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Unending stairs reach up the mountain above you,

And you keep climbing, while the welcoming voices

Cheer you along. They make the long climb easier,

Though the gift you're bringing may to you seem small.

Don't worry, it's what they need: For all the cheering,

See how empty the streets are? Take your time.

Make your way upward steadily toward what waits,

Through day's blind radiance to the city's pinnacle,

And fall up the last few steps into empty sky....

—hexagram 46, Sheng

"Onward and Upward"

"With me, a change of trouble is as good as a vacation."

—David Lloyd George (1863–1945)

What, can the Devil speak true?

—William Shakespeare,

Macbeth, I, iii






That Getaway Urge

IT WAS THE FRIDAY AFTERNOON before the start of spring break. The weather was nothing like spring. It was cold and gray outside; the wind hissed unrepentantly through the still-bare limbs of the maple trees that lined the street, and in that wind the rain was blowing horizontally from west to east, seemingly right into the face of the girl, in parka and jeans, running down the sidewalk toward her driveway. Except for her, the street was empty, and no one looking out the window of any nearby house was close enough to notice that the rain wasn't getting the young girl wet. Even if someone had noticed, probably nothing would have come of it; human beings generally don't recognize wizardry even when it's being done right under their noses.

Nita Callahan jogged up her driveway, unlocked the back door of her house, and plunged through it into 
the warmth of the kitchen. The back door blew back and slammed against the stairwell wall behind her in a sudden gust of wind, but she didn't care. She pushed the door shut again, then struggled briefly to get her backpack off, flinging it onto the kitchen counter.

"Freedom!" she said to no one in particular as she pulled off her jacket and tossed it through the kitchen door onto the back of one of the dining room chairs. "Freedom! Free at last!" And she actually did a small impromptu dance in the middle of the kitchen at the sheer pleasure of the concept of two weeks off from school ... though the dancing lasted only until her stomach suddenly growled.

"Freedom and food," Nita said then, and opened the refrigerator and stuck her head into it to see what was there to eat.

There was precious little. Half a quart of milk and half a stick of butter; some small, unidentifiable pieces of cheese bundled up in plastic wrap, at least a couple of them turning green or blue because of the presence of other life-forms; way back in a corner, a plastic-bagged head of lettuce that had seen better days, probably several weeks ago; and a last slice of frozen pizza that someone, probably her sister, Dairine, had left in the fridge on a plate without wrapping it, and which was now desiccated enough to curl up at the edges.

"Make that freedom and starvation," Nita said under her breath, and shut the refrigerator door. It was the end of the week, and in her family, shopping was something that happened after her dad got home on 
Fridays. Nita went over to the bread box on the counter, thinking that at least she could make a sandwich—but inside the bread box was only a crumpledup bread wrapper, which, she saw when she opened it, contained one rather stale slice of bread between two heel pieces.

"I hate those," Nita muttered, wrapping up the bread again. She opened a cupboard over the counter, pulled down a peanut butter jar, and saw that the jar had been scraped almost clear inside. She rummaged around among various nondescript canned goods, but there was no soup or ravioli or any of the faster foods she favored—just beans and other canned vegetables, things that would need a lot of work to make them edible.

Nita glanced at the clock. It was at least half an hour before the time her dad usually shut his florist's shop on Fridays and came home to pick up whoever wanted to go along to help do the shopping. "I will die of hunger before then," Nita said to herself. "Die horribly."

Then she glanced at the refrigerator again. Aha, Nita thought. She went to the wall by the doorway into the dining room and picked up the receiver of the kitchen phone.

She dialed. The phone at the other end rang, and after a couple of rings someone picked up. "Rodriguez residence..."

Behind the voice was a noise that sounded rather like a jackhammer, if jackhammers could sing. "Kit? How'd you beat me home?"


"My last-period study hall was optional today ... I was finished with my homework so I went home early. What's up?"

"I was going to ask you that," Nita said, raising her voice over the racket. "Is your dad redoing the kitchen or something?"

She heard Kit let out an exasperated breath. "It's the TV."

"It's acting up again?" Nita said. Kit's last attempt to use wizardry to repair his family's new home entertainment system had produced some peculiar side effects, such as the TV showing other planets' cable channels without warning.

"Neets," Kit said, "it's worse than just acting up now. I think the TV's trying to evolve into an intelligent life-form."

Nita's eyebrows went up. "That could be an improvement..."

"Yeah, but evolution can have a lot of dead ends," Kit said. "And I'm getting really tempted to end this one with a hammer. The TV says it's meditating ... but most things get quieter when they meditate."

She snickered. "Knowing your electronics, you may need that hammer. Meanwhile, I don't want to talk about your TV. I want to talk about your refrigerator."

"Uh-oh," Kit said.

"Uh-oh," something inside Nita's house also said, like an echo. She glanced around her but couldn't figure out what had said it. Weird... "Kit," Nita said, "I'm dying here. You saw what lunch was like today.


Nothing human could have eaten it. Mystery meat in secret sauce again."

"Fridays are always bad in that cafeteria," Kit said. "That's why I eat at home so much."

"Don't torture me. What's in your fridge?"

There was a pause while Kit walked into his kitchen, and Nita heard his refrigerator door open. "Milk, eggs, some of Carmela's yogurt drinks, beer, some of that lemon soda, mineral water, half a chocolate cake, roast chicken—"

"You mean cold cuts?"

"No, I mean half a chicken. Mama made it last night. You've had this recipe before. She rubs it with this hot-smoked paprika she gets from the gourmet store, and then she stuffs it with smoked garlic, and then she—"

Nita's mouth had started to water. "You're doing this on purpose," she said. "Let me raid your fridge."

"Hey, I don't know, Neets, that chicken breast would be pretty good in a sandwich with some mayo, and I don't know if there's enough for—"

"Kit!"

He snorted with laughter. "You really need to get your dad to buy more food when he shops," Kit said. "You keep running out on Friday. If he'd just—"

"KIT!!"

Kit laughed harder. "Okay, look, there's plenty of chicken. Don't bust your gnaester. You coming over later?"

"Yeah, after we shop."


"Bring a spare hammer," Kit said. "This job I'm doing might need two."

"Yeah, thanks. Keep everybody out of the fridge for five minutes. See you later, bye!"

Nita hung up, then stood for a moment and considered her own refrigerator. "You know what I've got in mind," she said to it in the Speech.

And you keep having to do it, the refrigerator "said." Being inanimate, it wasn't actually talking, of course, but it still managed to produce a "sound" and sensation that came across as grumpy.

"It's not your fault you're not as full as you should be, come the end of the week," Nita said. "I'll talk to my dad. Do you mind, though?"

It's my job to feed you, the refrigerator said, sounding less grumpy but still a little unhappy. But in a more usual way. Talk to him, will you?

"First thing. And, in the meantime, think how broadening it is for you to swap insides with a colleague every now and then!"

Well, I guess you've got a point, the refrigerator said, sounding more interested. Yeah, go ahead...

Nita whistled for her wizard's manual. Her book bag wriggled and jumped around on the counter as if something alive were struggling to get out. Nita glanced over and just had time to realize that only one of the two flap-fasteners was undone when the manual worked its way out from under the flap and shot across the kitchen into her hand.

