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 A pause! Lost ground!

—yet not unavailing, for soon shall be found

what took three ages to subdue.

The hunters, on their guard,

give sparingly and greatly, east and west:

yet how shall only faithfulness prevail

against the peril of the overarching deep?

TRIGRAM 63/CHI CHI:

WATER OVER FIRE
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 Summer Night's Song

NITA SLIPPED OUT THE back door of the beach house, careful not to let the rickety screen door slam, and for a second stood silently on the back porch in the darkness. It was no use. "Nita"—her mother's voice came floating out from the living room—"where're you going?"

"Out," Nita said, hoping to get away with it just this once.

She might as well have tried to rob a bank. "Out where?"

"Down to the beach, Mom."

There was a sigh's worth of pause from the living room, broken by the sound of a crowd on TV shouting about a base that had just 
been stolen somewhere in the country. "I don't like you walking down there alone at night, Neets..."

 "Nhhnnnnn," Nita said, a loud noncommittal noise she had learned to make while her mother was deciding whether to let her do something. "I'll take Ponch with me," she said in a burst of inspiration.

"Mmmmmm...," her mother said, considering it. Ponch was a large black-and-white dog, part Border collie, part German shepherd, part mutt—an intrepid hunter of water rats and gulls, and ferociously loyal to his master and to Nita because she was his master's best friend. "Where's Kit?"

"I dunno." It was at least partly the truth. "He went for a walk awhile ago."

"Well ... OK. You take Ponch and look for Kit, and bring him back with you. Don't want his folks thinking we're not taking care of him."

"Right, Ma," Nita said, and went pounding down the creaky steps from the house to the yard before her mother could change her mind, or her father, immersed in the ball game, could come back to consciousness.

"Ponch! Hey, Pancho!" Nita shouted, pounding through the sandy front yard, through the 
gate in the ancient picket fence, and out across the narrow paved road to the dune on the other side of the road. Joyous barking began on the far side of the dune as Nita ran up it. He's hunting again, Nita thought, and would have laughed for delight if running had left her any breath. This is the best vacation we ever had...

 At the top of the dune she paused, looking down toward the long, dark expanse of the beach. "It's been a good year," her father had said a couple of months before, over dinner. "We can't go far for vacation—but let's go somewhere nice. One of the beaches in the Hamptons, maybe. We'll rent a house and live beyond our means. For a couple weeks, anyway..."

It hadn't taken Nita much begging to get her folks to let her friend Kit Rodriguez go along with them, or to get Kit's folks to say yes. Both families were delighted that their children had each finally found a close friend. Nita and Kit laughed about that sometimes. Their families knew only the surface of what was going on—which was probably for the best.

A black shape came scrabbling up the dune toward Nita, flinging sand in all directions in his hurry. "Whoa!" she shouted at Ponch, but 
it was no use; it never was. He hit her about stomach level with both paws and knocked her down, panting with excitement; then, when she managed to sit up, he started enthusiastically washing her face. His breath smelled like dead fish.

 "Euuuuw, enough!" Nita said, making a face and pushing the dog more or less off her. "Ponch, where's Kit?"

"Yayayayayayayaya!" Ponch barked, jumping up and bouncing around Nita in an attempt to get her to play. He grabbed up a long string of dead seaweed in his jaws and began shaking it like a rope and growling.

"Cut it out, Ponch. Get serious." Nita got up and headed down the far side of the dune, brushing herself off as she went. "Where's the boss?"

"He played with me," Ponch said in another string of barks as he loped down the dune alongside her. "He threw the stick. I chased it."

"Great. Where is he now?"

They came to the bottom of the dune together. The sand was harder there, but still dry; the tide was low and just beginning to turn. "Don't know," Ponch said, a bark with a grumble on the end of it.

"Hey, you're a good boy; I'm not mad at 
you," Nita said. She stopped to scratch the dog behind the ears, in the good place. He stood still with his tongue hanging out and looked up at her, his eyes shining oddly in the light of the nearly full moon that was climbing the sky. "I just don't feel like playing right now. I want to swim. Would you find Kit?"

 The big brown eyes gazed soulfully up at her, and Ponch made a small beseeching whine. "A dog biscuit?"

Nita grinned. "Blackmailer. OK, you find the boss, I'll give you a biscuit. Two biscuits. Go get 'im!"

Ponch bounded off westward down the beach, kicking up wet sand. Nita headed for the waterline, where she shrugged off the windbreaker that had been covering her bathing suit and dropped it on the sand. Two months ago, talking to a dog and getting an answer back would have been something that happened only in Disney movies. But then one day in the library, Nita had stumbled on to a book called So You Want to Be a Wizard. She'd followed the instructions in the book, as Kit had in the copy he'd found in a used bookstore—and afterward, dogs talked back. Or, more accurately, she knew what language they spoke and how to hear it. There was nothing 
that didn't talk back, she'd found—only things she didn't yet know how to hear or how to talk to properly.

 Like parents, Nita thought with mild amusement. If her mother knew Nita was going swimming, she'd probably pitch a fit: she'd had a terrible thing about night swimming after seeing Jaws. But it's OK, Nita thought. There aren't any sharks here ... and if there were, I think I could talk them out of eating me.

She made sure her clothes were above the high-water line, then waded down into the breakers. The water was surprisingly warm around her knees. The waxing moon, slightly golden from smog, made a silvery pathway on the water, everywhere else shedding a dull radiance that made both land and sea look alive.

What a great night, Nita thought. She went out another twenty paces or so, then crouched over and dived into an incoming wave. Waterborne sand scoured her, the water thundered in her ears; then she broke surface and lay in the roil and dazzle of the moonlit water, floating. There were no streetlights there, and the stars she loved were bright. After a while she stood up in the shoulder-high water, watching the sky. Back up on the beach, Ponch was barking, excited and noisy. He can't have found Kit that 
fast, Nita thought. Probably something distracted him. A crab, maybe. A dead fish. A shark...

 Something pushed her in the back, hard. Nita gasped and whipped around in the water, thinking, This is it, there are too sharks here and I'm dead! The sight of the slick-skinned shape in the water stopped her breath—until she realized what she was looking at. A slender body, ten feet long; a blowhole and an amused eye that looked at her sidelong; and a long, beaked face that wore a permanent smile. She reached out a hesitant hand, and under her touch the dolphin turned lazily, rolling sideways, brushing her with skin like warm, moonlit satin.

