The math and grammar were like all the subjects he had taken at the Western Star Shift Institute from Brother Herman. As soon as he read or heard it, he knew the concepts as something he had studied and used before. The histories of The Way, the history of Tonath, and the history of the people of Tonath, however, were all new. Still the subjects had not been difficult. It was the science that had thrown him. Some of it was wrong and he could not tell them how it was wrong or how he knew it was wrong. He did not correct the instructors. To do so would have brought charges of heresy as all science and higher mathematical equations came from either the Eastern or the Western Star Shift Institutes. There were two Universal schools teaching that science would end the Star Shifts, but what little Loren had read of their theories didn't seem right either. The most outspoken Universals had been branded heretics. Dr. Crossen had been the most renowned Universal and now he was silenced forever. Heresy charges were something Loren knew he could not risk. There were rumors that the Greenies had Star Charts older than those at the Western Star Shift Institute, but he hadn't heard of anyone who had actually seen them. Such claims verged on heresy and heresy would certainly give credence to any argument Brother Calvin would have for confining him.

      Promptly at six o'clock the foreman appeared with their weekly wages and he and Manny headed to their lodgings for clean clothes. From there they went to the bathhouse. Once clean, they would ride one of the horse drawn trolleys to old town.

      “We can eat when we get there,” said Manny as they entered the bathhouse, his lips curving over his buckteeth. “They always have a good spread. It draws a whole lot of people.”

      Which, thought Loren, tells a lot about how much these people living and working here can afford. He longed to be back on the dry, high plains where a man could breathe, but he hadn't yet figured out a way to get land. Without it, he would be poorer there than here and being poor was not setting well with him. He finished shaving by splashing the stinging liquid the bathhouse provided over his cheeks. The mirror revealed a serious, young man with dark, fighting-to-curl hair, even features, a small cleft in the chin, and large grey eyes. He knew he had bulked out since arriving in Anoth as the work in the freight yard had been heavy labor. Something else he had not liked, but as the saying went, it paid for beans. Now where had that phrase come from? He pushed the thought out of his mind. It was time to howl; no, here they called it prowl.

      The trolley deposited the two young men on a street shadowed by the four story buildings exuding a smell of humans, their waste, and cooking odors.

      “It's not the best part of town,” Manny explained, “but the Anoth Council doesn't like to send its Way Keepers in here. The town officials don't really care as long as there's no trouble.” No trouble meant no fighting, no shootings, and no public disturbances. Manny, Anoth born and bred, knew his way around the city and led Loren through the streets to another old building with a green door. The words, The Green Institute Welcomes You, were painted on in darker green. Lighter colored, green draperies over the front windows closed the inside to any viewing by the street traffic.

      “They don't seem to be worried about the authorities,” said Loren.

      “Why would they be? The Way Keepers don't come here unless there's a riot and the Green Brotherhood doesn't want a riot. They have their own force to prevent that and since everyone is welcome, the neighborhood leaves them alone.”

      Manny had sprinkled on a liberal amount of the bay water and the warm spring night air activated the scent. His father had worked at Donaldson's freight yards for years and had secured his only son a safe spot while Manny attended the Academy. An indifferent scholar, the two would have never met except for work. Manny, however, liked everyone and he held no resentment that Loren surpassed him at the Academy. If he, Manny, never graduated from the Academy, the lack of a degree would not matter to Donaldson. According to Manny, he would inherit his father's position as manager when his parent's Contract of Dissolution was recorded.

      The two knocked and the door opened after a slight wait. “Welcome, friends, we are a large gathering this evening, but the food is plentiful.” The olive robe was belted with a dark green rope and the man was as tonsured as one of the lesser Way Brethren. This one was middle-aged and lean. He had plastered on a smile that looked like he'd never have his normal face back again. He motioned the two to follow him.

      The noise from the back became louder as they approached. “Are you hungry? Brother George has provided the most succulent roasts and delicacies. Tiffany will sing for us this evening. You've picked an excellent time to come. Just help yourself and find a place to sit. You'll find the punch on the tables.” He waved them into the crowded room, his forced smile never wavering, and scurried back to answer the knock on the front door.