"Sorry about that," she said to the manual. "Casual wizardries, home utilities, fridge routine, please..."


The manual flipped open in her hand, laying itself out to a page about half covered with the graceful curly cursive of the wizardly Speech. "Right," Nita said, and began to read.

The spell went as spells usually did—the workaday sounds of the wind and the occasional passing traffic outside, the soft hum of the fridge motor and other kitchen noises inside, all gradually muting down and down as that concentrating silence, the universe listening to what Nita was saying in the Speech, came into ever greater force and began to assert its authority over merely physical things. The wizardry itself was a straightforward temporospatial translocation, or exchange of one volume of local space for another, though even a spell like that wasn't necessarily simple when you considered that each of the volumes in question was corkscrewing its way through space-time in a slightly different direction, because of their differing locations on the Earth's surface. As Nita read from the manual, an iridescent fog of light surrounded her while the words in the Speech wove and wrapped themselves through physical reality, coaxing it for just a little while into a slightly different shape. She said the spell's last word, the verbal expression of the wizard's knot, the completion that would turn it loose to work—

The spell activated with a crash of silent thunder, enacting the change. Silence ebbed; sound came back—the wind still whistling outside, the splash and hiss of a car going by. Completed, the spell extracted its price, a small but significant portion of the energy presently available to Nita. She stood there breathing hard, sweat 
standing out on her brow, as she reached out and opened the refrigerator door.

The fridge wasn't empty now. The shelves looked different from the ones that were usually there, and on one of those shelves was that lemon soda Kit had mentioned, a few plastic bottles of it. Nita reached in and pulled one of those out first, opened it, and had a long swig, smiling slightly: It was her favorite brand, which Kit's mom had taken to buying for her. Then Nita looked over Kit's refrigerator's other contents and weighed the possibilities. She had a brief flirtation with the idea of one of those yogurt drinks, but this was not a yogurt moment; anyway, those were Carmela's special thing. However, there was that chicken, sitting there wrapped in plastic on a plate. About half of it was gone, but the breast on the other side was intact and golden brown, gorgeous.

"Okay, you," Nita said, "come here and have a starring role in a sandwich." She reached in, took out the roast chicken, put it on a clean plate, and then unwrapped it. Nita pulled the sharpest knife off the magnetic knife rack by the sink and carved a couple of slices off the breast.

She contemplated a third slice, then paused, not wanting to make too much of a pig of herself.

"Uh-oh," something said again.

Nita looked around her, but couldn't see anything. Something in the dining room? she thought. "Hello?" she said.

Instead of a reply, there came a clunking noise, like a door being pulled open. "Kit," said a female voice, 
"what's wrong with the fridge? All the food's gone. No, wait, though, there's a really ugly alien in here disguised as a leaky lettuce. Hey, I guess I shouldn't be rude to it; it's a visitor. Welcome to our planet, Mr. Alien!"

This was followed by some muffled remark that Nita couldn't make out, possibly something Kit was saying. A moment later, Kit's sister Carmela's voice came out of Nita's refrigerator again. "Hola, Nita, are your phone bills getting too big? This is a weird way to deal with it..."

Nita snickered. "No, 'Mela," she said into the fridge, "I'm just dying of hunger here. I'll trade you a roast chicken from the store later on."

"It won't be as good as my mama's," Carmela said. "But you're welcome to some of this one. We can't have you starving. Hey, come on over later. We can shop."

Nita had to grin at that, and at the wicked twist Carmela put on the last word. "I'll be over," she said.

Clunk! went the door of Kit's refrigerator, a block and a half away. Or three feet away, depending on how you looked at it. Nita smiled slightly, put the chicken back in the fridge, and closed the door. She'd left a verbal "tag" hanging out of the wizardry she'd worked, like a single strand of yarn hanging off the hem of a sweater. Nita said the word, and the spell unraveled itself to nothing.

She went back to the bread box, got those two heel pieces of bread, which no longer looked so repulsive now that the chicken was here, and started constructing her sandwich, smiling in slight bemusement. "Welcome to our planet, Mr. Alien," Carmela had said. Nita 
absolutely approved of the sentiment. What was unusual was that Carmela had used the Speech to express it.

Nita shook her head. Things were getting increasingly strange over at Kit's house lately, and it wasn't just the electronics—his family, even his dog, seemed to be experiencing the effects of his wizardry more and more plainly all the time, and no one was sure why. Though Carmela's always been good with languages, Nita thought. I guess I should have expected her to pick up the Speech eventually, once she started to be exposed to it. After all, lots of people who aren't wizards use it—on other planets, anyway. And at least the lettuce didn't answer her back... Of course, the fact that it hadn't suggested that it should have been in the compost heap several days ago. Nita got up, opened the fridge again, and fished the lettuce out in a gingerly manner. Carmela was right: It was leaking. Nita put the poor soggy thing in the sink to drain—it would have to be unwrapped before it went into the compost—rinsed and dried her hands, and went back to her sandwich.

"Uh-oh," said that small voice again.

Wait a minute, I know who that is... Nita stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, with half the sandwich in her hand, looking around. "Spot," she said, looking around. "Where are you?"

"Uh-oh," Spot said.

She couldn't quite locate the sound. Is he invisible or something? "It's okay, Spot," Nita said. "It's me."

No answer came back. Nita glanced around the dining room for a moment or so, looking on the seats of 
the chairs, and briefly under them, but she still couldn't see anything. After a moment she shook her head. Spot was an unusually personal kind of personal computer—he would speak to her and her father occasionally, but never at any length. Probably, Nita thought, this had to do with the fact that he was in some kind of symbiotic relationship with Dairine—part wizard's manual, part pet, part ... Nita shook her head and went back to her sandwich. Spot was difficult to describe accurately; he had been through a great deal in his short life. The part of this that Nita knew about—Spot's participation in the creation of a whole species of sentient computers—would have been enough to account for the weird way he sometimes behaved. But he had been constant companion to Dairine on all her errantry after that, and for all Nita knew, Spot had since been involved in stranger things.

There were no further utterances from Spot. "Okay," Nita said, straightening up. "You stay where you are, then ... She'll be back in a while."

She sat down at the table and called her manual to her again. Two weeks of my own, she thought. Yeah! There were a hundred things to think about over the school holiday: projects she was working on with Kit, and things she was doing for her own enjoyment that she would finally have some time to really get into.

She opened the manual to the area where she kept wizardries-in-progress and paged through it idly, pausing as she came to a page that was about half full of the graceful characters of the Speech. But the last line was 
blinking on and off to remind her that the entry was incomplete. Oh yeah, she thought. I'd better finish this while the material's still fresh.

Nita sat back and eyed the page, munching on her sandwich. Since she'd first become a wizard, she tended to dream things that later turned out to be useful—not strictly predictions of the future, but scenes from her life, or sometimes other people's lives, fragments of future history. The saying went that those who forgot history were doomed to repeat it; and since Nita hated repeating herself, she'd started looking for ways to make better use of the information from her dreams, rather than just be suddenly reminded of them when the events actually happened.