She was immensely relieved. "Dai'stiho," she said, greeting the swimmer in the Tongue that wizards use, the language that she'd learned from her manual and that all creatures understand. She expected no more answer than a fizz or squeak as the dolphin returned the greeting and went about its business.

But the dolphin rolled back toward her and looked at her in what seemed to be shock. "A wizard!" it said in an urgent whistle. Nita had no time to answer; the dolphin dived and its tail slapped the surface, spraying her. By the 
time Nita rubbed the salt sting out of her eyes, there was nothing near her but the usual roaring breakers. Ponch was bouncing frantically on the beach, barking something about sea monsters to the small form walking beside him.

 "Neets?"

Nita waded out of the breakers. At the waterline Kit met her and handed Nita her wind-breaker. He was smaller than she was, a year younger, dark-haired and brown-eyed and sharp of face and mind; definitely sharper, Nita thought with approval, than the usual twelve-year-old.

"He was hollering about whales," Kit said, nodding at Ponch.

"Dolphins," Nita said. "At least, a dolphin. I said hi to it and it said, 'A wizard!' and ran away."

"Great." Kit looked southward, across the ocean. "Something's going on out there, Neets. I was up on the jetty. The rocks are upset."

Nita shook her head. Her specialty as a wizard was living things; animals and plants talked to her and did the things she asked, at least if she asked properly. It still startled her sometimes when Kit got the same kind of result from "unalive" things like cars and doors and telephone poles, but that was where his talent 
lay. "What can a rock get upset about?" she said.

 "I'm not sure. They wouldn't say. The stones piled up there remembered something. And they didn't want to think about it anymore. They were shook." Kit looked up sharply at Nita. "That was it. The earth shook once..."

"Oh, come off it. This isn't California. Long Island doesn't have earthquakes."

"Once it did. The rocks remember ... I wonder what that dolphin wanted?"

Nita was wondering, too. She zipped up her windbreaker. "C'mon, we have to get back before Mom busts a gut."

"But the dolphin—"

Nita started down the beach, then turned and kept walking backward when she noticed that Kit wasn't following her. "The ball game was almost over," she said, raising her voice as she got farther from Kit and Ponch. "They'll go to bed early. They always do. And when they're asleep—"

Kit nodded and muttered something, Nita couldn't quite hear what. He vanished in a small clap of inrushing air and then reappeared next to Nita, walking with her; Ponch barked in annoyance and ran to catch up.


 "He really hates that 'beam-me-up-Scotty' spell," Nita said.

"Yeah, when it bends space, it makes him itch. Look, I was practicing that other one—"

"With the water?" She grinned at him. "In the dark, I hope."

"Yeah. I'll show you later. And then—"

"Dolphins."

"Uh-huh. C'mon, I'll race you."

They ran up the dune, followed by a black shape barking loudly about dog biscuits.


 Wizards' Song

THE MOON GOT HIGH. Nita sat by the window of her ground-floor room, listening through the stillness for the sound of voices upstairs. There hadn't been any for a while.

She sighed and looked down at the book she held in her lap. It looked like a library book-bound in one of those slick-shiny buckram library bindings, with a Dewey decimal number written at the bottom of the spine in that indelible white ink librarians use, and at the top of the spine, the words SO YOU WANT TO BE A WIZARD. But on opening the book, what one saw were the words Instruction and Implementation Manual, General and Limited Special-Purpose Wizardries, Sorceries, and Spells: 933rd 
Edition. Or that was what you saw if you were a wizard, for the printing was done in the graceful, Arabic-looking written form of the Speech.

 Nita turned a few pages of the manual, glancing at them in idle interest. The instructions she'd found in the book had coached her through her first few spells—both the kinds for which only words were needed and those that required raw materials of some sort. The spells had in turn led her into the company of other wizards—beginners like Kit and more experienced ones, typical of the wizards, young and old, working quietly all over the world. And then the spells had taken her right out of the world she'd known, into one of the ones "next door," and into a conflict that had been going on since time's beginning, in all the worlds there were.

In that other world, in a place like New York City but also terribly different, she had passed through the initial ordeal that every candidate for wizardry undergoes. Kit had been with her. Together they had pulled each other and themselves through the danger and the terror, to the successful completion of a quest into which they had stumbled. They saved their own world without attracting much notice; 
they lost a couple of dear friends they'd met along the way; and they came into their full power as wizards. It was a privilege that had its price. Nita still wasn't sure why she'd been chosen as one of those who fight for the Worlds against the Great Death of entropy. She was just glad she'd been picked.

 She flipped pages to the regional directory, where wizards were listed by name and address. Nita never got tired of seeing her own name listed there, for other wizards to call if they needed her. She overshot her own page in the Nassau County section, wanting to check the names of two friends, Senior Wizards for the area—Tom Swale and Carl Romeo. They had recently been promoted to Senior from the Advisory Wizard level, and as she'd suspected, their listing now read "On sabbatical: emergencies only." Nita grinned at the memory of the party they'd thrown to celebrate their promotion. The quests had been a select group. More of them had appeared out of nowhere than arrived through the front door. Several had spent the afternoon floating in midair- another had it in the fishpond, submerged. Human beings had been only slightly in the majority at the party, and Nita became very careful at the snack table after her 
first encounter with the dip made from Pennsylvania crude oil and fresh-ground iron filings.

 She paged back through the listing and looked at her own name.





	CALLAHAN, Juanita T.
	243 E. Clinton Avenue



	
	Hempstead, NY 11575



	
	(555) 379-6786



	On active status
	Assignment location:



	
	38 Tiana Beach Road



	
	Southampton, NY



	
	11829



	
	(555) 667-9084






Nita sighed, for this morning the status note had said, like Carl's and Tom's, "Vacationing: emergencies only." The book updated itself all over that way—pages changing sometimes second to second, reporting the status of world-gates in the area, what spells were working where, the cost of powdered newt at your local Advisory. Whatever's come up, Nita thought, we're expected to be able to handle it.

Of course, last time out they expected us to save the world, too...

"Neets!"

She jumped, then tossed her book out the 
window to Kit and began climbing out. "Sssh!"

 "Shhh yourself, mouth. They're asleep. C'mon."

Once over the dune, the hiss and rumble of the midnight sea made talking safer. "You on active status, too?" Kit said.

"Yup. Let's find the dolphin and see what's up."