      The two young men filled their plates as high as possible and maneuvered to a far end of one of the tables. Loren tested the greenish liquid in front of him and found it wine like, but thicker. The taste hinted at a tea from mountain herbs: herbs that Brother John tried in vain to coax out of his high plains garden. It also produced a rush to the head and then started to flush their cheeks.

      “What is it?” asked Loren.

      “It's said to be based on a drink the Brothers received from a Halfling,” replied the young woman sitting next to him. Like the others of the Green Brotherhood, she was dressed in an olive robe.

      “There's no such thing,” muttered Loren as he attacked the roast and potatoes on his plate. Whatever the Green Brotherhood believed, Manny was right. The food was plentiful and good, and he proceeded to devour everything on the plate. He barely noticed the people leaving and joining the table. Finally he finished off the food and swallowed the last of the punch. He glanced around and realized the girl with the brunette hair on his left was quite attractive. Strange, he hadn't noticed that before. She had seemed rather plain. He felt himself growing rigid again and was reminded of how long he'd been without a woman. He wondered if Tiffany was here somewhere. Brother George had been right about one thing. She promised a man many delights.

      Manny wiped the last of the gravy from his mouth and both men stood.

      “Now what happens?” asked Loren.

      The girl stood too and giggled. “We go into the great room and we talk and really get to know each other.” She linked an arm around each man's elbow and led the way. “We've quite the crowd this evening, but there's time for a massage if you're interested.”

      “How much is that?” asked Loren.

      “Only one krone and quite a bargain. It lasts for a full one-half hour.” She giggled again.

      The room they entered was filled with people sitting, standing, wandering, and generally trying to find a place to watch the band and the stage. A band was playing some sort of two-step for the couples twirling in the middle. Smaller tables with mismatched chairs were scattered around the perimeter of the room. Olive clad servers of both sexes were supplying the guests with more glasses of the wine punch. Loren searched the room, but saw no signs of Tiffany. He noticed that everyone seemed to be flushed, but was it from the drink or the heat from the mass of people in one room?

      The girl on his arm was pulling at him and she was shouting over the roar of the crowd and music, “Do you want that massage?”

      He shook his head as Manny answered, “Sure do sugar, I've got the krone right here.”

      She looked regretfully at Loren's handsome face and smiled at Manny. “I know just the place.” Manny winked at Loren as she led him away.

      Loren continued shouldering his way through the crowd when someone shoved another glass of the green wine into his hand. He was listening to scraps of conversations as he drank.

      “My grandmother knew a Halfling.”

      “Go on.”

      “Wonder when Tiffany will sing.”

      “My goodness, it's warm. Give me some more of that Green Belt mead.”

      So that's what they called it. He had almost finished his full glass when he saw Brother George bearing down on him. He tried to slip back into the crowd, hoping to avoid an encounter, but the mass of people proved too great.

      “It is so good to see you,” boomed Brother George in his deep baritone. “How do you like our little gathering? Oh, my, your glass is empty.” He clapped his hands and another green robed attendant appeared. “Our honored guest needs a refill.”

      Loren started to protest when Tiffany appeared on stage and his attention was drawn to her. His grey eyes lighted and he wet his lips. She was even more beautiful than on the road.

      He didn't see Brother George's eyes light up as Brother George moved closer. “After her performance, Tiffany will be delighted to see you again. Are you interested?”

      Loren turned to Brother George. “Yes, I'd like to see her again.” The crowd began cheering and then quieted as Tiffany held up her hand and smiled.

      “Excellent! Let me get you closer to the front and I'll show you the door to slip into once she's finished her singing.” He smiled at Loren.

      “It's just one more of her many, many talents. You two need to be better acquainted.”

      For some reason, Loren didn't feel threatened and he followed Brother George to the front. Once they were there, Brother George pointed to a discreet door guarded by another olive robed attendant. This one was male and muscular.

      “I'll alert the attendant that you are to see Tiffany after her performance. Meanwhile sit here.” He moved to the table and whispered something in the ear of one of the men sitting in the chair. The man shrugged and stood for Loren to take his place.

      “I can stand.”