Her local Advisory Wizard had given her some hints on how to use "lucid" dreaming to her advantage, and had finally suggested that Nita keep a log of her dreams to refer to later. Nita had started doing this and had discovered that the dreams were getting easier to remember. Now she glanced down at the page and had a look at this morning's notes.

Reading them brought the images and impressions up fresh in her mind again. Last night's dream had started with the sound of laughter, with kind of an edge to it. At first Nita had thought that the source of the laughter was her old adversary, the Lone Power, but the voice had been different. There was an edge of malice to this laughter, all right, but it was far less menacing than the Lone One had ever sounded in Nita's dealings with it, and far more ambivalent. And the voice was a woman's.


Then a man's voice, very clear: "I've been waiting for you for a long time," he says. His voice is friendly. The timbre of the voice is young, but there's something behind it that sounds really old somehow. Nita closed her eyes, tried to remember something more about that moment than the voice. Light! There was a sense of radiance all around, and a big, vague murmuring at the edge of things, as if some kind of crowd scene was going on just out of Nita's range of vision.

And there was barking, absolutely deafening barking. Nita had to smile at that, because she knew that bark extremely well. It was Kit's dog, Ponch, barking excitedly about something, which wasn't at all strange. What was strange was the absolute hugeness of the sound, in the darkness.

The darkness, Nita thought, and shivered once as the image, which hadn't been clear this morning, suddenly presented itself.

"Record," she said to the manual, and sat back with her eyes closed.

Space, with stars in it. Well, you would expect space to be dark. But slowly, slowly, some of the stars seemed to go faint, as if something filmy was getting between her and them, like a cloud, a creeping fog....

Slowly the dark fog had crept across Nita's field of vision. It swallowed the stars. Now that she was awake, the image gave her the creeps. Yet in the dream, somehow this hadn't been the case. She saw it happening; she was somehow not even surprised by it. In the dream, she knew what it meant, and its only effect on Nita had been to make her incredibly angry.


She opened her eyes now, feeling a little flushed with the memory of the anger. Nita looked down at the manual, where the last line of the Speech, recording her last impression, was blinking quietly on and off, waiting for her to add anything further.

She searched her memory, then shook her head. Nothing new was coming up for now. "Close the entry," she said to the manual, and that last line stopped blinking.

Nita shut the manual and reached out to pick up her sandwich and have another bite. It was frustrating to get these bits and pieces and not understand what they meant; but, eventually, when she got enough of them together, they would start to make some kind of sense. I just hope that it happens in time to be of some use. For sure, something's going to start happening shortly. The darkness had not "felt" very far away in time. I'll mention it to Tom when I have a chance.

Meanwhile, there were plenty of other things to think about. That Martian project, for example, she thought as she finished her sandwich. She got up to go into the kitchen and get rid of the plate. Now that's going to be a whole lot of fun—

From outside the house came a splash and hiss as someone drove through the puddle that always collected at the end of the driveway in rainy weather. Nita glanced out the kitchen window and saw the car coming up the driveway. Daddy's a little early, she thought. It must have been quiet in the store this afternoon. But where is Dairine? I thought she'd be back by now...


Nita ran some cold water from the tap into a measuring cup, filled up the water reservoir of the coffeemaker by the sink, put one of the premeasured coffee filters her dad favored into the top of the machine, and hit the ON switch. The coffeemaker started making the usual wheeze-and-gurgle noises. Outside, the car door slammed; a few moments later, shaking the rain out of his hair, Nita's dad came in—a tall man, silver-haired, big-shouldered, and getting a little thick around the waist; he'd been putting on a little weight these past few months. He was splattered with rain about the shoulders, and he was carrying a long paper package in his arms. "Hi, sweetie."

"Hi, Daddy." Nita sniffed the air. "Mums?" she said. She recognized that slightly musty scent before she saw the rust- and gold-colored flowers sticking out of the wide end of the package.

Her dad nodded. "We had a few left over this afternoon ... No point leaving them in the store. I'll find a vase for them." He put the flowers down on the drain board, then peered into the sink. "Good lord, what's that?"

"Lettuce," Nita said. "Previously."

"I see what you mean," Nita's dad said. "Well, that's my fault. I meant to make some salad last weekend, but it never happened. That shouldn't have gone bad so fast, though..."

"You have to put the vegetables in the crisper, Daddy. It's too dry in the main part of the fridge, and probably too cold." Nita sighed. "Speaking of which, I was talking to the fridge a little while ago..."


Her father gave her a cockeyed look. Nita had to laugh at the expression.

"You're going to tell me that the refrigerator has a problem of some kind? Not a mechanical one, I take it."

"Uh, no."

Her dad leaned against the counter, rubbing his face a little wearily. "I still have trouble with this idea of inanimate objects being able to think and have emotions."

"Not emotions the way we have them," Nita said. "Ways they want things to be ... and a reaction when they're not. And as for inanimate ... They're just not alive the way we are." She shrugged. "Just call this 'life not as we know it,' if it helps."

"But it is life as you know it."

"I just have better equipment to detect it with," Nita said. "I talk to it and it talks back. It'd be rude not to answer, after that. Anyway, Daddy, it's weird to hear you say you have a problem with this! You talk to your plants all the time. In the shop and here. You should hear yourself out in the garden."

At that, her dad looked nonplussed. "But even the scientists say it's good to talk to plants. It's the frequency of the sound waves or something."

"That's like saying that telling someone you love them is good just because of the sound waves," Nita said. "If you were from Mars and you didn't know how important knowing people loved you was, you might think it was the sound waves, too. Don't you feel how the plants like it when you talk to them?"

"They do grow better," her dad said after a moment. "Liking... I don't know. Give me a while to get used to the idea. What's the fridge's problem?"

"It hates being empty. A fridge's nature is to have things in it for people to eat! But there's hardly anything in it half the week, and that makes it sad." Nita gave her dad a stern look. "Not to mention that it makes me sad, when I get home from school. We need to get more stuff on Fridays!"

"Well, okay. But at least—"

"Uh-oh," said a little voice.

Nita's dad glanced up, and both of them looked around. "What?" he said.

"It's Spot," said Nita.

"What's the matter with him?"

"I don't know," Nita said. "He's been doing that every now and then since I got home."

"Where is he?"

"I don't know. I looked for him before, but I couldn't see him. Dairine can probably tell us when she gets back. So, Daddy, about the shopping..."

"Okay," her father said. "Your mom was such an expert at judging what we needed right down to Friday afternoon. Maybe I didn't pay enough attention. You probably did, though."

"Uh, no," Nita said, "but I saw her do it often enough that I can imitate what she did until I start understanding the rules myself."

"Fine," her dad said. "That's your job now, then. Let me get out of my work clothes and we'll go out as soon as Dairine gets back."


"Uh-oh," said that small voice again. "Uh-oh. UH-oh!"

"What is it with him?" Nita's father said, looking around in confusion. "He sounds like he's having a guilt attack. Wherever he is..."

The uh-oh-ing stopped short.