They ran for the breakers. Kit was in a bathing suit and windbreaker as Nita was, with sneakers slung over his shoulder by the laces. "Okay," he said, "watch this." He said something in the Speech, a long, liquid-sounding sentence with a curious even-uneven rhyme in it, all of which told the night and the wind and the water what Kit wanted of them. And without pause Kit ran right up to the water, which was retreating at that particular moment—and then onto it. Under his weight it bucked and sloshed the way a waterbed will when you stand on it; but Kit didn't sink. He ran four or five paces out onto the silver-slicked surface-then lost his balance and fell over sideways.

Nita started laughing, then hurriedly shut herself up for fear the whole beach should hear. Kit was lying on the water, his head propped 
up on one hand; the water bobbed him up and down while he looked at her with a sour expression. "It's not funny. I did it all last night and it never happened once."

 "Must be that you did the spell for two this time," Nita said, tempted to start laughing again, except that Kit would probably have punched her out. She kept her face as straight as she could and stepped out to the water, putting a foot carefully on an incoming, flattened-out wave. It took her weight, flattening more as she stepped up with the other foot and was carried backward. "It's like the slidewalk at the airport," she said, putting her arms out for balance and wobbling.

"Kind of." Kit got up on hands and knees, swaying. "Come on. Keep your knees bent a little. And pick up your feet."

It was a useful warning. Nita tripped over several breakers and sprawled each time, a sensation like doing a belly whopper onto a waterbed, until she got her sea legs. Once past the breakers she had no more trouble, and Kit led her at a bouncy trot out into the open Atlantic.

 


They both came to understand shortly why not many people, wizards or otherwise, walk on water much. The constant slip and slide of 
the water under their feet forced them to use leg muscles they rarely bothered with on land. They had to rest frequently, sitting, while they looked around them for signs of the dolphin.

 At their first two rest stops there was nothing to be seen but the lights of Ponquogue and Hampton Bays and West Tiana on the mainland, three miles north. Closer, red and white flashing lights marked the entrance to Shinnecock Inlet, the break in the long strip of beach where they were staying. The Shinnecock horn hooted mournfully at them four times a minute, a lonely sounding call. Nita's hair stood up all over her as they sat down the third time and she rubbed her aching legs. Kit's spell kept them from getting wet, but she chilly; and being so far out there in the dark and quiet was very much like being in the middle of a desert—a wet, hissing barrenness unbroken for miles except by the quick-flashing white light of a buoy or two.

"You okay?" Kit said.

"Yeah. It's just that the sea seems ... safer near the shore, somehow. How deep is it here?"

Kit slipped his manual out of his wind-breaker and pulled out a large nautical map. "About eighty feet, it looks like."


 Nita sat up straight in shock. Something had broken the surface of the water and was arrowing toward them at a great rate. It was a triangular fin. Nita scrambled to her feet. "Uh, Kit!"

He was on his feet beside her in a second, staring, too. "A shark has to stay in the water," he said, sounding more confident than he looked. "We don't. We can jump—"

"Oh, yeah? How high? And for how long?"

The fin was thirty yards or so away. A silvery body rose up under it, and Nita breathed out in relief at the frantic, high-pitched chattering of a dolphin's voice. The swimmer leaped right out of the water in its speed, came down, and splashed them both. "I'm late, and you're late," it gasped in a string of whistles and pops, "and S'reee's about to be! Hurry!"

"Right," Kit said, and slapped his manual shut. He said nothing aloud, but the sea's surface instantly stopped behaving like a waterbed and started acting like water. "Whoolp!" Nita said as she sank like a stone. She didn't get wet—that part of Kit's spell was still working—but she floundered wildly for a moment before managing to get hold of the dolphin in the cold and dark of the water.

Nita groped up its side and found a fin. Instantly the dolphin took off, and Nita hoisted herself up to a better position, hanging from the dorsal fin so that her body was half out of the water and her legs were safely out of the way of the fiercely lashing tail. On the other side, Kit had done the same. "You might have warned me!" she said to him across the dolphin's back.

 He rolled his eyes at her. "If you weren't asleep on your feet, you wouldn't need warning."

"Kit—" She dropped it for the time being and said to the dolphin, "What's S'reee? And why's it going to be late? What's the matter?"

"She," the dolphin said. "S'reee's a wizard. The Hunters are after her and she can't do anything, she's hurt too badly. My pod and another one are with her, but they can't hold them off for long. She's beached, and the tide's coming in—"

Kit and Nita shot each other shocked looks. Another wizard in the area—and out in the ocean in the middle of the night? "What hunters?" Kit said; "Your pod?" Nita said at the same moment.

The dolphin was coming about and heading along the shoreline, westward toward Quogue. "The Hunters," it said in a series of annoyed 
squeaks and whistles. "The ones with teeth, who else? What kind of wizards are they turning out these days, anyway?"

 Nita said nothing to this. She was too busy staring ahead of them at a long, dark bumpy whale shape lying on a sandbar, a shape slicked with moonlight along its upper contours and silhouetted against the dull silver of the sea. It was the look of the water that particularly troubled Nita. Shapes leaped and twisted in it, shapes with two different kinds of fins. "Kit!"

"Neets," Kit said, not sounding happy, "there really aren't sharks here, the guy from the Coast Guard said so last week—"

"Tell them!" the dolphin said angrily. It hurtled through the water toward the sandbar around which the fighting continued, silent for all its viciousness. The only sound came from the dark shape that lay partly on the bar, partly off it—a piteous, wailing whistle almost too high to hear.

"Are you ready?" the dolphin said. They were about fifty yards from the trouble.

"Ready to what?" Kit asked, and started fumbling for his manual.

Nita started to do the same—and then had an idea, and blessed her mother for having watched Jaws on TV so many times. "Kit, forget it! Remember a couple months ago and those guys who tried to beat you up? The freeze spell?"

 "Yeah..."

"Do it, do it big. I'll feed you power!" She pounded the dolphin on the side. "Go beach! Tell your buddies to beach, too!"

"But—"

"Go do it!" She let go of the dolphin's fin and dropped into the water, swallowing hard as she saw another fin, of the wrong shape entirely, begin to circle in on her and Kit. "Kit, get the water working again!"

It took a precious second; and the next one—one of the longer seconds of Nita's life—for her and Kit to clamber up out of the "liquid" water onto the "solid." They made it and grabbed one another for both physical and moral support, as that fin kept coming. "The other spell set?" Nita gasped.

"Yeah—now!"