      “Nonsense, my boy, this is your first time here. We want you to participate in everything.” Brother George stressed the last word.

      As Loren sat, Tiffany began to sing in a full, rich vibrato, the melody bouncing along as she swayed in rhythm to the music. Loren sipped his drink and watched her. He didn't notice Brother George whispering to the guard at the side door and to another attendant. Somehow there was always someone there to refill his glass the moment it became half-full. He had lost his concerns about the crowd, the heat, his months of work, and the need to guard his tongue. Loren continued to drink during the thirty minutes that Tiffany sang. She finished with a low bow to the cheers, applause, and whistles from the crowd. As she straightened, the robe slipped part way open to reveal more of her than what the fully clothed women of Tonath ever allowed and the men kept cheering.

      Loren stood and wondered why his head was buzzing and maneuvered his way towards the door as the people milled about watching the stage and yelling for more singing. The guard moved aside and opened the door.

      He entered a narrow, stuffy hallway with a stairway at both ends. The band began playing again, but this time there was no singing. Tiffany appeared at the steps and came toward him a smile on her cranberry lips. He caught her and pushed his heated body against her, the ache for a woman overriding every caution in his mind. She greeted him with her lips and then tried to pull away as he tightened his grip.

      “Not here,” she finally managed to whisper.

      “Where?” His normal control was gone and he was dragging his breath in and out in short pants.

      “We need to talk and then we go to a special place.” She was trying to push herself away when the noise from the meeting room changed to yells and thumping noises.

      “Raid!” she hissed and turned to run.

      He grabbed her by the wrist. “Woman, I go with you, or you stay here.”

      She attempted to pull away and felt her wrist start to twist. One look at Loren showed his face was set in hard lines and the confusion was gone. “This way,” she said and turned.
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      They ran down the short hall and stopped at the top of the other set of steps. Tiffany did not open the door. Instead, she reached up and twisted the edge of the molding. The wall beside them slid back revealing another flight of stairs going downward into the darkness.

      “There's a lantern up there. You can reach it better than I.” She pointed.

      He tightened his grip and pulled her into him. The danger had erased the buzzing in his head and his movements were swift and sure.

      “Where are the matches?”

      “They're in a matchbox right beside the lantern.” She pointed with her free hand. “Hurry!”

      He used his free hand to bring down the lantern and handed it to her. Then he retrieved the matches. “You light it.” He kept his arm firmly around her middle.

      Tiffany didn't argue and lit the lantern. Then they stepped onto the stairs. He could hear the hall door opening and she turned and moved the molding above the panel opening they had just entered.

      “You could loosen your arm. It's hard to move crammed up against you like this.”

      “Shh,” he blew the sound into her ear and whispered. “Turn and move slowly.”

      She obeyed, but her body remained stiff. They could hear the whistles blowing, the thuds of furniture being thrown, the breaking of glass, the women screaming, and the excited yells of men. Overhead, boots clumped as people ran to the end of a hall that led nowhere but into rooms that looked out on the street.

      The passageway was leading them lower and the air began to take on a damp, earthy smell mixed with the heavy odor of small rodents. It was not a pleasant place. Loren could feel his teeth grinding and the drug still working at his loins. Whatever the intent of the potion it was not strong enough to bend Tiffany down and take her here.

      Tiffany could feel the heat coming off the man and remembered that Brother George had wagged five fingers of his right hand at her as she exited the stage. That meant the man behind her had a double dose of the herb in each drink. He should be groveling at her feet. This one was different. Was he really a Halfling? She suspected he was as intelligent as Brother George and three times as dangerous. She needed to regain control. The raid had thrown everything into chaos. She knew Brother George paid the Council of Anoth enough to forestall any unexpected interference. If the raiders weren't from the Council, then they were from the Eastern Star Shift Institute and the fate of those caught could be horrific.

      “Where are we going?” His voice was rough.

      “This passage leads to the next building. It's city-owned housing for day laborers and students. We'll come out in the basement. There are rooms upstairs where it is safe.”