Nita's dad looked into the dining room and spied something. "Hey, wait, I see where he is," he said, and went to the corner behind the dining room table. There was a little cupboard and pantry area there, set into the wall, and one of the lower cupboard's doors was partly open. Nita's dad looked into it. "What's the matter with you, fella?"

"Uh-oh," said Spot's voice, much smaller still.

"Come on," Nita's dad said, "let's have a look at you." He reached down into the bottom of the cupboard, in among the unpolished silver and the big serving plates, and brought out the little laptop computer. It had been undergoing some changes recently, what Dairine referred to as an "upgrade." In this case, upgrading seemed to involve getting smaller and cooler looking, so that a computer that had once been fairly big and heavy was now not much bigger than a large paperback book in a dark silvery case.

Spot, however, had equipment that no other laptop had, as far as Nita knew—not just sentience but (at least sometimes) legs. These—all ten of them, silvery and with two ball-and-socket joints each—now popped out and wiggled and rowed and made helpless circles in the air while Nita's dad held Spot up, blowing a little dislodged cupboard dust off the top of him.


"Some of that stuff in there needs to be polished," her dad said. "It's all brown. Never mind. You got a problem, big guy?"

It was surprising how much expression a closed computer case could seem to have, at least as far as Spot was concerned. He managed to look not only nervous but embarrassed. "Not me," Spot said.

"Well, who then?"

"Uh-oh," Spot said again.

Nita could immediately think of one reason why Spot might not want to go into detail. She was reluctant to say anything: It wasn't her style to go out of her way to get her little sister into trouble. Besides, since when does she need my help for that?

"All right," Nita's father said, sounding resigned. "What's Dairine done now?"

Despite her best intentions, Nita had to grin, though she turned away a little so that it wouldn't be too obvious.

"Come on, buddy," Nita's father said. "You know we're on her side. Give."

Spot's little legs revolved faster and faster in their ball-and-socket joints, as if he were trying to rev up to takeoff speed. "Spot," her dad said, "come on, it's all right. Don't get all—"

With a pop! and a little implosion of air that made the dining room window curtains swing inward, Spot vanished.

Nita's dad looked at his empty hands, then looked over at Nita and dusted his palms. "Now where'd he go?"


Nita shook her head. "No idea."

"I haven't seen him do that before."

"Usually I don't see him coming or going, either," Nita said. "But he can do that kind of stuff if he wants to. He's got a lot of the manual in him; wizardry is his operating system, and Spot can probably use it for function calls I've never even thought about." She went into the kitchen and got her backpack off the counter, bringing it into the dining room and dropping it on the table. "He and Dairine aren't usually far apart for long, though. When she comes back, he will, too."

"Did she have a late day today?" Nita's dad said.

"Choir practice, I think," Nita said. "No, wait, that was yesterday. She should be home any minute."

Nita's dad nodded. "Any coffee left from this morning?"

"I threw it out when I left for school," Nita said. "You know what it tastes like when you leave it all day. I just made you some fresh."

"Thanks."

Her dad headed into the kitchen. As he did, the front doorbell rang. "It's probably the newspaper guy," Nita's dad said. "He collects around now. Get that, will you, honey?"

"Sure, Daddy." Nita went to the front door and opened it.

Instead of the Newsday guy, Nita found Tom Swale standing there—a tall man in his mid-thirties, dark-haired, good-looking, and one of the Senior Wizards for the New York metropolitan area. He was bundled 
up in a bright red ski parka and dripping slightly from the rain. "Hi, Nita. I saw the car in the driveway. Is your dad around?"

"Uh, yeah, come on in."

"You need money, Nita?" said her dad from the kitchen.

"Not for Tom, Daddy," Nita said. "He's free." She led Tom into the dining room and took his coat as he slipped out of it, hanging it over the back of one of the chairs. Her dad looked around the kitchen door, slightly surprised.

"Harry," Tom said, "I'm sorry to turn up unannounced like this. Is Dairine around?"

"Uh, not at the moment." Nita's dad suddenly looked a little pale—and Nita wondered whether her dad was thinking back to the last time the local Senior Wizard had turned up on their doorstep asking for Dairine. "It's whatever Dairine's done, isn't it?"

Tom's rueful expression suggested that he understood what was going through Nita's dad's head. "Well, yes. I wouldn't say it was on the scale of previous transgressions. But there's something she needs to take some correction on."

At that, Nita's dad looked somewhat relieved. "A daily occurrence," he said, "if not hourly. Tom, come on in, have a cup of something, and tell me about it."

"Thanks."

They headed past Nita into the kitchen. "By the way, you any good with vanishing computers?" Nita's dad said.

"Please. I have enough trouble with them when 
they're visible," Tom said, giving Nita a wink in passing. Nita took this as a signal that she was meant to be elsewhere, so she went into the living room, picked up the extension phone, and dialed.

When Kit picked up the phone this time, the noise in the background was more muted. "Talked to the TV, huh?" Nita said.

"At length," Kit said. "It seems to have worked for the moment."

"Yeah," Nita said, "I had to sweet-talk the fridge a little myself just now."

"You're getting good at that," Kit said. "Used to be you had more trouble with machines."

Nita shrugged. "Experience?" she said. "Maybe I'm changing specialties. Or maybe yours is rubbing off. Look, don't ask me." She lowered her voice. "I was going to say that if the noise is still too much for you over there, maybe you want to find an excuse to come over here for a while. It may not be any quieter, but it's gonna be more interesting."

"Why? What's happening?"

"I don't know, but—" Nita heard something then: a voice, higher than hers, younger than hers, coming up the driveway and singing, more or less to the tune of the chorus of "My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean," "Two weeks! Two weeks! I get two weeks off now, hurray, hurray—"

"Oh, boy," Nita said. "Here it comes!"

The back door opened. "Two weeks! Two—Uh."

There was a soft bang! as something materialized in 
the kitchen without being too careful about air displacement. "Uh-oh," Spot's voice said, sounding panic-stricken.

"Both of you stay right where you are," Nita's dad said.

Nita choked down her laughter. "Can't miss this, gotta go!" she whispered, and hung up.



Dealing with Unforeseen Circumstances

CAREFULLY, INTENDING TO SEEM neither too sneaky nor too enthusiastic about it, Nita made her way into the dining room and sat down very quietly at the end of the dining room table, where she could just see into the kitchen.

Her dad and Tom were leaning against the kitchen counter, coffee cups in hand, looking at a suddenly very subdued Dairine. "I'll give you three guesses," Tom said, "why I'm here."

Dairine leaned against the opposite counter and brushed her red bangs out of her eyes in a way that was meant to look casual, but to Nita's practiced eye, the act was failing miserably. Dairine was freaked.

"And Spot knows, too, I'll bet," Tom said, "which is why he's so skittish all of a sudden. Dairine, you know that as a responsible wizard you have an obligation to tell the people who're still helping you manage your 
life about what's going on with you ... and when you're intending to embark on some course of action that is going to affect them."

"Uh, yeah, well, I was about to—"

"In some cases that information should really reach your family before you embark on the course of action, wouldn't you say? Assuming that you want to stay in a good relationship with the Powers That Be. Which right now seems increasingly unlikely."

Nita saw Dairine go so pale that her freckles looked about four shades darker than usual.