The usual immobility of a working spell came down on them both, with something added—a sense of being not one person alone, but part of a one that was somehow bigger than even Nita and Kit together could be. Inside that sudden oneness, she felt the freeze spell waiting like a phone number with all but one 
digit dialed. Kit said the one word in the Speech that set the spell free, the "last digit," then gripped Nita's hand hard.

 Nita did her part, quickly saying the three most dangerous words in all wizardry—the words that give all of a wizard's power over into another's hands. She felt it going from her, felt Kit shaking as he wound her power, her trust, into the spell. And then she took all her fright, and her anger at the sharks, and her pity for the poor wailing bulk on the sand, and let Kit have those, too.

The spell blasted away from the two of them with a shock like a huge jolt of static, then dropped down over the sandbar and the water for hundreds of feet around, sinking like a weighted net. And as if the spell had physically dragged them down, all the circling, hunting fins in the water sank out of sight, their owners paralyzed and unable to swim.

No wizardry is done without a price. Kit wobbled in Nita's grip as if he were going to keel over. Nita had to lock her knees to keep standing. But both of them managed to stay upright until the weakness passed, and Nita looked around with grim satisfaction at the empty water. "The sharks won't be bothering us now," she said. "Let's get up on the sandbar."

 It was a few seconds' walk to where the dolphins lay beached on the bar, chattering excitedly. Once up on the sand, Kit took a look at what awaited them and groaned out loud. Nita would have, too, except that she found herself busy breathing deep to keep from throwing up. Everywhere the sand was black and sticky with gobs and splatters of blood, some clotted, some fresh.

The dark bulk of the injured whale heaved up and down with her breathing, while small, weak whistling noises went in and out. The whale's skin was marked with rope burns and little pits and ragged gashes of shark bites. The greatest wound, though, the one still leaking blood, was too large for any shark to have made. It was a crater in the whale's left side, behind the long swimming fin; a crater easily three feet wide, ragged with ripped flesh. The whale's one visible eye, turned up to the moonlight, watched Kit and Nita dully as they came.

"What happened?" Kit said, looking at the biggest wound with disbelief and horror. "It looks like somebody bombed you."

"Someone did," the whale said in a long, 
pained whistle. Nita came up beside the whale's head and laid a hand on the black skin behind her eye. It was very hot. "It was one of the new killing spears," the whale said to Nita, "the kind that blasts. But never mind that. What did you do with the sharks?"

 "Sank them. They're lying on the bottom with a freeze on them."

"But if they don't swim, they can't breathe—they'll die!" The concern in the whale's voice astonished Nita. "Cousins, quick, kill the spell! We're going to need their goodwill later."

Nita glanced at Kit, who was still staring at the wound with a tight, angry look on his face. He glanced up at her. "Huh? Oh. Sure. Better put up a wizard's wall first, so that the dolphins can get back in the water without getting attacked again."

"Right." Nita got her book out and riffled through pages to the appropriate spell, a short-term force field that needed no extra supplies to produce. She said the spell and felt it take hold, then sagged back against the whale and closed her eyes till the dizziness went away. Off to one side she heard Kit saying the words that released the freeze.

A few moments later fins began appearing again out on the water, circling inward toward 
the sandbar, then sliding away as if they bumped into something, and circling in again.

 "The water will take the blood away soon enough," the whale said. "They'll go away and not even remember why they were here.." The whale's eye fixed on Nita again. "Thanks for coming so quickly, cousins."

"It took us longer than we wanted. I'm Nita. That's Kit."

"I'm S'reee," the whale said. The name was a hiss and a long, plaintive, upscaling whistle.

Kit left the wound and came up to join Nita. "It was one of those explosive harpoons, all right," he said. "But I thought those were supposed to be powerful enough to blow even big whales in two."

"They are. Ae'mhnuu died that way, this morning." S'reee's whistle was bitter. "He was the Senior Wizard for this whole region of the Plateau. I was studying with him—I was going to be promoted to Advisory soon. Then the ship came, and we were doing a wizardry; we didn't notice—"

Nita and Kit looked at each other. They had found out for themselves that a wizard is at his most vulnerable when exercising his strength. "He died right away," S'reee said. "I took a spear, too. But it didn't explode right away; 
and the sharks smelled Ae'mhnuu's blood and a great pack of them showed up to eat. They went into a feeding frenzy and bit the spear right out of me. Then one of them started chewing on the spear, and the blasting part of it went off. It killed a lot of them and blew this hole in me. They got so busy eating each other and Ae'mhnuu that I had time to get away. But I was leaving a blood trail, and they followed it. What else should I have expected?..."

 She wheezed. "Cousins, I hope one of you has skill at healing, for I'm in trouble, and I can't die now; there's too much to do."

"Healing's part of my specialty," Nita said, and was quiet for a moment. She'd become adept, as Kit had, at fixing the minor hurts Ponch kept picking up—bee stings and cat bites and so forth. But this was going to be different.

She stepped away from S'reee's head and went back to look at the wound, keeping tight control of her stomach. "I can seal this up all right," she said. "But you're gonna have a huge scar. And I don't know how long it'll take the muscles underneath to grow back. I'm not real good at this yet."

"Keep my breath in my body, cousin, that'll be enough for me," S'reee said.


 Nita nodded and started paging through her book for the section on medicine. It started out casually enough with first aid for the minor ailments of wizards—the physical ones like colds and the mental ones like spell backlash and brainburn. Behind that was a section she had only skimmed before, never expecting to need it: MAJOR SURGERY. The spells were complex and lengthy. That by itself was no problem. But all of them called for one supply in common-the blood of the wizard performing them. Nita began to shake. Seeing someone else bleed was bad enough; the sight of her own blood in quantity tended to make her pass out.

"Oh, great," she said, for there was no avoiding what had to be done. "Kit, you have anything sharp on you?"

He felt around in his pockets. "No such luck, Neets..."

"Then find me a shell or something."

S'reee's eye glinted in the moonlight. "There are the dolphins," she said.

"What do they—oh." The one dolphin still beached, the one who had brought them in, smiled at Nita, exhibiting many sharp teeth.

"Oh, brother," she said, and went down the sandbar to where the dolphin lay. "Look," she 
said, hunkering down in front of it, "I don't even know your name—"

 "Hotshot." He gave her a look that was amused but also kindly.

"Hotshot, right. Look—don't do it hard, OK?" And wincing, Nita put out her left hand and looked away.