      Loren did not trust the word safe and kept his grip on the woman. When they entered the basement, the distrust deepened. The place was dank, dark, and loaded with useless debris from long gone tenants. The broken furniture and piles of rags housed the rodents he could hear squeaking at their intrusion. People had casually dumped their thunder mugs of human waste on foul days and the pools littering the floor created air so foul he wanted to retch. They were headed for stairs at the other end and both stepped carefully. One corner was filled with an immense rusted furnace. He doubted its ability to heat anything. Pipes that should have been attached hung at odd angles and created ominous shadows when the lantern light illuminated them.

      They climbed the stairs and at the door Loren tightened his grip. “I hear people.”

      “The halls always have someone in them. They won't pay any attention to us.” Tiffany was in a hurry to leave the rank basement. “They are used to me coming and going at odd hours.”

      He relaxed and let her open the door. It led into a hallway that branched in three directions. One branch led to the front door where the noise of the street and shouts from the building they'd left flowed inward. Another led to the back door. The longer branch divided the building. Through the glass panes in the front door, they could see the upper outlines of a man blocking anyone entering or leaving.

      Tiffany blew out the lantern. “I need to take it with me to return it. This way.” Her robe swished as they moved toward the stairs to the right of the front door. They passed the first, the second, and then the third landing. At the fourth floor she led him towards the back and fished a key out of her pocket.

      “This whole back section is rented by the Green Institute and it is where I live.” There was pride in her words. “You'll be safe here and we can talk.”

      Talking was the last thing Loren was interested in. He did, however, wait until she locked the door and set the lantern down before encircling her with his arms.

      “You forgot the 'medicine' you put in my drinks.” He pulled her close and bent down for her lips. She put her hands out and tried to push him away and averted her head.

      “No, no, first we come to an agreement.”

      “Sweet one, it's too late for bargaining. You should have thought of that before all of the drinks.” His voice was grim. He gave up fighting the urge within and backed her towards the sofa and pulled her robe away. Niceties were forgotten and he pushed her back, fighting her and the buttons on the front of his trousers. She tried once more to roll away and he caught her and rolled her over, driving himself home. He felt the jolt and fought to keep going, but it had been a long, long time. The heat was rising in him. Somehow he managed to pull back and nuzzle at her body, her breasts, use his hand where somehow he knew she would moan, and then it was downward again for the explosion. He rolled off groaning, “Damn, that was wrong. I'm sorry.”

      He stood and stalked toward what he hoped was the bedroom where he would find a basin and ewer with towels and soap.

      Tiffany sat up and fastened her robe. It was time to salvage what she could out of this disaster and a calculating look slid over her face. This man was no novice, nor was he as young as he looked. She trailed after him and waited for him to finish, expecting him to turn and begin pleading for another chance. Instead he moved away from the washstand and buttoned his trousers, his face set and hard.

      She blocked his way. “Now don't tell me you didn't enjoy that.” She deliberately looked up under her eyelashes, gave a half-smile, and let her robe fall away. Tiffany knew well the effect of breasts, belly, and darkened pubic area on men and hers were perfect.

      Loren hesitated for a moment before answering. The act was not fulfilling. He knew it was missing what he had before. He couldn't recall in detail any encounter, but there was the feel of someone soft, rounded, and petite matching his every move, completely compliant and giving. The confusion would deepen when the feel of someone else, muscular, hard, aggressive, matching his every move and demanding more with moves of her own. Had he been married twice? Twice to match his two hearts? He did not know, but he thought somehow it was wrong. He was too young to have wed twice. Dr. Crossen and Brother Zack had estimated his age between twenty and twenty-five. He felt it must be the higher number if there had been two women like that in his life, and he forced the thoughts away. Memories would bring back the headaches and confusion.

      He looked at Tiffany again and found her lacking and he could not say why. The hunger raging within was now controllable and he wanted to leave this place where he had lost control. Had he been against her long enough for her to discover the truth of his anatomy? He knew she and Brother George would use that fact to harness him and control his life.

      “I wasn't myself,” he said stiffly. “I apologize, but it's over now and I'll leave.”

      Tiffany's eyes opened wide. This was not the plan. He was to be crawling to her, begging for her favors. True, he was more intelligent and handsome than most she ensnared, but intuition told her something else drove this man.