Tom put out his hand, and as if from the empty air, his wizard's manual fell into it. It was a manual larger than Nita's, nearly the size of a phone book—but as one of the supervisory wizards for this part of the East Coast, he had a lot more people, places, and things to look after in the course of his practice than Nita did. "Let me read you my copy of a message that doubtless will have reached you via Spot not too long ago," Tom said, looking over his manual at Dairine as he opened the book and paged through it. "And which is doubtless why poor Spot is having a crisis of the nerves. 'To: D. Callahan, T. Swale, C. Romeo: We confirm availability for two of your species in the sponsored noninterventional excursus program at this time. However, your applicant supervisee-wizard's proposal for an excursus is rejected for the following reasons: Durational impropriety. Evasion of local issues. Attempt to circumvent local dirigent authority...'" Tom paused, looking down the page with an expression of annoyed bemusement. 
"Actually," he said, "despite the fact that the Powers That Be have listed about twelve other reasons here, those three are probably sufficient for the moment."

"Okay, Tom," Nita's dad said. "For the wizardly challenged among us, this means...?"

"Dairine," Tom said, taking another drink of his coffee with his free hand, "has signed herself and Nita up for a cultural outreach program."

What? Nita thought, her eyes going wide. She pushed herself very quietly back out of sight of the kitchen, flushing hot in one instant and cold in the next. Then, ever so carefully, she leaned forward again to see what her dad's expression looked like.

He had raised his eyebrows, that was all. "Well, that doesn't sound so bad..."

"Probably not, until you consider that it would have involved them spending ten to fourteen days halfway across the galaxy," Tom said. "Or sometimes somewhere further off ... though these young-practitioner exchanges usually stay within a radius of a hundred thousand light-years, for administrative reasons."

Nita watched her dad's expression shift from bemused to slightly concerned. "You mean," he said, "this is like a student-exchange program here on Earth."

"There are similarities," Tom said. "But the similarities also mean that while Dairine and Nita were gone, you would have had other wizards staying here with you."

Dairine's father slowly turned his head and trained a look on Dairine that was so blank it was scary.


"I was going to tell you, Daddy," Dairine said in a much smaller voice than previously. "It was just that—"

"You were going to tell me, huh?" Nita's father said, in a flat, unrevealing voice that matched his expression. "Not ask me?"

Nita swallowed.

"I just thought if I got everything arranged," Dairine said, in a smaller voice yet, "got it all set up, then I could talk to you and we could—"

Dairine's dad looked at her severely. "What?" he said. "You were thinking you'd just present this thing to me as a fait accompli? Bad move."

"Daddy, we've all been—" Dairine stopped. "Some time off would have been really—"

"Uh-huh," Nita's dad said, absolutely without inflection. Out of his view, Nita covered her face with her hands. "Did Nita know anything about this?"

"No." Now Dairine was starting to sound a little sullen. "It was going to be a surprise."

"The message confirms that," Tom said. "It wasn't Nita who was being sanctioned, Harry."

Nita's dad's expression broke enough for him to frown at Dairine. "Well, it didn't sound like Nita's style. But for your part, consider yourself lucky that I don't ground you."

"I, however, don't have that much leeway," Tom said. "The message the Powers That Be dropped on my head, after this one, requires me to restrict you to Sol System for the next two weeks, as a corrective. So consider it done."

"Aww, Tom!"


Tom snapped his manual closed and tossed it into the air. It vanished. "Next time," Tom said, "think it through."

Nita's dad gave Dairine that terrible level look again. "Dairine, I think you should go take some private time to consider what you've been up to," he said. "Forget leaving the solar system: For the time being, I don't want you to leave the house. By any means, so no doing transport spells in your room, young lady. In fact, I don't think I want to lay eyes on you again till Nita and I get back from doing the shopping. So go on now."

"I really am sorry," Dairine said, very, very low. Nita listened to the words, judging the tone critically, and gave Dairine about a six on a scale of ten for penitence. As Dairine hurried through the dining room past her, Nita kept her face carefully straight, but the glance that Dairine threw at her, knowing their dad couldn't see it, made Nita revise the score about half a point upward. Dairine was angry, but also genuinely sorry.

Dairine vanished through the living room and up the stairs to her bedroom. "And since you've been sitting there taking all this in..." Tom said through the kitchen doorway. Nita blushed. Tom gave Nita a look that wasn't half as severe as it might have been.

"She really didn't give you any idea that she was up to this?" Nita's dad said, coming into the dining room.

Nita shook her head as Tom and her dad sat down at the table with her. "It was news to me," Nita said. "She doesn't tell me everything she does, not by a long shot. And I can't always guess. Which may be a good thing, 
since if I'd known about this, I'd have—" Reamed her out, Nita was about to say, and then she stopped, because she didn't know if it was strictly true.

She looked over at Tom. "I've seen the section in the manual about this exchange thing," Nita said, "but when I read it, it never occurred to me that you could just sign yourself up for one. I thought someone had to nominate you."

"Oh, not always," Tom said. "You can sign up for it yourself, if you have the spare time and think the circumstances warrant it."

"Which plainly Dairine did," Nita's dad said.

"Harry," Tom said, "I think all we have here is a case of Dairine doing what she usually does: pushing the envelope. Testing. It's not that unusual for an early-latency wizard. You come into your power in a big way, then it drops off in a big way, and afterward you're likely to spend a while plunging around trying to redefine yourself as more than a wonder child. There's always the fear, 'Was that all I had? Was the way I was when I started out as good as I'm ever going to get?' It takes a while to put that to bed."

Nita's dad sighed, leaned back in his chair and drank some coffee, then made a face: It had gone cold. "This hasn't made trouble for you, has it? If it has, I'm sorry."

Tom shook his head. "It's nothing major," he said. "Not compared with some of the sanctioning I have to deal with. The adult wizards are worse than the kids, in some ways: As you get older, there's an unfortunate tendency to start to lose the innate hunger for rules that you have when you're young. Some of us start trying to bend them in ways that aren't always innocuous..."

Nita's dad abruptly burst out laughing. "Whoa, you lost me. Kids have an innate hunger for rules?"

Tom looked wry. "Played hopscotch lately?" he said. "One toe over that chalk line and you are dead. But let me extend the metaphor more toward adult experience, because one of the places where the rule-hunger does persist is sports. You're a soccer fan, Harry; I see you up at the high school refereeing on weekends. About this weird and complex regulation called the offside rule—"

"I can explain that," Nita's dad said.

"And what's more, you'll enjoy explaining it," Tom said. "Possibly as much as you enjoy enforcing it on the would-be violators."

Nita's dad opened his mouth and then shut it again, grinning. "You might be able to convince me about this eventually," he said.

Tom just smiled. "Anyway, this isn't anything that I don't deal with more remotely, twenty or thirty times a week. It just happens that we live around the corner, so I have an excuse to exert my influence personally ... and to drink your coffee, which is better than Carl's: He thinks any coffee that doesn't eat the pot is a waste." Tom sighed and leaned back in his chair. "As far as this particular problem goes, it's no big deal. Since we've had the energy authorized for an excursus, I need to think about what to do with it. But that's the least of my worries at the moment."