"Do what?"

"Do llllp!" Nita said, as the pain hit. When she looked again, she saw that Hotshot had nipped her very precisely on the outside of the palm—two little crescents of toothmarks facing each other. Blood welled up, and the place stung, but not too badly to bear.

Hotshot's eyes glittered at her. "Needs salt."

"Yeccch!" But Nita still wanted to laugh, even while her stomach churned. She got up and hurried back to Kit, who was holding her book for her.

Together they went over to the terrible wound, and Nita put her bleeding hand to it, turned away as far as she could, and started reading the spell. It was a long series of complicated phrases in the Speech; she spoke them quickly at first, then more slowly as she began to be distracted by the pain in her hand. And as often happens in a wizardry, she began to lose contact with her physical surroundings.


 Soon Kit and S'reee and the beach were gone. Even the book was gone, though she was reading from it. She was surrounded by the roaring of green water around her, and the smell of blood and fear, and shadows in the water, pursuing her. She swam for her life and kept reading.

No wound can be healed, the book said, unless the pain of its inflicting is fully experienced. There was nothing to do but read, and flee, wailing terror-song and grief-song into the water, until the first pain came, the sick, cold sharpness in her side. Nita knew she was sagging, knew Kit was holding her up from behind. But all that was far away.

The second pain came, the fierce mouths ripping and worrying at her till she couldn't go forward anymore, only flail and thrash in an agony of helplessness and revulsion—

—and then the third pain hit, and Nita lost control of everything and started to fall down as the white fire blew up in her side. But the words were speaking her now, as they do in the more powerful wizardries. Though inwardly Nita screamed and cried for release, it did her no good. Her own power was loose, doing what she had told it to, and the wizardry wouldn't let her go until it was done. When it 
was, finally, it dropped her on her face in the sand, and she felt Kit go down with her, trying to keep her from breaking something.

 Eventually the world came back. Nita found herself sitting on the sand, feeling wobbly, but not hurting anywhere. She looked up at S'reee's side. New gray skin covered the wound, paler than the rest of the whale, but unbroken. There was still a crater there, but no blood flowed; and many of the smaller shark bites were completely gone, as were the burns from the harpoon's rope where it had gotten tangled around S'reee's flukes.

"Wow," Nita said. She lifted her left hand and looked at it. The place where Hotshot had bitten her was just a little oval of pink puncture marks, all healed.

"You all right?" Kit said, trying to help her up.

"Yeah, yeah, sure," Nita said. She pushed him away as kindly and quickly as she could, staggered down to the waterline, and lost her dinner.

When she came back, her mouth full of the taste of the salt water she'd used to wash it out, S'reee had rolled herself more upright and was talking to Kit. "I still feel deathly sick," she said, "but at least dying isn't a problem ... not for the moment."


 She looked at Nita. Though the long face was frozen into that eternal smile, it was amazing how many expressions could live in a whale's eyes. Admiration was there just now, and gratitude. "You and I aren't just cousins now, hNii't," S'reee said, giving Nita's name a whistly whalish intonation, "but sisters, too, by blood exchanged. And I'm in your debt. Maybe it's poor thanks to a creditor to ask him to lend to you again, right But maybe sister or a friend"—she glanced at Kit—"would excuse that if it had to happen."

"We're on active status," Kit said. "We have to handle whatever comes up in this area. What's the problem?"

"Well then." S'reee's whistling took on a more formal rhythm. "As the only remaining candidate Senior Wizard for the Waters about the Gates, by wizard's Right I request and require your assistance. Intervention will take place locally and last no more than ten lights-and-darks. The probable level of difficulty does not exceed what the manual describes as 'dangerous,' though if intervention is delayed, the level may escalate to 'extremely dangerous' or 'critical.' Will you assist?"

Nita and Kit looked at each other, unnerved by the second part of the job description. S'reee 
moaned. "I hate the formalities," she said in a long, unhappy whistle. "I'm too young to be a Senior: I'm only two! But with Ae'mhnuu gone, I'm stuck with it! And we're in trouble, the water people and the land people both, if we don't finish what Ae'mhnuu was starting when he died!" She huffed out a long breath. "I'm just a calf; why did I get stuck with this?..."

 Kit sighed, too, and Nita made a face at nothing in particular. On their first job, she and Kit had said something similar, about a hundred times. "I'll help," she said, and "Me too," said Kit, in about the same breath.

"But you're tired," Nita said, "and we're tired, and it's late, we ought to go home..."

"Come tomorrow, then, and I'll fill you in. Are you living on the Barrier?"

Nita didn't recognize the name. "Over there," Kit said, pointing across the water at Tiana Beach. "Where the lights are."

"By the old oyster beds," S'reee said. "Can you go out swimming a couple hours after the sun's high? I'll meet you, and we'll go where we can talk."

"Uh," Kit said, "if the sharks are still around—"

Out on the water there was a splash of spray 
as a silvery form leaped, chattering shrilly, and hit the water again. "They won't be," S'reee said, sounding merry for the first time. "Hotshot and his people are one of the breeds the sharks hate worst; when there are enough of them around, few sharks would dare come into the area. Hotshot will be calling more of his people in tonight and tomorrow—that's part of the work I'm doing."

 "OK," Nita said. "But what about you? You're stuck here."

"Wake up!" Kit shouted playfully in Nita's ear, nudging her to look down at the sandbar. She found herself standing ankle-deep in salt water. "Tide's coming in. She'll be floated off here in no time."

"Oh. Well then..." Nita opened her book, found the word to kill the wizard's wall spell, and said it. Then she looked up at S'reee. "Are you sure you're gonna be all right?"

S'reee looked mildly at her from one huge eye. "We'll find out tomorrow," she said. "Dai'stiho."

"Dai," Nita and Kit said, and walked slowly off the sandbar, across the water, and toward the lights of home.


 A Song of Choice

NITA GOT UP LATE, and was still yawning and scrubbing her eyes even after she'd washed and dressed and was well into her second bowl of cereal. Her mother, walking around the kitchen in her bathrobe and watering the plants that hung all over, looked at Nita curiously.

"Neets, were you reading under the covers again last night?"

"No, Mom." Nita started to eat faster.

Her mother watered another plant, then headed for the sink. On the way, she put a hand against Nita's forehead. "You feel okay? Not coming down with anything, are you?"