      “You want more than a woman. What is it?”

      He looked down at her, a slight tugging showed at the corners of his mouth. “A horse, land, lots of land, and livestock.”

      She gasped. “The horse we can provide, plus a place to live. There isn't enough money for land and livestock. There won't be that kind of funds until we've built up our cause.” It was a more honest answer than she should have given, but his sheer gall was impossible to match.

      “Too bad because I don't believe your 'cause' has a chance. There are no such creatures as Halflings and you are fools to propound that folklore. We can't live in the Green Belt and the Greenies can't live here. Leave it at that.”

      He turned, and her hand shot out and held onto his arm. She moved closer, looking up at him.

      “You're wrong! We have made contact with them and I have proof. There are Halflings and they've provided us star charts older than anything the Teacher has. Listen to me. We can provide you with a place to live now, and you'll have a horse.”

      He looked around at the apartment. The furnishings were decent, even opulent, but the place was shabby.

      “You call this place living? It's in a slum.” His voice was harsh, sarcastic.

      “This is for the weekend while we're giving the parties. I have a house with a garden and our order's lower ranking members care for it. You can have those things too.”

      Loren considered. It was tempting. There would be no need to shovel manure. Could they actually defy the Teacher and Star Shift Institute? He doubted it. “I've seen no proof of these things and it's too risky.”

      She was tugging at his arm. “No, no, the Teacher and Western Star Shift Institute are weak here. We're protected. Come, look at the proof. We have this whole floor. The proof is next door in our special meeting room for the leaders of our group and those with special talents. We can protect you.” She was panting now. “If you join with us, your future is assured.”

      “Brother George wasn't able to stop the raid tonight, and you didn't act like it was the first time.”

      Tiffany closed her eyes for a moment, smiled, and then opened them. Her brown eyes were warm and welcoming. “It's an exercise we go through every two or three months to throw the good Brothers a bone. The city gathers up the unimportant ones, slaps them with a light fine, and we're back in business the next week. Come, let me show you.”

      She led him towards the front, tightening the belt around her robe as she walked. “You'll see how advanced our protectors are.”

      Loren couldn't believe the last statement. The Greenies he fought in the Green Belt and eluded in the Belt Land between the two worlds were primitives. Their clothing had been animal pelts. Their weapons and the gear on their animals were centuries behind those of the Tonathians. He was amused, but curious.

      Tiffany fetched a key from a heavy, elaborately carved desk with wooden veneers before she opened the door and led him into the hall. Her face was flushed and her eyes bright. “Usually, we don't allow the uninitiated to see this, but Brother George has assured me that you are very important to us. If you join with us,” and she reached out and took his hand and placed it on her breast, “we can be together often.”

      Her lips were parted and her breath was sweet. The drugs in him were still clouding his mind and he bent, his lips seeking hers, demanding, body molding into body.

      When he released her, she took a deep breath and smiled. “You see, now come and meet the Halflings who contacted us. They've come back to unite us.”

      His eyes were glazed again as the danger had passed and the ingredients in the drink were part of his system, leaving him aroused and groggy at the same time. He allowed her to lead him down the hallway to dark, carved double doors and waited as she unlocked them. They entered a huge meeting room. The area was furnished with ornate tables set against the wall and chairs arranged in a semi-circle around a stage covered with dark green, velvet drapes. The walls were lined with paintings and free standing sculptures. The green patterned carpet beneath their feet was thick and plush. The green and white drapes over the windows helped give a greenish hue to the room. From somewhere an incense burner created a faint reminder of the air found near the Green Belt.

      Tiffany released his hand and ran towards the stage. Loren shook his head. Danger, it had to be here. There would be green men waiting to take their revenge. His body tensed and he began looking at everything in the room, trying to find places where men could hide. Tiffany was at the side of the stage and began pulling on a green, heavy cord. The heavy drapes folded slowly to reveal their hidden treasure.

      “This is our contact and our leader.” The elaborately carved stand was topped with an oversized glass globe. From the wooden sides came a steady flow of the odor from the Green Belt, but it was the face inside of the glass orb that held Loren's gaze.