He ran one hand through his hair as he spoke. Nita looked at it in slight shock; she saw something she'd never noticed before. All of a sudden there was some silver showing there, above the ears, and sprinkled in salt-and-pepper fashion through the rest of Tom's hair. When did that start? Is he okay?

"Interesting times?" Nita's dad said.

Tom nodded. "Interesting times. The world isn't quite what it used to be, lately..."

"Most of us have noticed," Nita's dad said. "Come on, let me give you another cup of that; we'll stick it in the microwave. I can't believe how fast this stuff seems to get cold. More milk?"

Her dad and Tom went back into the kitchen. Nita got up and headed upstairs.

Her sister was sitting at her desk, her arms folded, her head down on them. Nita stood there in the doorway, looking at her.

"Are you okay?" she said.

"Oh, yeah," Dairine said, not lifting her head. "See how okay I am. Thanks for asking."

Nita had been practicing ignoring her sister's sarcasm for years and by now was expert at the art. "What was the matter with you?" Nita said, though not nearly as loudly as she'd have liked.

There was a long silence before Dairine said anything. "I needed to get away," she said at last. "Just for a while. I needed ... I don't know. Not a vacation. I needed to do something else, somewhere else. Millman said a change would be a good idea if I could swing it. And for you, too." She gave Nita a look that was almost fierce.

Millman was the school psychologist who had been counseling them both, on and off, since their mom died. "I'll bet he didn't tell you to do anything like this," Nita said, annoyed. "You know how it has to look to Dad! He's going to think you don't think he's being a good enough dad or something."

"But it's not like we were going to be away all the time, Neets!" Dairine said. "It's easy to come home at nights if you want to. There's a protocol all set up—the Powers give you an expanded worldgating allowance and everything: You don't have to worry about blowing huge amounts of energy on transport to come back from your host world if you get homesick, or if you need to deal with something else back here. You can be back anytime you need to be, no problem—and the rest of the time, you can concentrate on being where you are."

Nita let out a long breath. "That," she said, "kind of looks like the last thing you were doing, Dair."

Dairine rubbed her eyes with her hands. It was their dad's gesture, helpless and pained, and Nita's insides seized up when she saw it.

"I didn't think it through," Dairine said after a little while. "Tom got that right."

She was quiet for another long time, almost too long, but there was no break in the tension. After a moment, Nita sat down on Dairine's bed. It creaked when she did so.
 

Dairine threw her a look, though not the one Nita was expecting. "You've been toughing it out all the time," Dairine said, and went back to staring at her desk, all cluttered with diskettes and blank CDs and artwork and paperwork, with the flat-screen monitor of her main computer, and also now with Spot, his legs all retracted, looking as muted and unhappy as Dairine did. "You think I don't see?" Dairine said, reaching out to trace some aimless design on Spot's upper case with one finger. "And when Dad and I can't connect, you're the one who winds up talking sense to him, and to me, and getting us all going in the same direction. But who's there to make things easier for you? ... You're getting worn out with it. You need a change of pace, something besides worrying about whether we're okay. We're tougher than you think we are. But you..."

Dairine fell silent, possibly unwilling to say what she was thinking. Nita looked at her and felt equally unwilling to force the issue, for she was afraid their thoughts were running in tandem. How many times have I had this idea myself in the past couple of months? Nita thought. How many times have I thought, I wish I were out of here. I wish that just for a few days a week, I was somewhere I didn't have to deal with helping to put everything back together in some new shape, one that doesn't have Mom in it?...

"Look," Nita said to Dairine after a moment. "You meant well. You just have to take these things past the meaning sometimes! Especially when it's Dad. You know what a disciplinarian he is ... or thinks he is. 
Now that Mom's not here, he thinks he has to be twice as much of one. Have you given any thought to trying to be, you know, good for a while?"

Dairine didn't look up, but she snickered, a supremely cynical sound.

It was what Nita had been hoping to hear. "Yeah," Nita said. "Well, think about that, too. You could throw him seriously off balance if you kept at it long enough."

"Yeah," Dairine said after a moment or so. "That might be worth seeing..."

"Do what you can," Nita said. "Give him some relief."

"What about you?" Dairine said.

"What about me what?" Nita said, and then abruptly heard in her head what her present English teacher would say to her if she uttered such a sentence in class. Mr. Neary was fiercer about correct grammar than some people were about the eternal battle between Good and Evil.

"You could still go," Dairine said.

Nita stared at her sister.

"And you could still take someone else. Say, Kit..."

After a moment, Nita shook her head. "You're crazy," she said. "This thing with Dad is going to take some patching up. There's no way he'd go for it right now..."

But Nita was somehow finding it hard to be as energetic about the refusal as she thought she should have been. Dairine just looked at her, straight-faced, for a moment or two. Finally Nita shook her head once more and got up. The bed creaked again.


"That thing's never recovered from being down that crevasse on Pluto," Dairine said. "Its springs are shot. You owe me a new one."

Nita threw a look back at the desk, at Spot. How a featureless silvery-dark metal case could look less depressed than it had five minutes ago, Nita didn't know, but Spot's did. This reassured her, too, for Spot was a good reflection of Dairine's genuine moods—Dairine might successfully fake what was going on with her, but Spot had no such talent.

"It was not down any crevasse," Nita said. "I left it in the middle of a plain of perfectly good frozen nitrogen, high and dry. But who knows, I might read up on the crystal-reconstruction spells in the metals section of the manual over the next day or so, and talk the steel back the way it used to be. I'm getting good with metal, I'm told."

This airy and overconfident statement elicited another snicker, even more cynical than the last one. Nita grinned. She had been a talk-to-the-trees type in the beginning of her wizardry, a specialist in work with organic life-forms, but everything changed eventually.

"You sit here and think about stuff," Nita said. "Be real contrite in case Dad comes in. And when we're gone, if Dad hasn't done it already, make a little effort to get on his good side by taking that poor lettuce out of the sink and sticking it in the compost heap. It's time it got recycled into something alive to make up for what happened to it in the fridge."

"Sure."

Nita went softly down the stairs and headed toward 
the dining room. Voices were speaking there. She stopped not far from the stairs, out of sight.

"I'm parenting for two here, Tom," Nita heard her dad say.

"I know," Tom said quietly. "It can't be easy."

"I don't want to be hard on her. But at the same time, I have to try to keep some semblance of normalcy around here ... keep some structures in place that the kids know they can depend on." There was one of those pauses in which Nita could practically hear her father rubbing his face.

"You're doing the right thing," Tom said, getting up. "You know you are. In the meantime, Harry, any time you need a friendly ear, you know our number. One or the other of us is almost always around. Wizardry isn't all about errantry. Mostly it's just talking."

"I know," her dad said. "I see that here a lot—"

There was a knock at the back door. Nita heard her dad's chair scrape back as he went to answer it. "Oh, hi, Kit," her dad said. "Come on in. I can't get used to it, the times when you walk over: I keep expecting you to just appear out of nothing in the living room, as usual." Her dad laughed then. "'As usual...'"