"No, I'm fine." Nita made an annoyed face 
when her mother's back was turned. Her mom loved the beach, but at the same time was sure that there were hundreds of ways to get sick there: too much heat, too much cold, too much time in the water; splinters, rusty nails, tar ... Nita's little sister, Dairine, had kicked off a tremendous family fight last week by insisting that the blueness of her lips after a prolonged swim actually caused by Popsicle.

 "Is Kit having a good time?" her mother said.

"Wow, yeah, he says it's the best," Nita said. Which was true enough: Kit had never been at the beach for more than a day at a time before. Nita suspected that if he could, he'd dig into the sand like a clam and not come out for months.

"I just wanted to make sure. His dad called last night ... wanted to see how his 'littlest' was."

"'El Niño,'" Nita said, under her breath, grinning. It was what Kit's family called him sometimes, a pun—both the word for "the baby" and the name for a Pacific current that caused storms that could devastate whole countries. The name made Kit crazy, and Nita loved to use it on him.


 "Be careful he doesn't hear you," Nita's mom said mildly, "or he'll deck you again.—How have you two been getting along?"

"Huh? We're fine. Kit's great." Nita saw a slightly odd look come into her mother's eyes. "For a boy," she added hurriedly.

"Well," her mother said, "be careful." And she took the watering can off into the living room.

Now what was that about? Nita thought. She finished her cornflakes at high speed, rinsed the bowl and spoon in the sink, and hurried out of the house to find Kit.

Halfway across the sparse sandy grass of the front yard, another voice spoke up. "Aha," it said. "The mystery lady."

"Put a cork in it, Dairine," Nita said. Her sister was hanging upside down from the trapeze swing of the rusty swing set, her short red hair ruffling in the breeze. Dairine was a tiny stick of a thing and an all-right younger sister, though (in Nita's estimation) much too smart for her own good. Right now entirely too much smart was showing in those sharp gray eyes. Nita tried not to react to it. "Gonna fall down and bust your head open," she said. "Probably lose what few brains you have all over the ground."


 Dairine shook her head, causing herself to swing a little. "Naaah," she said, "but I'd sooner"—she started pumping, so as to swing harder—"fall off the swing—than fall out the window—in the middle of the night!"

Nita went first cold, then hot. She glanced at the windows to see if anyone was looking out. They weren't. "Did you tell?" she hissed.

"I—don't tell anybody—anything," Dairine said, in time with her swinging. This was true enough. When Dairine had needed glasses, when she'd started getting beaten up at school, and when she was exposed to German measles, nobody had heard about it from her.

"Y'like him, huh?" Dairine said.

Nita glared at Dairine, opened her mouth to start shouting, then remembered the open windows.

"Yeah, I like him," Nita said, and turned red at having to make the admission. The problem was, there was no lying to Dairine. She always found out the truth sooner or later and made your life unbearable for having tried to hide it from her.

"You messing around?" Dairine said.

"Dairiiiiiiiine!" Nita said, quietly, but with murder in it. "No, we are not messing around!"


 "OK. I just wondered. You going swimming?"

"No," Nita said, snapping the strap of her bathing suit very obviously at her sister, "I thought I'd go skiing. Wake up, lame brain."

Dairine grinned at Nita upside down. "Kit went west," she said.

"Thanks," Nita said, and headed out of the yard. "Tell Mom and Dad I'll be back for supper."

"Be careful," Dairine called after Nita, in a perfect imitation of their mother. Nita made a face.

"And watch out for sharks!" Dairine added at the top of her lungs.

"Oh, great," Nita said to herself, wondering if her mom or dad had heard. She took off at a dead run in case they had.

 


She found Kit waiting about a mile down the beach, playing fetch with Ponch to tire him out, as he'd told her he was going to. "Otherwise he gets crazy if I go away. This way he'll just lie down and sack out." And sure enough, after some initial barking and dancing around Nita when she arrived, Ponch flopped panting on the sand beside them where they sat talking 
and finally rolled over on one side and began to snore.

 They grinned at each other and headed out into the water. It was unnerving at first, to swim straight out into the ocean, past the breakers and the rollers, past the place where the bottom fell away, and to just keep going as if they never intended to come back. Nita had uncomfortable thoughts about undertow and how it might feel to drown. But just when she was at her twitchiest, she saw a long floppy fin tip up out of the water. S'reee was lolling there in the wave-wash, her long, pale, barnacled belly upward.

The night before, when S'reee had been injured and immobile, it had been hard to tell much of anything about her. Now Nita was struck by the size of her—S'reee was at least forty feet from the tips of her flukes to her pointy nose. And last night she had been a wheezing hulk. Now she was all grace, floating and gliding and rolling like some absurd, fat, slim-winged bird—for her long swimming fins looked more like wings than anything else.

"Did you sleep well?" she sang at them, a weird cheerful crescendo like something out of a happy synthesizer. "I slept wonderfully. And 
I ate well, too. I think I may get back most of the weight I lost yesterday."

 Kit looked at the healed place, treading water. "What do you eat?"

"Krill, mostly. The littlest things that live in the water, like little shrimp. But some fish, too. The blues are running, and the little ones are good. Or they have been until now..." She sighed, spraying water out her blowhole. "That's in the story I have to tell you. Come on, we'll go out to one of the Made Rocks."

They took hold of her dorsal fin, and she towed them. The "Made Rock" turned out to be an old square fishing platform about three miles south of Tiana Beach: wooden pilings topped by wooden slats covered with tarred canvas and with bland-faced seagulls. Most of the gulls immediately took off and began flying around and screaming about the humans sitting on their spot, despite Nita's and Kit's polite apologies. Some of the other gulls were less annoyed, especially after they found out the visitors were wizards. Later on whenever Nita thought of her first real conversation with S'reee, what she remembered best were the two seagulls who insisted on sitting in her lap the whole time They were heavy and not house-broken.


 "I guess the best place to start," S'reee said when Nita and Kit were settled, "is with what you already know, that there's been trouble for wizards on the land lately. The trouble's been felt in the sea, too. Out here we've been having quakes on the seafloor much more often than we should be having them—severe ones. And some other old problems have been getting worse. The dirt they throw into the water from the High and Dry, especially: there's more of it than ever—"

"'The High and Dry'?"

"The place with all the high things on it."

"Oh," Kit said. "New York City. Manhattan, actually."