      The face personified evil with its rugged features and deep set eyes under a bulging brow. The jaw line was square; the lips were full, and the teeth grotesquely large, particularly the canines. Hate filled Loren's being. This creature was danger. He knew its hands were equipped with honed talons at the finger tips: talons poised to rip his eyes or throat out. His fists curled. He was ready to fight. No, the talons had not been for him, but for someone else. Who? It was a time when someone who was more important than his own life had fought against this foe and he had been restrained, unable to interfere, and now his head began to pound, and he drove out the memories.

      Tiffany had let her robe drop again and she was bowing in front of the obscenity. “Master, I have brought a new convert for you to bless. It is the one we have been waiting for to produce the Halfling.”

      The face kept turning as though trying to locate him as Loren backed away. This, he knew, was evil: Evil of a kind that could not find the Way. He fled from the room, intent on leaving this building, Tiffany, Brother George and all of their Green followers behind.

      From below someone started screaming, “Fire! They've set the place on fire!”

      Tiffany was at the door, her own voice yelling, “Come back, I need you to help to move the oracle. It will burn and be lost forever.”

      He paused long enough to shout back, “Let it burn!”

      The lower floors were a roiling mass of humanity. Most were carrying what little of their meager belongings they could hold and were rushing to a stair or exit. One plump woman, her apron flapping as she rushed to the stairway glared upward at the naked Tiffany standing at the landing, still begging Loren to return.

      “It's all your fault. The Eastern Star Shift's Institute's Brothers are questioning everybody that lives around here and they burned the place next door as a lesson. They didn't stop the fire from spreading here. At least they'll get you as soon as you step out the door.” She shook her fist with every word.

      Tiffany's eyes widened and her mouth made an O shape, but nothing came out. She turned and ran back to the room and to her idea of the Way.

      Loren clattered down the stairs and found the exit crammed with people trying to leave, but the Way Brothers were standing there to bring order and to check the face of every emerging tenant. Loren's gut contracted. He knew the Brothers would detain him and freedom would be lost forever. He ran down the hallway separating the apartments. He found a door left open by the inhabitant and entered. He noted the window against the far side and picked up a flimsy chair and smashed it into the glass. He used the chair to remove the remaining jagged edges of the window and surveyed the room, searching for something to protect his arms or cushion his fall. Unlike Tiffany's spacious quarters there were no other rooms and the belongings were few. He picked up a greasy rug and used it as protection against any remaining glass in the frame as he climbed through it. The drop was about ten feet and he landed squarely, flexing his knees and then jumping upward, and rolling into a ball to break the last of the force from the drop. He was out. Now, where was Manny?

      He bolted upright and ran out into the street, mingling with the crowd watching the fire while they clutched their remaining possessions. There were three fire wagons on the scene and the men had organized a brigade to bring buckets of water. Loren noted they weren't really trying to stop the blaze, simply settling for putting out any fire that ignited something across the street. He turned to the couple beside him; both were young and had on decent clothes. The clothing could not hide the sick look in their eyes, nor the droop of their shoulders.

      “What happened?” he asked them.

      The man never took his brown eyes away from the fire and his words came out of a set mouth line.

      “The ESSI,” he pronounced the new term for the Eastern Star Shift Institute and Academy as ês se, “raided the Greenies. Then they set fire to the place and let it burn until it hit this building. Somebody said they burned us out because we were giving the Greenies a safe place to live and teach their heresies. Now it's all gone and we've no place to live.”

      “What about the people in the Green's building?”

      The man continued to stare at the fire. Finally, he shrugged his shoulders.

      “The good Brothers had a bunch of people under arrest and they were all loaded into the ESSI wagons. I don't know if that was all of the people in the building or not. It doesn't matter. None will walk the streets again for a long time.”

      Loren let out his breath. He'd seen what happened when either of the Star Shift Institutes charged someone with heresy. “I didn't know the ESSI was that strong here. I thought the City Council ruled Anoth.”

      “So did they until the Teacher invoked the Covenant of the Way.” The man looked at Loren. “Why do you care? Aren't you one of them?” Bitterness laced his voice.

      “No, not me, friend. I'm just a stranger in town.” He hurried away.
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