"Uh, hi, Mr. Callahan. No, I didn't want to, because..."

Tom got up as Nita put her head around the living room door into the dining room. "News travels fast, huh?" Tom said to her as the back door shut behind Kit.

"Uh, yeah," Nita said. She picked up Tom's jacket, 
which was still wet, and shook it off before handing it to him. Residual water went everywhere. "Why didn't you keep the rain off you when you came over?" she said.

"I don't always do wizardry just because I can," Tom said, smiling slightly and shrugging into the parka. "An attitude toward errantry that you'll understand a lot better when you're my age. Besides, I like the rain. By the way, how's the reading coming?"

When Tom asked Nita this, she knew it didn't have anything to do with fiction. Nita had been spending a lot of time with the manual over the past months, starting to explore for herself the kind of "research" wizardry that Tom did. In particular, she had been studying the Speech more closely, mostly for its own sake—there was always something new to find out about the language in which the Universe had been written—but also with an eye to finding other ways to deal with the Lone Power than just brute force. "I've been doing some more research on the Enactive and pre-Enactive modes," Nita said. "Ancillary Oaths and bindings."

"Oh ho," Tom said. "That'll keep you busy for the next couple of years ... There's a lot of finicky material there. A lot of memory work, too. Hit the Binding Oath yet?"

"Some references to it," Nita said. "But I haven't seen the Oath itself."

"It's worth a look," Tom said. "Our own Oath is based on it. Or maybe I should say closely related. It's 
worth studying, even if its uses are limited. Meanwhile, we've got more immediate problems than research." He glanced back toward the stairs. "Talk to her, will you?"

"I did."

"Good. See you later. See you, Kit."

Tom went out the front door and closed it behind him.

"Honey," Nita's dad said, "I need to change out of my work clothes. Give me a few minutes."

"It's such a pleasure to get out of the house," Kit said. "The phone hasn't stopped ringing all afternoon."

"Why?"

"Carmela. Every five minutes it's yet another of her slavering horde of boyfriends."

"I didn't think she'd gotten up to the 'horde' level," Nita said. "She told me she was just planning to test the wonderful world of dating."

"Test?" Kit said. "It's more like she's holding auditions. There's a new one on the phone every ten minutes. And I really don't want to be around when she narrows them down to the 'short list.' Being here is a relief ... even just for a little while. So are you coming over for dinner?"

Nita sat down and reached across the table for a pen and a pad of sticky notes, pulling off the top note and starting to jot down a list of needed groceries. "We have to go shop first. I'll come over when we get back. We've really got to talk about the next couple of weeks."

"That business on Mars," Kit said as he sat down 
across from her. "We need to get that taken care of before it gets out of hand. Those depth charges in Great South Bay ... It's time to get together with S'reee and the rest of the deep-side team to deal with those before they get any more unstable. And then there's that gate-relocation thing in the city..."

Kit paused, glancing toward the back of the house as he heard the bedroom door close. "It was Dairine, yeah?" Kit whispered.

"Yeah."

"What did she do? What did Tom do?"

"He grounded her. She can't leave the system."

Kit whistled softly. "What about your dad?"

"I thought he was going to lose it completely," Nita said, under her breath. "He sent her to her room. I can't even remember the last time he did that."

"What did she do?" Kit said.

Nita finished with the sticky note, then put the pen down and told him. Kit's eyes slowly went wide.

"Wow," Kit said. "Halfway across the galaxy, he said?"

"Yeah," said Nita.

"That'd really be something. You don't get to do a transit like that every day, and this would be a sponsored one! Think of being able to go that far and not have to pay for the energy."

Nita had been thinking of it, in an idle way. "Halfway across the galaxy" was forty-five thousand light-years or so. If you independently constructed a spell to do that kind of distance, it would really take it out of you. 
And doing such a transit using a previously set-up world-gate had its costs, too—you needed a good reason to do it, such as being formally "on errantry."

"It's a shame you couldn't go, anyway," Kit said.

"Oh, come on," Nita said. "I couldn't go now."

"Why not? It's spring break. We've got two whole weeks off!"

Nita frowned, shook her head. "It wouldn't be right somehow. My dad—"

"Your dad wouldn't mind," Kit said. And then his expression went very amused. "Come to think of it, my dad wouldn't mind."

Nita looked at Kit in confusion. "What?"

"You haven't been over in the past couple of days," Kit said. "Between Carmela and Ponch—"

"Oh no," Nita said. "What's Ponch doing now?"

"Wait till you come over," Kit said, looking rather resigned. "It'll be easier for you to see than for me to explain. But when I told my pop that we were going to have to go to Mars, he said, 'Don't let me keep you.'"

Nita stared at Kit in surprise. "I bet your mama didn't say that, though."

Kit's grin had a slight edge to it. "No. My mama suggested I go take a look at Neptune while I was at it, and not hurry home."

Nita snickered. "Seriously," Kit said. "This would be really neat. If we went to see Tom..."

They heard the door to Nita's dad's bedroom open. "Look," Nita said, "let's talk about it later. But I don't think—"


Nita's dad came in from the living room. "You ready?" he said to her.

"Yeah," Nita said, getting up. "Daddy, can I have dinner at Kit's?"

"Sure," her dad said. "Kit, she'll see you later. Neets, let's get this shopping done."





Fifteen minutes later, Nita and her dad walked in the sliding doors of the grocery store. The way things had gone in the old days, on occasions when the whole family went to the store together, it had been Nita's dad's job to push the cart and make helpful suggestions: Her mom had done the choosing. Nita now sighed a little as her dad went for the cart, and she consciously took on the choosing role for the first time. When shopping before, she had been rather halfhearted about it, which possibly had been the cause of some of the trouble. I guess I owe the fridge a little apology, she thought, and got out the sticky-pad page on which she'd made her list.

They went down the vegetable aisle and got potatoes, celery, tomatoes, and a head of lettuce, which Nita very pointedly handed to her dad. "The crisper this time," she said. "He's counting on you."

"'He'?" Nita's dad said, turning the lettuce over several times in his hands and looking at it closely. "How can you tell?"

"If you're a wizard, you can look at the gender equivalent of the word lettuce in the Speech," Nita said. "Or, on the other hand, you can just ask him."


"I'd probably prefer to pass on that second option," Nita's dad said as they came to the cold cuts and prepackaged meats. "I don't know if I'd want to talk to something I might eat."

"Daddy, this might sound weird to you," Nita said, looking for her preferred brand of bologna, "but some things are less upset about being eaten than they are about being wasted."

"Ouch."

Nita looked at her dad in sudden shock. "Daddy, I'm sorry, I didn't mean it that way."

Her dad smiled slightly as they turned into the next aisle. "I didn't think you did. But sometimes 'ouch' is a healthy reaction. Or so I hear."

"You've been talking to Tom again," Nita said.

"No, Millman. Never mind. We need some pizzas." Her father paused in front of a freezer case.

"Yeah." Nita picked a pizza from the freezer compartment. The front of it was full of images of ancient stone ovens. Nita turned it over and started reading the ingredients. "This is disgusting," Nita said. "Look at all the junk they put in this!"

"That's probably why they call it junk food."