"The water close to it is getting so foul, the fish can't breathe it for many thousands of lengths out. Those that can are mostly sick. And many more of the boats-that-eat-whales have been out here recently. The past few months, there's been a great slaughter—"

Nita frowned at the thought of other creatures suffering what S'reee had been through. She had heard all the stories about the hungry people in Japan, but at the moment she found herself thinking that there had to be something else to eat.

"Things have not been good," S'reee said. "I 
know less about the troubles on land, but the Sea tells us that the land wizards have been troubled of late, that there was some great strife of powers on the High and Dry. We saw the moon go out one night—"

 "So did we," Kit said. There was fear in his eyes at the memory and pride in his voice. "We were in Manhattan when it happened."

"We were part of it," Nita said. She still didn't know all of how she felt about what had happened. But she would never forget reading from the book that kept the world as it should be, the Book of Night with Moon, while around her and Kit the buildings of Manhattan wavered like a dream about to break—and beyond a barrier of trees brought to life, and battling statues, the personification of all darkness and fear, the Lone Power, fought to get at them and destroy them.

S'reee looked at them somberly from one eye. "It's true then what Ae'mhnuu used to tell me, that there are no accidents. You've met the Power that created death in the beginning and was cast out for it. All these things—the lost moon, that night, and the earthquakes, and the fouled water, and the whale-eating ships—they're all Its doing, one way or another."

Kit and Nita nodded. "It took a defeat in 
that battle you two were in," S'reee said. "It's angry, and the problems we've been having are symptoms of that anger. So we have to bind It, make It less harmful, as the first sea people bound It a long time ago. Then things will be quiet again for a while."

 "Bind It how?" Nita said.

"No, wait a minute," Kit said. "You said something about the Sea telling you things—"

S'reee looked surprised for a moment. "Oh, I forgot that you do it differently. You work your wizardry with the aid of those things you carry—"

"Our books."

"Right. The whales who are wizards get their wizardry from the Sea. The water speaks to you when you're ready, and offers you the Ordeal. Then if you pass it, the Heart of the Sea speaks whenever you need to hear it and tells you what you need to know."

Nita nodded. The events in that "other" Manhattan had been her Ordeal, and Kit's; and after they passed it, their books had contained much more information than before. "So," she said, "bind the Lone Power how?"

"The way the first whale-wizards did," S'reee said. "The story itself is the binding. Or rather, the story's a song: the Song of the 
Twelve. In the long form it takes—will take-hours to sing."

 "I'm glad I had breakfast," Kit muttered.

S'reee spouted good-naturedly. Nita wondered whether it was accidental that the wind turned at that exact moment, threw the spray straight at Kit, and soaked him to the skin. At any rate, Nita laughed.

"I won't take quite that long," S'reee said. "You know about the great War of the Powers, at the beginning of everything; and how the Lone Power invented death and pain, and tried to impose them on the whole universe, and the other Powers wouldn't let It, and threw It out."

"Even regular human beings have stories about it," Kit said.

"I'm not surprised," S'reee said. "Everything that lives and tells stories has this story in one form or another. Well. After that war in the Above and Beyond, the Lone Power spent a long while in untraveled barren universes, recouping Its strength. Then It came back to our native universe, looking for some quiet, out-of-the-way place to try out Its new inventions. Right then the only place vulnerable to It, because thinking life was very new here, was this world; and the only place thinking life existed 
as yet was the Sea. So the Lone One came here to trick the Sea into accepting Death. Its sort of death, anyway—where all power and love are wasted into an endless darkness, lost forever."

 "Entropy," Nita said.

"Yes. And any sea people It succeeded in tricking would be stuck with that death, the Great Death, forever.—Now there was already a sort of death in the Sea, but only the kind where your body stops. Everyone knew it wasn't permanent, and it didn't hurt much; you might get eaten, but you would go on as part of someone else. No one was afraid of not being his own self anymore—I guess that's the simplest way of putting it. That calm way of life drove the Lone Power wild with hate, and It swore to attach fear and pain to it and make it a lot more interesting."

S'reee sighed. "The whales' job then was what it is now: to be masters and caretakers for the fish and the smaller sea people, the way you two-leggers are for the dryland beasts. So naturally, the only wizards in the Sea were whales, just as humans were originally the only ones on land. That early on, there were only ten whale-wizards, all Seniors. Ni'hwinyii, they were called, the Lords of the Humors—"


 Nita was puzzled. "It's the old word for emotions, sort of," Kit said. "Not like 'funny' humor."

"I know," Nita said, annoyed. She hadn't.

S'reee blew, laughing. The spray missed Kit this time. "Those ten whales ruled the Sea, under the Powers," she said. "If the Lone Power wanted to trick the Sea into the Great Death, It had to trick the Ten—then all the life they ruled would be stuck with the Great Death, too. So the Lone One went to the Ten in disguise, pretending to be a stranger, a new whale sent to them so that they could decide under which of their Masteries it fell. And as each one questioned the Lone Power, the Stranger whale offered each of them the thing he wanted most, if he would only accept the 'Gift' the Stranger would give him. And he showed them just enough of his power to prove that he could do it."

"Uh-oh," Kit said softly. "I've heard that one before."

"Apples and snakes," Nita said.

"Yes. The pattern repeats. One after another, the Lone One tempted the Ten. The Sea was silent then and gave them no advice—some people say that the Powers wanted the Ten to make up their own minds. But however that 
might have been, three of the Ten took the Gift, and fell. Three of them were undecided. Three of them rejected the Gift. And the Lone Power needed a majority of the Lords to accept Death, or Its victory would only be partial."

 "Those were only nine Lords, though," Kit said.

"Yes, and here the Tenth comes in: the Silent Lord, they called her. She was the youngest of them, and each of the other Nine tried to bring her around to his own way of thinking. The Lone One came to her, too, and tempted her as It had tempted the others. You know, though, that it's the youngest wizard who has the most power, and where the other Lords were deceived, the Silent Lord wasn't. She realized what the Stranger was and what It was trying to do.

"She was faced with a difficult choice. She knew that even if she rejected the Stranger, the fighting would only go on among the other Nine. Sooner or later they or their successors would accept the Gift and doom the whole Sea to the Great Death. But she also knew something else that the Sea had told her long before, and that others have found out since. If one knows death is coming—any death, from the small ones to the Great one—and is willing 
to accept it fully, and experience it fully, then the death becomes something else—a passage, not an ending: not only for himself, but for others."