"Used to be that just meant the empty calories," Nita said. "These days..." Not even this year's unit on organic chemistry had prepared her to cope with some of the ingredient names on that label. Nita made a face and put the package back. "I'm not sure I want to be eating so many things I can't pronounce."

"Home cooking means a lot more work..."

"I know," Nita said. "I'm beginning to see why 
Mom was so intense about it. I guess I'm just going to have to learn."

They turned into the paper-towels-and-toilet-paper aisle, and Nita's dad put a couple of the giant economy-size bundles of toilet paper in the cart. "It has been tough, hasn't it?" her dad said.

Nita sighed and nodded. "It hurts sometimes," she said after a moment. "Hurts pretty bad." Then, having a sudden thought, she added, "But not so much that I need to leave the planet for extended periods."

Her father looked thoughtful. "You sure about that?" he said.

Nita looked at him, uncertain what was going through his mind.

"What are other kids at school doing over spring break?" he said.

Nita shrugged. "Some of them are going away," she said. Among a few of her friends there had been excited talk of family vacations, trips to Florida or even, in one or two cases, to Europe. These by themselves had left Nita unimpressed, for travel by itself was no problem for a wizard. You could be planets or star-systems away from home in a matter of minutes or hours, depending on whether you used private or public transport. But the idea of being able to get away with the family, even for just a few days, had an entirely different attraction. Unfortunately, this was the busy time of year for Nita's dad. Even though the craziness of Valentine's Day was over, it would be Easter soon, and no florist in his right mind took a vacation right now.

"It doesn't matter, Daddy," Nita said. "Kit and I 
have a lot of stuff we've been planning to do. We might need to travel, but not far. No farther than Mars, anyway. It'll be nice to just kind of take it easy for a while. Don't worry about it."

"I'm not worrying," said her dad. But there was a strangely neutral sound to his voice, and Nita didn't know quite what to make of it.

"Daddy," Nita said, "are you okay?"

"Sure, honey," he said.

Nita wasn't so sure, but she didn't say anything. She and her dad went to the checkout, paid for the groceries, bagged them up, and carted everything out to the car. Then they headed for home.

They were only a few minutes away from the supermarket when Nita's dad said, "There were going to be aliens in the house?"

Nita's thoughts had been occupied with the weather on Mars this time of year, and the question took her by surprise. "Uh, yeah," she said. "It is an exchange program."

"Not incredibly strange aliens, I take it."

"Well, they'd have to be able to handle the basic environment," Nita said. "Our atmosphere, our gravity. That doesn't mean they'd be humanoid; there's a lot of variation in body structures among the kinds of carbon-based life that breathe oxygen. Anyway, whoever these guys were supposed to be, they might look pretty weird. But that wouldn't matter. If they're wizards, we'd have the most important stuff in common."

Her dad looked thoughtful. "They wouldn't be, you 
know, saving the world or anything while they were here?"

Nita wondered what he was getting at. "I don't think so," she said. "The manual says it's supposed to be a chance to see what the practice of wizardry looks like in some place really different, so that you get some new ideas about how to handle it at home. You're never formally sent out on errantry when you're on one of these, or so the manual says. If something minor comes up in passing, sure, you handle it. Otherwise..." She shrugged. "Pretty much you take it easy."

Her dad nodded, stopped the car at a traffic light. "We did get the milk, didn't we?"

"Plenty."

"I keep having this feeling that I've forgotten something."

Nita pulled out her Post-it note and once again compared it against the list in her head. "No," she said. "I don't think so..."

Her dad brooded briefly. "This is going to drive me crazy until I remember what it is I think I forgot," he said. "Never mind. Nita, why don't you go?"

"Where, to Mars?"

"No. On this exchange."

Nita stared at him.

He glanced back at her. Then the traffic light changed to green, and her dad turned his attention back to his driving.

"Are you kidding?" Nita said.


"No," said her dad, turning the corner off Nassau Road onto their street.

At first Nita didn't know what to say. "Uh, I don't know if I can," she said at last. "Tom may already have used the energy for something else."

"Somehow I doubt that," her father said.

"Did you talk to him about this?" Nita said, still very confused.

"In generalities, yes," her dad said. "I doubt you would have heard it, as you were occupied. I could hear you sneaking up the stairs."

"Uh, yeah," Nita said, "okay..."

"Well?"

Nita was flummoxed. "But, Daddy," she said at last, "what about the aliens?"

"They're wizards, you said."

"Yeah, but—"

"And they'll be able to disguise themselves, so the neighbors won't get into a panic and call the cops or the FBI or anything like that?"

"Daddy, I think you've been watching too much TV. I don't think the FBI really does aliens."

"So these other wizards can cover up for themselves?"

"Well, sure, that would be part of it, lots of times you have to do that when you're on another planet, but—"

"And Dairine will be here. From what you've told me, Dairine doesn't have any trouble with aliens."

Nita thought about that. Dairine's response to aliens could range from partying with them to blowing them 
up, but so far she didn't seem to have misjudged how to handle any given situation involving sentient beings who weren't human. It was her own species she seemed to have trouble with. "No, she does okay."

"I hear another 'but' coming," her father said, as they paused at the last traffic light before their block.

"I don't know if this is a good time to go away and leave you alone," Nita said at last.

"If Dairine's here, I won't be alone," her dad said.

I mean—

"Sweetie," said her dad, "I think maybe a break would be a smart thing for you right now. Dairine and I would be capable of coping here. And among other things, it'll give me a chance to practice talking to her without a mediator. Possibly a useful life skill."

Nita smiled half a smile. "You really have been talking to Millman," she said.

"About this? No. Some things I can figure out for myself. I am forty-one, you know."

"Uh, yeah," Nita said, and then was quiet for a moment.

"You need time to think about this?" her dad said. "Maybe the thought of going so far away scares you a little?"

"Daddy!" Nita said. "I've been a lot farther away than this."

"On 'business,' yes," her dad said. "But this is different. Honey, you ought to be a little kinder to yourself. Go on, goof off a little! You deserve it. And maybe I could use a little controlled weirdness. Sounds like 
that's what we'd be in for." And he threw Nita a sly look. "Also, it's a way to give Dairine a little something on the sly to make up for me, and your friends the Powers That Be, slapping her down so hard. Yeah?"

You are such a softie, Nita thought, with a sudden great rush of love for her dad. "Okay," Nita said. "Thanks, Daddy!"

"One thing," her dad said. "I really would be happier if Kit was with you. You two've been pretty good backup for each other in the past, and he's worked hard, too. I don't think a break from routine would hurt him, either. Obviously it's going to be up to his folks, but when you go over there, see what they think."

Without knowing how she knew, Nita was already certain of what they'd think. "You talked to them about me going already!" Nita said. "When you didn't even know what I was going to say!"

Her dad shot her another amused look. "We have many mysterious modes of communication," he said as he signaled the turn into their driveway. "Aided by the fact that not even children who are wizards can keep an eye on their parents every minute of the day."

Nita had to grin as the car splashed through the puddle at the bottom of the driveway. "Let's get this stuff unpacked," her dad said. "Then you'd better go talk to Kit and make plans."
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