 S'reee's voice got very soft. "So the Silent Lord did that," she said. "Luck, or the Powers, brought one more creature into the singing, uninvited. It was the one fish over whom no mastery was ever given—the Pale Slayer, whom we call the Master Shark. The Silent Lord decided to accept the 'Gift' that the Stranger offered her—and then, to transform the Gift and make it 'safe,' she gave herself up willingly to die. She dived into a stand of razor coral; and the Master Shark smelled her blood in the water, and ... well." S'reee blew. "He accepted the sacrifice."

Nita and Kit looked at each other.

"When that happened, the Lone Power went wild with rage," S'reee said. "But that did It no good. The Silent One's sacrifice turned death loose in some of the Sea, but not all; and even where it did turn up, death was much weaker than it would have been otherwise. To this day there are fish and whales that have astonishing life spans, and some that never seem to die of natural causes. The sharks, for instance: some people say that's a result of the 
Master Shark's acceptance of the Silent Lord's sacrifice. But the important thing is that the Lone Power had put a lot of Its strength into Its death-wizardry. It had become death Itself, in a way. And when death was weakened, so was the Lone One. It fell to the seafloor, which opened for It and closed on It afterward. And there It lies bound."

 "'Bound'?" Kit said. "S'reee, when we had our last run-in with the Lone Power, It didn't seem very bound to us. It had a whole alternate universe of Its own, and when It came into this one to get us, It went around tearing things up any way It liked. If It is bound, how could It have also been running loose in Manhattan?"

S'reee blew, a sober sound. "It's the usual confusion about time," she said. "All the great Powers exist outside it, and all we usually see of Them are the places and moments where and when They dip into the time flow we're inhabiting. This world has always been an annoyance to the Lone One—It gets frustrated here a lot—so It visits often, in many forms. From inside our time flow, it look as if the Lone Power is bound in one place-time and free in another ... and both true." S'reee rolled and stretched in the water. "Meanwhile outside the time flow where 
things don't have to happen one after another, the Lone One is eternally rebelling and eternally defeated—"

 "We gave It a chance to do something else, when we fought last," Nita said. "We offered It the option to stop being a dark power—"

"And it worked," S'reee said, sounding very pleased. "Didn't you know? It's also eternally redeemed. But meantime we have to keep fighting the battles, even though the war's decided. The Lone One's going to take a long while to complete Its choice, and if we get lazy or sloppy about handling Its thrashing around, a lot of people are going to die."

"The seafloor," Nita said, "has been shaken up a lot lately."

"That's one symptom that tells us the TwelveSong needs to be reenacted," S'reee said. "We do the Song at intervals anyway, to make sure the story's never forgotten. But when the Lone Power gets troublesome—as It seems to be doing now—we reenact the Song, and bind It quiet again."

"Where do you do this stuff?" Kit said.

"Down the coast a ways," S'reee said, "off the edge of the Plateau, in the Great Deep past the Gates of the Sea. Ae'mhnuu was getting ready to call the Ten together for a Song in 
three days or so. He was training me for the Singer's part—before they blew him in two pieces and boiled him down for oil."

 Her song went bitter, acquiring a rasp that hurt Nita's ears. "Now I'm stuck handling it all myself. It's not easy: You have to pick each whale-wizard carefully for each part. I don't know who he had in mind to do what. Now I have to work it out myself—and I need help, from wizards who can handle trouble if it comes up." She looked up at them. "You two can obviously manage that. And the Ten will listen to you, they'll respect you, after what you went through up in the High and Dry. You've fought the Lone Power yourselves and gotten off—"

"It was luck," Kit muttered. Nita elbowed him.

"Singing, huh," Nita said, smiling slightly. "I don't have much of a singing voice. Maybe I'd better take the Silent One's part."

S'reee looked at Nita in amazement. "Would you?"

"Why not?"

"Not me," Kit said. "I'm even worse than she is. But I'll come along for the ride. The swim, I mean."

S'reee looked from Kit to Nita. "You two 
are enough to make me doubt all the stories I've heard about humans," she said. "Hnii't, best check that 'book' thing and make sure this is something you're suited for. The temperaments of the singers have to match the parts they sing—but I think this might suit you. And the original Silent Lord was a humpback. The shapechange would come easily to you, since we've shared blood—"

 "Wait a minute! Shapechange?" Nita cried. "You mean me be a whale?"

Kit laughed. "Why not, Neets? You have been putting on a little weight lately..."

She elbowed him again, harder. "Oh, you'd shapechange too, K!t," S'reee said. "We couldn't take you down in the Great Deep otherwise.—Look, you two, there's too much to tell, and some of it's going to have to be handled as we go along. We've got three days to get everyone together for the Song, so that it happens when the moon's round. Otherwise it won't keep the sea bottom quiet—"

Kit looked suddenly at Nita. "Did you see that thing on the news the other night? About the volcano?"

"The what?"

"There was some scientist on. He said that hot-water vents had been opening up all of a 
sudden off the continental shelf. And he said that if those little tremors we've been having keep getting worse, it could open the bottom right up and there'd be a volcano. The least it'd do would be to boil the water for miles. But it could also break Long Island in two. The beaches would go right under water. And Manhattan skyscrapers aren't built for earthquakes." Kit was quiet for a moment, then said, "The rocks remembered. That's why they were upset..."

 Nita wasn't thinking about rocks, or Manhattan. She was thinking that her folks were planning to be there for another week and a half at least—and she saw a very clear picture of a tidal wave of dirty, boiling water crashing down on the beach house and smashing it to driftwood.

"When should we start, S'reee?" she said.

"Dawn tomorrow. There's little time to waste. Hotshot will be going with us—he'll be singing the Fourth Lord, the Wanderer, in the Song."

"Dawn—" Nita chewed her lip. "Could it be a little later? We've got to have breakfast with my parents or they'll freak out."

"Parents?" S'reee looked from Nita to Kit in shock. "You're still calves, is that what 
you're telling me? And you went outworld into a Dark Place and came back! I'd thought you were much older—"

 "We wished we were," Nita said under her breath.

"Oh, well. No matter. Three hours after dawn be all right? The same place? Good enough. Let me take you back. I have something to fetch so that you can swim with us, K!t. And, look—" She gazed at them for some time from that small, worried, gentle eye; but longer at Nita. "Thank you," she said. "Thank you very much indeed."

"Think nothing of it," Kit said grandly, slipping into the water and patting S'reee on one big ribbed flank.

Nita slid into the water, took hold of S'reee's dorsal fin, and thought something of it all the way home.
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